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CHAPTER 4
Downtown: The Revival of Shamanic Ritual Theatre for a World Village

Of the Chinese American composers that began their careers in New York, Tan Dun
continues to be both the most well-known and the one with the most polarizing reception. He
solidified his international reputation through high profile commissions from both the United
States and China, cross-disciplinary collaborations, and popular film scores. Perceptions of
Tan’s music tend to fall in one of the two categories: academic scholarship often describes him as
a neo-orientalist, accusing him of self-exoticizing or falling prey to commercialization. Ralph
Locke wonders if Tan can “out-exoticize exoticism”;' Samson Young criticizes him for
perpetuating the power structure between the dominant Western and the Chinese minority
musical traditions.> More recently, Christian Utz wrote: “His simplicity has turned into a mass-
oriented simplification; a multi-layered texture, which Tan himself once labeled ‘mosaic,” has
been reduced to a collection of sometimes populist cultural icons.”® Compare that to the glitz
and glamor of his reception in the popular press, exemplified by critic Alan Rich in 2003:

The scintillating sounds of his native China, intermingled with those of his adopted West,

are flashing across the musical horizon everywhere you look and listen. Now that gleam is

reflected in a shelf’s worth of acclaim that includes, so far, an Oscar, a Grammy, and the
prestigious Grawemeyer award.*

While the two views reflect the two popular aspects of Tan’s musical persona, together they

constitute the narrative surrounding his cult of personality.

! Ralph Locke, Musical Exoticism: Images and Reflections (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press,
2009), 298.

2 Samson Young, “Reconsidering Cultural Politics in the Analysis of Contemporary Chinese Music: The
Case of Ghost Opera,” Contemporary Music Review 26, no. 5-6 (2007): 605-18; Ibid, “The Voicing of the Voiceless
in Tan Dun’s The Map: Horizon of Expectation and the Rhetoric of National Style,” Asian Music 40, no. 1 (2009):
83-99.

3 Christian Utz, “A Marco Polo (Re)Constructed by the West: Intercultural Aspects in Tan Dun’s
Compositional Approach,” World New Music Magazine 12 (2002): 57.

4 Alan Rich, “Composer of the Year,” Musical America, 2003,
https://www.musicalamerica.com/features/index.cfm?fid=84&fyear=2003.
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This chapter argues that it is precisely Tan’s development of the cult of personality,
particularly his revival of shamanism and shamanic rituals, that allows him to traverse both the
counterculture and the mainstream establishment. J. Milton Yinger defines counterculture as “a
set of norms and values of a group that sharply contradict the dominant norms and values of the
society of which that group is a part.”> I consider both the 1980s new wave movement in China
and the American experimental movement, with which Tan aligned himself, examples of
counterculture. A recurring theme in Tan’s works is the concept of ritual and shamanism. We
need to look no further than his “ritual opera” Nine Songs (1989), Ghost Opera (1994) for string
quartet and pipa, his series of “Orchestral Theatres,” and the shaman characters in Peony
Pavilion (1998) and The First Emperor (2006). Tan’s flair for eclecticism and self-promotion
have drawn criticisms of commercialism and orientalism, but the significance of shamanism in
his output is less explored.

Both Frank Kouwenhoven and Utz documented Tan’s involvement in downtown New
York, but these documents appear in the 1991 and 2002, respectively, and do not cover Tan’s
stylistic development since the 2000s.® Writing in 2014, Nancy Rao points out the importance of
taking into account Tan’s experience in New York.” She argues that Tan is a product of the
downtown music scene in the late 1980s and 1990s, and that he successfully mainstreamed the
“downtown sound.” Building upon her argument, this chapter shows that he developed his

musical language by interpreting shamanic rituals through experimental vocabulary, in the

% J. Milton Yinger, Countercultures: The Promise and Peril of a World Turned Upside Down (New York,
NY: Free Press, 1982), 3.

® Frank Kouwenhoven, “Composer Tan Dun: The Ritual Fire Dancer of Mainland China’s New Music,”
China Information 6 (1991): 1-24; Christian Utz, Neue Musik und Interkulturalitiit: Von John Cage Bis Tan Dun
(Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2002).

" Nancy Rao, “Cultural Boundary and National Border: Recent Works of Tan Dun, Chen Yi and Bright
Sheng,” in Contemporary Music in East Asia, ed. Hee Sook Oh (Seoul: Seoul National University Press, 2014),
211-40.
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process mainstreaming his own form of ritualism. To that end, I trace the role of shamanism
from Tan’s early works such as Nine Songs and Death and Fire: Dialogue with Paul Klee (1992)
to his grand opera, The First Emperor (2006).
Chinese Shamanism

Tan has mentioned on multiple occasions his childhood experience of witnessing
shamanic rituals in rural Hunan. Ian Buruma explains, “Religion in rural China, where Tan grew
up, is an eclectic mix of Taoism, Buddhism and folk beliefs, mostly to do with nature worship,
mediated by people in touch with the spiritual world. That is what he means by shamans.” 8
Contemporary shamanism is in effect a continuation of the shamanic tradition that predates
human civilization. To this day the figure of the shaman continues to fascinate and challenge.

The word “shaman” comes from the Tungus language of Siberia and has often been used to

translate the Chinese term wu (2 ).° In the most general sense a shaman’s tasks include

rainmaking, healing, séance, and exorcism. Mircea Eliade provides an early authoritative
classification of shamans around the world in Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. Based
on the ideal type of the Siberian shaman, he describes shamanism as “the technique of ecstasy”
that is distinct from possession.'® This definition basically excludes the Chinese wu from
shamanism. On wu he mentions “the exorcists, mediums, and ‘possessed’ persons.... [who]
represent the aberrant shamanic tradition.! In The Songs of the South David Hawkes provides a

list of general characteristics of shaman based on the Chinese wu, who 1) are experts in spirit-

8 Jan Buruma, “Of Musical Import,” The New York Times, May 4, 2008, sec. Magazine,
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/04/magazine/04dun-t.html. Also see Tan’s program note to Nine Songs: Ritual
Opera, CD 603 (Composers Recordings, Inc., 1989).

® Gilles Boileau, “Wu and Shaman,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 65, no. 2 (2002):
354.

10 Mircea Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, trans. Willard Trask (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1964), 4.

1 Tbid., 450.



154

matters, 2) are able, while in a state of trance or ecstasy, to project their souls on journeys into
the world of spirits, and 3) for whom drumming and dancing are the almost invariable
accompaniment of their self-induced ecstasy.*> More recently, Thomas Michael defines the
shaman as the person that “performs a séance event during which direct contact (possession) or
face-to-face (spirit journey) communication between human beings and bodiless beings is
believed to occur, for the benefit of the community.”*® The definitions by Eliade, Hawkes, and
Michael are essential for understanding Tan’s self-proclamation as shaman. Foregoing
possession (per Eliade), we see shamanism in action in Tan’s ritual application of drumming and
dancing; the performance of séance (through his evocation of historical and mythical figures);
and the conjuring of spirit journey (by transporting the audience through time and space).

The collection of poetry, Jiuge (Nine Songs) from the kingdom of Chu, which occupied
southern China during the fourth century BCE, documents the “flight of ecstasy” accompanied
by song and dance specified by Eliade. Nine Songs (1989) also became Tan’s first opera in New
York, which he refers to as a “ritual opera.” The composer’s famed use of water and other
organic materials harks back to shaman’s rainmaking ritual. Water symbolizes life, a reminder of
rain’s necessity in the agricultural society. Through his works Tan created a secular spirituality
that emphasizes the human connection to nature.

The first archaeological evidence of the term wu comes from oracle bone inscriptions
from the Shang Dynasty (1554-1046 BCE), and the Shang king himself might have been a lead

shaman.** According to textual evidence, wu enjoyed power and prestige up to the end of Han

12 David Hawkes, Songs of the South: An Ancient Chinese Anthology of Poems by Qu Yuan and Other Poets
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1985), 43.

13 Thomas Michael, “Shamanism Theory and the Early Chinese Wu,” Journal of the American Academy of
Religion 83, no. 3 (2015): 665.

14 See Kwang-Chih Chang, Art, Myth, and Ritual: The Path to Political Authority in Ancient China
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983); Boileau, “Wu and Shaman”; Sarah Nelson, Shamanism and the
Origin of States: Spirit, Power, and Gender in East Asia (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016).
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Dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE), after which the wu figure became antithetical to the Confucian
ideology and was consistently suppressed by the state and the intellectuals.*> With the
establishment of centralized state, wu found itself associated with danger and bad spirits—what
Michael observes as the taking over of “shamanic authority” by “centralized authority.”® Wu’s
influence persists until the present day among practitioners of popular religion, but its
suppression by the state continues under the communist regime.

Like the historical shamans that experienced positions both in and outside of centralized
authority, Tan also worked in and outside of the political and musical institutions. Informed by
his childhood encounter with shamanic ritual theatre, Tan presents himself as a contemporary
shaman who embodies the spirit of counterculture while simultaneously engages with both the
popular mainstream and the establishment.

Chinese shamanism has proven to be persistent and enduring. Based on her fieldwork in
southwestern Guangxi province in China, Ya-Ning Kao identifies three networks that ensure the
longevity of Zhuang shamans. Zhuang people make up the most populous ethnic minority group
in China; their predominantly female shamans rely on spiritual, professional, and community
networks.!” Likewise, Tan as a contemporary shaman developed in New York City his musical
know-how, professional network both uptown and downtown, and a global fan base. Finally,

scholars have traced the origins of Chinese theatre and opera to shamanic rituals. Nuo theatre is

15 The main sources of ancient Chinese shamanism are Guoyu (Discourses of the States, fourth century
BCE), Chuci (Songs of Chu, third century BCE), and Zhouli (Rites of Zhou, second century BCE). See Michael,
“Shamanism Theory and the Early Chinese Wu”; and Fu-Shih Lin, “The Image and Status of Shamans in Ancient
China,” in Early Chinese Religion, Part One: Shang through Han (1250 BC-220 AD), ed. John Lagerwey and Marc
Kalinowski (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill, 2009), 397-485.

18 Michael, “‘Shamanism Theory and the Early Chinese Wu,” 669; for comprehensive historical analysis, see
Lin, “The Image and Status of Shamans in Ancient China.”

7 Ya-Ning Kao, “Ritual Practices and Networks of Zhuang Shamans,” in Concepts and Methods for the
Study of Chinese Religions I1I, ed. Paul R. Katz and Stefania Travagnin (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2019),
179.
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the oldest surviving form of shamanic ritual performance in China. According to textual
evidence, like the wu, the nuo rite also dates back to the Shang Dynasty.*® The contemporary nuo
ritual theatre from Hunan (Tan’s home province) contains the dancing, percussion, and the use of
masks reminiscent of those in regional Chinese operas.® As Xiaohuan Zhao argues, the nuo rite
constitutes the liminal link between ritual and theatre.*® Elements of shamanic ritual can be
discerned throughout Tan’s oeuvre, including the emphasis on water, chanting, ritualistic
drumming, and the actual shaman characters in his operas.
Uptown vs. Downtown

Before his participation in New York’s downtown scene Tan was already known as an
anti-establishment figure in Beijing. A classmate of Zhou Long and Chen Yi, he established a
degree of fame and notoriety at the Central Conservatory. While a student there in 1980, he
submitted against the wishes of his teachers his symphony Li Sao to a competition. The work
featured unconventional stacked harmonies and won honorable mention. In 1983 his string
quartet Feng Ya Song won Germany’s Weber prize, making him the first composer to win an
international prize since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China.?* Tan soon
assumed the leading position of the new wave movement, although his daring and non-
conformist approach also made him the target of ideological campaigns. In 1984, his music
came under attack and was banned from the radio during the “Spiritual Pollution Campaign.”

The state-run music journal Renminyinyue (“people’s music”) called Tan the “running dog of

18 Xiaohuan Zhao, “Nuo Altar Theatre on a Liminal/Liminoid Continuum: Reflections on the Shamanic
Origins of Chinese Theatre,” TDR: The Drama Review 63, no. 2 (2019): 58.

19 See Zhao, “Nuo Altar Theatre on a Liminal/Liminoid Continuum: Reflections on the Shamanic Origins
of Chinese Theatre”; Lan Li, Popular Religion in Modern China: The New Role of Nuo (Abingdon: Routledge,
2016).

20 Zhao, “Nuo Altar Theatre on a Liminal/Liminoid Continuum: Reflections on the Shamanic Origins of
Chinese Theatre,” 58.

21 Kouwenhoven, “Composer Tan Dun,” 5.
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capitalism” and his music “unintelligible” and lacked “ideological content.”?* After receiving the
invitation from Chou Wen-Chung, Tan arrived in New York in 1986, where he continued to build
his reputation as an experimenter flaunting conventions.

At Columbia Tan attempted applying twelve-tone serialism systematically, but felt restricted
and awkward. He later concluded that “serialism allows you to repeat things without getting
boring.”?® Tan’s earliest compositions in New York include Eight Colors for String Quartet
(1986), In Distance (1987), and the violin concerto Out of Peking Opera (1987). A common
thread in these works is the use of twelve-tone melody as counterpoint to folk tunes.

Tan’s public disavowal of the twelve-tone technique plays on the perceived division
between uptown and downtown musical cultures. Musicologists Eric Salzman and Glenn
Watkins and critics such as Kyle Gann and Alex Ross have been vocal about the uptown-
downtown divide.** According to Gann, with the influx of European émigré composers in the
American academia after World War II, “uptown,” encompassing Columbia University and
Lincoln Center, came to be associated with European, classical, “serious” music. The
“downtown” aesthetics can be traced to the experimentalism of Ives, Cowell, and Cage. The
geographical divide was reinforced in the 1960s with the Fluxus happenings and various other
movements, such as performance art, minimalism, and improvisation, that took place around

downtown’s performance spaces. With gentrification and dispersion of artists-composers from

22 Sheng Lu, “F&3 5 3 #» & % b 247 /Listening to Tan Dun’s String Quartet Feng Ya Song,” Renmin
Yinyue 7 (1984): 7-9.

23 Kouwenhoven, “Composer Tan Dun,” 18.

24 Eric Salzman, Twentieth-Century Music: An Introduction (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1967);
Glenn Watkins, Soundings: Music in the Twentieth Century (New York, NY: Schirmer Books, 1988); Kyle Gann,
Music Downtown: Writings from The Village Voice (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2006); Alex Ross,
The Rest Is Noise: Listening to the Twentieth Century, 1st ed. (New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007).
Other scholars have dismissed the “uptown,” “downtown” divide as inaccurate or arbitrary; e.g., Joseph Straus
argues against myth of “serial tyranny” with statistical data, which shows that the serialist composer is neither
dominant in number nor in awards and commissions. See Joseph N. Straus, Twelve-Tone Music in America (New
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
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Manhattan, “downtown” has become more an ethos that encourages non-traditional
compositional and performing techniques, conceptualism, and unknown outcomes.*

Tan’s comments contribute to the notion of the overwhelming influence and prestige held
by academic, serialist composers. Nonetheless, his works prove that the “uptown” and
“downtown” scenes find a common ground in ritualism. Christopher Small defines ritual as “an
act which dramatizes and re-enacts the shared mythology of a culture or social group, the
mythology which unifies and for its members, justifies that culture or group.”®® For him the
myth comprises the “sacred history” of the Western middle class, which “the symphony concert
celebrates and affirms as the abiding stuff of life.”?” The composer functions as the priest or
shaman through his highly specialized and exclusive knowledge. Small points out that “The
composer still remains the architect of the musical work, dictating the actions of the performers
by remote control, ‘imposing the measure of motion and emotion’ on them—and this remains as
true of the most aleatory works of Cage and Stockhausen as of the totally controlled works of
Boulez and others.”*

Through his fieldwork among music conservatories in the American Midwest, Bruno Nettl
affirms the religious and ritual nature of classical music:

One may say that music itself is the deity. But it is more instructive to look for the godlike

in the pantheon of great masters who have scriptures (the manuscript, the authoritative,

scholarly urtext edition reflecting the earliest sources, and the authentic performances); who
are served by a priesthood of performers and musicologists; who are celebrated in and
surrounded by rituals such as concert, rehearsals, lesson, and practice session; and who are
commemorated by controversies regarding the authenticity of manuscripts, letters, and

portraits. Some scholars with an interest in the belongings, instruments, and portraits of
great composers refer to these as the “sacred relics of music history.”?*

% Gann, Music Downtown, 3—11.

2 Christopher Small, “Performance as Ritual: Sketch for an Enquiry Into the True Nature of a Symphony
Concert,” The Sociological Review 34, no. S1 (1986): 7.

2 Ibid., 19.

2 Ibid., 28.

2 Bruno Nettl, Heartland Excursions: Ethnomusicological Reflections on Schools of Music (Urbana, IL:
University of Illinois Press, 1995), 15.
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By bringing ritualism to the forefront of his work, Tan approaches the ritualistic nature of concert
music literally. Consequently, the mainstream and the counterculture overlap through his ritual
within the ritual. Tan’s development of his “ritual music” can be observed in Death and Fire,
through which he offers his take on serialism and where the seemingly disparate “uptown” and
“downtown” aesthetics are reconciled as he treats the series experimentally.
Contemplations on life and death: Death and Fire: Dialogue with Paul Klee (1992)

Tan submitted Death and Fire: Dialogue with Paul Klee (1992) as his DMA thesis for
Columbia. He took the title of the work from the eponymous painting (7od und Feuer, 1940),

which Klee completed shortly before his death (Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1: Paul Klee, Tod und Feuer, 1940, oil and colored paste on burlap, Zentrum Paul Klee,
Bern, Switzerland.
http://www.emuseum.zpk.org/eMuseumPlus?service=direct/1/ResultListView/result.t1.collection
_list.$TspTitlelmageLink.link&sp=10&sp=Scollection&sp=SfilterDefinition&sp=0&sp=0&sp=1
&sp=Sdetail List&sp=60&sp=Sdetail&sp=0&sp=F &sp=T&sp=74

Written after visiting an exhibition of Klee’s works at New York’s Museum of Modern Art,
Death and Fire is representative of Tan’s negotiation between “uptown” and “downtown”
aesthetics and his contemplation of spirituality in general. By referring to the work as a
“symphony” and a “dialogue” with Klee, Tan engages with a traditional genre on the one hand

and asserts his cultural agency on the other. Although there exists a series, the pitch material


http://www.emuseum.zpk.org/eMuseumPlus?service=direct/1/ResultListView/result.t1.collection_list.$TspTitleImageLink.link&sp=10&sp=Scollection&sp=SfilterDefinition&sp=0&sp=0&sp=1&sp=SdetailList&sp=60&sp=Sdetail&sp=0&sp=F&sp=T&sp=74
http://www.emuseum.zpk.org/eMuseumPlus?service=direct/1/ResultListView/result.t1.collection_list.$TspTitleImageLink.link&sp=10&sp=Scollection&sp=SfilterDefinition&sp=0&sp=0&sp=1&sp=SdetailList&sp=60&sp=Sdetail&sp=0&sp=F&sp=T&sp=74
http://www.emuseum.zpk.org/eMuseumPlus?service=direct/1/ResultListView/result.t1.collection_list.$TspTitleImageLink.link&sp=10&sp=Scollection&sp=SfilterDefinition&sp=0&sp=0&sp=1&sp=SdetailList&sp=60&sp=Sdetail&sp=0&sp=F&sp=T&sp=74
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becomes one of the many textures and sonorities of the work. The “experimental” aspects of the
work include aleatoric elements based on improvisations and extended techniques, the
incorporation of “noise,” and sonorities informed by the Chinese language and the Beijing opera.
Tan links the work to his personal history by drawing upon his Chinese linguistic heritage and
the time spent with his grandmother:
First, in everyday Chinese life there is a kind of musicality already present in speech. I
refer to the tonal dimension of the Chinese language. I also refer to the habit of sing-song
and rhythmic speaking which are not common in the everyday speech of most western
languages.... When I was a boy, my grandmother would “sing” me out of bed, or “sing”
me to my chores... In short, my native language is already a musical culture for me.*
Although referred to as a symphony, Death and Fire consists of various sections instead
of traditional movements, strung together through gestures and “transitions” instead of thematic
development. The pitch material of each section is based on a series of seven notes (Figure 4.2),
but Tan states that “the series transformed throughout the piece in many ways, but not according

to “pitch class’ or other principles of serialism.” According to him, the series can be transposed,

inverted, and stacked vertically. Locally, they travel in and out of tonal and atonal areas.

I. Portrait 1l. Self-portrait 1ll. Death and Fire
.
i/ . be [
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Figure 4.2: The overlapping seven-note series in Tan Dun’s Death and Fire. Taken from his
“‘Death and Fire: Dialogue with Paul Klee.” An Analysis. (with Volume II: Original
Composition)” (DMA diss., Columbia University, 1993), 9.

30 Dun Tan, ““Death and Fire: Dialogue with Paul Klee.” An Analysis. (with Volume II: Original
Composition)” (DMA diss., Columbia University, 1993), 7.
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The concepts of seven-note series, transitions, and gestures correspond to Klee’s color
theory, which the artist developed in the 1920s at the Bauhaus.?* Klee derived his color wheel
from the seven colors of the rainbow—the number may have inspired Tan’s series of seven
pitches. Describing the “tonal transition” among the three primary colors (which are

diametrically paired with their complementary: red/green, blue/orange, yellow/green) Klee

wrote,

Then, there is something else: the colours on the circle do not sound at the same time as
it might seem according to the chain, but in a sort of trio of voices. This representation
allows us to recognize the movement well and follow easily its evolution. The voices
consecutively enter in the form of canon. In each of the high points culminates a voice
another enters softly and the third disappears.*?

The resulting movement eventually developed into Klee’s “pictorial polyphony,” which Tan

referenced.®

Death and Fire includes three structural or frame sections, each labeled with a Roman
numeral: “I: Portrait,” “II: Self Portrait,” “III: Death and Fire.” In between the frame sections

are seven “inserts” with titles referring to each of Klee’s seven paintings. The work is structured

as follows:

I Portrait
Insert 1: Animals at Full Moon
Insert 2: Senicio
Insert 3: Ad Parnassum

II Self Portrait
Insert 4: Twittering Machine
Insert 5: Earth Witches
Insert 6: Intoxication
Insert 7: J. S. Bach

III Death and Fire

31 José de Coca Leicher, “Paul Klee. Principles on the Nature of Colour. Theory and Practice.,” in
Architectural Draughtsmanship, ed. Castafio Perea and Echeverria Valiente (Cham: Springer, 2016), 856.

32 Paul Klee, Bildnerische Formlehre, Bern: Zentrum Paul Klee, 1922,
http://www.kleegestaltungslehre.zpk.org/ee/ZPK/BF/2012/01/01/001/, quoted in de Coca Leicher, 857.

33 Tan, ““Death and Fire: Dialogue with Paul Klee.” An Analysis. (with Volume II: Original Composition),”
3; see also Andrew Kagan, Paul Klee: Art and Music (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1983), 52.
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In I. Portrait, the series is introduced as fragmentary figures, which culminates to the first noise
material of the work, followed by what Tan refers to as “twelve-tone harmonic color” (the
“twelve-tone color” harks back to Klee’s chromatic circle).>* Among the sequence of events the
series become one of the many textures: while the breathing of “Ha” at m. 27 interrupts the
pitched material, the breathing motif itself is interrupted by the “twelve-tone coloration,” a four-
measure area that serves as a gesture and transition to the next pitched area (Example 4.1). The

manipulation of the series thus makes up his experimental sound world.

¥ Ibid., 28.
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Another example appears in “Insert 2: Senicio,” where the series becomes a harmonic
gesture with the distinct texture of phasing at mm. 7 and 36. A technique often associated with
Reich’s phasing pieces, this particular texture contrasts monophony (m. 9) and the simultaneous
sounding of the series’ transpositions (m. 17) that follows. Each time the “phasing” is introduced
by “noise” material.

Throughout the work, Tan responds to Klee’s color theory with a wide range of timbre,
including “noise.” His definition of noise includes both improvisatory/aleatoric gestures and
extended techniques.*® For example, at the end of “Insert 3: Ad Parnassum,” the entire orchestra
(except for the percussion section) performs vocal “twittering” followed by “gossiping” and
“shouting” (Example 4.2). The strings end with “microtonal clusters” by playing the highest

notes possible, a motif that carries on to the next section, “II. Self Portrait.”
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Example 4.2: Tan Dun, Death and Fire, “Insert 3: Ad Parnassum,” mm. 30-34. The string
players perform “twittering,” “gossiping” and “shouting,” then the highest notes of the
instrument.

® Ibid., 11.
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Another important feature of Death and Fire is the quotation from Bach’s Prelude and
Fugue in C major (WTC 1) in “Insert 7: J. S. Bach.” Klee himself was a violinist who admired
Bach and Mozart; he also modeled his paintings upon Bach’s polyphony.* In contrast, Tan
introduces the collage of Bach quotations with a musical “gesture” described as “tender, but
august” (Figure 4.3).%

Insert 7. J.S. Bach
tender, but august

Alte =1,
= -
e.g., 7, mm. 3-5 W - 1 — s
. 1 ] ] .f AN |\;'J _:'r T
“ [l 3 ~ |
(&H] ] : 1 a

Figure 4.3: Tan Dun’s musical gesture, “tender, but august,” that initiates “Insert 7: J. S. Bach”
(mm. 3-5). Taken from “‘Death and Fire: Dialogue with Paul Klee.” An Analysis. (with Volume
II: Original Composition)” (DMA diss., Columbia University, 1993), 17.
Tan defines his “gestures” as “a short phrase in which various musical parameters cooperate to
create a distinct emotive effect,”® and considers them his primary compositional material. In
Death and Fire ten especially named musical gestures function to differentiate the “Inserts.” He
associates the “tender, but august” gesture with Bach, and here the gesture not only prepares for
but also summons Bach’s spirit.

This homage to Bach continued in his Ghost Opera (1994) for string quartet and pipa,
where he quoted Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in C-sharp minor (W7C II) against the Chinese

folksong Little Cabbage. “Ghost opera” is a Chinese folk tradition that calls upon the spirits of

3 Richard Verdi, “Musical Influences on the Art of Paul Klee,” Art Institute of Chicago Museum Studies 3
(1968): 3.

37 Tan, ““Death and Fire: Dialogue with Paul Klee.” An Analysis. (with Volume II: Original Composition),”
17.

% Ibid., 13.
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the dead. Klee created Death and Fire right before his own death. Through the quotations of
Bach Tan seems to offer his own contemplation of life and death by communing with the spirits
of the two canonic Western artists.

Finally, the act of spirit-summoning is enhanced by the appearance of contrabassoon in
both the opening and the last section: “I: Portrait” and “III: Death and Fire.” The resonant bass
recalls the Tibetan long horn, dung chen. Imitating the trumpeting of the elephant, dung chen is
used in the Buddhist ritual to call upon deities. Contrabassoon also plays a prominent role in his
earlier On Taoism and later Nine Songs.

We can consider Death and Fire as a sampling of the various compositional techniques
that make up Tan’s ritual music. Among them are “monophonic thinking,” the incorporation of
“noise” and improvisation, and the use of quotation from the Western musical canon. According
to Tan, “In Klee’s thinking, thickness, density, length and contour of line correspond to dynamic,
color, duration and contour respectively, in musical line.”?® I suggest that Klee’s detailed
analysis of the different components of a single line also resonates with the way gin notation
details the variations in the attack, sustain, and decay of a single note. Tan describes the
emphasis on timbre and inflection in Chinese music (vs. vertical harmony) as “characteristically
monophonic.” This “monophonic approach” echoes both Klee’s “pictorial polyphony” and
Schoenberg’s Klangfarbenmelodie (1911), which proposes that timbral transformation can define
the structural integrity of a musical work.*

Tan’s interpretation of monophony already manifested in his works up to this point and

supports his teacher Chou Wen-Chung’s theory of “re-merger.” Kouwenhoven and Utz have

% Ibid., 22.
40 Alfred Cramer, “Schoenberg’s Klangfarbenmelodie: A Principle of Early Atonal Harmony,” Music
Theory Spectrum 24, no. 1 (March 1, 2002): 1-34.
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considered Tan’s early works as “one-voice” or “one-line” music, which describes not only the
texture, but also the conception of the music. Kouwenhoven writes:
The underlying concept of ‘On Taoism’ was monophony; its music basically unfolded
itself along a single, uninterrupted line. But this ‘one-voice music’ was realized by more
than just one performer, in the colours of a multiple-voice medium, namely the Western
orchestra. Tan’s opera ‘Nine Songs’ again pursued the idea of ‘one-voice music’ but did
so more literally: it had almost no counterpoint.*
Like Chou who interpreted Varése’s music from the perspective of Asian aesthetics, Tan also
perceived Chinese aesthetics in Klee’s paintings. Beside mentioning Klee’s attention to a single
line, Tan also emphasized the importance of engaging with each painting as a whole and
observing the individual “mood.”* This approach echoes the most important goal of Chinese
scholarly painting: to convey a particular mood or impression.
New York Collaborations
While a student at Columbia, Tan was featured in a solo concert at Avery Fisher Hall in
1988. The New York City Symphony Orchestra led by David Eaton performed On Taoism
(1985) and his early New York works, including Out of Peking Opera (1987), a piano concerto,
and a new symphony, “The Great Wall.”** The young composer became a source of pride for the
Chinese American community and began to receive critical attention in the United States.
Through the concert he was introduced to percussionist River Guerguerian and other musicians
from the New Music Consort.

Just as the Group for Contemporary Music, the new breed of “new music specialists,”

influenced and informed Chou Wen Chung’s compositional approach, the Group’s offshoots

1 Frank Kouwenhoven, “Mainland China’s New Music. III: The Age of Pluralism,” CHIME: Journal of the
European Foundation for Chinese Music Research 5 (1992): 98.

42 Tan, “‘Death and Fire: Dialogue with Paul Klee.” An Analysis. (with Volume II: Original Composition),”
18.

43 Bernard Holland, “Concert: New York City Symphony,” The New York Times, February 9, 1988, sec.
Arts, https://www.nytimes.com/1988/02/09/arts/concert-new-york-city-symphony.html.
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played an even larger role in the musical and career development of the next generation of
Chinese composers. I showed in Chapter 2 the intimate relationship between Music From China
and composers Chen Yi and Zhou Long. Here the various musicians and artists of the New
Music Consort directly contributed to Tan’s transformation into a “New York” composer.

Tan began his collaboration with Guerguerian, then percussionist of the New Music
Consort, after the all-Tan concert in 1988. Guerguerian introduced the young composer to other
musician colleagues, including Susan Botti (voice), Regina Bellantese (violin), and Bruce Gremo
(flute, performed in Jo Ha Kyu and Peony Pavilion). Founded in 1975 by Claire Heldrich and
Madeline Shapiro, the New Music Consort worked with both established and young composers.*
The musicians also experimented with unconventional material such as water—having sat
through several rehearsals, Tan might have been inspired to incorporate the nontraditional sounds
in his future compositions. The Consort’s composition competition, established in 1980, might
have influenced Music From China’s own composer competition. In the 1980s the Consort also
began a series of concerts featuring new music from Asia. Heldrich explained: “we received so
many scores that we decided to do a Japan Night, a Chinese Night and a Korean Night. Many
ideas came out of one idea.”* In 1984, the Consort succeeded the Group as ensemble-in-
residence at Manhattan School of Music (the Group had been there since 1972).

As Tan continued to collaborate with musicians from the Consort and Manhattan School
of Music, he found a patron in Mary Scherbatskoy, founder of the non-profit cultural
organization ARTS (Art Resources for Teachers and Students) in downtown Manhattan.*® Not

only did Scherbatskoy became Tan’s landlady and introduced him to the Brooklyn-based

%4 Elizabeth Deaver, “The Group for Contemporary Music: 1962 to 1992” (DMA thesis, The Manhattan
School of Music, 1993), 106.

% Ibid., 108.

46 Kouwenhoven, “Composer Tan Dun,” 18.
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ceramicist Ragnar Naess to create the earthen instruments envisioned by Tan, she founded the
production company Crossings to stage his works. Through Crossings Tan was able to see his
“ritual opera” Nine Songs (1989) came to life at Pace Downtown Theatre.

Reinventing the ritual opera: Nine Songs (1989)

Nine Songs was Tan’s first major experimental work to be composed in New York.
Inspired by the collection of poetry of the same name by poet Qu Yuan (c. 340-248 BCE,
hereafter I refer to the original poetry as Jiuge, and Tan’s opera as Nine Songs), it was the second
work to be based on Qu’s text—the earlier Li Sao Symphony propelled him to the forefront of
China’s new wave movement. The subject choice was significant. Qu is considered the greatest
poet and patriot of his time; however, as a dissenting scholar-official, he was persecuted by his
political rivals. Tan was denounced by Chinese agencies and later compared himself to
Shostakovich.*’

The collection of eleven poems in Jiuge are considered the best-known example of
Chinese shamanism and the ritual séance. David Hawkes summarizes its plot: “shamans having
first purified and perfumed themselves and dressed up in gorgeous costumes, sing and dance to
the accompaniment of music, drawing the gods down from heaven in a sort of divine
courtship.”® Kwang-Chih Chang also observes that in Nine Songs, “the basic role of shaman
was that of an intermediary who used alluring dance and music to induce the deity to descent.”*
The sections pertaining to the water goddess foreshadows Tan’s later “organic” works with water.

Referred to as a “ritual opera,” Nine Songs exhibit multiple “downtown” characteristics.

First, Tan collaborated with Naess to create ceramic instruments for the opera. Tan performs the

47 Jan Buruma, “Of Musical Import.”
48 Hawkes, Songs of the South: An Ancient Chinese Anthology of Poems by Qu Yuan and Other Poets, 35.
49 Chang, Art, Myth, and Ritual: The Path to Political Authority in Ancient China, 48.
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“intermediary” function by singing and playing the ceramic jar along with his eight
percussionists. The material used is as significant as the sound produced: earthenware connotes
primitivism, rawness, and the universal connection to nature. Second, as a nod to chance and
indeterminacy, the opera contains an abundance of improvisatory vocal and instrumental
passages. Third, by foregrounding the ceremonial aspect of the performance, Tan incorporated
the experimental procedures into a solemn rite. Tan’s unconventional instruments and sounds
become a portal to a constructed history, grounded on Qu’s text but interpreted for downtown.
Another important inspiration for the work is the autobiographical element, as Tan drew
on childhood encounters with folk religious rituals as rationale for the experimental techniques:
“Nine Songs” is based on ancient poems of the same name by the great poet Qu Yuan.
Written for performance with dance, music and drama, they are filled with the beauty of
nature and the mysteries of shamanistic ritual. These qualities resonated with me,
because they were also part of life in the remote rural area where I grew up.*°
The autobiographical connection makes the interpretation of the ancient text and the recreation
of the ritual personal. Moreover, experimental techniques defamiliarize and recontextualize
sounds, allowing for the reconstruction of historical scenes and facilitating a modern communal
engagement with the spiritual. Spiritual experience calls for a spiritual conduit: in the opera Tan
assumes the role of “shaman” as a composer, conductor, and performer. According to him, the
“[c]onductor acts as shaman, instructing musicians and audience how to begin, and continues to
conduct through voice and action,” which consists of “conducting, singing, playing ‘shueng’and
‘two strings.”””* Nine Songs has no straightforward plot or characters. An important ritualistic

element comes from audience participation, an aspect Tan continues to insist upon in his other

ritualistic works, especially in his series of Orchestral Theatres.

%0 Tan Dun, CD liner note, Nine Songs: Ritual Opera, CD 603 (Composers Recordings, Inc., 1989).
51 Tan Dun, Nine Songs, CD liner notes.
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The conductor/shaman asserts his status right away in the opening of the opera (Example

4.3).
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Example 4.3: Tan Dun, Nine Songs, opens with conductor as shaman, unconventional notation
abound.

Right from the start, unconventional notation abound: pitches are approximate, syllables are
sustained for five and seven seconds in a “guttural and fricative” manner. Sometimes the words
are airy or breathy. A traditional melody is nowhere to be found. According to Tan, the design
of the voice came “from tones and sounds of Chinese dialects and the declamatory style of local
opera.” As a result, vocalizations in the work include “chanting, yelling, speaking and
singing.”*?

The text is a mixture of the excerpted original and Tan’s own English adaptation. Neither

52 Tbid.
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language is presented in a familiar, modern setting. For example, the conductor declaims in the

opening: “A yin shi a yang shi. No one knows shi what I do.” The syllable shi (%) stands out

especially. As an exclamatory particle in the Chinese language, shi has no meaning in and of
itself. Once inserted into the English translation, it interrupts the English language. This mixture
of syllables creates a sort of linguistic distance; coupled with other vocal effects, the invented
phrase plays upon the familiar and unfamiliar.

The “distance” is further enhanced when the English language is presented in near
fragments and with Beijing opera inflections. In Section 2, “River,” we encounter the following
monologue:

Looking for my Lord shi—not yet come,

Blowing reed pipe shi—who thinking of?

Promise not true shi—resenting long

Not keeping date shi—tell me so no...time...

In this monologue, the English words are enounced more as individual syllables without
adhering to sentence structure. Here “shi” fills in for the incompleteness of form and thought.
Not only is the English language used in an unconventional manner, the ancient Chinese phrases
also contribute to both linguistic and temporal distance. Sung with the inflections of Beijing
opera, the declamation would be foreign for both modern Chinese and English speakers.

Finally, the third linguistic element, the culturally ambiguous utterances, such as “ok yi
oh!” create a primitive, aborigine atmosphere. The sobbing sound, a universal indicator of
sadness, dominates toward the end of the work. The eclecticism and stylistic mixtures that came
to define Tan’s music was already apparent in his first opera, as Bernard Holland observed:

Mr. Dun's music is guided by the up-and-down gestures of Chinese vowels, but the

heavily syncopated rhythmic movement and repeated patterns seemed part African and
part Carl Orff. Meredith Monk-ish sound effects come into play, and the calculated
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confusions of Pendereckian crowd-scene noises.*?

With Nine Songs Tan showcases his expert knowledge as a composer and artist, which is
analogous to a shaman’s exclusive knowledge in performing séance. The original Jiuge was an
anti-authoritarian statement; by reinventing the ritual Tan solidifies his position as a
countercultural force—the work was experimental, ritualistic and performed downtown. Qu
Yuan, the alleged author, created the new Chu/Southern literary style in Lisao and Jiuge. Like
Qu, Tan also created his own compositional style by combining disparate musical, performative,
and linguistic elements.

Nine Songs was commissioned by Scherbatskoy’s ARTS, Inc. with various sources of
funding, including New York State Council on the Arts and the National Endowment for the Arts.
Scherbatskoy continued to produce Soundshape (1990), which premiered at Guggenheim Works
and Process and featured more than 50 newly-invented ceramic instruments designed by Tan and
Naess. An expansion of the performance force in Nine Songs, the instruments came in many
shapes and sizes, twists and turns, reminiscent of Harry Partch’s inventions that are both visually
and aurally captivating. In Soundshape, the ceramic instruments are contextualized differently
from their appearance in Nine Songs. The museum setting instills them with the concept of “art”
and “artwork.” The physicality (material and shape) of the instruments corresponded to the
physicality of the museum (architecture). The piece shed its cultural and historical significance
in Nine Songs and took up a different significance: the essence of “sound” and “shape.” The
work demonstrated Tan’s keen sense of the visual aspect of the performance. Besides making

full use of Guggenheim’s rotunda by surrounding the audience with strategically placed

%3 Bernard Holland, “When East and West Meet without Mingling,” The New York Times, May 15, 1989,
sec. Theater, https://www.nytimes.com/1989/05/15/theater/review-music-when-east-and-west-meet-without-
mingling.html.
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musicians, the ceramic instruments themselves were a feast for the eyes.

Both Nine Songs and Soundshape demonstrate that Tan did not single-handedly create his
experimental and ritualistic sound world, for he continued to work with artists and musicians that
traverse uptown academic and downtown experimental scenes. Susan Botti was the featured
vocalist in Soundshape (she also performed in Nine Songs). She met Tan when they were both
graduate students.>* Tan eventually wrote several works for her, including the role of Water in
Marco Polo (1995) and Orchestral Theatre I11: Red Forecast (1996). Guerguerian worked with
Tan through 1994 (after which he sold all his possessions and lived oft-grid for five years at a
wildlife sanctuary in the Himalayas). According to him, Tan often asked the musicians to
improvise in these early “New York™ works.>> For example, he first incorporated water bowls in
Jo Ha Kyu (1992), a dance number for Chuma and The School of Hard Knocks. During the
performance at St Mark’s Church, “In addition to playing flutes and a host of percussion
instruments, Bruce Gremo, Regina Bellantese and Paul Guerguerian, all of them members of a
group called Crossings, made magical sounds by rippling their hands in bowls of water and
blowing into glass containers.”® It was during these improvisations that Guerguerian developed
the techniques of “playing” with water bowls, illuminated over plexiglass, that later became a
Tan signature. Among these techniques were immersing and tapping a pipe in water, and bowing
a gong in water (although Cage already played with a gong in water when he composed for

synchronized swimmers).>’

% Susan Botti studied at Manhattan School of Music and lived in the East Village. See Cori Ellison,
“Music; Downtown Divas Expand Their Horizons,” The New York Times, October 28, 2001,
https://www.nytimes.com/2001/10/28/arts/music-downtown-divas-expand-their-horizons.html.

% Phone conversation with Paul Guerguerian on May 26, 2018.

% Jack Anderson, “Sitting Back and Enjoying What Can’t Be Understood,” The New York Times, March 1,
1993, sec. Arts, https://www.nytimes.com/1993/03/01/arts/review-dance-sitting-back-and-enjoying-what-can-t-be-
understood.html.

57 Phone conversation with River Guerguerian on May 26, 2018.
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Tan and Cagean Experimentalism

In a 1992 essay commemorating John Cage, Tan recalled their conversations on music,
cuisines, and philosophy.*® He met Cage at several musical and artistic functions in downtown
New York. Cage became his mentor and role model—the elder composer paved the way, or as
some put it, “gave permission,” for a broadened definition of music and performance. Tan wrote
that their first in depth conservation occurred two months before Cage’s passing, during a 3-hour
long interview for a concert sponsored by Japan’s Suntory Hall. Their conversation ranged from
Cage’s study with Schoenberg, mushrooms, to the concept of a musical whole, which Tan
compared to Beijing opera singing and his own interpretation of “one melody.” Earlier in the
essay Tan interpreted another Cagean concept, “silence,” in Chinese terms, quoting the famous
Daoist proclamation that the “greatest sound cannot be heard.” As Tan recounted his relationship
with Cage, we are also witnessing the process through which he negotiated with and established
himself in the experimental canon. Tan recalled first hearing Cage’s 4’33 " performed live in
1989 by Margaret Leng Tan. He composed C-A-G-E (1993) as an homage to the elder
composer—the piece featured piano’s different sonorities without the use of the keyboard—that
was also performed by Leng Tan.

Tan conceded that “Before John Cage, I didn’t pay attention to Lao-tzu or the I-Ching.
But every time I spoke to Cage, it was as if [ were talking to Laozi, not an American, not John.
We had dialogues about music in a very philosophical way—everything is an unanswered
question.”® Similar to his teacher Chou, who was reminded of his Chinese heritage by Nicolas

Slonimsky, Tan credited Cage for reintroducing him to Laozi and /-Ching. Nevertheless, Tan

8 Dun Tan, “& #-nE 485 & 9 8. 0vF ehd 18 $435/The Shock of Silence: My Final Conversation with
John Cage,” Performance Arts Review, October 1992, 100—105.
% Jan Buruma, “Of Musical Import.”
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observation of early Chinese shamanism, shamanic authority has given way to centralized

109

authority.

Example 4.12: Tan Dun, First Emperor, Act 2, Scene 2, mm. 603—627; the chorus sings in
homophony.

At face value, the opera criticizes authoritarian rule, the punishment for which manifests in the
betrayal of Jianli when he sets the slave song as the anthem. Tan writes in the score: “The
Emperor is shocked, realizing that the Anthem is Jianli’s revenge. He drops on his knees,
shaking.” But is it a punishment or a sacrifice that the emperor is willing to make?

Even though multiple interpretations of The First Emperor are possible, the emperor as a

complex protagonist prevails. From a feminist perspective, Yueyang becomes the heroine who

109 Thid., 685.
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goes against the patriarchal society and the Confucian teaching of filial piety. She is not afraid to
interrupt a conversation between male authority figures, disregards social mores by having sex
with the captive musician, and disobeys her father by refusing to give in to an arranged marriage.
In the end, putting her self-interest and happiness over her duty to her father and the country, she
takes her own life. The suicide could be viewed as either a heroic act, an ultimate protest against
a repressive life, or a punishment for disobedience and going against the grain. Her fate reminds
us of the heroine/anti-hero in Crouching Tiger,® who also commits suicide after attempting to
pursue freedom from a deeply patriarchal society. Unlike Crouching Tiger however, the bulk of
the opera focuses on the Qin emperor’s ambition.
Tan’s portrayal of Yueyang further undermines the feminist reading. Her character is

filled with spontaneous, coquettish moments. Her entrance is marked by a string of laughter in

wide jumps of staccato notes, a recurring trait throughout her presence (Example 4.13).
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Example 4.13: Tan Dun, First Emperor, Act 1, Scene 1, mm. 265-269; Yueyang’s entrance.

Her parents need to continually remind her that she is no longer a child. During her first
encounter with Jianli, she oversteps boundaries by touching his face and pushing him. Such

impulsive behaviors continue through her seduction of Jianli during her attempt to coax him out

110 As well as other countless operatic heroines who die by suicide.
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of a hunger strike, until she threatens her father with suicide upon his insistence on the arranged
marriage. Musically, her voice features great leaps and melismas.

In contrast to his daughter, the only multidimensional/complex and developed character
is the emperor himself. The two other main characters, Yueyang and Jianli, serve mainly to show
Qin’s humanity through his love for his daughter and as a person who valued music. The opera
spends only a brief moment on Qin’s brutality as a ruler who crushes dissents and inhibits
knowledge in the form of book burning. Nonetheless, the emperor is glamorized and his
ruthlessness justified. In the opera the emperor’s humanity manifests in his care for the daughter.
His learnedness is exhibited in the unification of script and measurements. His connoisseurship
for music is portrayed in his respect for the master musician and critique of old practices. Even
the slave song-turned anthem, created by the musician as revenge to his brutality, did not dent the
fact that his mission of unification has been accomplished. In the end, despite his ruthlessness,
he is portrayed as a tragic hero who was willing to sacrifice everything (friendship, family, loyal
servant) for both personal ambition and the greater cause of uniting the country.

In light of the criticism after the opera’s premiere, Tan shortened the work considerably
for its revival in 2008. In addition to the overly long melodies, critics complained about the
“bland” libretto and awkward text-setting. The majority of the alteration consisted of shortening
the melodies and making the exchange of dialogue more compact. A significant cut occurs
during the first appearance of the emperor. In the first version, he utters the famous Daoist
phrase “Da yin xi sheng, da xiang wu xing—The loudest sound can be heard only in silence.” If
kept, it would have been the only moment inside the frame a character sings in Chinese. The
phrase comes from Dao De Jing attributed to Laozi, which Tan also quoted in Orchestral Theatre

II: Re. While the Yin-Yang master sings in mandarin throughout, his role as the exotic figure in
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the grand opera mandates him to be the “Other.” Singing the Daoist phrase may showcase the
emperor’s erudition, but he could also be in danger of associating with the exotic (another
concern may be pragmatic, to prevent Domingo from singing in a third language). This
particular cut keeps the emperor squarely in the Euro-American/Western realm both musically
and linguistically.

The critics expected a revamping of tradition in The First Emperor, as demonstrated in
Marco Polo and Peony; instead Tan offered a repackaged Western opera. As for the New York
audience, the point of comparison can be found in many: from Puccini’s oriental grand operas to
modern day Nixon in China by John Adams. In Nixon Adams also initially lionized the
characters Mao Zedong and Nixon, yet his musically repetitive, minimalist style renders the
opera a satire.' We could consider The First Emperor in the vein of Zhang Yimou’s historical
sagas. In addition to mythologizing the Qin Emperor, Zhang’s Hero offered an aestheticized take
on the martial arts film. Riding on the success of his film scores and Zhang’s historical dramas,
Tan’s opera conformed to similar aesthetics and values of “one China.”
Conclusion

From his early works to The First Emperor, Tan has successfully inserted his brand of
shamanism into New York experimentalism. He accomplished the feat first by claiming
originality, of how he was already experimenting with different materials and sounds in China 20
years before meeting Cage. Next, he established his status as a downtown composer through
acquaintances with other downtown-based composers such as Glass and Monk. He then
collaborated with musician-colleagues specializing in new music. In his works he continues to

emphasize inspiration from his childhood in rural China and his experience in the Beijing opera

11 Ross, The Rest Is Noise, 586.
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troupe. His reputation as an innovator with cross-cultural appeal soon landed him numerous
awards and propelled him to the musical mainstream despite his self-presentation as an
iconoclast.

Having first asserted authority over the experimental vocabulary and cemented his
following in the United States and Europe, Tan became a spokesperson of contemporary Chinese
music. By taking on large scale nationalist projects his music serves as a conduit for modern
Chinese music and culture. His more recent projects such as The Map (2002), The First
Emperor and Nu Shu (The Secret Songs of Women, 2013), the latter a multimedia project for
which he conducted fieldwork in his home province Hunan, attest to his role as a contemporary

culture-traversing shaman.
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CONCLUSION

This dissertation argues that the phenomenon of the Chinese émigré composers’ music
and success is intricately tied to the diverse cultural landscape of New York City. Beginning
with Chou Wen-Chung at Columbia University, which epitomizes uptown academicism, new
Chinese music has made its mark throughout New York’s music scenes. Works by Tan Dun and
Zhou Long could be heard in experimentalist theatres such as La Mama E. T. C. and the Kitchen.
Operas by Chinese composers have become a mainstay at Lincoln Center Festival. Music From
China has presented music by Chen Yi and Zhou at various branches of New York Public
Library, as well as Weill Recital Hall.

Through various revival movements, including that of wenren culture, Tang
cosmopolitanism, nationalism, and shamanism, the composers established their individual forms
of musical transnationalism. The place of New York City is significant. The congregation and
convergence of diverse populations, cultures, movements, and venues made possible the
individual expressions and contrasting but complementary revival activities that formed the basis
of musical transnationalism. Through new Chinese music, uptown academicism interacts with
downtown experimentalism and classical and folk Chinese repertoire from Chinatown. Having
been immersed in the various cultural landscapes and musical movements in New York City, new
Chinese music has received critical acclaim and reached audiences from both sides of the
Pacific.

Chou Wen Chung, who made possible new Chinese music in New York City, passed
away in 2019. Chou Wen-Chung Music Research Center, which houses his personal library, was
established in 2018 in Xinghai Conservatory of Music in Guangzhou, China. Since the writing

of this dissertation, third and fourth generations of composers have emerged in the international
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spotlight. The third generation of Chinese émigré composers based in New York is best
represented by Du Yun (b. 1977) and Huang Ruo (b. 1976). Like Zhou Long before her, Du also
won the Pulitzer prize for her opera, Angel’s Bone, in 2017. Although the phenomenon of
professional success continues, the revival model may no longer apply. We witness increasingly
culturally diverse subject matter in both Du’s and Huang’s works, evoking elements beyond their
Chinese heritage. For instance, Angel’s Bone, which premiered at downtown’s 3LD Art &
Technology Center in 2016, presents an allegory of human trafficking through the story of two
fallen angels rescued but forced into prostitution.’*?> Reminiscent of Tan Dun’s downtown
affiliation, Du also established herself as a multi-instrumentalist and performing artist who could
be seen in grand concert halls as well as downtown venues such as Le Poisson Rouge and the
Cornelia Street Café.'*®

While Huang wrote the opera Dr. Sun Yat-sen (2011) to commemorate the centennial of
the 1911 Revolution (an example of transnational musical memorial), his other operas range
from An American Soldier (2014), in collaboration with David Henry Hwang, to the biblical
Paradise Interrupted (2015) staged at the 2016 Lincoln Center Festival. An American Soldier is
based on the true story of Danny Chen, a native New Yorker who enlisted in the Army, but was
subjected to brutal racist hazing and committed suicide in 2011 while serving in Afghanistan.**

Paradise Interrupted is Ruo’s take on Peony Pavilion, for which Tan composed a version in

1998. Unlike Tan’s version, Ruo combined the dream world of Peony with the story of Eve’s

U2 “gpngel’s Bone, by Du Yun,” accessed January 14, 2021, https://www.pulitzer.org/winners/du-yun.

113 Allan Kozinn, “A Diversity of Instruments for a Diversity of Styles,” The New York Times, June 29,
2010, sec. Arts, https://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/30/arts/music/30du.html; Allan Kozinn, “Asian-Inflected
Program With Unexpected Accent,” The New York Times, April 28,2010, sec. Arts,
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/29/arts/music/29ice.html.

114 Michael Cooper, “A Soldier Died After Racist Hazing. Now His Story Is an Opera.,” The New York
Times, June 1, 2018, sec. Arts, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/01/arts/music/american-soldier-opera-danny-
chen.html.
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expulsion from the Garden of Eden. Furthermore, the heroine in Paradise Interrupted sings in
mandarin and invented words, rather than English.**>

At this point we need to acknowledge the tension between such umbrella term as “new
Chinese music” and the diverse approaches and expressions it encompasses. We need to also ask
how useful “new Chinese music” is. As I state in the Introduction, I use the term out of
convenience to refer to compositions by composers born in the mainland that are inspired by
elements of the Chinese culture. But what about the vast number of works by, for instance,
Chinese composers born outside of the mainland, works by Chinese composers without any
reference to Chineseness, or non-Chinese composers writing works inspired by Chinese culture?
I propose that we may begin to apply “new Chinese music” as a historical term that refers to
music by Chinese composers from the turn of the twentieth century to the first decades of the
twenty-first century. This would include the third generation of Chinese émigré composers, even
though their engagement with diverse subject matter may render the label inadequate. Works
such as Du’s Angel’s Bone may simply be part of the vast, disorienting, but exciting landscape of
transcultural and transnational music.

To conclude, we may make an analogy between Western literary music and the English
language, which has been transformed by the different iterations of the anglophone culture,
including that of the diaspora, the vernacular such as rap and hip hop, and contrasting
postcolonial experiences in the Caribbean and Southeast Asia. Likewise, Western literary music

is also undergoing diverse transformations, of which new Chinese music plays a significant part.

115 Anthony Tommasini, “Sounds From Secret Gardens,” New York Times, July 15, 2016, sec. Weekend Arts
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