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Refuse to Be Limited by Body
or Chinese Musical Instruments

Text /LI Li-Chin
Images / LI Li-Chin

Performing abroad isn’t as inconceivable as we imagine. If our hearts are true and our wills are strong, opportunities will
eventually come. As no pain, toil or delay shall stop us from moving forward. But for it to happen, the content of the show is
of prominent importance. Looking back on my own journey, every performance is not just a showcase of traditional Chinese
instruments, but an opportunity to think, reflect, and subvert people's established impressions of what traditional Chinese
musical instruments can do. It is impossible to avoid performing classic repertoire on occasions as a tribute to the culture it
represents, but more often than not I would choose to insert improvisation in-between appropriate moments. The combination
of traditional techniques, motives, and personal preference will rewrite the music pieces and develop them into new on- site
adaptations. I sincerely recommended interested individuals to try and improvise your own version after having full control of

a repertoire and required techniques.

.

C-LAB Sound Festival: Diversonics’ commissioned work: Landscape on the New Horizon of Sheng: A Tale of Two Cities. (Photographer: JC.PAN.)
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Chinese Music and Much Much More

How can Chinese music go international? Personally speaking,
I believe it is instrumental not to limit yourself to a single
music form. Chinese music is not an island. Musicians should
embrace all music forms, look for elements they love or feel
intrigued by, and then, through prolonged practice and repeated
performance, gradually internalize everything learned to form
a personal music set up. We carry the personal setting with us
in our later pursuit of music. All the partners and friends we
meet along the way will resonant, influence, and help generate
new music energy. These newfound respects will again change
our respective music styles and built-in systems. It goes
without saying that, just like improvisation, solid performance
skills are the always the cornerstone of creating our own

personal musical setting.

Sheng musician LI Li-Chin’ s life and work in Taiwan and Europe
in recent years. (Photographer: 58kg.)

Create a Performance That Is Uniquely You and Only You Can Do

The first time people noticed my performance using Chinese musical instrument outside Taiwan was in 2014. A video of me
playing Super Mario with Sheng attracted the attention of various international medias including the British BBC, New York
Daily News, The Verge in the United States, 20 minutes in France, Sweden's Feber, and Japan's Rocket News24. [ was 25 years
old at the time. Little did I know, the “achievement” would become my signature. To this day, people of different nationalities
still rave about the video when they see me. This story was not meant to encourage the act of playing western music with
Chinese musical instruments. Rather to explain that it was done because of the characteristics and strength of the instrument
were fit to do so. Understanding what you have and use it correctly is the key. At that time, I chose to play video game music
mainly because the sound of sheng has characteristics similar to that of an electronic synthesizer. As a versatile harmony
instrument, the sound of sheng can be blended perfectly into western orchestra and electronic music works. With the right
traditional skills, the oriental flair and distinctive charm in harmony with western music clearly set the instrument apart from

other traditional Chinese musical instruments as the two music worlds meet.

I won the Asian Cultural Council scholarship in early 2023. During my six-month stay there, I stepped into the world of improv
in New York by chance. There were dozens of Roman Colosseums every night. Formally taught and self-taught musicians
from all over the world bring their A game to the party. Amongst the Asian traditional instrumental musicians whom I have
connected with, DoYeon Kim, a Korean gayageum musician who graduated from Berklee College of Music in Boston, and
Jeonghyeon Joo, a Korean xiqin musician from California Institute of the Arts, have left a deep impression on me. Both
musicians excel in reinterpreting traditional instrumental music with their unique understanding and exceptional performing
skills. The success, I believe, is built upon a unique and irreplaceable performing style formed through rigorous training of
traditional skills and an extensive knowledge in contemporary art and music. In Western music and arts, traditional instrumen-
tal music symbolizes certain culture and identity. Traditional music (Chinese music) and existing classic repertoire can
certainly be regarded as one of these cultural symbols, as it is also a way of expressing musical elements which one identifies
and resonates with. However, I would like to further explore the possibility of incorporating contemporary performing arts into
Chinese music and encourage musicians to challenge the audience’s expectations. This way, we will be able to widen our reach
of traditional instrumental music in the international performing arts world. The musicians will also have more space actively

seeking or developing opportunities to collaborate with other artistic disciplines and creations.
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Be Present and Opportunities Will Come as You Are Unique and Ready

The half-year residency at Cité Internationale des Arts in Paris was a time when I felt the most awake, liberated, and artistically
inspired. I lived in a small global village downtown with hundreds of artists from different fields all over the world. Everyone
had their own independent creative space and amazing free spirit. In such an environment, all I had to do was to concentrate
on living a life immersed in ubiquitous artistic energy. It was then I started networking and exploring unknown areas. As for
musical progress, CHEN Heng, a composer living in France back then, and I launched a medium- and long-term project for
Sheng called the Landscape on the New Horizon of Sheng which involved many composers from various countries. Through
this project, composers reinterpreted traditional instrumental music in contemporary perspective, creating a music glossary
that we believe belongs to this generation. At the same time, we managed to establish some tangible and intangible networks
through these prolonged collaborations. In the field of performance alone, I watched over one hundred performances across a
wide spectrum, including theatre, opera, concert, live performance, and exhibitions of all sorts. I realized that the current
performing arts works in Europe were rarely presented using only a single form of performing arts. Most of them were fusion
performances which integrated various art forms and professional skills. They were unlikely to be defined as belonging to a
specific performing arts field. The idea of musicians’ physical potential crossed my mind. Limitless and filled with possibili-
ties, it is key to this fusion trend. This not only clarified the reason for my failure in fusion performance auditions, but also
pointed out my shortcomings in personal performances and creations. It dawned on me that a musician's body setting needed
to be further expanded to respond to the current market demand and development trends of international performing arts. As a

matter of fact, the Chinese music world or even the entire music industry might have found a path worth exploring.

When the Sound Becomes an Invitation—created during the residency at Cité Internationale des Arts. (Photographer: Cédrick-Isham CALVADOS.)
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C-LAB Sound Festival: Diversonics’ commissioned work: Landscape on the New Horizon of Sheng: A Tale of Two Cities.
(Photographer: JC.PAN.)

Know Your Goal Clearly and Never Stop Until You Reach It

With this in mind, I started training my body in Paris. It had been hidden behind instruments for many years. To gain body
awareness and sensation, I learned from French flutist and movement performer Elsa Marquet Lienhart, handling the connec-
tion between body and consciousness, and exploring the relationship between body and instruments, and music and movement.
A musician's body is like a blank piece of paper waiting to be painted. The possibility is endless. Therefore, whether it is the
use of body language in theater or dancing, we can formulate a routine designed specifically for desired effect based on person-
al preference. Through methodical and systematic body movement training, musicians will be able to do more than simply
playing the instruments. Excellent physical condition also allows musicians to deliver diversity in performances and play a

variety of different roles in cross-disciplinary works.

Let me give you a few examples of artists who have a profound influence on me. I truly admire the creations of Belgian visual
artist Miet Warlop. She combines various medias and techniques to create surprising visual effects in her works, often with
musicians as the focal point. Her works Fruits of Labor, Ghost Writer and the Broken Hand Break, as well as One Song, which
premiered at the Avignon Festival in France last year, all illustrate the infinite possibilities of the instrumentalist's body. Other
phenomenal music performances include Room by jack of all trades Swiss-French artist James Thierrée, and Bachelard Quar-
tet by the ingenious French director Pierre Meunier. Both are talented artists/ directors who have skills in many different areas.
In western performing arts world, cross-disciplinary experimental works have already won the approval of many audiences.

Many artists in the West are commonly skilled in more than one profession.

Conclusion

Based on my personal observations while living in Europe and the United States over the past few years, as well as my experi-
ence in practicing performing arts, I firmly believe in adjusting and expanding one’s "personal setting". As an instrumentalist,
the importance of exploiting the infinite possibilities of body through continued learning and practice should not be underesti-
mated or overlooked. In the age of information explosion, news regarding performing arts is easy to come by. However,
pushing ourselves to break limits, reach out to unfamiliar territory, or explore new prospects requires stronger will power,
determination and action. I vow to pay more attention to what is happening around the world. Starting by transforming myself,
expressing thoughts and passion through performances, and then dare to go bigger and aim higher- challenging the world out

there. I believe, going forward, one must never forget to reach out and continue networking with the world.
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