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The Suona's Multiverse: A Sonic
Journey Along the Silk Road

Text /| HUANG Y A-Nung (interdisciplinary artist and suona traveler)
Image /| HUANG YA-Nung, Reuters

Often seen as a traditional Chinese folk instrument, the suona in fact traces its origins to ancient Persia, in present-day Iran. Its
original name, sornay, meant “a lively reed pipe.” The instrument reached distant lands as trade, religion, and culture spread
along the Silk Road, and adapted through cultural and environmental influences.

The evolution of the suona is best understood through its historical lineage, linguistic contexts, and physical transformations.
The instrument was adapted to different cultures and environments using local materials and crafting techniques. The mouth-
piece evolved from reeds to silkworm cocoons and palm leaves; the body shifted from sandalwood to apricot wood and bark;
the bell expanded from metal and wood to leaf-layered structures—all outcomes of the suona's interaction with natural and
cultural environments. These changes influenced the sound of the suona, its playing techniques, and the various musical styles
associated with it.

The word suona takes various forms across languages and cultures. Variants such as Dulzaina in Spanish, Zurna in Turkish,
Shehnai in Hindi, and Charumera in Japanese all share phonetic roots, indicating a common origin and deep cultural connec-
tions. Far more than a mere musical instrument, the suona has historically played a vital role in imperial rituals, religious
ceremonies, social institutions, and the soundscape of daily life.

Over the centuries, the suona has served a wide variety of functions—marking the hour and issuing warnings from municipal
towers in medieval Europe; setting the rhythm and atmosphere for martial arts contests in Southeast Asia; coordinating collec-
tive labor in agrarian societies; and creating a sacred ambiance in the religious rites of the Indian subcontinent. In the streets
of 1920s Guangzhou and Japan, the suona heralded the arrival of peddlers. From the cradle to the grave, celebration to protest,
the suona has echoed through all stages of life and all shades of human emotion.

The suona has at times been narrowly stereotyped as a "funeral instrument" or dismissed as merely loud. Yet such views
overlook its original design as an outdoor signaling tool, where powerful volume was essential. In the hands of a skilled
performer, the suona reveals a remarkable dynamic range, spanning from bold, resonant calls to finely controlled, delicate
tones, capable of evoking deep emotion and nuance.

In modern times, with the spread of education and internet communication, the suona has gradually shed its traditional image
and demonstrated new vitality. It has not only entered the realms of pop music, theater, and interdisciplinary art but also
appears at social movements and protest sites across the country, becoming a tool for the masses to voice their concerns. Trans-
forming from a symbol of top-down power in the past to a language of democracy from today’s grassroots, the suona has
become a vital sonic symbol connecting history and modernity, ritual and daily life, governance and resistance.

The cultural journey of the suona is a profound reflection on how sound transcends borders, resists oblivion, and resonates with
the world.
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