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ABSTRACT

Unsuk Chin’s Hyper-Sheng:
Sonic and Structural Development in Šu for Sheng and Orchestra

by

Hyun-Kyung Lee

Advisor: David Schober

The Korean composer Unsuk Chin (b. 1961) is constantly exploring new sonic
experiences in her works; her concerto Šu for Sheng and Orchestra (2009) is drawing
considerable attention, as it is Chin’s first piece written for an Asian instrument. This study
begins with a simple inquiry How does Chin combine an Asian instrument (sheng) with the
Western orchestra? To answer this question, this research examines Chin’s treatment of the
sheng and the development of the orchestra in partnership with the solo instrument, focusing on
the creation of what she terms a “hyper-sheng:” the solo sheng and the orchestra collaboratively
producing a large-scale version of the sheng’s sonic structure. The hyper-sheng is achieved
through the manipulation of orchestration, chord expansion, intricately layered rhythms, and
numerical proportions. Instruments are combined and recombined in a series of shadows and
echoes of the sheng sonority; chords are assembled or disassembled in the same manner as the
iv

polyphonic tones of the solo instrument; and the number seven is woven through rhythmic
patterns and unit coupling underlying the larger structure, creating an extensive sonic and
structural development. By illuminating Chin’s compositional working methods and
instrumentation techniques, this research will contribute significantly to the growing body of
scholarly work on Unsuk Chin.
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Chapter One: Introduction to Šu for Sheng and Orchestra
1. Unsuk Chin’s Concertos
I try to create nuances of color in my piece that do not exist in
European music. Although the music is based on modernist European
traditions and mostly uses classical instruments, the tone color of a
typical orchestra is not enough for my work. The orchestra is a
product of the 19th century, but I am familiar with non-European
music as well because my roots are there. That’s why I always try to
add a very special color to my work.
- Unsuk Chin 1 (trans. Hyun-Kyung Lee)
The concerto holds a significant place in Unsuk Chin’s repertoire. To date, Unsuk Chin
(b. 1961) has completed seven concertos: those for traditional concerto instruments are the Piano
Concerto (1996-97), Violin Concerto No. 1 (2001), Cello Concerto (2009-13), Clarinet Concerto
(2013-14), and Violin Concerto No. 2 (2020-21), each containing three or four movements; 2 the
Double Concerto for Piano, Percussion and Ensemble (2002) and Šu for Sheng and Orchestra
(2009, rev. 2010) are single-movement works. 3
In these concertos, Chin brings out the full potential of both the solo instrument and the
orchestra, working from the solo instrument’s acoustic character. For instance, the intrinsic
qualities of the violin are embedded in the Violin Concerto (2001) by beginning the piece with
the notes of the violin’s four open strings – G, D, A, and E – and using the perfect fifth in a
central role, while the violin’s expressive capacity, idiomatic sounds, and characteristic

“The Reading of Unsuk Chin’s Music,” Šu for Sheng and Orchestra by Unsuk Chin in Chin Unsuk,
Miraeui Akborul Geurida [Unsuk Chin, Drawing the Score of the Future], ed. Stefan Drees, trans. and
rev. Hee-Kyung Lee (Seoul: Humanist, 2012), 394. Musicologist Stefan Drees collected and published
writings on Unsuk Chin and her music; his volume, in German, includes interviews with and writings by
the composer and others, as well as many of Chin’s sketches and pictures, works lists and recordings lists.
The source used in this research is Lee’s Korean translation of Drees’s text, which also includes new
material collected by Lee. Much of the biographical information in this chapter comes from this
translation.
2
There is no information about the structure of Violin Concerto No. 2 yet.
3
Chin does not use opus numbers.
1

1

techniques drive the compositional style. 4 5 Chin uses a conceptually related but technically
distinctive approach to the solo instrument in the Double Concerto for Piano, Percussion and
Ensemble (2002), writing for a prepared piano designed to expand on the traditional piano sound.
The prepared instrument produces a softer, metallic sound due to the insertion of small metal
stoppers and clamps between the strings of the piano. 6 On the one hand, this creates a striking
acoustic contrast between the prepared and unprepared strings; on the other, the metallic timbres
in the percussion blend almost seamlessly with those from the prepared piano strings, blurring
the perceived lines between the instrument families. Along the same lines, for the Cello Concerto
(2009-13), Chin “ask[s] the player to hide the nature of the instrument, for [the purpose of]
expanding the cello’s expressive power beyond the cello’s capabilities.” In this case, “special
tricks and unfamiliar sounds like noise or scratching [give] new meaning to expressiveness.” 7
Another notable feature of Chin’s concertos is her extensive use of percussion: writing
more musical material for the percussion section, expanding the scope of the section, and
emphasizing the percussive characteristics of other instruments. The orchestra of the Violin
Concerto includes 23 percussion instruments, which often feature independently in the piece;
likewise, the Double Concerto calls both for the solo and ensemble percussionists to command a
formidable array of percussion instruments. 8

Berg’s Violin Concerto (1935) opens similarly, with the four open strings sounded first; Berg adds
subsequent notes according to his free adaptation of twelve-tone technique.
5
Seo, Youngsin, “A Study of Unsuk Chin’s Violin Concerto,” (DMA diss., Indiana University, 2016), 17.
6
“Ordering, chaos, computer; Unsuk Chin’s musical journey,” Hanno Ehrler, in Drees, Chin Unsuk, 392.
7
“Concerning the Cello Concerto, and Šu for Sheng and Orchestra,” Discussion with David Allenby, in
Drees, Chin Unsuk, 253-4.
8
Solo percussionist: vibraphone, xylophone, marimba, six cowbells, cencerros, tubular bells, one
Japanese temple bell, a pair of hand cymbals, tenor drum, 3 tom-toms and 3 timpani. Ensemble
percussionist: glockenspiel, lithophone, antique cymbals, 5 Javanese gongs, tuned bottles, 4 metal blocks,
a pair of hand cymbals, triangle, 3 cymbals on stand (small, medium, large), 3 tam-tams (small, medium,
large), tambourine, 2 temple blocks, claves, 2 timbales, snare drum, bass drum.
4

2

2. Introduction to Šu for Sheng and Orchestra
Šu for Sheng and Orchestra was co-commissioned by Japan Suntory Limited for the
Suntory Hall International Program for Music Composition in 2009, Netherlands Public Radio’s
Zaterdag Matinee series, the Los Angeles Philharmonic Association and music director Gustavo
Dudamel, and Philharmonic Essen. It premiered August 28th, 2009, at Suntory Hall in Tokyo,
Japan, performed by the Tokyo Symphony with sheng virtuoso Wu Wei as soloist; the concerto
was written with his skills in mind. 9 The title of the work, Šu, is derived from Egyptian
mythology and symbolizes air, reflecting an occasion on which Chin heard the sheng played
from a remote mountain in South Korea, giving her the idea of “a longing for a distant sound.” 10
Šu is Chin’s first concerto in which the solo instrument is Asian. In fact, Chin’s works
are considered atypical in that she does not deliberately show off the “ethnic influences” often
expected from non-Western composers. Rather, her work style emphasizes grasping the potential
of a given instrument, and beginning to compose only after she has accumulated as much
knowledge as possible – hence the importance of concertos to her output. As such, working with
an Asian instrument is as much an exploration of a new sound for her as with any Western
instrument:
To create good work with a musical instrument, composers need to build
up their internal skills and experience. People from the West who do not
do that kind of work would not understand; they think about [using nonWestern instruments] very ideologically. I neither deliberately turned
away from Asian instruments, nor did I choose the sheng because it is an
Asian instrument. It was a just natural choice for my music. There was no
way to make a high quality and original work with my musical ideas
using this instrument earlier. It required 25 years of experience. 11
Wu Wei studied at Shanghai Conservatory and has been based in Berlin since 1995. Wu Wei is a
representative Asian instrumentalist performing across genres and repertoires. http://wuweimusic.com/en_US/
10
“Šu for Sheng and Orchestra,” Maris Gothóni, in Drees, Chin Unsuk, 242.
11
“Life as a composer and the Korean music world,” interview by Hee-Kyung Lee, in Drees, Chin Unsuk,
85–130. Trans. Hyun-Kyung Lee.
9

3

Use of the sheng, which has a documented history of over 3000 years, has recently
developed significantly, with new playing methods, and possibilities for expression. Much of this
is due to the work of the exceptional Chinese sheng virtuoso Wu Wei, whose performances
present the instrument’s rich nuances. 12

It was several decades ago that I became interested in the sheng. Although
the sheng is used in Korean music, the approach of playing it as a solo
instrument is not very well-developed. However, when I first heard Wu
Wei's performance in Berlin, I was completely mesmerized. Wu Wei
reminded me of the infinite technical possibilities in and multifaceted
nature of the sheng. I am rarely impressed by the imagination and skill of
a musician, but I was surprised to find that Wu Wei freely plays not only
traditional Chinese music, but also European classical music and
improvisation.
Unsuk Chin 13
We really worked closely together. To understand the sheng’s fingering is
very complicated. Analyzing it is like studying a Stockhausen score. Unsuk
Chin gave new dimensions to the instrument. In her concerto you won’t find
any Korean or Chinese elements. And that’s exactly what I am interested in.
Of course, the instrument comes from China, it has a very long history and
tradition, but we are living in the 21st century and we have to find a new
language for the sheng. Unsuk Chin surely opened new windows.
- Wu Wei 14

“Šu for Sheng and Orchestra,” Habakuk Traber, in Drees, Chin Unsuk, 248.
“For Cello Concerto, and Šu for Sheng and Orchestra,” Discussion with David Allenby in Drees, Chin
Unsuk, 255.
14
Martin Hoffmeister, “Sheng player Wu Wei: My goal is to open and widen the repertoire for my
instrument,” Interview with Wu Wei, ICMA. Accessed Oct. 27, 2021. https://www.icma-info.com/shengplayer-wu-wei-my-goal-is-to-open-and-widen-the-repertoire-for-my-instrument/
12
13

4

3. Structure
Šu is approximately 23 minutes long. As I will outline in the following analysis, the
concerto consists of five parts of varying character, played continuously; each part is further
divided into subsections (Figure 1). 15
Figure 1 – The structure of Šu for Sheng and Orchestra 16
Part I (mm. 1-49): Introduction
1. I:1 (mm. 1-15)
2. I:2 (mm. 16-29)
3. I:3 (mm. 30-49)
Part II (mm. 50-122): Exposition
1. II:1 (mm. 50-63)
2. II:2 (mm. 64-101)
3. II:3 (mm. 102-122)
Part III (mm. 123-284): Development
1. III:1 (mm. 123-172)
1) III:1:1 (mm. 123-129)
2) III:1:2 (mm. 130-136)
3) III:1:3 (mm. 136-146)
4) III:1:4 (mm. 147-158)
5) III:1:5 (mm. 159-172)
2. III:2 (mm. 173-238)

This dissertation adopts the structural model from Hee-Kyung Lee’s “Toward Transcultural Imagination:
Recontextualizing Unsuk Chin’s Šu for Sheng and Orchestra (2009, rev. 2010).” Journal of the Music Forum 32
(2014): 144. Lee divides the part into four parts (1. Introduction and Commentary, 2. Development, 3. Cadenza and
Climax, 4. Epilogue). In this dissertation, however, the work is divided into five parts and further into sections and
subsections, so that each part can be analyzed in clear detail.
16
Throughout this study, a shorthand notation will be used. For example, Part I, Section 1 will hereafter be
abbreviated I:1. Where sections are further divided, the subsections will be referred to as I:1:1, I:1:2, I:1:3, and so
on.
15

5

1) III:2:1 (mm. 173-179)
2) III:2:2 (mm. 180-188)
3) III:2:3 (mm. 189-211)
4) III:2:4 (mm. 211-238)
5) III:2:5 (mm. 239-258)
3. III:3 (mm. 259-284)
1) III:3:1(mm. 259-272)
2) III:3:2 (mm. 273-284)
Part IV (mm. 285-464) Cadenza and Climax
1. IV:1 (mm. 285-371)
2. IV:2 (mm. 372-407)
3. IV:3 (mm. 408-464)
Part V (mm. 464-521) Recapitulation
1. V:1 (mm. 464-492)
4. V:2 (mm. 493-521)

Šu has a circular form. Part I begins with the sheng solo introducing the main motive
(014) and its sound of “longing”; the strings play as well in this part. Part II is a place of gradual
expansion: more instruments join, the main motive is developed, and the domain of the sheng is
explored. Part III, the longest part of Šu, features more of the variety of characters produced by
the sheng, and continual gestures in which the other instruments form a unity of sound with the
sheng, thereby creating a giant “hyper-sheng.” The sheng demonstrates its virtuosity in Part IV
through rhythmic evolution and acceleration; the vertical texture of sheng and orchestra produce
powerful sound integration, eventually reaching the climax of Šu. Finally, Part V returns to the
initial gesture (014), completing the long musical journey with a sense of unresolved mystery.
6

The sheng opens each section, followed by the orchestra – in full, or in various small
groupings or solo instruments – responding to or contrasting with the sheng. At times, the sheng
will play with other instruments, but always carrying its own distinct texture and tone. This
interaction drives the structure of the concerto: “The central idea of Šu was to create variations,
since the sheng is suited to every instrumental group in the orchestra.” 17 The treatment of the
sheng and development of the orchestra in harmony with the solo instrument produces what the
composer calls a “hyper-sheng:” the solo sheng and the orchestra together producing a largescale version of the sheng’s sonic structure.

The different orchestral groups mirror everything that the soloist
presents – as magnified shengs. The orchestra on the whole acts as
an even larger sheng and duels with the soloist; finally, the sheng
and the full orchestra create a sonic unity by acting as a kind of
“hyper-sheng.” 18
The overall effect is to both highlight the uniqueness of the sheng as an instrument and explore
how the orchestra can engage with the sheng timbre.
This is achieved through the compositional manipulation of orchestration, chord
expansion, and numerical proportions. The instruments are combined and recombined in a series
of shadows and echoes of the sheng sonority; chords are built and unbuilt in the same manner as
the polyphonic tones of the solo instrument; and the number seven is woven through rhythmic
patterns and unit coupling underlying the larger structure.

Seth Colter Walls, “The Philharmonic Takes on a Composer of Puzzles and Turns - Unsuk Chin’s Šu, a
concerto for sheng, an ancient Chinese mouth organ, has its New York premiere this week,” Interview
with Unsuk Chin, The New York Times. Accessed Oct. 8, 2021.
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/15/arts/music/new-york-philharmonic-unsuk-chin.html
18
Walls, ibid.
17
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4. Instrumentation and Performance Instruction
Traditional concertos display the featured instrument largely in terms of the performer’s
virtuosity, but Chin most often treats her soloists not only as a part of the orchestra, but as
seeking to become part of an integrated sound body – denoted by the “hyper-” prefix – blurring
the boundary between the solo instrument and orchestra. 19 However, in Šu, the sheng stands out
much more clearly due to its distinctive – and distinctively non-Western – sound. Chin therefore
places the sheng at the forefront, constructing the hyper-sheng by molding the orchestra into the
sheng sound. The result is technically demanding in the extreme, for both the soloist and the
orchestral performers (Figure 2).

Jong-Eun Lee, Inside the Hyper-Instrument: Unsuk Chin’s Double Concerto, (DMA diss., University of
Washington, 2014), 3. “In Double Concerto, by contrast, Chin is more concerned with melding the
timbres of the percussion and piano soloists, along with that of the ensemble into a composite
“superinstrument” or, as she designated it recently, a “hyper-instrument.”
19
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Figure 2 – Instrumentation, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

9

Šu is scored for a broad assortment of woodwinds, brass, strings, and percussion, plus
harp, piano (strings), and harmonica. The range of percussion instruments is characteristically
wide, while the harmonica in particular imitates and supports the sheng’s sound effects. The
scope of the instrumentation is highlighted at the end of the piece by the placement of some
strings in the auditorium, which produces an echo-like sound evoking the distant mountain on
which she heard the sheng that inspired the concerto.
Chin’s detailed performance instructions highlight her acute attention to the timbres
produced by extended techniques, such as micro-intervals, string harmonics, breath noises
(without pitch) in brass, and several percussion instruments placed on each other or even played
with another instrument. The distinct timbral effects all become part of the hyper- sheng sound
(Figure 3).

10

Figure 3 – Performance notes, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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5. Sheng
The original, ancient Sheng has only 17 pipes and is also known under
different names in Japan, Korea or Thailand. In the last [few] decades,
the technical development of the sheng has made huge progress. My
instrument disposes of a second resonance body, which widens the
sound and allows a better balance [of the] harmony. 20
- Wu Wei

The sheng is a traditional Chinese musical instrument, and the oldest known free reed
instrument. 21 Closely related in structure to the pipe of an organ and based on the same principle
as an accordion, the sheng is polyphonic, with a sound of both high-pitched reed instruments and
electronic music. Recent developments in sheng construction and technique have extended the
instrument’s chromatic and polyphonic capabilities, registral and dynamic ranges,
and production of sound on both the inhalation and exhalation of breath. 22
The instrument is most prominently used in north and central-eastern China. The time
of its introduction to Korea is unclear, but it is documented in the temple bells and towers of

Martin Hoffmeister, “Sheng player Wu Wei: My goal is to open and widen the repertoire for my
instrument,” interview with Wu Wei, ICMA, accessed Oct. 27, 2021. https://www.icma-info.com/shengplayer-wu-wei-my-goal-is-to-open-and-widen-the-repertoire-for-my-instrument/
21
Alan R. Thrasher, “Sheng,” in Grove Music Online. Oxford University Press, accessed Oct. 29, 2021.
https://www-oxfordmusiconlinecom.ezproxy.gc.cuny.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo9781561592630-e-0000025623?rskey=0KK0Ft&result=1; Jeong Eun Seo, “Unsuk Chin’s Musical
Language, Abstraction and Recontextualization: Šu for Sheng and Orchestra (2009, rev. 2010),” Journal
of the Musicological Society of Korea 16, No. 2 (2013): 153-155; The Academy of Korean Studies,
20

“Saenghwang (생황),” in Encyclopedia of Korean National Culture, accessed Oct. 29, 2021.
http://encykorea.aks.ac.kr/Contents/SearchNavi?keyword=%EC%83%9D%ED%99%A9&ridx=0&tot=10
22
The sheng virtuoso Wu Wei has given several lectures on the instrument, some of which were recorded
in 2009 at the Atlas Academy, Amsterdam, and are available on YouTube, at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nn45L7Sebjw
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Goguryeo and Baekje from the Three Kingdoms period, in which musicians are depicted playing
the sheng. 23 24
The sheng is constructed from 17 (or more) bamboo tubes, which are inserted above a
wooden or metal bowl-shaped wind chimney; the tubes vary in length. The longest tubes are
placed opposite each other, and five tubes of different lengths are arranged in two triangles. Each
pipe at the bottom has a single free reed made of metal, which vibrates the reed to produce
sound. Sound is produced by blowing air into the tube through the mouthpiece. The tuning is
basically diatonic. In performance, air is alternately exhaled and inhaled through the blow-pipe.
The traditional sheng is still used in rural events in North China, Kungu (崑曲) opera, and East
China sizhu (‘silk-and-bamboo’) chamber music; in these contexts, the sheng is mainly used as
an accompaniment for other ensemble instruments.
With the emergence of the new concert hall music (guoyue) in the mid-20th century, the
sheng underwent several important changes: the volume increased, the range expanded, and
more chromaticism was made possible. Two new types of sheng have emerged since the 1950s;
their advanced capabilities led to the development of solo repertoire for the sheng. The guoyue
sheng (‘national music sheng’) has a larger wind-chest and a reed to make all the pipes sound at
once, allowing some degree of chromatic performance. The jiajian sheng (keyed sheng) is a
modern instrument in which the vibration of the reed is controlled through eight or nine keys,
rather than finger-holes; it is larger, more fully chromatic, and able to play more notes

In Korea, the instrument is called saenghwang (생황, 笙簧).
The Three Kingdoms period in Korea refers to the period from 57 BC to 668 AD when the three
kingdoms of Goguryeo, Baekje, and Silla developed into a centralized state in Manchuria and the Korean
Peninsula.

23
24
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simultaneously than the guoyue sheng. The 1950s sheng models commonly have 24-26 pipes;
today models usually have 36-37 pipes.
Šu was written for the modern sheng used by Wu Wei.
The sheng developed by Wu Wei has 37 bamboo pipes, so it can play a lot
of notes at the same time. It is a very attractive instrument for composers
because it can create harmonies with various subtle combinations. Not
many people have written pieces for the sheng in the West, but as I write
the sheng concerto and this piece is played, the number of Western
composers who are interested in the sheng is slowly increasing. 25
In Šu, the framework of the overall sound flow is based on the characteristics of the
sheng. This is turn makes the construction of the hyper-sheng feel very natural. The piece begins
with the pitch A played by sheng; although only a single note, the resonance of the sheng is
transmitted very strongly due to the complex overtones. In mm. 14-22, the violins and violas not
only create artificial reverberation through harmonics with a pitch progression similar to that in
the sheng, but also show the outline of the sound flow created by the breathing sound of the
sheng. 26 The addition of woodwinds from m. 50 expands the sense of reverberation due to the
instruments’ family resemblance. By m. 70, the process encompasses all the instruments for the
first hyper-sheng sound. The percussion instruments take on the characteristics of the sheng
through special performance instructions: beating the frame of a bass drum with a twig brush;
placing the guiro on top of a snare drum so they sound simultaneously; scratching the piano
string with a plectrum. The harp maximizes its resonance by using près de la table, where the
lower part of the string is plucked rather than the middle with reducing the prominence of the
fundamental.
Jungeun Kim, “I wish other composers would also write music for sheng,” Interview with Unsuk Chin,
Yonhap News. Accessed Oct. 27, 2021. https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20151027163400005
26
“Color, Space, and Magic Box, About the orchestration of Unsuk Chin's work,” Gordon Kampe, in
Drees, Chin Unsuk, 434
25
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Chapter Two: Introduction to Unsuk Chin

Unsuk Chin was born in 1961 in Seoul, South Korea. Her music education began when she
was four years old; she learned music theory and score-reading from her father, a Presbyterian
pastor who ran a small church near Seoul. Chin vividly remembers her introduction to the piano:
“when I press a piano key, the sound comes out of it. My relationship with the instrument felt
very special to me from the very first moment, as if some of my mental strength and energy
flowed into the instrument, converted into sound, and flowed back out of the instrument in a new
form. It was an indescribable moment and I was completely fascinated by the instrument.” 27
Although she could not take formal piano lessons due to their cost, she accompanied services at
the church, practicing and improving her skills in sight-reading, transposition, and
improvisation. 28
South Korea was economically and politically unstable for decades in the aftermath of the
Korean War. The financial hardship experienced by Chin and her family in the 1960s went
beyond the inaccessibility of piano lessons: “without music, I probably would have resented my
life, and I might have done something stupid. The music alone held me.” Chin decided to
become a composer in middle school, recognizing the appeal music held for her on many levels.
“The comfort aroused great curiosity at the same time. Every sheet of music – which I worked
very hard to obtain – was indescribably precious to me. When I got the score of The Rite of

“Childhood and school days full of curiosity and fascination with music,” Conversation with Stefan Drees, in
Drees, Chin Unsuk, 30-31. Trans. Hyun-Kyung Lee.
28
Despite her church background, Chin rejects boundaries for her music. Hae Young Yoo, “Western Music in
Modern Korea: A Study of Two Women Composers,” (DMA diss., Rice University, 2005), 57.
27
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Spring by Igor Stravinsky, I felt like I was in heaven with indescribable excitement.” 29
Chin first studied music composition at Seoul National University, with the composer
Sukhi Kang. 30 Kang asked her to study twentieth-century composers such as Karlheinz
Stockhausen and Pierre Boulez. The resulting work, Gestalten for ensemble (1984), was selected
for the International Society for Contemporary Music (ISCM) World Music Day in Canada and
for UNESCO’s Rostrum for Composers. In 1985, her Spektra (1985) for three cellos won the
Gaudeamus Composition Prize in Amsterdam, which gave her an opportunity to study further in
Germany. She used this opening to study with György Ligeti, whose interest in “the overall
musical [process of] flourishing, with the multiple melodic lines” she considered closest to her
own aims. 31 Chin was impressed by her studies:
Ligeti’s classes were completely unconventional. We’d analy[z]e new
music, jazz, Mozart, even rock music; and he’d talk about literature and
the natural sciences. He was a rigorous teacher, but his approach was
open-minded. I learn[ed] from him that it is possible to create something
new without turning one’s back on tradition. 32
Ligeti also encouraged Chin to study non-European musical traditions such as Indonesian
gamelan and various African musics.
In 1988, after completing her studies with Ligeti, Chin moved to Berlin to work in the
electronic music studio at Berlin’s Technical University. Her experiences working with

Drees, Chin Unsuk, 36-37. Trans. Hyun-Kyung Lee.
The Korean composer Sukhi Kang (1934-2020) studied composition at Seoul National University (1960), and in
Germany at Hanover Musikhochschule and the Berlin Musikhochschule (1970s) with Isang Yun. Kang wrote and
produced the performance of the first Korean electronic composition. He was the first Asian vice president of the
ISCM. Composer biography, accessed Nov. 5, 2021, https://iscm.org/honorarymember/kang-sukhi/

29
30

31

Drees, Chin Unsuk, 45. Trans. Hyun-Kyung Lee.

“Unsuk Chin on studying with Ligeti, working with performers and her first encounters with music,” Classical
Music Brought to you by BBC Magazine, Accessed Nov. 5, 2021, https://www.classicalmusic.com/features/articles/unsuk-chin-on-studying-with-ligeti-working-with-performers-and-her-first-encounterswith-music/
32
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electronic music changed the way she thought of acoustic instruments; in particular, having been
exposed to the unlimited sound possibilities in the electronic music studio, Chin began to look
for new timbral color and effects in acoustic instruments, creating works with a rich sense of
color. 33
Since the process of composing electronic music is very abstract and
complex, it requires a total revamping of how one thinks about music.
After that, my point of view towards music […] changed and I could
apply that […] when I returned to writing acoustic compositions again. 34
Chin first gained an international reputation with Akrostichon-Wortspiel (AcrosticWordplay) for soprano and ensemble (1991, rev. 1993), which led her to a publishing contract
with Boosey and Hawkes. This piece consists of seven scenes taken from the fairytale The
Endless Story by Michael Ende, and Alice through the Looking Glass by Lewis Carroll. The
piece incorporates diverse styles, from post-avant-garde to electronic and folk music; the
compositional process focuses on timbre, harmony, and rhythm, while expanding the musical
domain through the use of microtones. 35 Notably, the text treatment blurs the distinction between
language and music through abstraction: sometimes the original consonants and vowels are
rearranged in random combinations; at other times words are presented backwards, so that the
symbolic meaning alone remains. 36 David Babcock picks up on the influences of Ligeti in the
piece’s “flexibility and playfulness” and “sense of humour,” while noting that the actual
harmonic language is quite different less systematic, more spontaneous.” 37 Similarly, Arnold

Yoo, “Western Music,” 57.
Ibid., 141. Trans. Hae Young Yoo.
35
Ibid., 59-60.
36
Unsuk Chin, Composer’s Notes – “Akrostichon-Wortspiel (Acrostic-Wordplay),” Boosey & Hawkes, Accessed
Nov. 16, 2021, https://www.boosey.com/cr/music/Unsuk-Chin-Akrostichon-Wortspiel/7177
33
34

37

David Babcock, “Korean Composers in Profile,” Tempo, New Series, no. 192 (April 1995): 19.
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Whittall finds “hints of the later Ligeti – the Violin Concerto, in particular – in the simple
malleability of the material, and the amusing yet delicate fantasy with which text and music
combine.” 38
Ligeti’s influence has continued to appear in Chin’s compositions, such as her Piano
Etudes, which currently includes six pieces written between 1995 and 2003. “Initially, I planned
to write a series of 12 etudes in the manner of Chopin, Debussy and Karol Szymanowski. […
E]xcept for the last two etudes, [these] have been completely rewritten, because the performance
revealed that the first version was unnecessarily complicated and overly difficult.” 39 As with the
earlier models, Chin’s etudes are diverse experiments in style and form; as in Ligeti’s own Piano
Etudes, Chin works with complex rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic structure inspired by nonEuropean elements. 40
The six Piano Etudes each have subtitles: Etude No. 1, In C (1999, rev. 2003); No.2,
Sequenzen (1995); No.3, Scherzo ad libitum (1995); No. 4, Scalen (1995); No. 5, Toccata
(2003); and No. 6, Grains (2000). 41 In Chin’s Piano Etudes, the harmony is derived from the

Arnold Whittall, “Unsuk Chin in Focus: Meditation & Mechanics,” The Musical Times, vol. 141, no. 1870 (2000),
21.
39
“Piano Etudes (1995-2003),” Unsuk Chin, in Drees, Chin Unsuk, 274-275. Trans. Hyun-Kyung Lee.
40
György Ligeti composed a cycle of 18 Piano Etudes arranged in three books: 6 Etudes in Book 1 (1985), 8 Etudes
in Book 2 (1988-1994), 4 Etudes in Book 3 (1995-2001). Nicole Edwards writes about Ligeti’s etudes: “One
distinguishing feature of Ligeti’s etudes is their unique chromaticism. It is in his innovative use of rhythm, however,
where Ligeti departs from the existing compositional conventions of the repertoire. Ligeti’s compositional language,
preceding the writing of his piano etudes, illustrates a focus on the discrepancies between what is required
technically of the performer and what is perceived as a result by the listener. Textural exploration, in the
micropolyphonic works of the 1960s, later became rhythmic experimentation as Ligeti searched for methods to
extend the cross-accenting techniques of the Western music tradition. The exploration of polyrhythmic devices, and
adapting such complexities to the capacity of the solo pianist, is prevalent to such an extent that it is clear these
works are not only etudes for the performer, but also studies in compositional technique for the student. There are
connections between Ligeti’s use of rhythm and that of earlier composers of etudes which can be easily identified.”
Nicole Edwards, “Ligeti’s Etudes pour piano (premier livre): A Fusion of Tradition and Experimentation.”
Musicology Australia 24, no. 1 (2010), 62
41
No. 1, In C was commissioned by the Hannover Biennale, and No. 6, Grains was commissioned by London’s
South Bank Center on the occasion of Pierre Boulez’s 75th. birthday, and was dedicated to Boulez.
38
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overtone series created by the piano’s resonating strings. The Etudes No. 1, In C, and No. 5,
Toccata, demonstrate the most extensive use of the C overtone series for its fundamental
harmonic framework. No. 3, Scherzo ad libitum, and No. 4, Scalen, use a mixture of whole-tone
and chromatic scales, such as the melodic fragments in No. 3, and the prevailing scalar motion in
No. 4. 42 The subtitle for No. 6, Grains, refers to a technique of electronic composition, granular
synthesis, in which microsecond sound elements derived from the computer output “grains” are
re-edited. The piece takes on Chin’s experiences of the electro-acoustic piece Xi (1990). 43 No. 6
translates granular procedures as repeated staccato sixteenth-notes of a single pitch, with the
basic motives growing throughout and unifying the entire piece. 44
The Violin Concerto (2001) was commissioned by the Deutsche Symphony-Orchestra in
Berlin in the 2001-2002 season, when Chin was composer-in-residence. The piece premiered on
January 20, 2002, conducted by Kent Nagano, with Viviane Hagner as soloist; it has since been
performed by the BBC Symphony, the Los Angeles Philharmonic, and the Berlin Philharmonic,
among many other ensembles. The piece earned Chin the Grawemeyer Award, one of the world's
most prestigious composer awards.
Chin’s opera Alice in Wonderland (2004-07, rev. 2011-12) received its premiere at the
Bayerische Staatsoper in Munich, opening the 2007 Munich Opera Festival, where it was
directed by Achim Freyer and conducted by Kent Nagano. The opera was commissioned by the
Los Angeles Opera House and is based on the novel by Lewis Carroll, with a libretto by the
Chinese-American playwright David Henry Hwang. Its premiere marked the first time an opera
by a female composer had been presented at the Bayerische Staatsoper. Nagano finds that Chin’s

42

43
44

Soo Kyung Kim, “A Study of Unsuk Chin’s Piano Etudes,” (DMA diss., University of Georgia, 2012), 18.

In Xi, Chin blends acoustic and electronic sound sources, situating them in dialogue.

Kim, “A Study of Unsuk Chin’s Piano Etudes,” 100.
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music is particularly colorful in Alice in Wonderland.”
The instrumentation reveals a surprisingly delicate and fantastical
sensation. The ensemble creates a huge sound, and each time it is combined
differently. There is no formal structure or preferred hierarchy. As if
floating freely in an open space, they just play with various possibilities. In
Alice in Wonderland, Chin uses all the traditional operatic forms and
performance pieces such as aria, theatrical recitative, reciting, instrumental
concertos, etc. However, all of this is so fantastically skillful and
sophisticated that audiences do not feel like they are in an antique store. 45
Chin has received many high honors for her compositions, including the Arnold
Schoenberg Prize (2005), the Prince Pierre Foundation Music Award (2010), the Grawemeyer
Award (2004), the Wihuri Sibelius Prize (2017), and the Kravis Prize (2018). In 2012, she
received Korea’s most prestigious music award, the Ho Am Prize. Chin served as composer-inresidence at the Seoul Philharmonic Orchestra from 2006-2017; as a director of their Ars Nova
Series for contemporary music, Chin introduced contemporary music to Korean audiences, and
educated young musicians by holding concerts, seminars, and master classes. From 2011 to
2020, she served as Artistic Director of the Music of Today series presented by the Philharmonia
Orchestra in London.
In 2022 she starts a five-year tenure as Artistic Director of the Tongyeong International
Festival in South Korea. Her newest major work, Violin Concerto No. 2 (2020-21) was
premiered on January 6, 2022 at Barbican Hall in London, with Sir Simon Rattle conducting the
London Symphony with soloist Leonidas Kavakos; its U.S. premiere is expected to be with the
Boston Symphony on March 14, 2022, at Carnegie Hall in New York City. Portrait CDs of her
music have appeared on Deutsche Grammophon, Kairos and Analekta. 46
“Fragments of Thoughts on Alice in Wonderland,” Kent Nagano, in Drees, Chin Unsuk, 344. Tran. Hyun-Kyung
Lee
46
“Biography,” Boosey & Hawkes, Accessed Nov. 11, 2021,
https://www.boosey.com/pages/cr/composer/composer_main?composerid=2754&ttype=BIOGRAPHY
45

20

Chapter three – Descriptive Analysis

1. Part I (mm. 1-49) – Introduction.
Part I acts as a short introduction to the piece, running approximately 3 minutes and 30
seconds. This part is divided into three sections, all led by the sheng. Each section is comprised
of long and short statements; as the statements are woven together and developed, they create
multiple lines of progression towards a unified, expansive sheng sound. I:1 (mm. 1-15), for solo
sheng, introduces the main pitches and motive of the piece. In I:2 (mm. 16-29), the strings enter
as accompaniment for the sheng. I:3 (mm. 30-49), faster than the preceding sections, changes the
notated meter (from 2/2+3/4 to 2/4+3/8) and pushes forward to a climax joining the sheng and
combined strings in complex layers (Figure 1.1).
Figure 1.1 – Structure of Part I
I:1 (mm. 1-15) – Sheng solo (2/2+3/4)
1. mm. 1-5
2. mm. 6-9
3. mm. 9-15
I:2 (mm. 16-29) – Sheng and strings (2/2+3/4)
4. mm. 16-22: Sheng, Violin II and Viola.
5. mm. 22-23: Sheng, Violin I and Viola.
6. mm. 23-24: Sheng, Violin II and Cello.
7. mm. 25-26: Sheng, Violin I and Viola.
8. mm. 26-27: Sheng, Violin II and Cello.
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9. mm. 28-29: Sheng, Violin I and Viola.
I:3 (mm. 30-49) – Sheng and strings (2/4+3/8) 47
10. mm. 30-33: Sheng, Violin I, Viola and Cello.
11. mm. 33-35: Sheng, Violin II, Viola and Cello.
12. mm. 35-37: Sheng, Violin I, Viola and Cello.
13. mm. 37-39: Sheng, Violin II, Viola and Cello.
14. mm. 39-41: Sheng, Violin I, Viola and Cello.
15. mm. 41-43: Sheng, Violin II, Viola and Cello.
16. mm. 44-49: Sheng, Violin I, Violin II, Viola and Cello.
I:1 (mm. 1-15) – Sheng solo
A serene unaccompanied passage in the sheng opens the work. I:1 is divided into three
statements (mm. 1-5, 6-8, and 10-15). Seven beats per measure are presented as either 4+3 and
3+4, in a 2/2+3/4 time signature, but there is no discernible pulse, and the ties between notes
make a clear beat-oriented rhythm impossible. The first pitch is a thin, very quiet A, which
nonetheless produces an impressive and memorable sound, announcing its importance to the
piece; this A is sustained as a pedal-tone of all three statements. Other pitches are added in a
circular structure over the A pedal, but they disappear in turn, leaving the A almost as an echo of
itself. The seven-beat measure is long enough, and the rhythmic structure flexible enough, for all
the added tones to smoothly cycle in and out of the passage (Ex. 1.1).

In I:3 (mm. 30-49), the changes in instrumentation are so subtle, especially since violas and cellos are in such a
high register, that they are barely noticeable. The delicate shift produces something similar to an antiphonal effect,
or call-and-response singing.
47
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Example 1.1 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 1-5

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

The opening A pedal of the first passage is joined by C and C#, the other significant
tones, in sequence; with A, these provide the main motive (014) of the introduction. Together,
the pitches encompass both minor third (A-C) and major third (A–C#) intervals. Bb is appended
to the sequence to make the multiple voices in the near range vertically, and become an octatonic
tetrachord (0134).
The melodic octatonic tetrachord (0134) of the first passage opens the second passage
(mm. 6-9) as a chord (Ex. 1.2).
The third and final passage (mm. 8-15) of the sheng solo is longer and more complex,
being divided into two sub-statements; these are demarcated by rests, with each statement
containing different pitch content (Ex. 1.2 and Figure1.2)
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Example 1.2 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 6-15

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

Figure 1.2 – Pitch content in mm. 8-15
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The first sub-statement (mm. 8-11) of the third statement begins with the main motivic
chord A, C, and C# (014). The chord is sustained as D#, Bb, and E are added in sequence,
increasing the sound density.
A chord consisting of A, D# and E (016) is carried over into the second sub- statement
(mm. 11-15) of the third statement, to which F# and G# are then added; as Bb enters again in m.
12, these six pitches (A, Bb, D#, E, F#, and G#) resonate together to produce a thick texture with
a cluster-like sound. However, these added notes soon disperse, and the main A alone closes the
third statement.
The pitches A, Bb and E (016) in m. 13 are presented as a new set of main pitch-classes.
The (016) set-class previously appeared in the first sub-statement through the added notes D#, E,
and Bb (016); it also occurs in the pedal chord A, D# and E (016) in both sub-statements. In this
way, the set-class (016) emerges as a second important motive in the piece (Ex. 1.3).
Example 1.3 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 8-16

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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As the third statement comes to an end, the second violins enter as harmonics (m. 14),
mimicking the A in the sheng and adding a glistening sound (Ex. 1.4).
Example 1.4 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 13-16

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

I:2 (mm. 16-29) – Sheng and Strings.
From m. 16, the strings fully support the sheng and start to act as part of a “hypersheng,” playing the same pitches as the sheng through octave doubling and using harmonics con
sordino to create a delicate, flowing sound encompassing that of the sheng.
I:2 is comprised of six statements. The first statement (mm. 16-22) opens with sheng,
violins II and violas. The sheng first plays A, with C and C# joining; these pitches resonate as a
pedal-tone throughout the statement, recalling the mood of I:1. More new pitches are then added,
ultimately building to an enormous chord cluster including C#maj7 and whole-tone material with
tritone-rich harmonies (Figure 1.3 and Ex. 1.5).
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Figure 1.3 – Pitch content in mm. 20-21

Example 1.5 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 19-22

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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The remaining five statements are each two measures long and follow a consistent
pattern in which the sheng opens each statement and strings enter as the sheng is concluding its
line; likewise, by the time the strings’ line finishes, the sheng resumes. This cycle is repeated
throughout I:2, creating an effect of persistent echoes, near or distant.
The strings, following the sheng, enter in pairs throughout the section. Playing the same
pitches as the sheng, muted and very quietly, the strings present one or two pitches as pedaltones. For instance, in mm. 24-28, 10 cellos and 10 violas recapitulate the last two notes played
by the sheng, as if extending the sheng sound (Ex. 1.6).
Example 1.6 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 24-28

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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I:3 (mm. 30-49)
I:1 introduces A as a seed which, with the addition of C and C#, spreads out as a motive
(014); in I:1 and 2, this fragment generates new textures, gradually growing into a larger form.
I:3 in turn brings this method to full fruition, building the largest form of the three sections over
seven short statements.
The sheng opens I:3 with an augmented triad (C, E and G#) in m. 30. As in I:2, the
sheng is joined in each phrase by various strings, now added in groups of three. The notated
meter is altered, to 2/4+3/8, accelerating the overall flow of the work and producing a sense of a
larger framework. To support this flow, the register of the sheng expands, while the strings begin
using glissando for a richer and more complexly layered sonority. The cellos play the pitch A as
a pedal-tone for nearly the entire section (mm. 32-49), re-emphasizing the pitch as the harmonic
foundation, and eventually connecting to Part II.
As in I:1, the harmonic foundation is extended as the violas play C# and C (mm. 34-37);
all three main pitches are then presented as a pedal-tone by the lower strings (Ex. 1.7)
Example 1.7 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 34-37

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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In the final statement of I:3 (mm. 44-49), the sheng plays nine notes (consisting of six
distinct tones) simultaneously, from the low register: A3, F#4, G4, A4, C#5, F#5, Bb6, C6, and
G6. These six tones are a subset of the octatonic scale. This octatonic hexachord closing I:3 is
an expansion of the octatonic tetrachord (A, Bb, C and C#) in I:1, reflecting the expansion of
sound which unfolded over the course of the introduction (Ex. 1.8).
Example 1.8 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 44-49

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
30

2. Part II (mm. 50-122) - Exposition
Part II of Šu is divided into three sections which alternate tempo: slow in II:1, fast in
II:2, and slow again in II:3. Each section has different instrumentation, featuring the addition of
new instruments with diverse textures (Figure 2.1).
Figure 2.1 – Structure and Instrumentation in Part II
II:1 (mm. 50-63) – Slow
Woodwinds: 2 Flutes, Alto. Flute, 2 Oboes, English Horn, and 3 Clarinets
Brass: Horn 1
Percussion 2: Vibraphone and Tubular Bell
Percussion 3: Javanese Gong
Percussion 4: Japanese Temple Bell (large)
Harp
Sheng
Strings: Violin I and II, Viola, and Cello.
II:2 (mm. 64-101) – Fast
Woodwinds: 2 Oboes, English Horn, and 3 Clarinets
Brass: 4 Horns, 4 Trumpets and 3 Trombones
Timpani
Percussion 1: Piano gliss. on the strings with plectrum
Percussion 2: Bin-Sasara, Bamboo Chimes
Percussion 3: Guiro on the large snare drum, Snare Drum (small) played with drum stick.
Large Tambourine.
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Percussion 4: Bass Drum (twig brush)
Harp
Sheng
Strings
II:3 (mm. 102-122) – Slow
Percussion 2: Vibraphone with metal brush (medium)
Sheng
Strings: Violins I and II, and Double Basses.

II:1 (mm. 50-64) - slow.
II:1 is immediately announced as something new through ff, resonant metallic sounds
produced by the combination of harp with horn, and ringing percussion: vibraphone, Javanese
gong, and Japanese temple bell (Ex. 2.1).
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Example 2.1 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 50-53

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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The register of this section is lower than that closing Part 1; the meter returns to the
initial time signature of the piece, 2/2 + 3/4. The texture is thinner than Part I: no more than five
notes are played simultaneously, compared with up to nine notes in Part I. In addition, rather
than the sheng providing dense layers on its own, it is joined by all the woodwinds and strings,
which quietly shadow the sheng; this imitation is remarkable for the distinctive colors of its
microtonal pitches. The overall effect is a sense of tranquility.
II:1 consists of two sub-sections (II:1:1 mm. 50-55, and II:1:2 mm. 56-63) with different
pitch content; the onset of each sub-section is marked by harp. The pitch B – reinforced in the
harp with the enharmonic Cb – opens II:1:1. The note sounds new, although it is strongly and
conspicuously suggested in Part I as the missing center of the sheng’s A-Bb-C-Db semitone
complex – a tetrachord that sounded as though it could collapse into a unison B. The sheng
moves from this initial B to repeat the A-C-Db (014) of the main motive.
In m. 50, the harp is tuned to G, A, B (or Cb), D#, E# and F#, the first five notes
belonging to a whole-tone collection without C#; the C# (enharmonically Db) appears in the
sheng. This whole-tone material highlights the tritone as an important interval for the section.
In II:1:1, the sheng plays G, A, B, C, Db, F, and F#. Adding the Eb (enharmonically D#)
in the harp, two diatonic tetrachords may be built, on G (G, A, B, C), and Db (Db, Eb, F, F#).
Combining the harp and sheng therefore produces a symmetrical collection, what Messiaen
called Mode 6; Mode 6 resonates in a sheng chord at the close of II:1:1 (m. 55), although the
harmony is heavily colored by the whole-tone scale throughout (Figure 2.2 and Ex. 2.2). 48

48

Messiaen Mode 6 consists of the intervals WT-WT-ST-ST-WT-WT-ST-ST.
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Figure 2.2 – Harp and sheng pitch content in II:1:1

Example 2.2 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 50-55

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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The texture and pitch content of II:1:2 (mm. 56-63) are very similar to that of II:1:1, but
the tritone and diatonic collection are emphasized. For instance, in m. 56, the harp, vibraphone,
and Javanese gong play the same B as at the beginning of II:1:1, but F is added in the harp and
vibraphone for a vivid tritone (Ex. 2.3).
Example 2.3 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 56

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

The tritone also closes II:1:2 (m. 62): the harp plays B and F as an octave descending
motion; the tubular bell and Javanese gong play B and F simultaneously, f. The sheng plays A,
B, C#, and F – a whole-tone segment – in m. 62, with violins I on F and violas on D#. 49 The
collection in the measure therefore contains the whole-tone pentachord – A, B, C#, D# F (Ex.
2.4).

49

The F in violin I is microtonally lowered.
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Example 2.4 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 62

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

II:2 (mm. 64-101) – fast
In II:1, the texture develops linearly, with the orchestra quietly following the sheng’s
flow instead of presenting all the sounds simultaneously. By contrast, II:2 is vertical, with the
sheng and orchestral instruments sounding together as a solid force (Ex. 2.5).
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Example 2.5 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 65-69

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

The sheng demonstrates its virtuosity with grace notes and tremolo, creating the
dominant mood of this section. II:2 opens with a new meter (2/4+3/8); this is proportionally
equivalent to the 2/2+3/4 that preceded it. In mm. 64-70, the sheng produces intensely sharp,
metallic sounds playing sfz grace notes over the strings’ pedal-tone chords. From mm. 71-78, the
sheng and strings use tremolo; the meter is reduced to 2/8+3/16, a proportional diminution of
2/4+3/8, creating a sense of regular metric pulse that drives to the climax of Part II. The passage
is built up by distinctive sounds in each instrument: chord clusters in the sheng, pedal-tone
38

chords in the strings, trills in the oboes, and metallic sounds in the trumpets and harp; the
forceful sound is enhanced by percussive use of piano strings (Ex. 2.6).
Example 2.6 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 70-74

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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This careful compounding of different instrumental qualities is matched by meticulous
instructions for the instruments, most notably percussion. For instance, the guiro is played on the
large snare drum, producing both the characteristic woody sound of the guiro and the sharp
staccato sound of the snare drum. The bass drum is played with a twig brush, and the drum body
and frame are played alternately, drawing out both a magnificent full body resonance and a sharp
rapping from the frame. In the harp, both près de la table and non- arpeggio techniques result in
a louder and brighter metallic sound, while the trumpets use a mute to better balance its volume
with other instruments. The distinctiveness of the sound qualities produced by each instrument is
readily heard by the listener.
Nevertheless, the section is decisively unified by the pitch content. All pitches except EG-G# (014) are played in the passage, over a span of four octaves. As the mass of tones pulses
through chords, chord tremolos, and trills, their repetitive patterns produce a textured carpet of
sound atop static blocks of harmony. Figure 2.3 presents a reduction of the pitch content in each
instrument group (Figure 2.3).
Figure 2.3 – Pitch content in mm. 71-78
All instruments from low to high register:
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Sheng:

Strings:

Harp, oboe, trumpet, and percussion 1:

The sheng’s lowest pitches and the first violins (1-6) are identical in mm. 71-76; likewise, violas
(9-10) and percussion 1 are identical (albeit in different registers); and all the instruments play F,
emphasizing the F-B tritone.
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The forceful and energetic mood continues in mm. 79-85. The tremolos in the sheng and
violins I and II remain, as does the oboes’ trill; the group is strengthened by the entrance of the
English horn and clarinets. The horns enter at m. 80 to play the pedal-tone; from m. 83, however,
they alternate ff grace notes and p ordinary notes with muted grace notes and stopped ordinary
notes, creating a fanfare-like sound and producing a grand and magnificent conclusion of the
passage. 50 The B in clarinets, timpani and cellos, and the F in the horns together create a tritone
which seems to envelop the sheng and string chords (Ex. 2.7).

This passage is texturally reminiscent of mm. 14-17 in Ligeti’s Atmosphères, where strings sustain all of the notes
with oboe, clarinet, and horn and supporting motion in the flute, bassoon, trumpet, and trombone.
50
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Example 2.7 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 80-82

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

The number of instruments is dramatically reduced in mm. 86-95, allowing the sheng to
stand out (Ex. 2.8). The harp is tuned (enharmonically) to C#/Db, and B, the central pitches of
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this passage. The sheng plays its notes on two pedals, C# and B, with tremolo. By switching
between the notes quickly, the sheng produces a melodic, linear texture within the pedal-tone
space; the cellos support and amplify the sheng by playing C# as a pedal-tone and alternating
ordinary notes and harmonics sul ponticello in mm. 91-95 (Ex. 2.8).
Example 2.8 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 85-90

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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The pitch content in mm. 86-94 extends that of II:2. A total of ten pitches are used,
forming a symmetrical structure with a tritone equivalent to Messiaen Mode 7, or a structure
symmetrical at the tritone comprised of a complete chromatic set minus one tritone (E and A#)
(Figure 2.4).

51

Figure 2.4 – Harp and sheng pitch content in II:2, mm. 86-94

The sheng adds A# to B in m. 95 for an extended pedal-tone concluding II:2, in mm. 9698. A battery of percussion – timpani, piano strings, bamboo chimes, large tambourine, and bass
drum - play the same notes, as do the horns, trombones, and harp. The pitch content in this
passage is reduced, in ascending registral order, to C#-F-A#-B (0137). Notably, this overall
harmony (0137) – despite microtones in the clarinets and cellos – has a distinctively octatonic
color, even if only comprising a four-note subset. In mm. 92-101, particularly, it sounds like a
dominant seventh of F# - one of the few points in Šu with strong tonal associations. The
instrumentation, texture and timbre suggest a resting point, anticipating the mood of the next
section (Ex. 2.9).

51

Messiaen Mode 7 consists of the intervals ST-ST-ST-WT-ST-ST-ST-ST-WT-ST.
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Example 2.9 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 96-100

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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II:3 (mm. 102-122) - slow
II:3 is played by sheng, vibraphone, violins I and II, and double basses; the result is a
chamber-like setting creating a calm and relaxed mood. At m. 102, the sheng moves, glissando,
from B, the central pitch of II:2, to C#; the double basses sustain its F# as a pedal throughout
II:3. The resulting perfect fifth (F#-C#) together with the sheng’s melody produce an F#
“dominant-seventh” chord; this chord provides a sense of stability, which in turn is anchored in
the bass F# established by the tuba and contrabassoon. The tonal association here likewise
strengthens that of the suggested dominant-seventh chord concluding II:2. Nonetheless, the
sudden change of atmosphere increases expectations for what kind of music will unfold in this
section (Ex. 2.10).
Example 2.10 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 101-105

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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Because there are so few notes, and the passage is in a slow 3/2, the sheng’s distinctive
glissando in mm. 102-122 is quite audible. 52 The melody begins in mm. 102-104 as an A#
diminished triad; in mm. 105-108, the motivic set-class (014) appears as C-C#-E, presented as a
circular motion. The sheng plays C-F-D#/Eb-A, equivalent to a F dominant-seventh chord, in
mm. 108-110; with their octatonic and tritone-rich harmonies, these pitches recall the outbursts
led by the harp at the beginning of Part II (m. 50 and 56). Violins I and II mimic the sheng,
playing the same pitches simultaneously or a half-beat before or after the sheng. The vibraphone
plays tremolo with a metal brush, further amplifying the sheng sound (Ex. 2.11).
Example 2.11 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 106-110

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
Despite completely different origins and means of sound production, the sheng and the ondes martenot, an early
electronic instrument, are at times similar in color. Both sheng and ondes martenot can produce sounds similar to an
organ, reed instruments, and various electronic sounds.
52
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The tremolo is picked up by the sheng in the middle of II:3 at mm, 113-120, but violins I
and II continue with glissando; because the violins’ glissando is very similar to the sound of the
sheng, it creates the illusion that the violins are leading this passage. The tremolo and glissando
produce a dream-like sound.
The vibraphone and sheng progress through several tonality-invoking sonorities: a
“French augmented sixth chord” – F#, A#, C, E (m. 113); another “French augmented sixth
chord” – F, A, B, D#; and a whole-tone pentachord – A#/Bb, C, D, E, F# (mm. 113-114); an F#
minor seventh chord (m. 114); an “Italian augmented sixth chord” or incomplete “dominant
seventh” – C#, F, B (m. 115); an octatonic segment – C, C#, D#, E, F#, G, A (mm. 114-115); a
whole-tone collection – F, G, A, B, C#, D# (m. 115); and a “B half-diminished chord” and F#
major chord (m. 116) (Ex. 2.12). 53

The quotation marks emphasize that the sonorities resembling the French augmented sixth chord (0268), Italian
augmented sixth chord (026), dominant seventh chord (026), and half-diminished chord (0258) do not function as
they do in tonal music.
53
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Example 2.12 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 116-120

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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3. Part III (mm. 123-284) – Development
Part III (mm. 123-284) is a midpoint of Šu and its longest part, with a playing time of
approximately 6 minutes and 50 seconds. It is divided into three large sections, each of which is
further divided into subsections.
III:1 (mm. 123-172) contains five subsections. III:1:1 (mm. 123-129) announces the
beginning of Part III with a battery of percussion instruments playing ff, joined by the harp and
double bass in an extremely low register to produce a muddy and dissonant texture. The
compounding instrumentation, seen in Figure 3.1, includes percussive use of non-percussion
instruments – harp (beaten with the whole palm of both hands in m. 124 and 127), and double
bass (Bartók pizzicato, m. 129) – for a dense cluster of sound (Figure 3.1 and Ex. 3.1).
Figure 3.1 – Instrumentation in mm. 123-129
Subsection 1 (mm. 123-129)
Timpani: Large cymbal on timpani (C2), beaten with hard mallet as timpani pedal is moved.
Percussion 1: Piano strings, beaten and gliss. with bass drum mallet (approximate pitches).
Percussion 3: Guiro on snare drum
Harp: played by beating the strings with the whole palm of both hands
Double Bass: Bartók pizzicato.
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Example 3.1 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 123-126

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

III:1:2 (mm. 130-136) begins with the horns and trombones using an extended
technique, “only breath noise.” The sheng then plays a long pedal-chord which provides the main
texture of III:1:2. Its sonority is extended in other instruments: clarinets and bass clarinet (m.
131), horns (m. 134), vibraphone (tremolo, m. 135), and trombones (m. 136). The sheng
gradually grows, poco a poco vibrato, while the clarinets, horns and vibraphone repeatedly surge
from mp

f, enveloping the sheng’s amplification (Ex. 3.2).
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Example 3.2 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 131-135

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

The pedal-chords are sustained through the beginning of III:1:3 (mm. 136-146). This
subsection shifts to 5/4 time, while dynamic surges repeat every two measures; overlapping
figures in related rhythms are presented in the woodwinds (mm. 136-137), sheng (mm. 137-138),
strings (mm. 137-138) and horns (mm. 138-139) (Figure 3.2).
At m.139, the long pedal-chords resume in the sheng, oboes, English horn, and rolled
snare drum simultaneously. Against the pedal-chords, the harp and trumpets come in strongly
with glissando and staccato, creating a contrasting texture that adds tension. In m. 146, the pedal
concludes with a sfffz cluster in the sheng and cymbal on timpani (Ex. 3.3).
53

The long pedal-chords dominating III:1 appear with different meters and rhythms in
III:1:2 and 3 (Figure 3.2).
Figure 3.2 – Pedal-chord rhythms in III:1:2 and 3 (mm. 130-145)

The micropolyphonic rhythm in mm. 132-135, shown in Figure 3.2, becomes more
complex in mm. 139-145, with many canonic lines moving in different rhythms (Ex. 3.3).
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Example 3.3 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 141-146

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

III:1:2 and 3 are distinguished by chromatic density, with passages presenting nearcomplete chromatic saturation: in mm. 130-136, a chromatic collection without Eb and F#; in
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mm 131-135, without C; in mm. 136-139, without Bb and E; in mm. 139-146, without D and E
(Figure 3.3).
Figure 3.3 – Pitch content in mm. 130-146 54

These pitch collections provide the foundation for the tone-clusters and block chord
progression produced by the multiple canonic lines in mm. 136-149.
Throughout mm. 130-131, both staves of the harp are to be played in treble clef; the bass clef indicated on the
lower staff in m. 131 is an error.
54
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In III:1:4 (mm. 147-158), the sheng presents up to five voices featuring two highly
contrasting textures: a sustained dotted half note (in 3/4 time) amplified by successive voices
entering above and below; and forte chord clusters. The pitch content is generated by an
octatonic segment found within the forte chord clusters and triplets in the low register. The high
notes in each register, found within triplets, play ascending and descending glissandos (Ex. 3.4).
Example 3.4 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 147-154

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

The woodwinds and strings feature a rhythmic canon as a background to the sheng. Each
instrument plays a single note,

, overlapping with each other every two measures

(Ex. 3.5).
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Example 3.5 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 147-150

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

The sheng stands out easily from the mass, as the woodwinds and strings play very softly, the
horns and trumpets play with mute, and violins I, violins II, and harp play harmonics.
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III:1:5 (mm. 159-172) is a climax of III:1. The long pedal-chord resumes, moving
through three meters: 5/8 (

) in mm. 159-162, slow; 2/8+3/16 (

) in mm. 163-169,

faster; and 3/4 in mm. 170-172, slow. III:1:5 begins with sheng, joined three beats later by the
horns; both play the pedal-chord over repeating p

ff

swells. The effect is amplified

by the sheng’s use of vibrato when playing ff, while non-vibrated beats are p.
More instruments join at m. 163: flutes, clarinets, horns, violas, and cellos. In an abrupt
change, all these instruments play fff in rhythmic unison. Meanwhile, the sheng plays molto
vibrato, and the trumpets and trombones provide “wind noise only.” The resulting metallic sound
is reinforced by the percussive use of piano strings, cymbal played with large metal brush, snare
drum played with metal brush, harp glissando in high register, and trilled harmonics in the first
and second violins. The whole builds a bold and imposing sound block (Ex. 3.6).
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Example 3.6 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 163-168

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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The sound block swiftly dissipates as the sheng adds more notes, which decrease in both
dynamic level and vibrato; III:1 concludes with the sheng’s block chord (mm. 169-172), which
tapers away to a barely-audible (ppp) perfect fifth.
III:2 (mm. 173-238) is divided into four subsections. III:2:1(mm. 173-179) opens with
chamber-like percussion, harp, and sheng. As usual, the sheng leads, while the other instruments
amplify the sheng’s timbral effects. Each chord change in the sheng is embellished by responses
from percussion and harp (Ex. 3.7).
Example 3.7 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 174-178

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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The register of the percussion and harp ornaments corresponds to that of the sheng.
When the sheng plays notes in low register, a low piano string is beaten by the bass drum mallet,
and the low harp strings are beaten with the palm of the hand. Conversely, when the sheng plays
notes in high register, the piano strings and harp produce a high-pitched glissando. The
alterations highlight the peculiar sound qualities possible with each instrument.
A two-measures outburst in the full orchestra, mm. 178-179, produces an abrupt reversal
of mood. Violins 1 and double basses play the pitch A at the highest (A7 harmonics) and lowest
(A1) registers, forming a tone center for III:2:1. Working from the sheng’s tremolo, two layers
emerge: winds, horn 2 and 4, and trombones playing trills and flutter-tongue; and horn 1 and 3,
trumpet 3 and 4, violins 2, and violas playing staccato. The rhythmic regularity of the short notes
in this texture combines with a magnificent sound from the brass – tremolo with metal mute in
horns, trumpets, and trombones – while the trumpets’ repeated short, ff notes with wa-wa mutes
create an overwhelming effect (Ex. 3.8).
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Example 3.8 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 178-179

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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In III:2:2 (mm. 180-188), the sheng has a distinctive melodic motion: all its single notes
are prolonged with a tie; these notes resonate simultaneously as a chord at the end of the phrase;
and this pattern occurs six times. This recasting of the pedal-chords of the previous sections
amplifies the sheng effect in a new way.
The first violins and double basses continue to hold the note A in their respective
extreme registers, while the second violins divide into individual parts, delicately shadowing and
sustaining the sheng’s pitches. Since all the strings play pppp, it is hard to distinguish between
them; as a result, the passage sounds nearly like a sheng solo, with only faint string
accompaniment (Ex. 3.9).
Example 3.9 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 181-183

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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III:2:3 (mm. 189- 211) captures the inspiration for Šu – the word derived from Egyptian
mythology and symbolizing air, and prompted by an occasion in which Chin heard the sheng
played from a remote mountain in South Korea – through both instrumentation and extended
techniques.
The last moment of III:2:2 (mm. 188-189) is a descending glissando in sheng and strings
backed by the percussionists rapidly rubbing silk papers with both hands. As III:2:3 commences,
the sheng introduces a new technique marked “breath noise.” The sheng plays ten short phrases
beginning with ordinary notes and ending with breath noise. Likewise, a large contingent of
strings – 12 first and second violins, 10 violas, 10 cellos, and unison double basses – alternate
between regular notes and half-harmonics, molto sul ponticello, “always voiceless noise.” The
percussion too produces ethereal sounds: the tam-tam is slowly struck with fine sand-paper but
dampened a little with the left hand; cymbal, crotales and vibraphone are played with bows.
These extended techniques unify to produce an air-like sonority while amplifying the sheng.
The sheng features rhythmic unison, but the strings present micropolyphonic rhythms.
The uncertain sounds produced by the glissando and voiceless strings, and the long sustained
metallic sounds in percussion, create complex, ephemeral textures and dissonance (Ex. 3.10).
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Example 3.10 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 190-193

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

These complexities are ultimately integrated as a rhythmic unison from m. 202, where all
instruments feature pedal-chords, poco a poco crescendo, toward a grand conclusion (Ex. 3.11).
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Example 3.11 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 207-211

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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III:2:4 (mm. 211-238) develops texturally in a similar way as III:1:4, but is much more
complex. The mournful accented motive in the sheng is propagated through both chords and
melodies with glissando, and branches out on multiple strata. Other instruments imitate the
sheng’s gesture right before or after the sheng. In III:2:4, all the instruments cooperate in
building the complex orchestral texture, but they do not appear at the same time. This makes it
difficult to trace a given sound from a particular instrument, but all are in service of amplifying
the sheng as a “hyper- sheng” (Ex. 3.12 and cont.).
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Example 3.12 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 212-215

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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Example 3.12 (cont.) – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 216-219

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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From m. 227, the sheng sounds are amplified through use of vibrato varying in speed
and amplitude. The other instruments announce themselves with distinctive sounds as well –
trills in bass clarinet; glissando in horns, trumpets, and trombones; tremolos in percussion, and
glissandos in 6-part divisi second violins – creating a micropolyphonic texture (Ex. 3.13).
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Example 3.13 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 233-245

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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These sonorities contain many tonal associations and can be partitioned into triads and
seventh chords (Figure 3.4).
Figure 3.4 – Triads and seventh chords in mm. 227-234

III:2:5 (mm. 239-258) concludes the section with a rhythmically-driven climax in which
all instruments play in rhythmic unison. The pedal-tones in the first violins (A7) and double
basses (Bb2) are sustained from the last moment of III:2:4 (m. 236). The 2/8+3/16 rhythm is
presented in quarter + dotted eighth notes (

, 4+3=7). The sheng begins its chord with a

sixteenth note on the up-beat, which is tied to a dotted quarter note on the down-beat (

,

1+6=7), but the different grouping distorts the strings’ 4+3 rhythmic pattern.
At m. 240, the percussion rhythm consists of a dotted eighth note + sixteenth note (
), in which both the down-beats and up-beats are emphasized. The trumpets and violas and
cellos play sffz on the down-beat, while the sixteenth note up-beat is joined by harp and the first
violins, also sffz.
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The sheng tremolo is supported by trills in the woodwinds. The violas and cellos beat the
open strings using the whole palm of the hand (Ex. 3.14).
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Example 3.14 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 239-242

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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This denser passage prepares the climax of Part III, III:2:5 (mm. 249-251). Throughout
Part III, textures identified by similar instrumentation are treated motivically: each recurrence is
a development of its preceding appearance. This approach emphasizes the relationship between
the sections, continually reminding the listener of the pitches, rhythms and textures heard earlier.
The climax of Part III most closely recalls the opening of III:2 (mm. 178-179), but is much more
vigorous, with full orchestra (Figure 3.5, and Ex.3.15).
Figure 3.5 – Comparison of mm. 178-179 and mm. 249-251
mm. 178-179-

mm. 249-251

5/8 ♪= c 126

5/8 ♪= c 126

Length

Two measures

Three measures

Volume

ff

fff

Instrumentation

Woodwinds: Flute 1, 2, Oboe 1,

Woodwinds: Flute 1, Oboe 1, 2,

2, Clarinet 1, 2, Bass Clarinet,

English Horn, Clarinet 1, 2, Bass

Bassoon 1, 2

Clarinet, Bassoon 1, 2 and

Meter and
Tempo

Contrabassoon
Brass: Horn 1-4, Trumpet 1-4,

Brass: Horn 1-4, Trumpet 1-4,

Trombone 1-2

Trombone 1-3

Timpani, Percussion 2, 3, 4

Timpani, Percussion 1-4
Harp

Sheng

Sheng

Strings

Strings
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Texture

Sheng: pedal-chord of 3 notes

Sheng: pedal-chord of 6 notes

(tremolo)

(tremolo)

Woodwinds: trills

Woodwinds: trills, except flute

Trombone: tremolo

Trombone: tremolo

Percussion 3: tambourine rolling

Double Bass: pedal-tone (tremolo)

Percussion 4: glockenspiel plays

All remaining instruments feature

a four-note line.

rhythmic unison.

Other instruments feature
rhythmic unison.
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Example 3.15 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, m. 178, and m. 250
m. 178

m.250

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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By developing the onset of III:2 for its climax, III:2 is framed as a unified entity, making
its climax a high point for III:2 and Part III.
III:3 is divided into two subsections, III:3:1 (mm. 259-272), and III:3:2 (mm. 273-284).
III: 3:1 notably employs harmonicas, instruments which share a similar timbre and potential for
building harmonies with the sheng. The four harmonicas in III:3:1 build complex polychords to
match the sheng, compounding harmonies: harmonica 1 with an F major triad; harmonica 2, C
major triad; harmonica 3, A minor triad; and harmonica 4, G minor triad. These chords together
comprise C, D, E, F, G, A, and Bb, or a one-flat diatonic collection. At the same time, the sheng
plays multiple pitches centered on two chords of four notes each: Bb, B, F, C#, and Bb, B, D#,
A. Appearing simultaneously or crossing, these harmonica and sheng chords result in a
profoundly amplified cluster (Ex. 3.16).
Example 3.16 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 262-265

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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In III:3:1, simple and compound divisions (4/4 and 12/8) are used simultaneously. Each
instrument group is divided among these meters (Figure 3.6).
Figure 3.6 – Distribution of time signatures among instruments, mm. 259-272
Meter

Instrument group

Instruments

12/8

Woodwinds

Flute 1, 2, Alto Flute, Oboe 1, 2, English Horn

4/4
12/8

Clarinet 1, 2, 3
Percussions

Harmonica 1, 3

4/4

Harmonica 2, 4

12/8

Harp

12/8

Sheng

4/4

Lower Strings (Viola, Cello and Double Bass)

The juxtaposition of simple and compound meters produces a 3-against-2 rhythm,
blurring the sense of metrical regularity. Ties linking the last note of each bar to the first note of
the following bar similarly undermine the strength of the downbeat (Ex. 3.17).
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Example 3.17 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra mm. 262-265

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

The resulting flexible rhythmic structure is an expansion of the quality of the sheng’s
timbre. The effect is further compounded by a pair of metrical tricks in the passage: the sheng
plays in 12/8 with a quarter note and eighth note (dotted-quarter value), but by tying two eighth
notes with two quarter notes, the pattern is distorted and instead sounds like a simple meter, a
displaced 4/4; conversely, the double basses, and harmonicas 2 and 4 are in simple meter (4/4),
but play accented dotted-quarter notes on the weak half of the beat, producing the effect of a
compound meter (Ex. 3.18).
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Example 3.18 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 262-264, with durations
expressed as multiples of an eighth-note pulse

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

Furthermore, the harmonics in the harp are the same pitch classes played by the sheng,
either in unison or an octave higher, creating an echo effect (Ex. 3.19).
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Example 3.19 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 262-265, in harp and sheng

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

In the same passage, the strings support the harmonica, playing major, minor, and
dominant-seventh chords with natural harmonics. However, these chords occur right before or
after those in the harmonica; and while the strings are uniformly in simple meter, the harmonicas
are divided among simple and compound meters. Furthermore, there are no violins here; rather,
the violas, cellos and double basses play harmonics in the treble register. The omission of violins
balances the sound, as biting high harmonics tend to overwhelm the other instruments (Ex. 3.20).
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Example 3.20 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 262-265, harmonicas and strings

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

The violas and cellos play an E diminished triad in harmonics; these pitches are used in
combination with C or C# from other instruments to create a full dominant-seventh chord or
diminished-seventh chord (Figure 3.7).
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Figure 3.7 – Triadic and seventh-chord subsets, mm. 266-269, in woodwinds, harmonicas, sheng,
and strings
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As seen in Figure 3.7, familiar triads and seventh chords emerge from this instrumental
cooperation: CM7 and C#°7 in m. 266; D7, D#°7, Dm and DM in m. 267; Gm7 in m. 267-268; F
maj7(#5) in m. 268; Dm7, DM7, Dm and DM in 268-269; C7 and C#°7in m. 269. These chords
present an arch shape centered on G and F (Figure 3.8).
Figure 3.8 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 266-269, woodwinds, harmonicas,
sheng, and strings

These polytonal chords are not played simultaneously, but bubble up as similar-sounding
chords among the woodwinds, harmonicas, harp, sheng, and strings in the middle register; it is
therefore difficult to connect particular sounds with a given instrument, which expands the
acoustic quality of the “hyper-sheng” (Ex. 3.21).
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Example 3.21 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 266-269

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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The dynamic level gradually expands during the climax of this section (mm. 270-273).
All the instrument groups except brass act as part of the hyper-sheng: the sheng plays B and Bb
as a recurring central harmony; clarinets and violas support this harmony, with three clarinets
sustaining the B and the viola playing Bb; the woodwinds continue to imitate the sheng, with the
sheng, flutes and alto flute playing tremolo, and the oboes playing trills; the harmonicas play
triads with increasing frequency for a thicker texture (Ex. 3.22).
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Example 3.22 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 270-273

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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III:3:2 (mm. 274-84) acts as a concise conclusion of Part III. As if the announcing the
end of this part, the sheng glissando slides down gently and fluently; three clarinets play the B3
as a pedal-tone, providing a stable point for the sheng in its steady motion to the low register
(B3). As the sheng settles, the lower instruments – contrabassoon, tuba, bass drum, harp in bass
clef, cellos and double basses – respond by playing low G, creating a major third with the sheng.
The pedal-tone is then sustained by the sheng alone, connecting to Part IV (Ex. 3.23).
Example 3.23 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 274-280

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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4. Part IV (mm. 285-464) – Cadenza and Climax
Part IV is divided into three sections: IV:1, mm. 285-371; IV:2, mm. 372-407; and IV:3,
mm. 408-464. The sections are very similar – IV:2 is an extension of IV:1, with more
instruments – and IV:3 is the climax of Part IV. Part IV focuses on the rhythmic evolution of the
sheng and textural diversity of the orchestra. 55
In Part IV, the sheng’s ever-changing techniques contribute to the illusion of hearing a
single sound as other instruments join it, a process much more obvious here than in previous
parts. For example, in the transition into Part IV (mm. 285-292), the sheng depicts the wildness
of wind and storm with percussion and harp harmony; to produce these sounds, the sheng “blows
the hole of the pipe ad-lib” (m. 287) and plays a chord cluster progression (m. 289). The effect is
extended to mm. 290-291: the brass plays “wind noise, staccato, irregular rhythm, dynamic range
p-f,” and frantically-rubbed silk paper in the percussion imitate the sheng’s sound, presenting a
“hyper-sheng” (Ex. 4.1).

In Part IV, this evolution is reflected in Samulnori, a genre of percussion music that originated in Korea. Samul
means “four objects,” and nori means “play.” Samulnori is performed with four traditional Korean musical
instruments: kkwaenggwari, a small gong; jing, a larger gong; janggu, an hourglass-shaped drum; and buk, a barrel
drum similar to the bass drum.
Keith Howard, “SamulNori, Sustaining an Emerging Korean Percussion Tradition,” in Oxford Scholarship Online:
November 2016. Accessed Nov. 2, 2021, https://oxford-universitypressscholarshipcom.ezproxy.gc.cuny.edu/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780190259075.001.0001/acprof-9780190259075-chapter-9
“Each piece is virtuosic, requiring players to develop fluency, speed, and a shared aesthetic that moves beyond
instrumental technique to incorporate breathing and body movement,” “The small gong players gave rhythmic
models, the large gongs the underpinning foundations, and the barrel drums accented and expanded on the large
gong foundations. Hourglass drum players used two sticks to echo both small gong and large gong structures.”
55
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Example 4.1 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 290-291

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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The sheng slowly reveals its majestic character in a process beginning at m. 292. The
dominant technique of Part IV is tremolo, while the defining sound comes from the sheng’s
rhythm, which is both regular and irregular. This rhythmic progression begins with triplet in
4/4+3/4, with an accent on the first triplet in each beat, then developing into a sixteenth-note
pattern (Figure 4.1).
Figure 4.1 – Rhythmic progression, mm. 293-304

The time signature changes from 4/4+3/4 to 2/4 in m. 296; the triplet pattern continues,
but the metrical change makes it sound like a duplet with displaced accents, creating a 3-against2 polyrhythm. A similar development follows in m. 299: after four sixteenth notes in 4/4+3/4 (m.
298), the meter changes to 9/16, creating a temporary sense of a faster tempo (Ex. 4.2).
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Example 4.2 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 295-296, and mm. 298-299

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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In this way, although rhythm patterns are repeated many times with regular accents, the
embedded polyrhythms break the rhythmic consistency. Irregularity is also produced by shifting
metrical grouping and beat subdivision (m. 297 and mm. 300-301) (Figure. 4.2).
Figure 4.2 – Rhythmic expansion and diminution in m.297, and m. 300

The rhythmic development then proceeds with quintuplets (m. 303) and sextuplets (m.
304). The intricacy and continual modification in this rhythmic design dominates the musical
character of Part IV.
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The seven-beat pattern is central throughout Šu, divided as an asymmetrical meter, 4+3
or 3+4; however, this division is hard to perceive, because the sheng usually plays a pedal chord
or pedal tones with ties. In Part IV, however, the seven-beat meter is distinctly audible due to the
note groupings and accents on the downbeat (Ex.4.3).
Example 4.3 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 305-307

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

In IV:1 (mm. 285-371), the orchestra supports the sheng and attempts to become part of
its sound, producing timbres and moods based on the sheng’s regular or irregular rhythmic
progression. In the introduction of Part IV, the horns, trumpets, and trombones imitate the sheng
in mm. 290-291. This texture recurs a bit differently in mm. 318-319, in the harp (“repeat as fast
as possible”) and violins I, II and violas (“pizzicato behind the bridge, repeat randomly”); the
repeated rhythm continues in mm. 321-322 in oboes, English horn, and horns (“repeat staccato
randomly very fast”) (Ex. 4.4).
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Example 4.4 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 318-319 and mm. 321-322

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
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The irregularly repeated contour returns in mm. 332-336 with unspecified pitches
produced by glissando in piano strings and harp; vibraphone (with irregular rhythms); and
violins I, II and violas’ col legno battuto “playing any high natural harmonics” (Ex. 4.5).
Example 4.5 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 334-336

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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This growth culminates in mm. 357-360 with trills in clarinets; percussion 1 is playing a
tremolo on the piano strings with a large metal brush; percussion 2, 3, 4 are playing random
rhythms on crotales, harmonica, and triangle respectively. The sheng plays accented notes at
random, while the harp emphasizes the final beat of every measure (Ex. 4.6).
Example 4.6 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 357-360

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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In mm. 323-329, the sheng plays four sixteenth notes (2/8) followed by three sixteenth
notes (3/16). Unlike the previous examples, the percussion and harp here support the sheng with
a vertical structure, thereby highlighting the sheng’s rhythmic progression (Ex. 4.7).
Example 4.7 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 324-329

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

A further development in this vein takes place in mm. 338-344: the bass drum’s
continuous sixteenth notes are identical to the sheng’s, but the accents, reinforced with finger
cymbals, tambourine, and harp, only align with the sheng’s accents some of the time (Ex. 4.8).
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Example 4.8 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 338-341

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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Although the sheng continues its rhythmic pattern, the orchestra’s morphing
instrumentation section by section, produce new and vivid sounds.
The pitches used in Part IV mainly comprise the octatonic collection, whole-tone
collection, and diatonic chords heard from the beginning of the piece. In mm. 292-298, the
tremolo begins with G, gradually adding notes and ultimately building a six-note chord: G, A,
Bb, C, Db, and Eb – an octatonic segment (Ex. 4.9).
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Example 4.9 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 292-298

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

In mm. 318-319, the harp plays and quickly repeats a four-notes pattern; its notes (G#,
Bb, D, E) are a segment of whole-tone collection. The sheng presents the whole-tone collection
in mm. 320-322 (C, D, E, F#, G#, A#); and as a chord in m. 330 (segment: G#, Bb, C, and D)
(Ex. 4.10).
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Example 4.10 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 318-319, mm. 320-322 and m.
330

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

At m. 357, the harmonica re-emerges with a C major chord, providing the foundation
for a distinctive harmonic structure. The sheng plays a C augmented chord, while the harp plays
a C dominant-seventh chord plus Ab from the C augmented chord. Other instruments play these
C-based chords as well. C major is supported and colored by the piano strings’ two tremolo
chords; because the pitches are approximate between tremolos, they include all intermediate
chromatic pitches. Similarly, the C augmented chord is supported by tremolo in violins I and II,
adding color and dissonance to the central C-major harmony (Ex. 4.11).
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Example 4.11 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 357-360

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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Mm. 357-360 feature a melody in the crotales comprised of the work’s opening interval
pattern (014) with transposition, recalling that distinctive harmony (Figure 4.3).
Figure 4.3 – Pitch content of crotales in mm. 357-360
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In mm. 366-369, the harmonica and sheng play an A minor chord. The harmonica chord
again resonates with the pitch content of other instruments. The vibraphone plays two tremolo
chords consisting of the first five pitches of A minor (A, B, C, D, E) and four pitches comprising
a pentatonic segment of F# major (F#, G#, A#, C#). The piano strings likewise present two
tremolo chords, containing the first five pitches of D minor (D, E, F, G, A) and the five pitches
of an F# pentatonic scale (F#, G#, A#, C#, D#); as in the preceding piano string tremolo, all the
intermediate chromatic pitches between the chords are heard as well. These white-key and blackkey chords are performed simultaneously, producing an enlarged tone-cluster (Ex. 4.12).
Example 4.12 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 366-369

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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This tonal chord-based harmonic structure is expanded in Part IV:2. In m. 397, the
woodwinds play F major and F augmented pedal chords: A and C# in the flutes and clarinets,
and F and C in the oboes and English horn. The coloring varies from m. 400 as more instruments
join the structure (Figure 4.4 and Ex. 4.13).
Figure 4.4 – Harmony structure in mm. 400-406

Example 4.13 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 401-403

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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IV:3 (mm. 408-464) is the climax of Part IV and presents the climax of the entire work
(mm. 455-464). The gestures of each instrument are more intense, featuring extreme register and
volume to produce a fierce outcry; these gestures become increasingly energetic to reach the
climax.
In mm. 408-409, a siren-like figure in the horns announces the initial phase of the climax
(the phases being based on the sheng’s rhythmic pattern). The siren is supported by tambourine,
violas and cellos playing mp in their low register (Ex. 4.14).
Example 4.14 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 408-409

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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The siren is recreated in m. 416 by flutes, supported by guiro on snare drum, highregister strings, and harp. Although the flutes are softer than the horns they replace, they make a
very strong sound by “cover[ing] the mouthpiece with lip and blow[ing] strongly.” Indeed, this
produces a more pronounced siren effect than the first appearance (Ex. 4.15).
Example 4.15 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, m. 416

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

In mm. 426-429, the progression is more advanced. The horns and trombones play
flutter-tongued ‘wind noise’ more instruments join (bassoons, contrabassoon, timpani, piano
107

strings, bass drum, harp, cellos and double basses), playing extremely low pitches (C#2 and
C#1), and surging from p to fff as the instrumentation builds. In m. 427, the violas and violins I
and II use glissando to reach the “highest note possible,” and connect the woodwinds and
trumpets’ fierce gestures (Ex. 4.16 and cont.).
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Example 4.16. Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 426-429

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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Example 4.16 (cont.). Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 430-432

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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Before the culmination of the climax (mm. 455-464), the musical manner is largely
chamber-like, which makes the capstone all the more dramatic. The instruments do not play
simultaneously, resulting in constant shifts in the center of gravity; the mood is calm, with
understated gestures, creating a sense of foreboding. The climax proper is preceded by a preludelike passage, mm. 451-455: the volume rises (reaching sfffz for the climax, m. 456); the strings
play col legno battuto and pizzicato (becoming wide-ranging glissandos in m. 456); and the
lowest winds and brass play Bb2 and C2 (shifting by chromatic steps to B2 and C#2 in m. 456)
(Ex. 4.17).
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Example 4.17 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 453-456

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
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The massive instrumentation for the climax, mm. 455-464, produces an astonishing
sound. All the instrument groups join in but are balanced: the high, middle and low registers are
all fully presented; the qualities of wood, metal, and percussive sounds are clearly audible. A
battery of extended techniques – flatterzunge with the instruction of “any multiphonic sound
based on the notated pitch” for the woodwinds, percussive sounds with chord glissando for the
strings, mutes in the brass – create extraordinary, almost unimaginable sounds.
The sheng continues to lead the other instruments. The rhythmic pattern
in 2/4+3/8 features two emphatically accented notes. The brass plays the first
accented note with the sheng, and percussion and harp play the second accented note; all are
marked, sfffz, producing a bold and forceful sound. A unified sound is created by the harmonic
structure grounded in the extreme low register: B and C# in bassoon, contrabassoon, horn,
trombone and tuba, and the bottom notes of chords played respectively by the harp (B5 and
C#5), sheng (C#5), violins I and II (C#4) and violas (C#3). The unified rhythm and accents,
harmonic structure, and loud dynamic create a grand climax (Ex. 4.18).
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Example 4.18 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 457-459
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5. Part V (mm. 464-521) – Recapitulation
Šu ends with a modified recreation of the opening musical texture, suggesting both the
memory of an echo that inspired Chin’s composition – reproduced through the initial (014)
harmonic motive – and the completion of the long musical journey with a return to the original,
but now clarified and developed, musical material. The final stage of this journey, Part V, is
divided into two sections – V:1 (mm. 464-492), and V:2 (mm. 493-521).
V:1 is a transition of sorts, a process of unfolding a complete presentation of the opening
main motive and atmosphere. Following the grand climax in IV:3 (mm. 455-464), the sheng
returns to a chordal texture accompanied by pedal tones, and tremolo. The chords consist of up to
eight pitches in m. 482, in the mid-register: B5, D5, D#5, F5, F#5, G#5, A6, and C6. Together,
these eight tones comprise a complete octatonic collection, recalling the enormous chord cluster
in Part I (mm. 44-45). The violins I and II and violas play in the auditorium in this part,
encompassing the sheng sound in a shadowing of I:2 (mm. 16-29). The opening A appears in the
piano strings in m. 468, joined by the double basses from m. 480; it is continued through to the
end of the work (Ex. 5.1).
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Example 5.1 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 480-483

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

Prior to the main motive being recreated in full in V:2 (mm. 493-495), the (014) motive
is prepared in V:1 by the trumpets (mm. 475-476), and oboes and English horn (mm. 476-477),
and violins and violas in the auditorium (mm. 476-479). The strings are situated in the
auditorium far from the main stage, reproducing a sense of distant sound; harmonics, trills, and
tremolos in the high register capture the mystique of far-off mountains. Indeed, the distinctive
instrumentation, notably percussion, join in to make this sound stand out even more. The result is
reminiscent of mountain fog (Ex. 5.2).
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Example 5.2 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 476-479

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

At the last moment of V:1 (mm. 490-492), the sheng plays a four-note chord, F#-(G#)A-Bb. This chord moves to the main motive, A-C-C# (014) in V:2 (m. 493-495), creating a
smooth transition (Ex. 5.3).
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Example 5.3 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 490-492 and mm. 493-495

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.

V:2 (mm. 493-521) is comprised of seven long and short statements, all led by sheng, in
a structure similar to Part I. While Part I consists of sheng and strings only, V:2 includes
percussion and strings in the auditorium as well. All statements are heard over the A pedal of the
piano strings and double bass. The sheng plays first, followed by the strings on the main stage,
and then strings in the auditorium, creating the illusion of an echo; before the sound from the
auditorium has stopped, the sheng reappears, a pattern continuously repeated to form a cyclic
structure (Ex. 5.4).
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Example 5.4 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 493-496

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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Following the completion of the fifth statement (mm. 512-513), only the main motive is
heard in the sheng, auditorium strings, and percussion. The pitch A is played by the tubular bell
(m. 512 and 517) and the chord (A-C-C#) in the vibraphone (m. 519), alongside the A bass,
creating a lasting impression of the main motive and the way it drives this work. Continuing the
effect of V:1, the auditorium strings support the sheng. The tremolo harmonics in the high
register evoke the faint sounds of a music box, for a serene sound that seems to evoke the
innocence of childhood (Ex. 5.5).
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Example 5.5 – Unsuk Chin, Šu for Sheng and Orchestra, mm. 519-521

“Su” By Unsuk Chin
© 2009 By Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.
All Rights Reserved. Used With Permission.
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Conclusion
The new textures, sounds, and techniques used to create Šu are remarkable for a work
that is after all deeply embedded in personal memory. The initial memory of the far-away sheng
sound provides the seed for extensive sonic and structural development, exploration of a
traditional instrument for its future potential, and a strikingly new integration of musical
language and an ancient instrument.
The sound of the sheng Chin heard in childhood is revived and transmuted into the “air”
of Šu. Because the sheng is a reed instrument and produces sound through air blowing in or out,
the breath sound presents the essential embodiment of the work; the ever-changing shape and
sound of the “air” in Šu plays out as both a reprise and response to Chin’s sonic memory. Indeed,
the A that begins and ends the concerto sounds like a deep sigh, expressing a sense of a
remembered past even as it acts as the seed of the main motive. In a way, this A is merely one of
the twelve musical pitches, as emphasized by the motivic (014) it forms together with C and C#;
yet this single note is instantly transfixing due to the sonic characteristics of the sheng.
The widening of the acoustic space is achieved as a series of ripples: first in the note,
then its echo, then its combination with other notes for the motive. The size and scope of the
concerto expands dramatically from delicately remembered sounds to a massive orchestral
texture. In this way, the empty space is made audible as potential: what the audience looks
forward to hearing as the sounds of Šu unfold. Furthermore, as the “air” sound ultimately evolves
into the “hyper-sheng,” Chin is not only masterfully developing the music material, but making a
compelling argument for the sheng’s potential as a modern instrument, demonstrating its variety
of sounds, and critically, its ability to balance an orchestra as a soloist.
As an exploration of the solo instrument, the dominance of the sheng sound from
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beginning to end in Šu reveals Chin’s new take on her earlier approach to the concerto form.
While her other concertos typically play out as a solo instrument becoming one with the
orchestra (creating the hyper-instrument), Šu for Sheng and Orchestra unfolds as the process of
the orchestra trying to become a part of the sheng (hyper-sheng). This process is successful in
part due to the novel sound of the sheng to Western ears; with its singular and extensive sonic
capabilities, the sheng sound is now the model for the orchestra to emulate. Yet the transference
of the sheng timbre to other instruments is not only a one-way proposition; by seeking out
instruments with tone color similar to the sheng, the concerto also puts a spotlight on
unconventional instrument like the harmonica.
The intersection of sonic and physical space also relies on these similarities, most clearly
at the end of Šu, as four violinists and two violists play from the auditorium. The string
harmonics, trills, and tremolos sound like artificial echoes generated by the sheng. The circular
form of Šu embeds this echo in the return of the main motive (014); by placing the strings with
the audience for this recurrence, Chin further enhances the immersion in the air of Šu.
Ultimately, this technique reflects Chin’s empathy: she wants the audience to share in her
memory of, and longing for, that sound.

This spatial arrangement seems to be a device for recreating the memory of
the sheng vaguely heard from an unknown direction on the stage. [The piece
recreates] the sound of the sheng disappearing faintly in the distance by
finishing with these strings in the audience, following the sound of the solo
sheng which, having dominated the entire work, quietly fades away. 56

Jeong Eun Seo, “Unsuk Chin’s Musical Language, Abstraction and Recontextualization: Śu for Sheng and
Orchestra (2009, rev. 2010),” Journal of the Musicological Society of Korea 16, No. 2 (2013): 159. Trans. HyunKyung Lee.
56
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For all its accomplishment, Šu has most likely recieved considerable attention because of
Chin’s use of the sheng; the presence of an Asian traditional instrument in a work by an Asian
composer, even one whose training and career has primarily been in Europe, is more easily
perceived (and marketed) as part of a trend for Asian-influenced but still Western-style
compositions than is a piece without the “exotic” instrument. Nonetheless, the richness with
which meaning is expressed in Šu marks it as a valuable work deserving a wide audience. By
examining Chin’s creation Šu, I hope to contribute to a deeper understanding of the possibilities
in combining Asian and Western instruments, and to the continued creation of music that draws
on specific cultures even as it transcends cultural boundaries.
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