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Mellifluous Aura of Zheng:

FAN Wei-Tsu and KUO Min-Chin Reflecting

on Contemporary Zheng Music

Writer /LU Chia-Chen English translation of FAN Wei-Tsu’s comments,” FAN Wei-Tsu
Photo,~"HU Chia -Jen Picture,FAN Wei-Tsu, KUO Min-Chin, TCO

Since the middle of the 20th century, the repertoire of contemporary zheng music has been enriched with a variety of styles infused
with elements from around the world, along with those developed from local traditions. The difference in stylistic approaches depends
on individual tastes as well as the professional background of the composers.

Under our initiative, FAN Wei-Tsu and KUO Min-Chin, representing the senior and younger generations of Taiwanese zheng

musicians, got together discussing the advance of contemporary zheng music.
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Left : KUO Min-Chin Right : FAN Wei-Tsu
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KUO Min-Chin, (Photo / CHEN Yu-Chung)

Q:

Zheng music in Taiwan was first popularized by Mr. LIANG Tsai-Ping in the 1950s. Over the years, there have

been some changes in the playing techniques and the structure of the instrument itself. What do you think of these

changes?

FAN Wei-Tsu (hereinafter referred to as FAN):

Historically, zheng comes with many different shapes and
configurations. For the number of strings alone, for example,
there used to be either 13 or 16, such as the version propagated
in Henan Provenience in the early 20th Century. The one first
introduced by LIANG in Taiwan had 16 steel strings. Since late
1970s, it was gradually replaced by the 21-nylon-stringed zheng,
developed in Shanghai in the 60s. The new version of the instru-
ment has not only wider range, one more octave, but also bigger
volume which contribute to its popularity among zheng players

nowadays.

The traditional zheng is tuned in pentatonic scales and cannot be
freely transferred within the Western equal temperament system
or plays all the semitones at will. This might be the reason why
some contemporary composers would rather write new music for
pipa than for zheng. Although there had been new instruments
developed to solve these problems, e.g. the "transposing zheng"
and "butterfly zheng", all attempts were failed due to the lack of
efficiency. However, I turn to consider these restrictions on
zheng its intrinsic characteristics rather than any defect. It leaves

plenty of rooms for artistic ingenuity and technical maneuver,

from which different imaginations can be stimulated by the
sophisticated employment of articulations, micro-tones and

portamentos.

KUO Min-Chin (hereinafter referred to as KUO):

My first composition was not for zheng (laughing). My previous
composition training was the western theories of harmony,
melody and counterpoint. In order to comply with these princi-
ples, I had to constantly change the appearance of zheng
originally (such as moving the bridges to adjust the pitch), but
such work was neither user-friendly nor easy enough for players.
Later, after the exposure to some contemporary works, I found
that the music creation can have a lot of faces, and don't have to
be given priority to with the melody, but can also start from
thinking, tone or creative imagination. The pentatonic scale is
the characteristics of zheng, and as long as changing certain
fingerings, the gliding can also become a kind of harmony, and
then show the atmosphere that the 12-scale instrument cannot
reach. In addition, zheng is a box instrument, and its left-hand
side, sound box and bridges as the sounding body are also a
major feature, providing another perspective for composers to
think.
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Q:

Both of you are excellent composers. Can you talk about some impressive zheng music pieces?

FAN:

I have been participating in various zheng concerts in different
Chinese societies for some years. In a gala concert, when we
want to play an encore together but have very little time to
rehearse, the most obvious choice would be Fisherman'’s
Evening Song, as it is THE classic piece with beautiful melody

and every zheng player knows it by heart.

KUO:

There are representative zheng repertoire in each period. The
works I feel interested include LIU Wenjia: Lan Yin Hua Shan,
which has the elements of traditional Chaozhou zheng combin-
ing with some special sounds which makes the work a hybrid of
tradition and innovation. Nowadays, zheng music is mostly
composed of Chinese works, which are influenced by national-
ism, and emphasize melody, Chinese characteristics and local
style. Experimental styles such as Lan Yin Hua Shan, however,

are full of new ideas.

QIN Wenchen’s technique in his early stage was quite new. His
Shadow of The Sun IV for zheng solo added two bridges for
tuning on two sides of the bridges without changing the tuning of
the original zheng, which produces 23, instead of the normal 21,
notes available on the instrument. It also employs new playing
techniques, such as bowing the strings, knocking the bridge by
knuckle, or using a coin to play, which expands the zheng perfor-
mance to its limit. His other two works, Chorales in the Wind

and Prayer Flags in the Wind, also have similar charm.

FAN:

Since China's reform and opening up in the 1990s, groups of
overseas music students have returned to China to teach which
helped aggregate certain avant-garde music movements in the

academies there. It started even earlier in Taiwan, when modern

FAN Wei-Tsu performed with Gayageum ensemble in Seoul, 2016
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composers first attempted to write new music for traditional
instruments in 1970s. In recent years, however, such movement
has somewhat leveled off in China as artistic pragmatism is still
prevailing in the society there. Except for within the confinement
of a few selected academic walls, most new works have resort to

comply with a more traditional aesthetics.

As for the artificial modal scales on zheng mentioned above,
however fascinating it might be, is usually designed for one
specific work in mind and hence could only be applicable to that
single work, unfortunately. Over a decade ago, I happened to
write a new piece Stardust for zheng solo on a set of artificial
modal scales. Then I deliberately used the same scales to write
two other works in totally different styles, to prove the heteroge-
neous possibility of any given modal scale. Though the possibili-
ties might not be unlimited, it proves to be quite a fascinating
feature in writing new music for zheng of which any further

exploration would be richly rewarding.

In the past half century, zheng music has blossomed in many East
Asian Countries. Most regions have their own versions of the
instrument, such as Koto of Japan, Gayageum of South Korea,
Dan Tranh of Vietnam and Yatga of Mongolia, etc. Composers as
well as performers are encouraged to learn the different music
styles and performance techniques of these instruments, then
freely cross-referencing these idioms in new compositions. For
example, Korean performers have arranged my work Stardust
and some other contemporary zheng compositions for Gayageum.
I was very fascinated to hear these once familiar works to be
played on a foreign instrument with fresh colors and different
fingerings. Over the past half century, traditional Chinese
musicians have relied heavily on mostly Western music as
references. It’s time to explore different frontiers and interact
more with the music and musicians of neighboring zheng

families.

Q:

In the upcoming concert Mellifluous Aura of Zheng on
September 18 at Taipei’s Zhongshan Auditorium,
both of you will play your own works, could you please

tell us the features?

FAN:

Arranged from an epic guqin masterpiece Guangling San dated
back to at least 1425, the Concerto Reminiscences of Guangling
relates the story of NIE Zheng's assassination of King of Han
during the Warring States Period (475-221 BC). While I found
Guangling San’s music actually climaxed at the section entitled
"Heroine," traditionally, the narrative mainly focused on the
antagonist NIE Zheng, leaving the tremendous dramatic tension
of his sister NIE Rong’s coming forward bravely to recognize

the assassin’s body to the background.

My arrangement of the work is based on the earliest extent
original source published in the Esoteric Music Handbook of
Music Marvels from Ming Dynasty, with further reference to
Qin master GUAN Pinghu's monumental interpretation from his
historical recording of the work in 1950s, hoping to pay closer
attention to every details of guqin’s nuances. It was arranged
specifically for the 26-stringed zheng for its wider range and
deeper tonal quality, to exploit the music’s entangled inner
drama from the perspective of NIE Rong, the heroine. In terms
of playing techniques, it emphasizes on the independence and
flexible collocation of the forefinger and middle finger of right
hand, with complicated fingerings for harmonics and portamen-
tos, to project a multilayer of tembres and tonal depth on the

zheng.

In addition, HSIEH Dailin, a top prize winner with Kuo in the
2007 TCO Traditional Music Competition for Zheng, will bring
a most interesting new concerto Legend of Siddhartha Gautama
by composer CHEN Che, which depicts the spiritual journey of
Siddhartha Gautama before he became the Buddha. The color

and sound of guqin also can be found abundantly in this work.

KUO:

Zheng concerto Tiao Zhong-Kui is to simulate the image of
ZHONG Kui, a spirit of Taoism based on the image morphology.
In the process of watching the ritual, I found that when ZHONG
Kui jumps, the pace seems free, but it is also with a sense of
rhythm. So zheng is also played in this kind of irregular form, to
present the artistic conception with five-beat rhythm, and to
extend the exorcism imagination in the process of chasing by the
comparative sound. In the Moderato section, I used a little bit of
the blues, took away the ritualistic part, and made the "jumping"

move more open, giving the music a sense of "dancing."

In this work, the guzheng and the orchestra complement each

other and alternate one after another. Meanwhile, I also

developed some different timbre, such as rubbing the strings
with the palm, or creating a sense of dull sound with the palm,

hoping to give a refreshing feeling of the zheng.

Q:

In the end, what is zheng’s image in your heart?

FAN:

I shall quote the words of Franz Liszt: "For a performer, the
piano is my medium." All musical instruments are the medium
for musicians to express their heart and mind, so does the zheng.
It could be like a fine lady singing or a chivalric warrior
chanting. It should not be limited to any stock image. A great
performer is just like an excellent actor who immersed oneself

sympathetically and profoundly in the character during the act.

KUO Min-Chin, (Photo : HSIAO Shan )

I TCO 2020/21 Season
Master Series: Mellifluous Aura of Zheng
Performance time: Sept. 18 (Fri.) 19:30

Venue: Zhongzheng Auditorium,

Taipei Zhongshan Hall
More performance information, official website
please visit TCO official website

Or search for Taipei Chinese Orchestra in Facebook
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