CHINA

As recently as one hundred years ago, the homes of the intellectual class were found besides idyllic streams and mountainsides in China, their seclusion representing the scholar’s withdrawal from the human world and closeness to nature.  The sparse furnishings of their dwellings would have included such symbols of the intelligentsia as a brush and ink, a carefully crafted arrangement of flowers, a number of books, and a guqin (“goo-chin”) … the ancient Chinese zither.  
Example of Chinese music from renowned Chinese musician Li Xiang-Ting.  The featured instrument is the guqin.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zQCcs7PaRxs 

Times have changed, of course, as contemporary China is the world’s most populous country with well over one billion people, of whom 94% are of the Han ethnic group.  (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Han_Chinese) 
ELEMENTS OF TRADITIONAL CHINESE MUSIC

Composers and performers emphasize the melodic aspects of composition, in which balance and harmonious proportions are especially important:

Monophonic, heterophonic textures.  Much of the traditional art music of China was written for a single instrument.  Heterophonic texture is applied with more than one inst.

Importance of ornamentation.  Ornamentation is highly developed, and much of an instrument’s performance technique rests on knowing the appropriate use of ornaments.

Timbre as a compositional element.  Variations in timbre, effected through subtle distinctions in performance technique or changes in singing style, can be as important as melodic ornamentation to the character of a melody.

Variation form.  The forms of many pieces, from folk songs to guqin performances, are based on a series of elaborate variations of a basic melody.

RELIGION AND MUSIC IN CHINA

While the official position of the People’s Republic is in support of atheism, three historical religions have occupied an important position in Chinese culture and music—Daoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism.  

Daoism (or Taoism).  The first major religion of China (6th century BCE).  It is a mystical and inward-looking philosophy overlaid by a variety of rituals.  Music is used in its rituals, with an emphasis on simplicity and connection with the natural world.

Confucianism.  Confucius established the second great Chinese religion.  It is especially associated with the intellectual class.  Like Plato, Confucius saw music’s capability to influence behavior as a powerful tool that should be controlled by the state.  He encouraged music that inspired noble sentiments and other emotions useful to society, and he advocated state censorship for music for entertainment or music that inspired harmful emotions.

Buddhism.  Buddhism is the third main religion of China.  It also emphasizes meditation and inner knowledge.  Because much traditional Chinese art music is intended for a single instrument, playing it is similar to meditation.  The presence of an audience is incidental.  It is the relationship of the performer to the sound that is important.

TRADITIONAL MUSIC THEORY IN CHINA

Like the West, the octave is divided into 12 pitches.  From this theoretical set of 12 pitches were derived various heptatonic (7-note) scales, similar to those of the West.  Most traditional Chinese music, however, was pentatonic, based on a five-note scale, such as the black keys on a piano.  There are various mode possibilities:


Gongdiao
1
2
3
-
5
6
-

Shangdiao
1
2
-
4
5
-
7


Juediao
1
-
3
4
-
6
7


Zidiao

1
2
-
4
5
6
-


Yudiao
1
-
3
4
5
-
7
The most common modes are the gongdiao and the zidiao.  

TRADITIONAL CHINESE INSTRUMENTS

Zheng.  A curved-board zither with approximately 21 metal or nylon strings.  The strings are supported by intermediate bridges so the strings can be tuned to the desired mode.  Plectra (picks) are taped to three fingers of the player’s right hand, and the left hand affects pitch bends and vibrato by pressing down on the string behind the bridge.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UcfcfHrA-3Q 

Pipa.  A four-stringed, pear-shaped lute held nearly upright.  The sound body is solid, not hollow, and hewn from a single piece of wood.  This gives the pipa a bright and dry timbre.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QfjG9V4-zE 

Erhu.  A two-stringed, spike fiddle with a cylindrical or hexagonal resonator covered with snakeskin or hide.  It has a cylindrical neck, but no fingerboard.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7fdFGEg-9R8 

Ruan.  A four-stringed, fretted lute with a large circular resonator.  The resonator is hollow and covered with thin wood.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LGxsYH2401M 

Yangqin.  A trapezoidal hammered box-zither.  It was adapted from the Middle Eastern santur.  It is a relative soft instrument used primarily for solo pieces and to accompany songs.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bbgx5MyLhm8 
Psiziao, Dizi, Xun.  The paixiao is a set of end-blown bamboo pipes.  The dizi is a transverse bamboo flute with six finger holes.  In addition, it has a hole covered with a thin rice paper membrane that buzzes when played.  The xun is a globular flute made of clay.  

Psiziao:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A9kZKQeZTIo 

Dizi:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=72xE6N4QVEM 

Xun:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vAncBTh8moE 

Xiao.  A bamboo notch flute that has six holes and comes in different sizes.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K7FNWUMhT20 

Suona (Laba).  A loud double reed with a conical bore and a trumpet-like flared bell.  The player places the reeds in his mouth, not between the lips.  It is derived from the Middle Eastern zurna.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fL4AwmuWOEQ 
Sheng.  Multiple pipes, each with a single reed connected to an air chamber.  The player both blows and sucks air from the mouthpiece, like a harmonica.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GndoDa0nBl0 

Biahzhong.  A collection of bronze bells suspended from a wooden stand.  The bells do not use clappers, and they have a distinctive shape—cylindrical or elliptical.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NEbcgfuKaUY 

… Hulusi.  A gourd flute.  In-class demo.

FOLK AND CONTEMPORARY MUSIC

Instrumental folk ensembles:

Outside of the urban centers, major life events and holidays are almost always celebrated with music, especially music performed by instrumental ensembles.  At its simplest, such an ensemble includes one or more riveted-head barrel drums, gongs, and small cymbals.  Gong and drum ensembles are very common in rural areas.  If the double-reed suona is added, the ensemble is called guchui.  (no sample available)
Sizhu:

Giving performances in teahouses and peoples’ homes, the silk-and-bamboo ensembles are known as sizhu.  Instruments are generally more subdued, and play traditional tunes in a heterophonic style.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dbf7DUgdX7k 

CHINESE DRAMATIC MUSIC

Opera is highly regionalized, so that today one hears references to Canton opera, Sichuan opera, Shanghai opera, etc.  One of the oldest genres that still exists is kunqu (pronounced “quin-cha”).  It is considered a classical dramatic form known for its ornate sophistication.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SMtZqiKQ_cI 

POPULAR MUSIC

Singer & instrumentalist player Cui Jian was a Bob Dylan of sorts in 1980s China, wearing out-of-date fatigues from the People’s Liberation Army.  He sang politically controversial songs to a huge crowd in 1986, and was banned from performing again at a major concert venue for three years.  
This is a performance of his song “A Piece of Red Cloth.”  He wears a red blindfold to protest against Communist Party’s control of the people (1992).  After a performance of this song, the government cancelled his tour.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OspWXXBEo4A 

Lyric excerpts:

I’ve asked tirelessly, when will you go with me?

But you just always laugh at my having nothing.

I’ve given you my dreams, given you my freedom

But you just always laugh at my having nothing.

Slave rise up, rise up,

We cannot say that we have nothing

We will be masters of all under heaven.

Twelve Girls Band
A Chinese producer, Wang Xiao-Jing, decided to export Chinese music by putting together a group playing pop world music.  He recruited young, accomplished women from traditional conservatories and orchestras.  The resulting Twelve Girls Band has been a great international success.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Emmc2c7lo-k 
