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Preface to the Chinese translation

In 2012, it was my pleasure to meet Yan Liu, a Chinese musicologist from the
Central Conservatory of Music in Beijing. She was in New York to research con-
temporary U. S. American popular music and my wife, Laurie, and I accompa-
nied Yan and her husband, Paul, to a small number of music venues. In 2013,
Laurie and I had the opportunity to visit Yan and Paul in Beijing. They were gen-
erous hosts, escorting us to wonderful teahouses and restaurants, where we met
some of their musician friends. Feng Mantian is a recognized master of the ruan or
four—string Chinese fretted lute, an instrument on which his father was also a
master musician but he was also a founder and lead guitarist for Chinese heavy
metal band, White Angels. Another musician we met was Lin Wu, a master of
the Chinese harp or konghow, and a member of the prestigious Central Nationali-
ties’ Orchestra. Laurie and I were privileged to hear both of them perform at a
private performance at an elegant teahouse during our visit. The hospitality Yan,
Paul, and their friends extended to us will forever remain the highlight of our trip
to China.

Yan approached me about translating Birds of Fire during her time in New
York. I was flattered, of course, but I was also interested in what a Chinese
reader might make of this music that mixes musical genres of American origin—
jazz, rock, and funk—during a period when there was little official exchange be-

tween China and the U. S.. What do Chinese listeners hear when they listen to fu-
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sion? After visiting Beijing and meeting musicians such as Feng, however, it
became clear that, at least for “middle—class” Chinese Communists of the peri-
od, there was a vast gray market in Western popular music recordings. Similar to
the rest of the world, including the Soviet Union and Cuba, cassette trading cul-
ture was a part of the 1980s music scenes in Beijing and, while it did not extend
much beyond the capital city, it would afford a sizeable number of Chinese youth
access to Western popular music. The evening we met, Feng and I enjoyed air
guitar’ ing and singing the lead lines to old Scorpions and Rush songs while
dining on a variety of duck dishes.

This is all to say that fusion may have managed to permeate the Bamboo Cur-
tain, allowing Chinese musicians to pick up on the generic mixings that were tak-
ing place outside their country. I was only visiting Beijing for three days. Yet even
if Chinese collectors and tape traders were uninterested in the music of the fusion
bands I mention in the text such as Lifetime, Mahavishnu Orchestra, and the
Head Hunters, they were in touch with Western popular music trends. It is my
hope that this book joins a discussion with Chinese scholars about the musicking 1
have chosen to (sort of) name “fusion”.

It has been five years as of this writing ( October 2016 ) since Birds of Fire
was published. The book has received attention—both friendly and less so—beyond
my expectations andl am grateful for any readers, even (especially?) those who
are critical. However, I would not change much in the text if I were to write it to-
day. I might mention more bands or musicians or give more space to bands such
as Return to Forever or the Dixie Dregs but my theoretical approach would remain
the same. I would still argue that the music I investigate in this book occupies the
broken middle, “an overlapping yet liminal space of contested, and never settled,
priorities between two or more musical traditions,” as I put it in the Introduc-

tion. I would still highlight Tony Williams’s Lifetime band, John McLaughlin’s



Preface to the Chinese translation

formation of Shakti with Zakir Hussain, Joni Mitchell ’s involvement with Jaco
Pastorius and Charles Mingus, and Herbie Hancock’s Head Hunters. I continue
to insist that whole scale genre mixings have become the dominant musical prac-
tice in the current “post—genre” popular music soundscape, signaling the urge
to find connection and cultural anchoring, if not roots, despite the dislocated al-
ienation of much contemporary life in the overdeveloped world today.

In closing, I want to convey my deepest appreciation and gratitude to Yan
Liu for bringing my work to life for Chinese readers. [ am indebted to her dili-
gence, hard work, and enthusiasm in producing the work you now hold in your
hands. I hope that the publication of this translation facilitates conversations
among scholars and fans of the music in and out of China and look forward to dis-

cussing all things fusion with them in the near future.

Sincerely ,

Kevin Fellezs

October 26, 2016
New York City, USA
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