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B Wang Xilin and his works

Wang Xilin (1936-)is a national-level composer and
of the

the composer—in—residence Beijing  Symphony
Orchestra. Born in Kaifeng, Henan and his ancestral home
in Jishan, Shanxi, Wangstudied in Pingliang Christian
Primary School in Gansu Province. His father’s untimely
deathand family poverty led him to join the art troupe of the
11th division of the Chinese People's Liberation Army. In
1955, he was sent to the Central Military Music Conducting
School inBeijing, where he continued his study in the
teacher preparatory section of the same school inShanghai.

In September 1957, he was admitted to the department
of composing and conducting of Shanghai Conservatory of
Music where he studied with Liu Zhuang, Chen Mingzhi,
Ding Shande and QuWei. In 1962, he composed his
graduation work Symphony No.1 (Op. 2).followed by his

appointment as composer—in—residence of the Beijing
Central Radio Symphony Orchestra. In 1963, he composed
the Symphonic Suite Yunnan Tone Poem (Op. 3), for which
he was awarded the highest prize given by the Chinese
government 18 years later.

In 1963 just before the Cultural Revolution, he was
assigned to give a two—hour public speech criticizing the
government’s art policies, which led to him being
persecuted for six months. From 1964, Wang was banished
to Shanxi Province for 14 years. In the first seven years
(1964-1971), he worked as a laborer in an art troupe of
Datong, being persecuted,tortured and imprisoned during the
Cultural Revolution; in the latter seven years (1971-1977),
he was appointed as conductor of the Southeast Shanxi Song
and Dance Ensemble. During this period, he was keen on
local music and composed the Symphony of Shangdang
Bangzi — Sha Jia Bang.

After the Cultural Revolution, the 42—year—old Wang

returned to Beijing in early 1978, and was able to study

contemporary music of modern Western composers in the
20th century which were banned in mainland China during
the Cultural Revolution, including Arnold Schoenberg,
B éla Bart 6 k, Igor Stravinsky and Krzysztof Penderecki.
He then started to make wuse of the modern music
techniques including sequencing, minimalism and tone
clusters, as well as incorporating elements of local folk
music in his symphony works, creating an expressive and
dramatic musical language. He is one of the most unique and
significant composer in China.

Wang has composed more than 50 works, including
symphonies, symphonic suites,Symphonic overtures, piano
concerto, violin concerto, vocal concerto, symphonic choral
and chamber music. He has also provided music for 40
films and written music critiques. His representative work
Torch Festival, the finale of Yunnan Tone Poem, has been
performed in more than 20 countries and 40 cities.

He held seven personal symphony concerts and was
awarded the highest national symphony award for three
times. He was highly praised by well-known international
composers such as Krzysztof Penderecki (Poland) and Sofia
Gubaidulina (Russia). His works were repeatedly performed
in Europe in recent years, of which his personal concert for
his  Piano Concerto and Symphony No. 4 in the 10th
Switzerland Culturescapes International Arts Festive 2010
received huge applause. In 2007, Wang was listed in the

German music encyclopedia Die Musik in Geschichte und

Gegenwart (MGG) Vol.17 as a Chinese composer.

(Revised according to the item of Wang Xilin in Die
Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart (MGG) Vol.17. edited
by Britta Schilling-Wang and the biography of Wang Xi lin
wri tten by professor Hon—-Lun Yang in Hong Kong Baptist

University)
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This Opus was supported by Beijing Municipal
Committee and Beijing Municipal Bureau of Culture,

invented by famous conductor TAN Lihua who is the Music

Director of Beijing Symphony Orchestra, commissioned by
Beijing Symphony Orchestra, dedicated to Beijing 2008
Olympic Games. I was so glad and thankful to accept this
special commission. From then on I always think over and
over again that what is the Olympic Spirit? I think it is the
free competition of human beings that is above states, above
nations, above races, above party and above benefit. It is to
explore the potentials of life to its extremes, so it has the
broadest possible democracy. These is the highest respect to
individual. In the process of composing Symphony No.6, my
thinking was focusing on the below aspects. Firstly is to
explorer the ideological level and refine the humanistic
background deeply. Secondly is the breakthrough of
aesthetics, which is contemporaneity of aesthetic personality
in music language. Thirdly is using “Block Music” in
harmony and orchestrating this composition as a Ripieno
Concerto. Finally is grand and magnificent “Apneustic
Breathing”, and logic structure of three movements.

This work was finished in 2004. The 1st movement was
composed from 5th January to 5th March. The 2nd

movement was composed from 15th April to 19th. The 3rd

movement was composed from 6th March to 9th April.
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Different form composer’s other absolute music, this

“Song of Life” and that every

“Origin of Life”,

symphony has a title
movements have subtitles followed by
“Fire of Life.” But composer noted

“Struggle of Life”, and

that “all titles of this symphony could be canceled, that

cannot influence on performing and comprehending this
composition as an absolute music.”

The Yellow River Civilization is one of the oldest
human civilization in the world. This composition based on
images of music language of old local opera besides the

Yellow River to symbolize the tenacity of human beings.

1st Movement—Adagio: Origin of Life
Origin of Life. Ancient. Chaotic. Uncivilized. Hardly.
Tenacious. Deep. Vigorous.

2nd Movement—Allegro non troppo:

Struggle of Life
“Struggle of Life” not only in playground, but in Life.
No melody, only rthythm and timbre as basic music language

in this movement.

3rd Movement—Allegro non troppo

energico: Fire of Life
First part is powerful. Second part is colorful. Third
part is lyrical. Finally is bright and grand Coda.

WA AR R AR o R A 2005 5 A 19 B AR T
TP LERE

Premiered on 19th May 2005 in the Forbidden City
Concert Hall

Performed by Beijing Symphony Orchestra / Conductor:
TAN Lihua
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B Wang Xi-Lin in Transition:
A Review on His Sixth Symphony
LIANG Mao—Chun

It was a great honour for me to attend the world
premiere of the Sixth Symphony by Wang Xi-Lin on 19 May
2004, at the Forbidden City Concert Hall, Beijing. I was
very impressed with the difference of his music that there
are a number of new musical elements in this symphony.His
music was changing, and he was in transition.

Firstly, the subject of his music was in transition. Quite
different from Wang’s earlier symphonies that are mostly on
historical ~ contemplation, the Sixth Symphony was
commissioned for the Olympic Games. In the Introduction,
Wang wrote: “What is the Olympic Spirit? If you ask me, |
would like to say that it is an exploration of the meaning and
the potential of human life, which transcends nations, races
and utilitarianism. I therefore named my new symphony “A
Song of Life.” Obviously, the Olympic Games were a new
subject and a
good opportunity to set him in transition.

Secondly, his musical style was in transition; the
transition was a direct result of the subjects of this
symphony. Wang’s stylistic characteristics in his previous
symphonic works,which can be considered as his personal
style, were deep, indignant, bitter, dignified, lonely and
dysphonic. These are inappropriate to the Olympic Spirit. In
contrast, the Sixth Symphony is an enthusiastic ode to life
which is depicted by bright and colourful music; this can be
seen in the third movement, Inflamed with Passion. In the
middle section of this movement, Wang composed a
Shanxi—folksong—style melody with a vivid accompaniment.
The music is lively,humorous in character like a picture of
folk sports. It is hard to believe that the melody was
composed by Wang Xi-Lin, I was deeply struck! The melody
is so bright and happy, and could be compared with
primitive folk music. Beyond all doubt, Wang is a learned
scholar of Chinese folk music.

Thirdly, his musical language was in transition. Except
for some elements from folk songs, there are also a number
of elements from Chinese Operas; that are all unfolded in a
symphonic way. At the beginning of the first movement, The
Origin of Life, a tetrachord, that is plain and simple, is built
on the fourth and fifth, and played by three piccolos. It

sounds like an echo from ancient times, and has the

characteristic of music of Shanxi Opera and Pu—Ju Opera.
The tetrachord, a main motif of this symphony, is like a
weed, growing and struggling in all movements, and
eventually growing into a “tree of life”. It recurs at the
beginning and the end of the third movement, and builds up
to an everlasting tide of life. Therefore, the tetrachord lends
itself as a cohesive core to the symphony as a whole and
gives the tremendous momentum symphony a stable frame.
Moreover, the middle section of the first movement is like a
song played by strings, in which the composer wants to
depict the “Mother Earth”. The long and song-like melody,
a highlight in the movement, is a metaphor of indomitable
vitality and boundless earth; its key melodic feature is the
double—fourth overlap that is widely used in Chinese folk
music in North—west part of the country.

Fourthly, his musical techniques were in transition. It
was not hard to find Wang making further attempts to adopt
into the symphony the Chinese Opera elements, such as
Luanchui, Ji-ji—feng, and Jinda Manchang. The accelerando
Luanchui occurs in the second half of the first movement;
Ji—ji—feng, presto and crescendo from p to f, occurs in the
second part of the second movement, The Struggle of Life;
and Jinda Manchang, set into a dramatic context, occurs in
the second theme of the third movement. All of these
Chinese elements are explored by the composer in a
symphonic way and are responsible for the lively pictures of
offense and defence in competition sports. This new
symphony by Wang is also a great challenge to every
orchestra. The live performance was barely satisfactory,
especially in the rhythmic issue. The reason for this might be
in the exploratory composition and the rushed rehearsal.
Most of our symphony orchestras are not yet well technically
prepared to perform contemporary music, and this is a
problem in urgent need to be solved.

Wang Xi-Lin’s transition in this work reflects a
change of his artistic conception — from suffering and
struggling to optimistic competition, from deep contemplating
and apprehension to celebrating life — which can be clearly
detected in his Sixth Symphony. Undoubtedly, the long
melody, powerful sound, and extreme dynamics from earlier

works are invariant. The first step in transition was to lend



this symphony a kind of bright colour and happy mood.
However, in the second movement, he could not totally get
rid of inner pain even when he expresses joy and happiness,
for instance, the rhythmic patterns of Chinese percussion
music and the rhythmic series controlled by the Fibonacci
Sequence. They imprinted this movement with a more heavy
and suffering character instead of with liveliness and wit. As
a consequence, | suppose some passages of the second
movement have leeway to be modified, and the excessive
instrumentation as well as the luxuriant blend timbre could
also be properly adjusted.

always prolong their

Sophisticated artists could

creativity by constant transition, even opening new avenues

within periods of hardship. The transition of Wang Xi-Lin is
a change in his prime time, in which there are many
possibilities. Transition is a transcendence that goes beyond
art, self and life, and is also an important way to preserve
fresh and invincible spirit in one’s works. The prospect of
transition to the composers must be aroused various genres,
more colourful symphonic acoustics, and more powerful
expressions in their composition, and even a new, mature

artistic age to the composer.

( Music Weekly, 20/8/2004, Translated by ZOU Yan)
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BWang Xi-Lin’s Sixth Symphony

LIU Yan

The world premiere of Wang Xi-Lin’s Sixth
Symphony, A Song of Life, was performed by Beijing
Symphony Orchestra on 19 May 2004, at the Forbidden City
Concert Hall. The Symphony was commissioned by Tan
Li-Hua, the director of Beijing Symphony Orchestra, on the
occasion of the Olympic Games held in Beijing in 2008.
This bright and cheerful symphony quite different from his
previous works, has marked a great transition for the
composer.

The changing of a composer’s style is always a
reflection of their changing in artistic concepts or ideas, and
is regulated by their cultural background. A detailed
analysis from superficies to interior should be taken to
understand the meanings in a specific work and to explore
the reason for the change.

The titles of the programmatic symphony are derived
from the composer’s thinking about the subject of the
Olympic Spirit. Wang Xi—Lin wrote on the title page of the
score: “what is the Olympic Spirit? If you ask me, I would
like to say that it is an exploration of the meaning and the
potential of human life, which transcends nations, races and
utilitarianism. I therefore named my new Symphony “song of
Life”, in which the titles of each movement are The Origin
of Life, The Struggle of Life, and Inflamed with Passion. The
symphony, which can be understood without these titles, is
also an absolute work.

The duration of the Sixth Symphony is approximately
34 minutes. The first movement, The Origin of Life,
Moderato, is a slow and profound symphonic movement
divided into two parts. The beginning of the first part is
played by celesta and harp, and is pure and clear. The
music is quiet and desolate, like a scenery of the boundless
earth covered by thin fog, or like chaos of the ancient times.
Suddenly, a sharp sound played by the piccolo drops from
the sky, which symbolizes the birth of humanity. This short
and fresh “life theme” is unfolded by three piccolos in
canon. The distinctive musical scheme in this part is its
division of five groups of instruments: three piccolos, three
oboes, three clarinets, three bassoons, and four horns. This
dynamic “life theme” runs throughout and is quite different

from the long and sostenuto melodies in Wang’s Third and

Fourth Symphonies. Its key features are: the fast semiquaver
sections; quintuplet, sextuplet, and septuplet rhythms; and
the motif that is alternated by the three piccolos in canon at
the same pitch. According to the composer, instead of using
the ku qiang (bitter music, crying tones) elements from
Chinese local operas as he usually did, he intentionally
added a Sanban (ad libitum, or scattered beats) section and a
recitative section, which feature seventh, octave and eleventh
leaps, into this movement in order to vary the mood. The
moving recitative section is also a metaphor of newborn
vitality: weak but tenacious. In the second part, a pliable
and extensive song-like melody can be heard on the violins’
G string. The melody, a little bit turbid and misterioso, is
weaved into a micropolyphonic texture and contrasted with
the demisemiquaver notes played by the flutes in a higher
voice. The two different and contrasting musical images
depict a thriving life. A rhythm pattern played by the harp in
the first part is enriched, developed, and replaced by the
timpani in the second part and carrying it through. It is
presented in canon in the inner voices, and then developed
antiphonally between the strings and the orchestra. The most
attractive musical device in this part is the stretto which
comes from Luanchui, a kind of percussion music used in
Chinese Operas (mostly used to express anxious, flurried or
indignation); it comprises four sections of canon played by
tutti. You can see that the composer used it on purpose,
because it provides a powerful tension without the sorrowful
mood seen in his previous works. The coda consists of only
seven measures, but the theme in the piccolo and the
elements of the two parts are concisely reprised within it.
The second movement, The Struggle of Life, is unique
in Chinese symphonic repertoire because of its distinctive
artistic conception. Instead of any melodic lines, rhythm,
timbre, dynamics, and polyphony constitute the main
features of movement; for instance, the Fibonacci Sequence
and twelve—tone clusters, as well as the opposed rhythmic
groups and rhythmic counterpoints are adopted. Moreover,
the impetus of this movement is built up by the gradual
transition from crotchet to quaver to semiquaver. It is like a
heart beating faster and faster, or like the striving spirit in

life. Beyond those, I think the most unusual and interesting
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musical invention is the utilization of Ji-ji—feng, the fastest
and strongest kind of percussion music from Beijing Opera.
The Chinese element is horizontally placed into a polyphonic
texture, vertically set into tone clusters, and structurally
regulated by the whole formal design. These rhythmic
elements make the second movement not only contrasts with
the outer movements in timbre, but also acts as a metaphor
of sports and the struggling spirit of humanity. It should
therefore be noted that the movement is very new, and is a
breakthrough in Wang’s composition.

The third movement, Inflamed with Passion, consists of
three parts. The beginning of the first one is a background
figure played by the clarinets. The figure is a repeated cycle
of b2, €2, and a2, which gradually developed into an endless
chain and recalls for us an image of fire. Then, under this
bustling background, a four—note fire theme is played by the
horns. This is a three part fugue. Changing notes and
changing meters — 4/4, 3/8, 3/4, 3/16 — as well as a motor
like rhythm give this powerful music a long phrase which
comprises 33 bars. The fire theme is taken as the theme of
the fugue and answered by the trumpets and trombones.
After this long section of 99 bars, the first climax is built up
by the tutti of the orchestra and the repeatedly ascending
scales played by the woodwind instruments. What a
symphonic design it is!

A four bar passage played by percussion leads the
music into part two, which is strongly contrasted with the
first. Lively and scherzo—like melodies depict several scenes
of Chinese Gongfu, acrobatics, and Shexi, a theatrical
performance given in villages during religious festivals. The
theme in this part is a beautiful Chinese tune in Shang and
Zhi modes played by two clarinets. Accompanied by the
string instruments’ pizzicato, the other voices successively
enter at five bar intervals. The theme is then repeated
several times in harmonic variation played by two piccolos,
two trombones, a tuba, and the strings. The colourful and
varied instrumentation of this part depicts a scene of funny
and vivid Chinese folk sports. What the composer has done
here is to interpret every event of the Olympic Games from a
Chinese perspective. The third part is a long coda which

comprises 65 bars. After the fire theme reappears and

develops to the highest climax of the whole symphony, the
music gradually calms down and goes back to the piccolo
theme of the first movement. The piccolo theme then gives
the symphony a structural frame and a balance between the
beginning and the end. This is also a good evidence of the
composer s sophisticated creativity.

It is a grand work, and is quite different from his
previous compositions. The reasons might be as follows:

The first is associated with the matter of programmatic
music and absolute music. The Sixth Symphony is the first
one in which the composer has given every movement a title
and used the “life” topic to unite the symphony since 1962,
when he finished his First Symphony. He wrote in an article
in 1996: “Symphonic works can only be interpreted by the
music itself, instead of words... this symphony can be
thoroughly understood without the titles, and can also be
seen as an absolute work. As a composer, | must achieve
this.” From this symphony and his symphonic suite Taigu
Yangge, Op.55, 2009, we can see the composer’s
painstaking effort in writing absolute music.

The second is that, comparing his artistic concepts,
individual character, and musical language with that of his
Third and Fourth Symphonies, we can find that there are
several things that were not changed:

his compositional techniques, such as the combination
of polytonality, serial music, pantonality, and timbral music;

his use of collage of tone clusters and atonal music
vertically and horizontally;

his musical languages in which he reformed and
enlarged the musical languages of the Polish School, his
works being influenced by the music of Henryk Goérecki and
Gyorgy Ligeti; his combination of tone clusters and Chinese
percussion music;

and the bases of his symphonic language: the music of
Chinese local operas, for example, Shanxi opera, Pu—Ju
opera, and Shangdang Bangzi from the Yellow River region.

Apart from the change in the subject of the symphony,
we can also find a number of new uses of compositional
techniques, for instance, timbral music, rhythmic

counterpoint, tone clusters, and minimalism in his Sixth

Symphony. Additionally, almost all the melodies in his Sixth



Symphony are constituted of ascending scales and large
intervals, or kept within a same register. This is slightly
different to the music that was built by descending scales in
his previous works.

What comes across in Wang Xi—Lin’s music are both a
struggling, dramatic and desperate sound, and melodies
based on the crying tunes from Chinese operas. In his
compositions since the 1980s, such as Elegy for soprano and
orchestra — Impression of Qu Yuan’s “Calling the Soul”
and “Questioning the Heaven” (1986), Two Pieces Written
for Lu Xun’s “Casting A Sword” (1993), Shang I (Die
Young) for a singer and a septet of folk musical instruments
(1996), Five Symphonic Frescoes “Legend of the Sea”
(1998), Third Symphony (1990), and Fourth Symphony
(1999), the tragic melodies were pervasive. For me, the most
impressive music by Wang is the powerful and dark
movement “Song of the Man in Black” from Two Pieces
Written for Lu Xun’s “Casting A Sword”. “Suffering” and
“struggling” are always the main topics in Wang’s music.

He said,

“What I want to express in my music is the

suffering and sadness which are real in my life. They are the
same subjects in my all works . Wang Xi-Lin, the ill-fated
composer was deprived of his right of freedom of speech in
the past, but, through his music, he constantly rethinks and
criticizes the past. His Sixth Symphony was a new
declaration of his philosophy, “We must rethink our past; we
can have hope from rethinking our past. But what is hope?
Hope is the endless life of our humanity! ”

In conclusion, I think Wang Xi-Lin’s Sixth Symphony
is a distinctive work compared to his previous works. The
transition in this symphony reflects his changing in artistic
conception; it causes a changing of his musical colour. For
example, in the coda of the third movement, a sudden sound
played by the timpani and Chinese cymbals symbolizes
Qiba, the prowess and powerful image of Chu King in
Chinese Operas. However, the dark and desperate style is

invariant, especially in the coda of the second movement.

(People’ s Music, 05/2005, Translated by ZOU Yan)
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