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Good art withstands the test of time. From the recording of LO Leung-Fai’s Spring, Summer, Autumn, and Winter to the re-staging of CHENG
Si-Sum's dance drama Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge, these Chinese musical works, which were born in the 1980s, are still charming
today. With rich melody lines, they create a unique flavor of traditional music and are artistically appealing on multiple levels. Today, 40 years
later, we are embracing the classics to help create our future, giving new life to our works with more diverse artistic creative energy. In the final
performance of the 2023 Taipei Traditional Arts Festival—Spectacular of TCO: The Traditional Dance Drama 2023—dancer HSU Li-Mei is
invited to reconstruct the dance score and conductor CHENG Li-Pin to re-orchestrate Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge. With new
thinking and stage technology, combined with the talents of music, dance, theater, multimedia, and other fields, the audience will be led to

experience again the classic love story of the Cowhand and the Weaver Maiden.

The TCO’s philosophy of tradition with innovation can also be seen in the performers and repertoire of the concert “Ecstatic on Strings—A
Soirée of Erhu Virtuosi”. The jury and winners of the 2023 Taipei Chinese Instrumental Competition will all perform on the same stage,
symbolizing the passing down to a new generation. The repertoire also recalls the historical development of the huqin—from LIU Tianhua's
Ten Greatest Hits from the early 1920s to SUN Wenming's Flowing Waves from the 1950s, from HE Zhanhao and CHEN Gang's Liang Shanbo
and Zhu Yingtai to LIU Wenjin's The Great Wall Capriccio from the 1980s—performers pay tribute to the classics by reproducing them. In
terms of new works, the Second Erhu Concerto, composed by Taiwanese composer LIU Shueh-Shuan in the 21* century, is cited as a demon-
stration of the achievements of Chinese music rooted in Taiwan. The concert will also include the premiere of Taipei Style, commissioned in
2023 from Singaporean composer WANG Chenweli, representing Taipei as an international city and TCO as an orchestra based internationally

on the Taiwanese brand, in its tireless efforts to fulfill its vision of making Taiwan hear the world and the world hear Taiwan.

Classic works need time to become refined and to become settled, but becoming a classic takes more than just the passage of time. The thread
of the humanities weaving through the depths of time produce the classics, but also they define what a classic is. The conferment of cultural
capital and the application of discourse’s power have always been taken seriously by intellectuals, and in the same way musicians also have
inherent responsibilities. Therefore, in addition to performing the duties of exhibition, TCO also makes efforts to plan a platform for discussion
and dialogue. The TCO 2023 International Symposium on the Creation of Chinese Music is a collection of keynote speeches, paper presenta-
tions, roundtable discussions, special concerts, music collection, and other activities. Topics of discussion include “Dialogue between Ethno-
musicologists and Composers” by LEE Ming-Yen and WANG Chenwei, and international scholar Dr. Donald Reid WOMACK's observations
on “The Collision and Integration of East and West—Contemporary Creation of Eastern Instrumental Music”. It seems that through meticulous
classification and discussion, as was suggested by next-generation scholar WANG Min-Erh’s groundbreaking hypothesis, we have ushered in
the “Taiwan School of Music” of the 21% century, laying a cornerstone for Taiwan's traditional music creation and through well-crafted musical

works, we write our own classics.
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The Third Magpie Bridge Production
in Forty Years, Revisiting Classics:

Large-Scale Traditional Dance Drama
Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge

Text & Interviewer / LIU Ma-Li (Assistant Professor of Fu Jen Catholic University, and Department of Music
of Donghua University, Host of Taipei’s Great Chinese Music, and Destiny Brought Us Together and Music
Will Seal Our Bond Forever at Taipei Broadcasting Station)

Image /| HUA Li-Mei, Taipei Chinese Orchestra

The still of 2023 Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge.

The 1995 Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge archive.

The passage of time can make art more appreciated, but to attempt to reproduce something traditional for a new generation is a
daring act to define and defy time. Mythology is the embodiment of a culture and the archive of the evolution of a race. Reenact-
ing a mythological production is like traveling back and forth on the axis of time, learning from the past while understanding

the present.

A good work of art is typically the culmination of a long aesthetic tradition coupled with the ingenuity of an artist. After several
performances and viewings, people begin to identify with the good art, setting an example for the entire genre. Thirty-nine years
ago, the first three-act creative dance drama, Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge, marked a significant milestone in cross-art
collaboration. As expressed in the Fairy of the Magpie Bridge by QIN Guan, poet of the Song Dynasty, "The fine clouds form
different images and shapes; The traveling stars speak of regret and loss; The Milky Way may be dark and diffuse, but ..." the
colorful changing clouds and the vast Milky Way were used to accentuate the heart wrenching separation between the Cowherd
and the Weaver Girl as they were kept apart. Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge evokes nostalgia with a dash of modern

elegance. The work fascinates and intrigues.

HSU Hui-Mei, an important promoter of traditional dance, and CHENG Si-Sum, a talented Chinese music composer brimming
with creative energy, set the benchmark for dance drama. They worked together to create Eternal Love across the Magpie
Bridge which was premiered during the 1984 Taipei Traditional Arts Festival at Taipei Cultural Center. In 1995, the Council
for Cultural Affairs (now the Ministry of Culture) organized the showcase, Taipei International Dance Festival in memory of
HSU Hui-Mei. The work was performed at the National Theatre for the second time. And now, 28 years later, it will greet the
audience for the third time during the Taipei Traditional Arts Festival at the Taipei Performing Arts Center in midsummer.
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Using Music and Dance as Coordinates

CHENG Si-Sum was a conductor and Chinese music composer
active in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore in the 1970s. His
music was rich and unique, very well received amongst the
audience. Among his signature works were Pine, Bamboo, Plum
Blossom and Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge. Eternal Love
across the Magpie Bridge even won the National Award for Arts in
1986. Unfortunately, CHENG died of an illness at the age of 43

before receiving the honor.

HSU Hui-Mei was an exemplary figure in Taiwan's arts and culture

circle. She was the synonymous with traditional dance. Starting in
the 1950s, she devoted her youth to the promotion of dance educa-
tion, creating a large number of classic dance works, and nurturing Composer CHEN Si-Sum.
numerous talents for the dance world. She was the 19" winner of the
National Arts Award. In addition to Eternal Love across the Magpie
Bridge, her earlier works include Lotus-Picking Ballad Dance,
National Flower for Prosperity, Combat Commander Liang
Hongyu, Huanshaxi, The Flower Deity Throwing Petals, and Spring
All Year Round. Unfortunately, she passed away due to illness at

the age of 55.

To savor Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge, a precious legacy of the two

masters, one must travel back in time to draw back the curtain of history and culture ool

and open up the book of ancient mythology. The work uses music and dance as
points of reference with which to locate the fundamental pursuit of traditional dance . \

works—ultimate emotional expression and fulfillment of dreams.
Dance Director HUA Li-Mei.

Creating music for dance dramas is a major challenge for any composer. When HSU Hui-Mei asked CHENG Si-Sum to
compose the music for this artwork and the two went over every detail multiple times before CHENG could even begin. HUA
Li-Mei, the younger sister of HSU Hui-Mei and the director responsible for reconstructing the dance and arrangement this
time, recalled what happened, "The creation of music was subjected to many restrictions mainly because my sister had already
completed the choreography. She was very precise about timing. Everything had to be right on point, including when to put
down the water sleeves, how many steps were required in a movement, or how the Cowherd and Weaver Girl should move
around. She had everything scrupulously planned down to the second. Mr. CHENG had to pour over the entire choreography
and break it down bit by bit to ensure the music was adapted to the movements, particularly the backbends. He was very
concerned with how fast the performer should move so that music and choreography became a synchronized composition and
dancers could move as one with the rhythm of music. These were all details that had to be be examined and confirmed. They

often discussed this over beer.”

LIN Ya-Ting also mentioned in The Sky Is Clear and The Wind Is Light, Looking Forward to Rain On Chinese Valentine'’s
Day—In Memory of HSU Hui-Mei that CHENG Si-Sum preferred to use triple meter traditional music as the main melody for
the group dance in Magpie, but HSU Hui-Mei disagreed with the idea, stating that triple meter music was not suitable for
jumps in dances. After careful deliberation and communication, CHENG decided to change the composition to duple meter
for the big jumps and the rest of the main melody would remain in triple meter. "CHENG had a deep understanding of arts and
movement and he knew how HSU Hui-Mei worked. The dynamics of dance movements served as an important reference for
the music design. Adapting one art form to another is always challenging. You always need to look for a balance, to modify

our work, and be even more critical in terms of what’s working or not.
)

10

Orchestration and harmony might be an integral part of music composition, but rhythm and tempo were critical in music for
dance dramas. They were usually the factor that made the difference in live performances. At the premiere, the Taipei Chinese
Orchestra (TCO) performed live with CHEN Tscheng-Hsiung as the conductor. Live music was by nature more flexible and
accommodating to dancers' movements in the moment. The second performance used a prerecorded soundtrack. HUA Li-Mei
said, "The main reason was that TCO had other engagements at the time. WANG Cheng-Ping, the director of TCO back then
organized the recording. Two recording rooms were packed with musicians to complete the feat. It was a massive operation.
Mr. WANG stood in between two rooms throughout the entire process. He was absolutely exhausted after the task was done.
The quality of the recording was phenomenal. Almost all Chinese music virtuosi were gathered for the occasion." But even

so, everyone agreed that live performances were unsurpassable. Sadly, it could not be done.

Destiny works in mysterious ways. We now have the opportunity to make up for this loss. This year, CHENG Li-Pin will lead
TCO in the live performance. HUA Li-Mei commented, "This year is the 80th birthday of Mr. CHENG, and the 30" anniversa-

ry of my sister's death. We are happy to continue the good work and make everything more perfect this time.”

- =
|

The dancers’ costumes are of rainbow-colored fabric that is flowy and fairy like.

Visual appeal is a requirement of dance. CHANG Su-Zhen mentioned the extremely high standards upheld by HSU Hui-Mei
when it comes to arts in her book—The Story of Modern Artists. The dance world should adhere to the principles set by this
outstanding artist, which gave Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge its alluring charm and refreshing feel. “HSU Hui-Mei
was also proficient in fine art. She was meticulous when it came to enhancing the visual appeal of dancers. Dancing dress,
accessories, and props were all crucial to the final success on stage. After repeated communication with HUO Rong-Ling, the
final design was a series of rainbow-colored dresses with thin and flowy fabric. When performers extended their body and
started dancing, the flow of the dress made them look like real fairies descending from heaven to earth. Even the stills were
of extremely highly quality. HSU Hui-Mei and photographer WANG Xin took the seven fairies to Danshui for the photo shoot.

They took over two hundred pictures and ended up using only one or two.”
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A new generation of fairies performed the traditional dance drama Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge.

The stage, designed this time by NIE Guang-Yan, is of classic magnificence and quite lovely, very similar to the HSU Hui-Mei
version. With the help of multimedia, this year’s performance is an elevation of classic aesthetics. “The scenes are divided
into heaven and earth, including fairies descending from heaven, and water play at the lake of heaven. The stage design is truly
amazing. I do hope multimedia will add to the special effect without making the overall result too modern. In the end, it is a
play based on mythology. A sense of tradition and a realistic fantasy world that portrays historical figures in a dramatized and

romantic way is key to greatness.”

The third production of Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge, made after nearly 40 years, is a shining comet shooting across
the landscape of performing arts. The stunningly brilliant tail of the comet sweeping through the sky is like a fixed point in
time, but the addition of a sophisticated, fathomless dimension reflecting and refracting its dazzling light shifts it into
timelessness. HUA Li-Mei is in charge of recreating the dance score, and CHU Yun-Song the new orchestration. The key is
to use the techniques of the 21st century to extract and refine the essence of ancient mythology. Eternal Love across the
Magpie Bridge will stand the test of time with the help of advanced technology. When presenting a classic, it is important to
retain the characteristics of the original, but also make people feel refreshed and intrigued. It is akin to challenging a Guinness
World Record.

CHU Yun-Song hopes to find a firmer foothold for Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge in the 21% century. "Rather than
being trapped in the challenges and controversies that may rise when reproducing classic works, it is better to think about what
we can do for this work, or even for the development and sustainability of Chinese music. With the right goal in mind, we can
then strive to accomplish the task. That is a more constructive approach.” Indeed, Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge has
always been a magnificent piece of work celebrating Chinese cultural traditions and the modern consciousness of the 21%

century. An artwork must stand the test of time to become a true classic that is loved by generations.
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Dunhuang Flying Apsaras Coming to Live—The Horizons of Ancient Mythology

CAI Wen-Yi mentioned in the article 4 Cloud in the Sky, in Memory of the Birth of Taiwan's Traditional Dancer HSU
Hui-Mei, the chorography of Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge was inspired by the postures and gestures of female
Dunhuang dancers in Dunhuang murals. She wished to build an ethereal fairyland like the one in her childhood fantasy. The

work was her understanding and aesthetic of traditional dance.”

Dunhuang is a historical city, an important town on the Silk Road. For 2,500 years, this was the place where Eastern and West-
ern cultures met. Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge incorporated the image, posture, and gesture of Flying Apsaras of
Dunhuang. It was the manifestation of Buddha nature and celestial beauty influenced by Indian culture, Western Region

culture, and Central Plains culture. The rich culture context provided a fertile ground for more and wilder imagination.

The most fascinating thing about fairy tales is the abstract nature of art. Even clichés can be up for interpretation. People are
free to run wild with their imagination with what they have read in books or seen in paintings. From Dunhuang Flying Apsaras
HSU Hui-Mei saw a new way to express traditional dance art. Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge is the manifestation of

grand Chinese classic literature and paintings.

TCO will restage the classic traditional dance drama Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge on June 16" -18%, 2023,

The Turn of Time and a Glimpse of the Future Development of Taiwan's Tradi-
tional Dance and Chinese Music

Mythology never dies because it follows a predestined trajectory, traveling through time and space, retelling a story of life that
transcends reality and imagination with modern adaptions. Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge inherits the implicit,
delicate, beautiful, and elegant spirit of the classics. Every movement and every pause is an embodiment of the arts. With
them, the emotional exchanges in the play are formed. The Weaver Girl was bound to the secular world by her love for her
husband and family. Every swirl and turn is an attempt to dig deeper and dive further into the true nature of the arts, through

dramatic dance, the director and performers share their findings and insight with the audience.

It has been 28 years since the last performance of Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge. On stage or off stage, a brand-new
team is ready to shine. “In fact, this is how the artistic spirit lives on,” HUA Li-Mei said. The artistic director of this perfor-
mance, Emily TSENG, is the student of HSU Hui-Mei. She played the role of the Weaver Girl in 1995. This time, she cooper-
ated with HUA Li-Mei and CHU Yun-Song in an attempt to explore the timeliness of art using music, body language, technol-
ogy, and tradition. They inquire, speculate, experiment, and elaborate to establish an art hub for preserving and passing on the

legacy of arts through time.

“Dancing our own dance!” has always been HSU Hui-Mei’s philosophy of folk dance. This kind of profound cultural connota-
tion is both intimate and fascinating. It has the depth and dimension of Western ballet and modern art. As she said before the
premiere of Eternal Love across the Magpie Bridge 39 years ago, “It is a lonely road that extends in both directions. The
warmth in my heart comes from the endless past and vast future. I firmly believe that as long as I keep walking, it will not lead

me to an eternity of forlorn solitude.”

Along this road, another Magpie Bridge is to be built this June, 39 years later. It is a review of the past, a way of saying thank

you, and paying tribute. It is the strongest proof of the immortality of classic artwork.
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Distinct Locations and Cultures ——
A Discussion on the Development of Two Chinese Music

Ensembles in Universities in the United States

Text / Chia-Yu Joy LU (Director and Conductor, Wesleyan Chinese Music Ensemble and Smith College Chinese Music
Ensemble)
Image / Chia-Yu Joy LU

The Wesleyan Chinese Music Ensemble held their fall semester final performance in December 2022

On two cold winter nights in December 2022, Chinese music ensembles' from two universities on the East Coast of the United
States each held their final concerts. The Wesleyan Chinese Music Ensemble, with 29 members, and the Smith College Chinese
Music Ensemble, with 19 members, each performed eight pieces that lasted nearly an hour. The program featured a diverse range
of performances, including full ensemble pieces, small ensemble performances, singing with the ensemble, solo instrumental
pieces, and Peking opera singing. Members also introduced their instruments, adding an extra layer of depth to the performance.
After the concert, I was touched to see some audience members express their gratitude, stating that it was their first time experienc-
ing Chinese music up close in the U.S. Some Chinese-American students shared that they heard familiar sounds from their
childhood, while some international students from Taiwan and China said they shed tears due to feelings of homesickness. It was a

truly moving experience for all involved.

1 Music groups consisting of traditional Chinese instruments are known as “guoyue tuan” in Taiwan, “minyue tuan” in mainland or “minzu yuetuan”
China, “zhongyue tuan” in Hong Kong and Macau, and “huayue tuan” in Singapore and Malaysia. In the U.S., these ensembles are typically
referred to as “Chinese Music Ensemble/Orchestra” in English. If they have a Chinese name, it is usually based on the background of the founder
or members. In university ensembles, the diverse backgrounds of the members mean that there is usually no fixed name. For example,

I call the ensemble I lead “guoyue tuan,” while my Chinese students call it “minyue yuan.” For the purposes of this article,

1 will use “guoyue tuan” to refer to the two ensembles under my leadership.
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This year marks my 10th year leading Chinese music ensembles in the U.S. (the 19th semester), which started during my doctoral
studies in 2007. As a music major specializing in the erhu performance at National Taiwan Normal University, I taught music and led
a few Chinese music ensembles in Taiwan after graduation. Later, I pursued my master’s degree in ethnomusicology at the University
of Sheffield, U.K. My background led me to become the teaching assistant for the Wesleyan Chinese Music Ensemble when I entered
their doctoral program, and was hired as a music director the following year. In 2020, I also played a role in the establishment of the
Chinese music ensemble at Smith College. Along the way, there were explorations, challenges, and many valuable experiences and
gains. This article will discuss the development of Chinese music ensembles in East Coast universities in the U.S. from my personal
experience, as well as my observations and insights gained from leading the ensembles.

Chinese Music Ensembles
Thrive in U.S. Universities as Students Demand Courses

Since the mid-19th century, Chinese immigrants to North America have gradually introduced various forms of Chinese music to the
U.S. According to statistics compiled by ethnomusicologist David BADAGNANI, there are currently over 170 active Chinese music
ensembles in the country?. Since the 1960s, Chinese music ensembles have gradually appeared in some American universities, includ-
ing many student-run amateur groups, but there are few that are formal courses. Today, over 20 universities in the U.S. offer Chinese
music ensemble courses?®, including the two aforementioned ensembles I direct. Interestingly, neither of these ensembles was initiated

by the schools themselves, but rather by students pushing for their establishment.

Wesleyan University is a liberal arts university located in the northeastern state of Connecticut. It was founded in 1831 and currently
has approximately 3,000 undergraduates and 130 graduate students. In the 1960s, Wesleyan’s music department began to pay attention
to non-Western music cultures and subsequently opened many courses and ensembles focusing on world music, including South Indian
music, Indonesian gamelan, African drums, and more. In 2001, a few students with an interest in Chinese music spontaneously gathered
to play and sought the assistance of Professor SU Zheng in the music department. They invited WANG Guowei* from New York to
come and teach, and officially established the Chinese music ensemble in the fall of 2002. Since then, students have been able to get
grades and earn one academic credit by taking the ensemble course’. In 2008, T took over WANG's position and have been responsible

for planning, teaching, and conducting the ensemble, except for a three-year interruption due to fieldwork in Taiwan.

Smith College is a women’s liberal arts college located in the neighboring state of Massachusetts. Founded in 1871, it currently has
nearly 2,100 undergraduate students. The music groups on campus primarily focus on Western classical music. In May 2019, a group
of Chinese students expressed to the music department their desire to form a Chinese music ensemble. The department contacted me
for assistance. After a series of communications with the school and the students, a number of instruments were purchased at the end
ofthe year, and the ensemble began trial operation in February 2020. Initially, over 20 Chinese students participated, and with sufficient

demand, the school established the ensemble as a one-credit but non-graded formal course in the following semester®.

2 List of Chinese Ensembles and Musicians in North America,
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1 TIpcGs6kNUEXPynkGinXkEsrESulSU-aWS48gi3k2lg/edit#, accessed in March 27, 2023.
3 Ibid.
4 WANG Guowei hails from Shanghai and is a celebrated eriu performer, instructor, composer, and ensemble conductor.
He presently holds the position of Artistic Director for Music from China, a New York-based Chinese ensemble.
5 Students can receive grades for a maximum of two semesters and credits for four semesters.

Any amount exceeding this is considered equivalent to auditing the course.

In March 2016, pipa virtuoso WU Man visited Wesleyan University and
interacted with the Chinese Music Ensemble. The author of this article can
be seen on her left

Members of the Wesleyan Chinese Music Ensemble played in small groups
during regular class meetings

Seeking Self Through Culture, Engaging Diverse Fields in Exchange

The composition of students in both music ensembles is predominantly Chinese/Chinese-American. Based on my observation, prior to
my return to Taiwan for fieldwork in 2010, more than half of the Wesleyan Chinese Music Ensemble members were neither Chinese
nor Chinese-American. However, upon my return the U.S. in 2013 to resume teaching the ensemble, I noticed a significant increase in
the proportion of Chinese and Chinese-American members. In the current 2023 spring semester, for instance, out of 28 students, only
four are neither Chinese nor Chinese-American. As for Smith College, since the ensemble was initiated by Chinese international
students, all participants in the first few semesters were Chinese. This meant it was not an issue to speak Mandarin Chinese in class.
However, in the past couple of semesters, many Chinese-American students have joined the ensemble.

Based on the student questionnaires, it is evident that many students join the ensemble due to recommendations from their senior
colleagues, particularly Chinese international students who often use WeChat groups to communicate about course selection. The
Chinese music ensemble course is frequently suggested as “one of the most worthwhile courses to choose.” The questionnaires also
revealed that many Chinese/Chinese-American students chose this course because they “want to understand their own culture better.”
I often hear Taiwanese or Chinese students express the thoughts that they missed out on learning or experiencing Chinese music due to
academic pressure in their home country. However, when they come to the U.S., they finally have the opportunity to do so, and playing
music from their own culture in a foreign land instills pride and satisfaction in them. Chinese-American students who grew up in the
U.S., on the other hand, have told me that they find Chinese culture a familiar yet poorly understood aspect of their identity, and partici-
pating in the Chinese music ensemble helps them reconnect with their roots. Non-Chinese/non-Chinese-American students have their
own unique reasons for joining the ensemble; some are intrigued by Asian or Chinese culture, some want to expand their musical
horizons, and others were inspired by a concert and wish to participate personally.

In addition to end-of-semester concerts, the Chinese music ensembles are often invited to participate in various events both on and off
campus. On-campus events include the annual Lunar New Year celebration, Wesleyan’s Asian/Asian-American Culture Festival, and
gatherings for the East Asian Studies program during commencement. Off-campus events include cultural exchanges such as introduc-
ing Chinese music to schools, libraries, and senior centers. Some renowned masters in the Chinese music industry have also come to
Wesleyan to visit and exchange ideas with the ensemble, including pipa masters WU Man and GAO Hong, as well as the Anhui wind

and percussion group ZHOU Family Band.

6 Smith College and four other nearby colleges have formed an alliance called Five Colleges, which allows students to take courses at each other’s

institutions. The other four colleges are Amherst College, Hampshire College, Mount Holyoke College, and the University of Massachusetts

at Amherst. Some members of the Smith College Chinese Music Ensemble have taken classes from other schools in the alliance.
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The Chinese music ensembles also frequently collaborate with other music forms, including performances with Jewish Klezmer bands,
Japanese Taiko groups, and Korean drumming ensembles. In addition, Wesleyan music professor I.M. Harjito has written two pieces
of music for Chinese instruments: Gendhing Erhu, premiered in 2009 for erhu and Javanese gamelan, and Mengimpi, premiered in

2017 for erhu, pipa, dizi, and Javanese gamelan.

The Ensembles' Hurdles Differ from Those in Their Homelands

The seemingly stable growth of the Chinese music ensemble is actually not easy to manage. Here, I would like to delve into the person-
al challenges and choices that I have encountered while leading Chinese music ensembles in the U.S., as well as the methods I have

employed to tackle them.

Looking at the Chinese music ensembles in American universities, just like in the Chinese world, there are different choices of
direction, which may be determined by the school or the music department’s positioning of the ensemble, or the preference of the
director. Some ensembles recruit only members with a music background, while others emphasize “tradition” and avoid using Western
harmony or popular music, with no conductor. Some ensembles blend Chinese instruments with other instruments such as violin, flute,
and piano. Fortunately, both schools have entrusted me with full responsibility for leading the ensemble. Following my desire to
provide more opportunities for people to experience Chinese music, I have opened the ensemble to all, allowing students without a
music background to participate and welcoming anyone interested in bringing their Chinese instruments to join.

When it comes to selecting repertoire, I also tend to be diverse: traditional, modern, popular, and newly created music can all be tried
as long as they are appropriate for the ensemble’s instrumentation and the members’ skill level. Music composed by Taiwanese,
Chinese, Hong Kong, Singaporean, and overseas Chinese composers are all within my selection range. However, the unique nature of
the ensemble, including limited instrumentation and skill level disparities among players, means that many existing pieces cannot be
used directly. To address this issue, I adapt some existing pieces to fit the needs of the ensemble. Additionally, many pieces are written

for the ensemble by myself or some interested and capable students.

Instruments Are Treasures Due to Their Rarity and Maintenance Needs

When leading a Chinese music ensemble at American universities, purchasing and maintaining instruments pose a great challenge. The
ensembles at both schools are medium-sized with over ten types of instruments and 15-30 members, and almost all of the instruments
used are provided by the school. Only a few members use their own instruments. The plucked-string instruments include yanggin,
guzheng, pipa, liugin, daruan, zhongruan, xiaoruan, and sanxian. The wind instruments include dizi, 21-reed sheng, hulusi, xiao, and
suona. The bowed-string instruments include erhu, zhonghu, gaohu, and jinghu. The percussion instruments include drums (huapengu,

paigu, tanggu), various cymbals and gongs, bells, woodblocks, and bangzi.

The instruments have accumulated over the years, with some purchased from Taiwan and mainland China and brought back to the U.S.
While selecting instruments in-store ensures quality, it is also a logistical challenge, requiring someone to pick up and carry them back
to the U.S. by plane. I have also placed orders through several instrument shops in California, Toronto, and China. Online orders
provide convenience, but quality cannot always be guaranteed, as instruments can only be selected based on photos or videos.

Maintaining and repairing instruments poses another significant challenge. During the winter, indoor heating is often turned on in the
northeastern U.S., which causes the instruments to be vulnerable to cracking. Furthermore, instruments are frequently damaged during
transportation. Unfortunately, there aren’t many Chinese instrument specialty stores in the eastern U.S., making it difficult to find
someone to help with repairs or maintenance. Occasionally, we take damaged instruments to New York to seek assistance from profes-
sional musicians for repairs. I have also brought instruments back to Taiwan for repair on multiple occasions during winter and summer
vacations. Some students have asked me why I treat the instruments as if they were precious treasures. I hope they can experience the
hardships of maintaining and repairing instruments themselves and truly appreciate their value.
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The Wesleyan Chinese Music Ensemble introduced Chinese music at a summer Mandarin Chinese camp in Connecticut in July 2019

Starting Anew Each Semester,
Training Newcomers while Nurturing the Ensemble’s Growth

The frequent turnover of members presents a challenge for the ensemble’s ongoing development. As a university course, every semester
sees a fresh intake of students, with some returning and others joining for the first time. The Wesleyan Chinese Music Ensemble meets
twice a week for 1.5 hours each time’. Smith’s ensemble meets only once a week, also for 1.5 hours. Both of these ensembles lack
individual instrumental instructors, which makes teaching over a dozen instruments in a limited time, leading an uneven group of
members with diverse needs, and preparing for a public performance within just three months (12 weeks, excluding holiday break) seem
like an impossible task. However, after years of trial and error, I have completed this task over twenty times and have gradually

developed my own leadership style.

The initial phase involves selecting members. While musical experience is not a prerequisite, I look for potential and a willingness to
learn a new instrument within a short time frame. Therefore, I conduct interviews during the first class of each semester. After a brief
introduction to the course and instruments, students have a one-on-one interview with me and a demonstration of their rhythmic abilities
by reading cipher notation. I select students who display relatively stable thythm and are motivated to learn, and let them choose an

instrument to learn.

7 When the Wesleyan Chinese Music Ensemble was first established, classes were held only once a week for a duration of 2 hours. In the spring of
2008, which was my second semester as a teaching assistant, I proposed to add a 2-hour TA session. From the fall of 2008 to the fall of 2020,
the ensemble met twice a week for 2 hours each time. However, since the spring of 2020, the ensemble has been meeting twice a week for 1.5

hours each time.
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The next challenge is to simultaneously facilitate learning and progress for beginners and provide challenges and growth opportunities
for experienced players. [ have found that the improvement of the ensemble comes not only from the leadership of the instructor but also
from the collaboration and cooperation among members. Moreover, the learning arrangement should be structured in a way that starts
with the basics and progresses gradually. During class, I encourage experienced players to practice together with beginners, or randomly

pair up members to collaborate and play together.

During the first month of each semester, emphasis is placed on basic training. Usually, there are several experienced students, and
Wesleyan also has three or four regular non-student members who make great mentors for new members®. Outside of class time,
students are asked to submit weekly practice videos, which allow me to monitor their progress and provide timely feedback and
guidance. Additionally, a mid-term exam is scheduled during the semester, which requires each student to perform what they have
learned individually. During this initial training period, I continuously assess the proficiency of each member and plan the repertoire for
the end-of-semester performance. More advanced students are given more challenging tasks, such as solo parts in the full ensemble,

small ensemble, or even concertos.

The format of the class often varies, with two or three members of the ensemble sometimes practicing together in small groups, the
entire ensemble rehearsing together at other times, sections sometimes practicing individually, and different groups practicing different
pieces at other times. Members collaborate with each other, making the ensemble not just a class, but more like a big family. I am
pleased to see that members often gather together after class to have meals, study, play, or practice music together. Some members even
come back to “visit their family” after leaving and encourage their friends to join the ensemble. Perhaps it is because of this sense of

community that the ensemble is able to grow steadily.

The past three years have been the most severe period of the COVID-19 pandemic. For an ensemble that uses school instruments and
has many beginners, and where the majority of members are international students, it has been an entirely different challenge. Despite
this, I have striven to keep the ensemble running during the epidemic. Due to space constraints, though, I will relate details about

teaching during the epidemic at another opportunity.

As we enter April, | am filled with excitement as both Chinese Music Ensembles at the two schools are vigorously preparing for their
end-of-semester performance. After each practice, it brings me immense joy to see the happy and satisfied expressions on the faces of
the ensemble members. It reminds me of the many graduating students who have shared with me how the ensemble has positively
impacted their lives, and the positive feedback received from various audiences after our performances. All of these experiences have
made me feel incredibly fortunate. As we move forward, I hope to see Chinese music continue to shine in this diverse land of America,

and I look forward to having more opportunities for exchange and learning with music circles in Taiwan and around the world.

8 A retired music librarian, Alec MCLANE, has been a member of the ensemble since its inception and over the years has learned to play six or
seven different instruments. Aaron BITTEL, the current director of the Music Library and the World Music Archives, has been an active member
of the ensemble since starting at Wesleyan a couple of years ago, primarily playing the sheng. In addition, there is a Taiwanese mom ,
Hsiu-Chi LIANG, who lives in a nearby town and has been volunteering with the ensemble since 2008. She helps out every semester and

mainly plays plucked-string instruments.
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In December 2018, three East Asian music Groups of Wesleyan - the Chinese Music Ensemble, Japanese Taiko Drumming Ensemble, and Korean Drumming
and Creative Music Ensemble - held a joint concert at Wesleyan University
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