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In 1987, the TCO performed with a hundred-person choir at the
National Concert Hall's inaugural concert, titled “Melodies of the
Yellow Bell: A New Chapter.”
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In 1984, CHEN Cheng-Hsiung took over as the leader of the TCO
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In 2022, the TCO produced the Taiwanese opera Formosa Bloom, which depicts the remarkable life of Mrs. Mackay with Chinese Music
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TCO pipa artist CHENG Wen-Hsin and Grass Walkers perform The Taisho Red Izakaya at the 'Pulsation of the Swing Music' concert on April 8, 2023.
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The Versatile TCO——

The Birth and Impact of
Contemporary Chinese Music
Crossovers

Text /| GUO Pei-Qing

Image / Taipei Chinese Orchestra

Preface

Taipei Chinese Orchestra (TCO) was founded on September 1%, 1979. The orchestra was the first professional Chinese orches-
tra established by the government of Taiwan and has been the pioneer of modern Chinese music on the island for 45 years. The
concept of crossover can be traced back to the TCO program proposed for the Taipei Art Festival as early as 1984. It was an
attempt made to release Chinese music from the limitation of traditional instrumental music. The success laid the foundation
for a series of crossover projects afterwards. Starting from 2007, crossover became the core of TCO’s music creations, which
consequently brought Chinese music to the world stage. The new and innovative aesthetics of contemporary Chinese music
drove the development and prosperity of the entire Chinese music ecology in Taiwan, fueling the potential of this genre. This
article follows the trajectory of TCO’s crossover performances and explores their impacts as a way of looking into the future

of Chinese music in the contemporary era under the guidance of TCO.

The Pioneer of Crossovers

Globalization and diversification are highly valued in the modern world, and performing arts is no exception to this formidable
trend. Artists no longer focus on only a single source of creative material but constantly integrating multiple elements from
several different fields into one work with adaptive approaches. The dialogue, deconstruction, and fusion crucial to Crossover

has become mainstream in performing arts.

Grove Music Online states that Crossover is” ...a term used mainly in the music industry to refer to a recording or an artist
who has moved across from one Chart to another. “ ' The first crossover happened in the pop music industry when a black
American made the white pop music charts. Later the term was used to refer to albums crossing over from one speciality chart
to another. > As time goes by, the meaning of crossover evolved, going from describing hit albums making different charts to
signifying the fusion, interchange, and transformation of music forms. This fueled the industry with great diversity and
ingenious ideas in music creations. Scholar CHEN Hui-Shan believes that “crossover has been a major trend in performing arts
since the 80’s. Today the prevalent art form is still a predominant force to be reckoned with. Crossover happens in the
academia, the government, and the industry as an invaluable link of performing arts in the contemporary society. Contempo-
rary music is becoming more and more specialized and expert oriented. The interest in diversified or cross-culture creations
multiplied. It seems that crossover has grown into a common trend across the globe.” * In short, crossover is without a doubt

a mainstream choice and quite unstoppable when it comes to performing arts and music.

! Grove Music Online. Retrieval date: April 20, 2024, <http://dict.revised.moe.edu.tw/>

2 GAO Qian-Shan, P 9, 2014.

~ CHEN Hui-Shan, P 4, 2016

4 TCO Music, introduction, bounded edition, Taipei Chinese Orchestra, 1985-1999, Taipei.
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TCO pipa artist CHENG Wen-Hsin and Grass Walkers perform The Taisho Red Izakaya at the 'Pulsation of the Swing Music' concert on April 8, 2023.

The vison of TCO was to promote classic Chinese music and further music education in communities upon establishment. The
orchestra held various types of concerts and showcases as well as conducted research and promotional work. * In 1979, CHEN
Dun-Chu, director of Taipei Symphony Orchestra was commissioned to take on the position as the director of TCO concurrently.
CHEN Tscheng-Hsiung took over the leadership in June 1984 as director and conductor. ° During the seven-year leadership,
director CHEN Tscheng-Hsiung was not afraid to make bold changes and implemented many innovative measures. In addition
to encouraging the composition of new songs and introducing the repertoire of outstanding composers from other countries, he
also initiated crossover collaborations in showcases. The first one being the Traditional Dance Drama Eternal Love across the
Magpie, debuted in 1984 at the Taipei Art Festival. This was an ice breaking attempt at a whole new performing arts form that
incorporated Chinese music and folk dance.’ The following year, the theme of the 1985 Taipei Art Festival was revealed to be
From Classic to Modern. The program featured Cello and Chinese Instruments Concerto, a dialogue between TCO and Western
instruments with new interpretations. This was the first musical exchange between Chinese and Western instruments in Taiwan’s
music history. "In 1990, TCO performed Beethoven with traditional Chinese musical instruments in Germany. For the very first
time, Western music was performed with Chinese musical instruments.® During his tenure, director CHEN Tscheng-Hsiung
married traditional Chinese music with large-scale musicals, Chinese operas, and classical literature, embracing diversity in
TCO performances. At that time, the term crossover was still strange to the music circle. This forward and innovative thinking
allowed TCO to improve the performance skills of the musicians through Western musicology and training methods. Chinese
music earned a place alongside western music through these crossover works incorporating Chinese music and other performing

arts forms. The success laid the cornerstone of the crossover trend and turned a new chapter in contemporary Chinese music.

Create New Aesthetics of Chinese Music

Post 1949, the development of Chinese music in Taiwan began to follow the example of European symphony orchestras. Chinese
orchestras were established, combining instruments from different families to form a large instrumental ensemble. The core of
music creations back then was to adhere to tradition. Techniques used such as harmony and orchestration were borrowed from
Western music. In 2007, CHUNG Yiu-Kwong became the director of TCO. He set up two major development goals for the
orchestra: Crossover and collaboration with virtuosi from other countries. The aim was to use Chinese music as the new Silk
Road to connect with the global music world, free Taiwan from the restrictions of geographic boundaries when it comes to music
and broaden the horizon of Chinese music with melodies from other countries. As a composer, director CHUNG believed that

redefining Chinese music was essential to the exposure of this music genre. To be recognized on a global scale, Chinese music

Taipei Chinese Orchestra, Retrieval date: April 20, 2024, <http://www.tco.taipei.gov.tw/>
TCO Music, August 28, 1985, Taipei Chinese Orchestra, Taipei.
TCO Music, November 8, 1985, Taipei Chinese Orchestra, Taipei.

5
6
7
8 TCO Music, June 25, 1990, Taipei Chinese Orchestra, Taipei.
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In 2023, Principal Conductor CHANG Yu-An led the TCO in a grand music party concert “Pulsation of the Swing Music.”

should not be narrowly defined as the national music of the Chinese culture. As a matter of fact, it should the viewed as the
national music of all countries in the world. Rather than simply westernizing traditional Chinese music or adopting Western
thinking in the development of this music form, the new Chinese music should be universal and embrace all racial or cultural
elements.’ During his eight years in office, he wrote a large number of songs for TCO. The most important achievement was that
he facilitated the collaboration between TCO and world renown virtuosi through his works including Whirling Dance for flute
and Chinese orchestra, Mongolian Fantasy for flute and Chinese orchestra, and Concerto for Percussion and Chinese Orchestra.
TCO also took part in the creation of Beijing opera Meng Xiaodong together with GuoGuang Opera Company, making yet anoth-
er first in music crossovers. At this stage, with Chinese music as core, the genre incorporated the essence of both Eastern and
Western cultures. Western folk music gave Chinese music new life and charm. This cross-culture and cross-domain phenomenon
was the answer to TCO’s bold act of redefining Chinese music. Chinese music belongs no longer to one single country, but to
all cultures and countries in the world, as it is tolerant and full of potential and possibilities. The new Chinese music aesthetics
transformed traditional Chinese music, created new values and generated new prospects. This far more diversified version of

traditional Chinese music in the contemporary era had a profound impact on the development of Chinese music in the future.

Diverse and Brilliant Influences
As the first professional Chinese orchestra established by the public sector, TCO’s dominance and authority in the healthy devel-

opment of Taiwan’s Chinese music industry is self-evident. TCO spearheaded cross-disciplinary collaborations in 1984 and
started exploring crossover collaborations in 2007. The orchestra opened doors for all the other Chinese music orchestras, conse-
quently changing the music ecology in Taiwan. Today, in addition to TCO, other professional Chinese orchestras on the island
include National Chinese Orchestra Taiwan, Kaohsiung Chinese Orchestra, Tainan City Traditional Orchestra, and Taoyuan
Chinese Orchestra. Taking a snapshot of the Chinese music world, synchronic studies indicated that given a particular period,
music forms drew on the eternal and universal elements taken from each other to flourish and grow. TCO, as the leader of profes-

sional Chinese orchestras, infused richness and diversity into Chinese music, giving this genre new context. Diachronically

9 PAR Performing Arts Magazine, June 2007, p. 55, Retrieval date: April 20, 2024. <https://doi.org/10.29527/PAR.200706.0026>
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In 2023, the TCO held a grand music party, “Pulsation of the Swing Music,” blending traditional opera, jazz, Latin, DISCO, and J-Pop to showcase the diversity
of Chinese Music.

speaking, Chinese music gravitated towards innovative crossover from pure classic as time goes by. This growing mainstream
choice has significantly affected the development of all other professional Chinese orchestras. Currently, TCO’s crossover
project encompasses many types of arts. The orchestra also actively takes part in cross-cultural performances with other
countries. Drama, opera, circus, pop music, and jazz are all prominent domains TCO showed abundant intertest in. In addition
to crossover performances by professional Chinese orchestras, amateur Chinese orchestras also embrace the idea of crossover
with enthusiasm. This shows TCO’s vision and authority in synchronic music learning and the diachronic development of

Chinese music. Little by little, the orchestra brought diversity into the contemporary Chinese music world in Taiwan.

Conclusion

Swiss musicologist Ernst KURTH once said, "All innovative art forms must have a robust foundation of creativity and indepen-
dent thinking. Every single art form has the desire to merge and integrate with other arts. The vibrance and energy constantly
overflows, regardless of frames or restrictions. This dynamic state allows it to impact other seemly strange or unfamiliar artistic
elements that actually belong to the same category. " ' TCO has been making breakthroughs and innovations since day one.
Drawing on the merits of Western music to create orchestral Chinese music and infuse new life into traditional culture was step
one. New performing types subsequently further enriched the artistic expression of this traditional music genre. However, as the
society quickly changes and transforms, more options opened up. The promotion of Chinese culture was no longer the sole aim
when performing in showcases or concerts. More and more effort was put into breaking away from the traditional and set cultural
context, redefining Chinese music, create new interpretations and form innovative expressions by building new Chinese music
esthetics on the old foundation. TCO is the beacon of Taiwan’s Chinese music world. Its decisions will undoubtedly have a great
influence on the development of contemporary Chinese music. While other Chinese orchestras in the world still hold onto
traditional Chinese music, Taiwan is already a step ahead, reaching out to the music world around the globe with an open mind

and unrestrained energy.

We wish that TCO, the pioneer of Taiwan’s Chinese music world, will lead Chinese music forward and keep it young and alive
whilst extending its influence beyond the boundaries. So that Chinese music will, as it evolves and grows, create a contemporary

context with new esthetics. This way, Taiwan’s Chinese music shall dazzle and shine on the world stage.

10 Kurt, page 39, translated by WANG Yuan-Fang, 1993.
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