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Notes on the Music

Concerto for the violin Liang Shanbo and Zhu Yingta:, known outside China as the
Butterfly Lovers, is programmatic music in one movement, based on the story of the
love of a young man and a young girl . The music draws on Shaoxing opera tunes.
Its three sections recount three episodes characteristic of the story —love, protest
and transfiguration.
The exposition begins with a flute solo against a background of soft tremolo on the
strings, followed by a beautiful melody on the oboe. With it unfolds a picture of a
peaceful sunny spring day. Accompanied by the harp, the solo violin sings out a simple
and graceful love theme and enters into a dialogue with the cello, which translates into
music the first encounter of Liang Shanbo with the girl Zhu Yingtai in a boy’s disguise
at a wayside arbor and their avowal to become sworn brothers. A free cadenza leads
to a lively rondo, in which the solo violin alternates with the orchestra. Three happy
years of close affinity passed quickly and the two students had to return to their
homes. An adagio utters their reluctance to part.
The development opens with ominous foreshadows on the gong, cellos and bassoons.
Brasses break in with a fierce and malicious theme, the theme of feudal forces. The
violin pours out first the anxieties of Zhu Yingtai in free rhythm and then her protest
in powerful syncopated chords. The two themes——the protest theme derived from
the adagio and the feudal forces theme developed from the introduction — weave into
a climax of conflict, Yingtai’s protest against an undesired marriage. In the adagio
that follows the violin and cello duet brings out a confession of Shanbo’s and Yingtai’
s longings for each other when Shanbo visits Yingtai at her parlor. The music shifts
abruptly into san-ban (free rhythm) and kuai-ban (tast tempo). Yingtai pours out her
grief to the heavens at Shanbo’s tomb after his forlorn death. The device of jin-la
-man-chang (singing freely upon a rushing accompaniment) borrowed from Shaoxing
and Beijing operas ushers in another climax. After the violin finishes its last plaintive
phrase, the whole orchestra bursts into a powerful #«i#ti. The tomb opens and in
plunges Yingtai. The music swells to the most important climax of the concerto.

The flute and the harp imbue the recapitulation with a celestial bliss. The love
theme reappears on the. violin con sordino. Out of the tomb fly a pair of butterflies,
which are believed to be the transfigurations of the deceased lovers. Their true love
is perpetuated in verses like

A rainbow shines and flowers flourish.

Amid the flowers butterflies flutter

In pairs that never sever

The spirits of Liang and Zhu never perish.
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Three different slides are used in the concerto.
1. Portamento within a semitone:

1. For back-and-forth portamento, the finger moves a semitone lower and back
to its original note while the hand remains in the same position. This is
borrowed from mo-yin (wiping tone) on the ervhu. Fast mo-yin, indicated by
—, is usually used to express tender youthful feelings, while the slow variant,
indicated by ~ ,is used either for ornamentation or to simulate weeping.
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2. Slow upward portamento is an expressive device derived from the musical
language of regional theaters. It is used to convey bitter anguish and deep
grief in the concerto, as in the phrase
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The finger should be powerful and smooth in its execution, and the pressure
of the bow varies in accordance with the change of mood.
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1. Portamento within a minor third is also closely related to folk theater and folk
instrument playing. It exists in four variants with different speeds and directions;
1. Slow upward minor third portamento, marked by —» , as in
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The sliding of the finger coincides with the shift of position. Therefore its
execution should be smooth, fluent and not too fast.
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2. Slow downward minor third portamento, marked by ~~ , as in
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It well conveys tearful complaints.
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3. Back-and-forth minor third portamento, as in

1.
ettt

J

PR AR AR AN, S BRI A GRS B A R R 60 B R KU o MR
ERANEERSHFR. TRE.




A LABABKICS. Hichos: BIEEATUENES. —HMALHHE. EXRERE
BEEHRE

enhances the smoothness of melodic progression, similarizes it to folk theater

singing and, finally,adds to it a special Chinese flavor. The change of bow

should be as smooth and unnoticeable as possible. The starting grace note is
to be played without an accent.
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. Glissando-like slide is a technique commonly used on Chinese traditional intsru-

ments, especially on the zhui-2i and erhu. It is closely related to song-tunes of
regional operas. Its notation is either # 0T %
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Bowing needs special exploration as required by the turns and figures borrowed

from folk instrumental music.
The following secondary theme

ERUIEENTE. AEEICSLEHREHIFNER.

simulates the ancient zkeng (a sixteen-string zither). The staccatos in it should be
played with extreme crispness.
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The powerful syncopated chord in the development
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draws on typical pipa strokes and rhythms and should therefore be played with a
sweep as forceful as on the pipa to convey Yingtai's outburst of protest against a

marriage arranged by her father.
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The tremolo on the solo violin is an imitation of dou-gong (trembling bow) on

Jinhu and erhu. It should be played as fast as possible.
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