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Swing It!
The Free Musical Spirit Soaring
between Tradition and Modernity

Text / FU Ming-Wei

Image / Taipei Chinese Orchestra

Imagine stepping into the unexpected rhythm of a lounge bar only to find yourself in a concert hall. This surprising twist in
ambiance invigorates the audience's senses, setting the stage for a unique and refreshing journey through Pulsation of the Swing
Music. This playful musical party, co-hosted by the Fusion ensemble Grass Walkers and the Taipei Chinese Orchestra (TCO),

masterfully weaves diverse opera, jazz, Latin, DISCO, and J-Pop elements.

@®YAMAHA

Wi

DIAO Peng, a versatile talent who can play the dizi and piano and even compose music, is undeniably a musician with a free soul.
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In Taiwan, the 21st-century Chinese Music performers'
definition of Chinese Music is evolving. The boundaries
and restrictions of tradition gradually dissipate through-
out their childhood musical learning journey. Like DIAO
Peng, who can play the dizi and piano and compose
arrangements in a concert, these versatile musicians can
navigate seamlessly between the traditional and modern

realms.

For a musician, the soul is either free or on the path to
freedom. Too many societal factors like genre barriers,
East-West opposition, cultural confines, and political
influences can restrict musical creation. However, these

constraints inevitably diminish with each passing era.

WANG Chenwei masterfully uses distinct instruments such as the xun, bawu,
and hulusi, showcasing his expertise in Chinese Music within The Rite of Spring.

Kahchun WONG and TCO present Pictures at an Exhibition, arranged by WONG.
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More precisely, they are transcended through the relentless efforts of successive generations of musicians. This belief under-

scores the awe-inspiring performance of Pulsation of the Swing Music on April 8, 2023.

Next came The Rite of Spring - Kahchun WONG & TCO on May 26, causing a stir in the Chinese Music scene. WANG
Chenwei's transposition of Igor STRAVINSKY's The Rite of Spring has received high praise, illustrating this progression.
As WANG Chenwei once shared on social media: "A common method I use to roughly evaluate a piece of Chinese Music is

to ask myself: Would this piece sound better if a Symphony Orchestra performed it?"

This performance of The Rite of Spring confronted the longstanding question of 'Playing Western Music in a Chinese style,'
a debate originating from the inception of Chinese Music in the last century. Its melodic sounds emphasized the individuality
and heterogeneity of the Chinese Orchestra, and sections featuring special instruments like the xun, bawu, hulusi, dahu, and

yehu presented an exceptional Chinese Orchestra performance that resonated deeply with the audience.

Under the lens of Cultural Relativism, no music is superior or inferior, good or bad. In this era, pursuing cultural diversity
is becoming a Universal Value. The ability to respect diverse sounds, instruments, tonal systems, and even every musical

cultural paradigm has become the core competency of contemporary musicians.
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LAI Yi-Chun, the principal dizi of TCO, interprets Simon KONG Su FU Chia-Wei, the 2023 Taipei Chinese Instrumental Competition winner,
Leong's Cinnamon Twig Decoction for Bangdi and Chinese Orchestra, interprets WANG Chenwei's erhu concerto Charms of Taipei. The piece was
a work inspired by the cinnamon twig decoction, the "ancestor of ten inspired by three cultural landscapes of Taipei.

thousand prescriptions" in Chinese medicine.

This respect allows them to move beyond binary oppositions of traditional versus modern, Chinese versus Western Music,
and linear historical perspectives. The result is eclectic creative freedom, breaking away from preconceived notions and

boundaries.

This philosophy is evident in the 2023 Taipei Traditional Arts Festival and the 2022-2023 season planning of the TCO. The
program schedule's philosophical purpose becomes apparent from this perspective. In 2022, YEN Ming-Hsiu composed the
first-ever Labaxian concerto, The Legend of Yimin for Labaxian and Chinese Orchestra. The concerto depicts the battle of
Hakka Yimin and the legendary ox-cart of the Baozhong Yimin Temple, creating an immersive experience for the audience.
At the same time, another concert featured CHEN Shu-Si's Memory of The Year suite with Heartless. This composition uses
Hakka folk songs as the foundational material, transforming the music into a love drama. CHEN Shu-Si wrote in the program
notes: "My fundamental attitude towards traditional musical materials is to evoke associations and connect with ordinary

people's lives. I only want to write about the loves, hates, passions, and sorrows of men and women in the world."

YEN Ming-Hsiu and CHEN Shu-Si handled traditional materials in completely different ways, whether they were instru-
ments or folk songs. Yet, there is no distinction between right or wrong, high or low. Their approach, like that of many

contemporary musicians, is an exemplification of creative freedom.

The traditional dance drama Eternal Love Across the Magpie Bridge, composed by CHEN Si-Sum and choreographed by
HSU Hui-Mei, tells a story brimming with oriental charm. It shares the narrative of Cowherd and Textile. On the other hand,
CHU Yun-Song's percussion concerto Zhuolu Fantasia is rooted in the epic legend of the battle between Chiyou and the

Yellow Emperor, filled with historical allusions.

WANG Chenwei's erhu concerto Charms of Taipei, which uses three cultural landscapes of Taipei: Dadaocheng, Confucius

Temple, and Taipei 101 as subjects, offers a unique blend of old and new.

Storytelling through music is a performance technique that Chinese Orchestras excel in. As we move into the 21st century,
the themes of these stories are becoming increasingly diverse, highlighting the evolving nature of Chinese Music. Musicians
seek inspiration freely, and organizations like the TCO provide a creative platform as the organizer and commissioning

creator.
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In the "Heaven and Earth" concert on May 6, Enjott SCHNEIDER's The Secret of Demons & Spirits for Sheng and Chinese
Orchestra was a particularly unique piece. It took snippets of events or phenomena related to Chinese gods, spirits, and ghosts
as creative elements. Incorporating the "Ghost Gate" opening on the 15th day of the 7th lunar month and the "Night of the

Undying in Xiangxi," portraying the custom of corpse driving, proved bold and unrestricted in its creativity.

In the same concert, another piece that captured the audience's attention was Simon KONG Su-Leong's composition, Cinna-
mon Twig Decoction for Bangdi and Chinese Orchestra. This work chose an unusual protagonist - the cinnamon twig decoc-
tion, the "ancestor of ten thousand prescriptions" in Chinese medicine. The music narrates a patient's journey, depicting symp-
toms of fever, chills, dizziness, and blurred vision through continuous triplet notes and deep, weak bass notes. At the same
time, dramatic volume contrasts depict acute abdominal pain. Then, as the patient takes the cinnamon twig decoction, the
counterpoint of different parts of the orchestra demonstrates the various movements of the medicinal effect in the body,

ultimately achieving the therapeutic effect of "harmonizing the nutrient and defensive qi."

From gods and demons to traditional Chinese medicine, Enjott SCHNEIDER and Simon KONG Su Leong chose dramatically
different materials, which might seem disconnected at first glance. However, if we shift our perspective and look from the

angle of the instruments used, from the sheng to the dizi, don't these two concertos indeed employ similar materials?

SU Shi's reflections after ascending Mount Lu — "Viewed from afar, it resembles a ridge; close up, it is a peak. The vista
changes — near, far, high or low, each unique." — carry profound aesthetic viewpoints and insights. This sentiment applies
perfectly to the appreciation of Chinese Music as well. Our aesthetic experiences and music critiques vary as we gaze and

listen from different positions.

Thus, the definition and framework of Chinese Music should be allowed to sway, obtaining freedom through deconstruction,
decolonization, and liberation. The imposition of a standardized notion of what Chinese Music "should" or "needs" to be is
ultimately futile. The true essence of Chinese Music, much like the true face of Mount Lu, is elusive to discern; we are amid

the music, immersed in its mysteries, and our understanding evolves with each new perspective we adopt.

At the Invocation concert, YEN Ming-Hsiu unveiled his creation, Invocation for Two Labaxians, Zhoughu and Cello,
offering a unique glimpse into the distinctive timbre of the labaxian.
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