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Abstract

This dissertation studies Tan Dun’s Operas, focusing on his
libretto, materials, form, structural integrity and dramatic idea.
The operas discussed include Nine Songs (1989), Marco Polo
(1995), Peony Pavilion(1998), Tea: A Mirror of Soul(2002),
and The First Emperor (2006).

The dissertation is comprised of 5 chapters. The first chap-
ter investigates the librettos, the subject matter of the five li-
brettos can be differentiated into two styles: the first style has
no narrative story, and is used in Nine Songs and Marco Polo
the other one has a narrative story, and is used in Peony Pavil-
ion, Tea and The First Emperor. The characters, plot, and dra-
ma of each opera are considered in the analysis, as are special
features of each libretto,

The second chapter investigates the musical materials used
in the operas, including themes, gestures, recitation materials,

collages and imitations of other musical styles and techniques,
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and percussion materials,

The third chapter analyzes the musical organization and cor-
responding compositional techniques of Tan’s operas, including
arrangement of materials, improvisation and aleatoric counter-
point, textural design, and spatial arrangement of instruments.

In the fourth chapter, the macroscopic form and the forms
of the subunits are analyzed. The five operas demonstrate certain
characteristic structural features: passages of interlocking musi-
cal structures, tempo changes based on traditional Chinese “plate

form,”

and the use of recurring passages that create a “frame”
for the musical structure. Methods for increasing the structural
integrity of the work as a whole including the use of themes, mo-
tivic intervals and repeating acoustic signals which reappear
throughout the entire piece. Structural counterpoint is also used
to promote continuity. Because of these features, Tan’s Operas
display a high level of integrity.

The fifth chapter studies Tan’s conception of drama, and is
divided into three sections, The first section discusses Tan’s use
of elements derived from Chinese Wuluo ceremonies (rituals for
the exorcism of evil spirits) and Chinese opera. The second sec-
tion discusses the use of instrumental music in Dun’s operas, as
well as his philosophy of acceptance of all sounds. In Tan’s oper-
as, instrumental music holds a place of equal importance as vocal
music, Tan’s operas use a wide variety of sonic materials, dem-
onstrating his openness to the musical value of the entire sonic
spectrum, The third section discusses Tan’s use of polystylism
and “cultural orchestration” Tan uses the technique of cultural

orchestration to organize musical materials and design his struc-
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tures in all of his operas except his earliest, Nine Songs. Tan’s
drama is polystylistic; he creates an over-arching style by placing
elements of different cultures into dialogue with each other.
Tan’s dramatic idea is bound up with his life and educational
background. The music of the exorcising rituals in his native
province of Hunan, the stylistic practices of Chinese traditional
opera and the Western musical tradition have all influenced his

musical language.

The conflicts that Tan captures in his operas, between
Western culture and Eastern culture, folk culture and modern

culture, create powerful dramatic momentum.

Key Words: Tan Dun’s Opera Libretto Material Form
Structural Integrity Cultural Orchestration Polystylism
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