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Crossing Borders through Chinese
Music: A Field Report from the
Chinese Music Festival in Osaka

Text and Image / PAO Pei-Lan

In April 2024, 1 joined a group of friends to perform at the Chinese Music Festival held in Osaka, Japan. This biennial event
brings together Chinese music enthusiasts from Japan and across Asia. Any group with at least 3 members, including 1 player
of a Chinese musical instrument, is eligible to participate. Though named after “Chinese Music,” the event showcases various
creative and diverse performances. Erhu ensembles comprised the majority, but the program also included guzheng, Chinese
music ensembles, Kunqu opera, and poetry recitation, highlighting how Chinese music has evolved in Japan with local charac-
teristics and stylistic diversity.

Our group, Minami e (“To the South™), was a small, ad hoc trio consisting of dizi, zhongruan, and cello. We completed every-
thing from registration to arranging music and rehearsing in just over a month. Each member was based in a different location,
so we practiced individually before convening in Japan for a brief rehearsal right before the performance. Despite the rushed
schedule, the process was filled with energy and a shared sense of purpose. It also brought me back to a familiar field site and
reignited my ongoing inquiry into Chinese music in Japan.

What struck me most during the event was the blurred line between performers and audience. Performers roamed freely through
the venue, watching other groups and actively exchanging musical ideas. Each group expressed its sense of humor and unique
aesthetics, from the interactive sing-along led by Hydgo-based erhu player NARUO Makiko, to the theatrical performance by
Tokyo’s Tantanmen, who challenged the traditional concert format with bold dramatization. Most participants played the erhu
and were not professionally trained, yet their performances went far beyond technique—they embodied a sound-based commu-
nity grounded in shared identity and belonging.

The event ran smoothly thanks to the thoughtful planning of SHIMIZU Hisae and NAKATA Katsumi. Their careful coordina-
tion and familiarity with Chinese musical instruments ensured that all groups, regardless of background, could perform confi-
dently. In the final session, all performers were regrouped by instrument section to rehearse The General’s Command. Although
no audience was present, performing together held deep symbolic meaning, representing communication and collaboration
across languages and cultures.

For me, the Chinese Music Festival was not just a stage performance but a chance to observe how Chinese music is received,
practiced, and creatively reimagined in Japan. I witnessed how the erhu has become both a localized and theatrical practice and
how music has helped enthusiasts build connections and a sense of belonging. Though most of the ensembles were amateur, the
passion and creativity they presented far surpassed my original expectations of what a Chinese music event could be.

I sincerely hope ensembles from Taiwan will explore these vibrant, unconventional expressions of Chinese music abroad. Only

by stepping outside our familiar homeland can we truly understand how Chinese music takes root, transforms, and flourishes

across different cultural landscapes.
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