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Born American Composer (Oxford: The Scarecrow Press: 2006), p. 34.
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Introduction: China’s International Contribution to
Contemporary Music

Yu Hui / John O. Robison

Music creativity in ancient China and East Asia has made a tremendous
contribution to the accumulation of the wealthy musical heritages throughout the
history of mankind, most of which are still enjoyed by contemporary listeners
and transmitted worldwide. Modern professional composition activities in China
started in the early 20th century with the establishment of Western-style music
conservatories as well as the influx of musicians who immigrated from Europe
to the concessions in Shanghai. The Shanghai Municipal Council Symphony
Orchestra used to be one of the oldest and most influential Western-style orchestras
in Asia. The composition department of the National Music Conservatory in China
with several U.S. and Europe educated faculty members trained many outstanding
musicians who played an essential role in modern China’s music education and
musical creativity.

Since 1950, there has been a tremendous growth of Chinese elements in
contemporary music scenes around the world. John Cage borrowed ancient Chinese
music aesthetic ideas from the I Ching during his compositional process, beginning
with Music of Changes in 1951. Chou Wen-chung, who emigrated from China to
the United States in 1946, attempted to “translate authentic oriental melo-rhythms
into the terms of modern Western music.” © And inspired by traditional Chinese

(@ Peter Chang, Chou Wen-Chung: The Life and Work of a Contemporary Chinese-born
American Composer (Oxford: The Scarecrow Press, 2006), p.34.
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theatrical and ritual performances, Tan Dun incorporated audiovisual elements,
using instruments constructed from organic materials, such as paper, water, and
stone into his ingenious compositions.

Yet in spite of this worldwide growth of Chinese musical elements, most
research materials regarding Chinese composers are still difficult to find in the
United States and European countries. For example, the scores for Zhu Jianer’s
symphonic works were not available through inter-library loan in the United
States, and John Robison had to wait patiently until 2010 before he was able
to meet Mr. Zhu and acquire his scores from Shanghai Music Publishers (even
today, the only U.S. library to own these Shanghai Music Publishers symphony
scores is Harvard University). Wang Xilin’s scores are mostly available only
personally through the composer, and the growing number of Chinese composers
of international stature are still under-represented in Europe and the United
States. Better communication between Chinese, European, and American
composers, musicians, and scholars is needed in order to ensure more scholarly
studies, more performances, and more cross-cultural dialogues that benefit both
China and the West equally.

In this collection of essays, our authors present detailed accounts of modern
composers and compositions with Chinese elements around the world; some are
based on personal experiences and others are in-depth musicological research
outcomes. The emphasis is on both Western composers and compositions impacted
by traditional Chinese music, and Western influences upon modern Chinese
composers. Some of these essays are revisions of presentations given at the first
two University of South Florida Composition in Asia Symposia held in 2015 and
2018 (with Dr. Yu Hui co-sponsoring the 2018 Symposium), while other essays
are written by additional scholars selected by both editors. The dual-language
approach to this book ensures that the topics discussed will be attractive to a wider
circulation of international readers.

The essay authors include accomplished professors and young scholars from
China, Australia, and North America. Some essays discuss the music of prominent
Chinese composers (Yat-wai Joseph Wong, John Robison, Ye Yu, Yang Tingting,
Fredrick Lau); other essays emphasize Western compositions influenced by
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Chinese music (Wang Zheng-ting, Jeffrey Roberts), or how composers are affected
by cultural transplantation (Nicholas Ng).

The authors of the essays on Chinese composers approach their topics
from unique perspectives. Of the two composition professors at the Shanghai
Conservatory of Music, musicologist Chen Hongduo discusses how his colleague
Chen Musheng approaches one composition from the standpoint of bidirectional
rhetoric (involving the “symphonication” of spoken portions of Kun opera
combined with Kun opera’s influence upon the Western orchestra). Another
Shanghai Conservatory of Music’s professor, Ye Guohui, is represented by Ye Yu’s
account of how the composer researched iconographical sources and Japanese
gagaku music to recreate the heterophonic sounds of Tang Dynasty court music.
Yang TingTing, a musicology professor at NanTong University examines how
composer Chen Qigang’s Reflet d'un temps disparu for cello and orchestra is
connected to the Chinese Literati spirit, a famous Chinese song, and techniques
used on the gugin zither. Hong Kong professor Joseph Wong explores diverse
approaches to the incorporation of Asian cultural identity in the recent music of five
prominent Hong Kong composers. Finally, John O. Robison, the only American
author to write about a Chinese composer in the book, discusses symphonic
works written between 2009 and 2010 by Wang Xilin, who focuses on suffering
individuals.

Composers from outside China include Jeffrey Roberts (professor at
University of Alberta) in Canada, along with two professors living in Australia
(Wang Zheng-ting, University of Melbourne and Nicholas Ng at the Sydney
Conservatory). Dr. Roberts, who studied the gugin zither with Li Xiangting in
Beijing, writes about his creative work in improvising and composing for the gugin.
Dr. Wang explores the intercultural elements in American composer Paul Rudy’s
Fantasie for erhu, while Dr. Ng, an Australian of Chinese descent, explores how
the genres of Chinese music being performed in Australia have influenced many of
his compositions.

This book project has been supported by a Major Project of China Fund for
Social Science in Arts (#14ZD02), and a Nexus Initiative Award from University
of South Florida, one of the top 50 public universities in the United States. USF’s
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collaborative grant program has resulted in scholarly interchange and dialogue

tremendously beneficial to our international musicological undertakings. We

will always be grateful for this support, and look forward to more collaborative

opportunities in the future.

Yo Fui
Dr. Yu Hui
Changjiang Scholar Distinguished Professor of

Chinese Ministry of Education
Yunnan University, China

HJotinw O. Robison
Dr. John O. Robison

Professor of Musicology
School of Music, University of South
Florida, USA

February, 1, 2021
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