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Abstract 

as ancient tunes, folk music, and theatre music. However, most of these compositions do not venture 
beyond using musical elements from the traditional music of the Han Chinese or ethnic minorities in 
China, thus restricting multicultural musica  

In recent years, a number of Chinese orchestras have begun to commission composers to produce Chinese 
-

introduce more musical diversity in their concert programs. Unfortunately, many of these multicultural 
compositions never gained popularity due to inadequate reconciliation of differences between the chosen 
musical style and the Chinese orchestra medium. As a result, some were only performed once and 
forgotten. 

 as a case study of a successful 
Chinese orchestra composition with multicultural musical elements. , which won the 
Singapore Composer Award at the 2006 Singapore International Competition for Chinese Orchestral 
Composition, has been frequently performed in Singapore and the Greater China region over the last 

lands effectively grasps the characteristics and 
sounds of each Chinese musical instrument and incorporates Indonesian Gamelan, Malay dance, and 
Middle Eastern musical elements. I suggest that, on the one hand, presents the 
feasibility of fusing the Chinese orchestral medium with multicultural musical elements; on the other 

Singapore, a Chinese majority country in Southeast Asia. 
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 1. Preface 
 

Ulysses by The Merlion1 

 

I have sailed many waters, 

 

Skirted islands of fire, 

Contended with Circe 

Who loved the squeal of pigs; 

Passed Scylla and Charybdis 

To seven years with Calypso, 

Heaved in battle against the gods. 

Beneath it all 

I kept faith with Ithaca, travelled, 

Travelled and travelled, 

Suffering much, enjoying a little; 

Met strange people singing 

New myths; made myths myself. 

 

But this lion of the sea 

Salt-maned, scaly, wondrous of tail, 

Touched with power, insistent 

On this brief promontory... 

Puzzles. 

 

Nothing, nothing in my days 

Foreshadowed this 

Half-beast, half-fish, 

This powerful creature of land and sea. 

 

Peoples settled here, 

Brought to this island 

The bounty of these seas, 

Built towers topless as Ilium s. 

 

They make, they serve, 

They buy, they sell. 

 

Despite unequal ways, 

Together they mutate, 

 
  

1 

  
 

 

  

 

Circe  

Scylla Charybdis  

Calypso  

 

 

Ithaca  

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 See Edwin Thumboo, Ulysses by the Merlion (Singapore: Heinemann Educational Books, 1979). The Chinese version shown is 

translated by the author of this article. Ulysses is the Latin name of the Greek mythological hero Odysseus. As the story goes, after 

fighting in the Trojan War for ten years, he drifted for another ten years in his journey home to Ithaca.  

Edwin Thumboo,  (Singapore: Heinemann Educational Books, 1979)

Odysseus Ithaca  
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Explore the edges of harmony, 

Search for a centre; 

Have changed their gods, 

Kept some memory of their race 

In prayer, laughter, the way 

Their women dress and greet. 

They hold the bright, the beautiful, 

Good ancestral dreams 

Within new visions, 

So shining, urgent, 

Full of what is now. 

 

Perhaps having dealt in things, 

Surfeited on them, 

Their spirits yearn again for images, 

Adding to the Dragon, Phoenix, 

Garuda, Naga those Horses of the Sun, 

This lion of the sea, 

This image of themselves. 

 

   Edwin Thumboo (b. 1933) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Edwin Thumboo 1933-  

 

 The poem Ulysses by the Merlion by Edwin Thumboo (b. 
1933) uses the Merlion, a spiritual symbol of Singapore, 

diverse cultures. The latter has been the most prominent 

the Singapore Chinese Orchestra  
professional Chinese orchestra  has always encouraged 
the use of multicultural musical elements in composing 
Chinese orchestral works2, further aimed at developing 

-
Singaporean culture. 

Edwin  Thumboo 1933-

2 
 

In fact, earlier Chinese orchestra musical compositions 
have incorporated multicultural musical elements such 
as ancient tunes, folk music, and theatre music. However, 
most of these compositions do not venture beyond using 
musical elements from the traditional music of the Han 
Chinese or ethnic minorities in China, thus restricting 
multicultural musical compositions to the musical styles 
of the Greater China region.3 

 

 

3 

 
2  

 

 

3 Greater China includes Mainland China, Taiwan, Macao and Hong Kong. 
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In recent years, a number of Chinese orchestras have 
begun to commission composers to produce Chinese 
orchestral works -Han musical elements  in 
order to broaden their musical horizons and introduce 
more musical diversity in their concert programmes. 
Unfortunately, the musical elements of the diverse 
cultures beyond Greater China differ greatly in character 
from Chinese music. They are unlike traditional music of 
the Han-Chinese or minority ethnicities in China, which 
share a more similar musical vocabulary with Chinese 
music and are thus more compatible. As a result, these 
compositions sound unpolished and unconvincing. They 
were performed only once and could not enjoy 
widespread popularity.4   

4 

 

Therefore, scepticism abounds with regard to this kind of 
composition. However, the author believes that since 
Chinese orchestral music has only started developing 
around a hundred years ago, its composition is still at a 
fairly experimental stage. We should encourage all kinds 
of compositions with a broader and more open mind. As 
the eminent Singaporean composer LAW Wai Lun 
expressed:  

 
 

there are many different perspectives at present. 
This is a very good thing, even if some 
misunderstandings exist. Actually, we need not look 
at the problem from a unified perspective, as a 
diversity of opinion allows the prospects of Chinese 

maintain their own angle. For example, non-Chinese 
need not compose Chinese music from the angle of 
the Chinese. They might be interested in the Chinese 
orchestra and compose for it while rooted in their 
own cultural backgrounds. This enables music to be 
rich in variety. I believe that Western music was able 
to proliferate because it has expanded to vast areas, 
including a multitude of countries. People 
everywhere in the world can compose for the 
symphony orchestra, including using it for film and 
pop music. This compounds Western music into a 
very powerful genre.5  

5 

 
4 Records of commissioned compositions in the past ten years by Taipei Chinese Orchestra (TCO) and National Chinese Orchestra 

Taiwan (NCO). Source: many thanks to the administration staff of TCO and NCO for providing unpublished digital lists of their 

respective commissioned compositions.  

 

5 Law Wai Lun, Miscellaneous Discussions Regarding Chinese Music Composition ], in 

 [ ], ed. Yeung 

Wai-Kit (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra, 2017), 40. 

2017  40  
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For this reason, perhaps we should not ask why Chinese 
orchestral music composition does not continue to use 
musical elements from Greater China to remain beautiful. 
Instead, it is more worth asking: if we use musical 
elements from beyond Greater China (i.e., beyond the 
music of the Han-Chinese or minority ethnicities in 
China), how can we succeed in integrating these with the 
idiom of Chinese instruments?  

At present, however, articles exploring Chinese 
orchestral compositions mainly discuss or analyse works 
based on the music of the Han-Chinese or minority 
ethnicities in China. Moreover, most analyses of Chinese 
orchestral works only focus on their history, playing 
techniques, musical material, interpretation etc. 6  Few 
articles proceed to analyse how non-Han-Chinese musical 
elements can be used to write Chinese orchestral works 
that enjoy popularity. As such, this article will investigate 
how  by Singaporean composer WANG 
Chenwei ingeniously integrates non-Han-Chinese 
musical elements to exhibit their value and uniqueness, 
causing this Chinese orchestral composition to be 
frequently performed.  

6   

 

WANG Chenwei composed  in 2006, 
the year Singapore Chinese Orchestra held the Singapore 
International Competition for Chinese Orchestral 
Composition. Although WANG originally envisioned The 

 as a double Zhongruan7 concerto, he wrote 
it into a Chinese orchestra piece to compete and won the 
Singapore Composer Award. In the next ten years, this 
piece was frequently performed in Singapore and Greater 
China, (Table 1) and the performances received coverage 
by several newspapers. It was included in the Singapore 
Chinese Orches Charms of Nanyang (2012) 

Nanfang Chuanqi  Gangdu Qiyuan [Legend of the South  
Beautiful Affinity of Port Cities] (2014). It has been often 

 2006 

 

 1

2012
2014

 
6 Related articles include:  

 

 vol. 6 (2014), 112 118. 

of 20th  vol. 32 (2013), 114 119. 

 

vol. 1 (1997), 4 10. 

LU Yun,  (Masters diss., Taipei 

National University of the Arts, 2006) 

 

 6 2014  112-118  

20  32 2013  114-119  

 1 1997  4-10  

2006  

7 -ranged lute tuned to G2 D3 G3 D4. 
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performed when orchestras wished to present the 
possibilities of multicultural musical styles in the Chinese 
orchestra repertoire. 

 

 

Table 1: List of performances of    1  

Year Performing Group  Conductor  Version  Venue  
2006 Singapore Chinese Orchestra 

  

Tsung YEH 
  

Chinese orchestra 
  

Singapore 
  

2007 Singapore Chinese Orchestra 
  

Tsung YEH 
 

Double Zhongruan concerto 
 

Singapore 
  

2009 Tainan National University of the Arts 
  

KU Pao-Wen 
  

Chinese orchestra 
  

Miaoli, TW 
  

2009 Orchestra of the Music Makers 
  

CHAN Tze Law 
 

Symphony Orchestra 
 

Singapore 
 

2012 Kaohsiung Chinese Orchestra 
 

KU Pao-Wen 
  

Chinese orchestra 
  

Kaohsiung, TW 
 

2013 Hsinchu City Youth Chinese Orchestra 
 

LIU Chiang-Pin 
 

Double Zhongruan concerto 
 

Hsinchu, TW 
 

2014 Singapore Chinese Orchestra 
 

LIU Ju 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Singapore 
 

2015 National Taiwan University of Arts &  
Victoria Alumni Chinese Orchestra 

 

HENG Xiangle 
 

Double Zhongruan concerto 
 

Taipei, TW 
 

2015 Singapore National Youth Chinese Orchestra & 
Singapore National Youth Orchestra 

 
 

QUEK Ling Kiong 
 

Chinese and symphony 
orchestras combined 

 

Singapore 
 

2015 National Taiwan University Chinese Orchestra 
 

HUANG Yu-Lun 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Taipei, TW 
 

2015 Shanghai Chinese Orchestra  
 

QUEK Ling Kiong 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Shanghai, CN 
 

2016 Ding Yi Music Company 
 

QUEK Ling Kiong 
 

Chamber Ensemble 
 

Singapore 
 

2016 Asian Cultural Symphony Orchestra 
 

Adrian CHIANG 
 

Symphony orchestra 
 

Singapore 
 

2016 Singapore National Youth Orchestra 
 

Leonard TAN 
 

Symphony orchestra 
 

Singapore,  
Kuala Lumpur 

 
2016 Jilin Chinese Orchestra 

 
QUEK Ling Kiong 

 
Chinese orchestra 

  

Changchun, CN 
 

2016 Tainan National University of the Arts 
  

TSENG Wei-Yung 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Tainan, TW 
 

2016 Chiuko Traditional Orchestra 
 

KU Pao-Wen 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Taoyuan, TW 
 

2017 National Chinese Orchestra Taiwan 
 

TSENG Wei-Yung 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Taipei, TW 
 

2017 TCO Youth Chinese Orchestra 
 

LIN Ko-Wei 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Taipei, TW 
 

2018 NUS Alumni Orchestra 
 

Francis TAN 
 

Symphony orchestra 
 

Singapore 
 

2018 Singapore Symphony Orchestra 
 

Darrell ANG 
 

Symphony orchestra 
 

Singapore 
 

2018 National University of Singapore Chinese Orchestra 
 

Moses GAY 
 

Double Zhongruan Concerto 
 

Singapore 
 

2018 Raffles Institution (Year 5-6) Chinese Orchestra 
 

YANG Ji Wei 
 

Double Zhongruan Concerto 
 

Singapore 
 

2018 Singapore Symphony Orchestra 
 

Tsung YEH 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Singapore 
 

2019 Singapore National Youth Chinese Orchestra 
 

Moses GAY 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Singapore 
 

2019 Taipei Chinese Orchestra 
 

KU Pao-Wen 
 

Chinese orchestra 
  

Taipei, TW 
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I will analyse how  effectively utilises 

incorporating multicultural musical elements of 
Indonesian Gamelan, Malay dance and Middle Eastern 
music. From there, I shall discuss the viability of 
integrating multicultural musical elements into Chinese 
orchestral compositions and consolidate how the 
Singapore Chinese Orchestra

of Greater China.  

 
 

qualifications and the background story of the piece. Next, 
it will point out the multicultural musical elements used 
in the piece and discuss the viability of fusing Chinese 
instruments with multicultural musical elements with 
respect to the regular playing techniques and unique 
acoustics of Chinese instruments. This is an attempt to 
investigate how  became a successful 
composition. Hopefully, this article can open a discussion 
platform for composers interested in working with 
multicultural musical elements.  

 

 

Music 
 

Born in 1988, the composer Wang Chenwei was in the 
Gifted Education Programme in Singapore during his 
schooling days. He started learning the piano at age nine 
and composition at age 13. As a secondary school student, 
he was trained in the Music Elective Programme at Raffles 
Institution and Raffles Junior College. After his National 
Service, he studied at the University of Music and 
Performing Arts Vienna under a Singapore government 
scholarship, graduating with a Magister Artium (5-year 
Masters) in composition.  

1988 
Gifted Education 

Programme 9 13 

Music 
Elective Programme

 

Besides being able to perform 12 musical instruments, he 
also has an outstanding talent in languages, mathematics 
and the sciences. He is familiar with 12 languages and has 
designed web browser games. His outstanding 
achievements have received numerous interviews by 
different print media and earned him the Young 
Outstanding Singaporeans Award in 2011. Wang is 
currently a professional composer and a Tonmeister with 
MSM-Productions. He is also Head of Research and 
Education at The TENG Company, and lectures at the 
National Institute of Education (Nanyang Technological 
University) and the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, 
Singapore. 8 

 12 
 12 

 2011 
 MSM-

Productions 
The TENG Company

8 

 
8  
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Wang has received numerous composition commissions 
from various major professional orchestras and 
organisations like the Taipei Chinese Orchestra, 
Singapore Chinese Orchestra, Ding Yi Music Company 
(Singapore) and the Singapore Ministry of Education. His 
works have been performed at various significant 
occasions in Singapore, such as charity concerts attended 
by the president of Singapore and the Singapore Youth 
Festival. His most notable compositions include The 
Siste  (2006), Confluence (2009), Rama (2016), 
Aleppo (2017), Bronze Age of Shang (2019) etc.  

 

2006 2009
2016 2017

2019  

Wang Chenwei composed  in 2006 
after Zhongruan teacher ZHANG Ronghui invited him to 
write a double Zhongruan concerto for the outstanding 
twin sisters Clara TAN and Sophy TAN. Their sisterly love 
reminded Wang of the legend of the Sis
located south of Singapore, which served as the 
inspiration for his eponymous composition. As the story 
goes, two sisters devoted to each other, Minah and Linah, 
lived with their distant uncle after losing their mother. 
They vowed to marry two brothers so that they could 
remain together forever.9  One day, a throng of pirates 
raided the village, and their chief wanted to abduct Linah 
as his bride. The heartbroken sisters implored her release 
but to no avail as she was dragged away onto the pirate 
ship. Crying and shouting, Minah chased the ship into the 
sea and swam after the pirates until she was overcome by 
exhaustion and disappeared amidst the raging waves. 
Linah struggled fiercely to break free of her captors and 
jumped into the sea to join her sister. This tragedy 
incurred the wrath of the gods; thunder and lightning 
strike, and a giant wave engulfed the pirate ship.   The 
next day, calm is restored. The villagers discovered two 
islands where the sisters drowned and named them the 

 

 17 

 Minah  Linah

9 
 Linah 

Minah 

 

 narrates this touching legend 
musically. 10 The four sections of the piece are I. Fishing 
Village, II. Capture of the Bride, III. Raging Waves and IV. 
Spirit of the Sea. The three recurring musical themes  
sea sisters  permeate the entire piece. 

This kind of thematic design is similar to Richard 
-1883) concept of the Leitmotif, used in 

his work Der Ring des Nibelungen to reference specific 
characters, events or objects. As listeners take in the 
musical plot and dramaturgy, the familiarity of the 
musical themes frees up their attention to appreciate 
other aural designs. This enables the piece to be more 
readily appreciated. It is thus evident that Wang has a 

10 

Wilhelm Richard Wagner 1813-1883
Der Ring 

des Nibelungen
Leitmotif

 
9 See the website of the Singapore National Library Board:  

http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/articles/SIP_185_2005-01-20.html Accessed 2019/05/10  

10 The full score of  by WANG Chenwei.  
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strong foundation in Western compositional techniques, 
which he is able to apply at will to his works.   

3. Multicultural musical elements in The 
 

Just as the story of  originates in 
Singapore, the piece also embodies the most prominent 

 multicultural fusion, 
incorporating multicultural musical elements from 
beyond Greater China. 

 

 

from cultures beyond Greater China: 1. Indonesian music 
 Gamelan; 2. Malay music  asli and zapin dance music 

elements; 3. Middle eastern music  the  
tetrachord.  

 Asli  Zapin 
Jins Hijaz 

 

How does Wang fuse these cultural languages in The 
? The composer LO Leung-Fai suggests in 

his article Examining the Use of Traditional Musical 
Elements in Modern Chinese Orchestra Works, how 
existing musical elements can be used to compose a new 
piece:  

1. Preserve the existing melody exactly 

2. Vary and develop the existing melody 

3. Use only the musical style exhibited by the existing 
melody.11 

The author classifies  under the third 
type. Wang used various compositional techniques to 
remould these musical elements. 

11 

 

3.1. Indonesian music  Gamelan 

The first section Fishing Village (beginning to rehearsal 
mark [F]) uses the Balinese Gamelan scale named pelog 
selisir sea

sisters
[D] is created out of the pelog scale, similar to sections [A] 
to [C]. 

  

-F 
 Pelog Selisir 

  1
  2 D 

 A  C  Pelog 
 3  

 
  

 
11 Lo Leung- Examining the Use of Traditional Musical 

Elements in Modern Chinese Orchestra Works  vol. 6 (2001). 15-17 

 6 2001  15-17  
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Fig. 1:   

 1 pelog selisir  

[C -tempered 

Gamelan tuning practices) are used in Sundanese Gamelan as , Javanese Gamelan as  and Balinese Gamelan 

as . 

However, the composer did not seek to emulate any particular Gamelan style in this piece.] 
 

 

  

 by Wang Chenwei 

 2  

 

 

 by Wang Chenwei 

 3  

 

In the following discussion, it will be evident that the 
composer also integrated Gamelan timbres, instrument 
choices, textures and melodic characteristics besides 
employing a Gamelan scale as the foundation of the 
composition.  
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3.2. Malay Music  Asli and Zapin dance music 
elements 

From [D] onwards, the Malay musical language is used. 
Firstly, in terms of instrument choice, a Rebana (Malay 

Melodic embellishments typical of the Malay asli dance 
style is used at [E]. The Western harmony and dance-like 
rhythm in 4/4 meter highlight the slow and lyrical style. 
Section [F] mainly uses the Malay zapin dance rhythm 
(Fig. 4).  

 Asli  Zapin 
 

D 

E  Asli 
 4/4  

F 
 Zapin  4  

 
Fig. 4: Malay  dance rhythm at [F],  by Wang Chenwei 

 4 F  Zapin  

3.3. Middle eastern music  
tetrachord. 

In the second section Capture of the Bride, Wang designed 
an atonal hexatonic scale formed out of minor second and 
minor third intervals, contrasting strongly with the 
previous major and minor tonalities and creating an evil 
and mysterious impression. This kind of interval 
structure corresponds to the jins hij z,12 a common and 
prominent feature of Arab music. Fig. 5 illustrates the 
usage of jins hij z in the traditional Arab melodic modes 
of maqam hij z and  hij z- . The hexatonic scale 
in  comprises three overlapping jins 
hij z, lending this atonal, artificial scale a middle-eastern 
flavour. 
6).13  

 Jins Hijaz 
 

 Jins 
Hijaz 12 

 5  Jins Hijaz  
Maqam Hijaz  Maqam Hijaz-Kar 

 Jins Hijaz 

 6 13 

 

Fig. 5: The relationship between the hexatonic scale in  and the traditional  and . 

 5  Maqam Hijaz Maqam Hijaz-kar  

 
12 A  (Arabic: ) is a scale fragment of three, four or five notes. Each Arab  comprises different  combinations.  

Jins  maqam  Jins  

13  

 2019  5  17  
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 by Wang Chenwei 

 6  

WANG Chenwei used a large amount of Southeast-Asian 
musical elements as elements to fuse these musical 
cultures and form a Nanyang-styled Chinese orchestra 
work. He stated in a Lianhe Zaobao interview:   

but many are only superficial, like a Chinese wearing 
an Indian costume. Depth is like a Chinese and Indian 
marrying and giving birth to a mixed-blood 14 

-
15 

    
 

14 

15 

Next, the author will analyse this work fuses the three 
musical elements mentioned above with the 

regular playing techniques and sounds of Chinese 
-

composition. 
 

4. The potential of fusing Chinese musical 
instruments with multicultural musical 
elements 

 

4.1. Fusing Chinese instruments  regular playing 
techniques with multicultural musical elements  

The Gamelan ensemble is a large percussion ensemble 
comprising mainly sets of bronze gongs and 
metallophones. Its sound is crisp, bright and reverberant. 
The ensemble is led by the kendhang (drum), which cues 
the ensemble on tempo and dynamic changes. The 

 kendhang 

 
14  

Creation  

https://www.zaobao.com.sg/news/fukan/arts/story20161215-702313 (accessed 2017/04/22) 

2016  12  15 2017/04/22  

15 Juliette Yu-Ming Lizeray and Chee-Hoo Lum,  

(Singapore: Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd, 2018), 117. 
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functions of the instruments include playing core 
melodies in ostinato, punctuating notes and colotomic 
embellishments. The melodic lines of each instrument are 
mostly contrapuntally related to other instruments. 
Additionally, instruments playing the same pitch are 
tuned microtonally apart, resulting in a special 
heterophonic musical texture.   

Ostinato

 

The composer made optimal use of Chinese instruments  
regular playing techniques and fused them with 
multicultural musical elements in . The 
introduction and the first section are composed in a 
Balinese Gamelan scale with musical concepts of 
Gamelan. The composer used the musical texture of 
Gamelan in a supporting role to the melody, acting as a 
wave-
theme. Providing sustained momentum, these wave-like 
figurations utilise the ostinato characteristics of core 
melodies in Gamelan. The composer chose the marimba 
and Yangqin to imitate Gamelan hammered 
metallophones and clearly punctuated plucked string 
instruments to play ostinatos, thus incorporating the 
characteristics of Chinese instruments in a Gamelan 
texture. 

 

The composer meticulously planned how to present a 
heterophonic Gamelan texture using Chinese 
instruments. Using sections [A] to [B] as an example, the 
marimba, Yangqin and Guzheng play the ostinato, 
occasionally reinforced by the Qudi and Dadi. Here, the 
ostinato figurations move in neighbouring scale degrees 
comprising seconds or thirds, flowing forward in one 
small wave after another. Like Gamelan music, different 
instruments develop embellished melodies out of the 
core ostinato melody, forming a heterophonic texture 
with different rhythmic layers.  

 A-B 

 

In [B], the composer assigned the Beidiyin-Guan, cello 
and contrabass to play units of four crotchets. In the same 
duration of a bar, the Diyin-Sheng and Yangqin play four 
even groups of four semiquavers. The marimba, Guzheng 
and Daruan play semiquavers and demisemiquavers, 
while the Zhongruan, Qudi and Dadi, play 
demisemiquavers. (Fig. 7) 

 B 

 7  

Making optimal use of Chinese instru
characteristics, the composer assigned more complex 
embellishing layers to instruments capable of playing 
faster figurations and assigned slower layers to the bass 
instruments, which have more difficulty with fast note 
groups. This kind of arrangement not only resembles a 
Gamelan texture but also allows performers to play their 
instruments comfortably. It is thus evident that the 
composer has a good understanding of Chinese 
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Fig. 7: Gamelan texture in  by Wang Chenwei 

 7  
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Clever instrument choice is observable everywhere in the 
piece. For example, Wang Chenwei used Malay asli dance 
musical elements in section [D]. For the melody, which 
includes a lot of asli-style ornamental figurations, he 
chose the Qudi, a bright instrument well-suited to playing 
nimble ornaments. Section [F] mainly uses the Malay 
zapin dance style, presented by plucked string 
instruments emulating ornamental techniques on the 
Arab oud.16  

 D 
 Asli 
 Asli 

F  Zapin 

Oud 16 

Despite the use of non-Chinese musical elements, there is 

showcased, and musicians do not find their parts 
contrived at all. Such versatile usage of Chinese 

the piece. In thoughtful notes to 
facilitate the performance of new musical elements can 
be often seen in the score. Thus,  is not 
technically awkward or unidiomatic to the performer, 
and it does not come across as burdensome or 
alienating.17 As Wang Chenwei explained: 

17  

believe that the cause-effect relation is very simple. 
Idiomatic instrumental parts and clear notation will 
enable musicians to play in a relaxed state with 
unfettered interpretation, leading to a good musical 
outcome. Conversely, unnecessary difficulty and 
obscure notation will stress the musicians and lower 
their morale, leading to a disappointing musical 

18 

18 

4.2. Fusing Chinese 
multicultural musical elements  

 
orchestration can be observed to retain the unique sound 
of Chinese instruments. 
[B] as an example, the Erhu, Zhonghu and Gaohu (sharing 
similar properties as bowed-string instruments) each 
exhibits its timbre, and yet support each other 
harmonically or through octave doubling. This creates a 
cohesive sound that is simultaneously multi-layered in 
colour and acoustics.19  

 B 

19  

 
16 Although from the Middle East, the oud is a core instrument in traditional Malay music. [Translator: It is used prominently in musical 

styles with Islamic influences, such as the .] 

 

17 Author HUANG Chen-Chi, 7 May 2019.  2019  5  7  

18  2019  6  19  

19 Author -Chi, 7 May 2019.  2019  5  7  
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Another characteristic of his orchestration is creating 
timbres with similar properties using combinations of 
instruments with dissimilar properties. As an example, 

instruments (Zhongyin-Sheng, Zhongyin-Guan, Diyin-
Guan) and plucked string instruments (Zhongruan, 

they present timbral characteristics of a shared 
orchestral register. The repeat of this melody is passed to 
the bowed-
theme is first presented by the Qudi and repeated by the 
marimba, Yangqin, Liuqin and Pipa in unison. Despite the 
difference in properties (between percussion and 
plucked string instruments), these instruments all 
produce punctuated sounds and feature a common 
orchestral register. Using dissimilar timbral colours in 
the repeat of the same melody makes it more memorable 
for the performers and listeners. This contrast in sonic 
colours also makes the piece sound more expansive and 
strengthens the dramaturgy of the story.  

 A 

 

Wang harnesses the unique sounds of Chinese 
instruments effectively. Sometimes, he groups 
instruments traditionally sharing the same properties to 
create a unified and consistent sound. Other times, he 
groups instruments with different properties to 
accentuate their timbral contrast. These are commonly 
used composition techniques in Chinese orchestra works. 
The fusion of contrasting colours with a Gamelan texture 
as the foundation causes this piece to preserve the 
original sonic characteristics of the Chinese orchestra 
while accentuating multicultural vibrancy.  

 

The most important instrument in the Gamelan musical 
texture is the Gong Ageng. It guides the start and end of 
every musical piece  without it, the ensemble cannot 
start or end a performance. In the introduction, Wang 
Chenwei used bass instruments like the cello and 
contrabass  coupled with the tam-tam imitating the 
effect of the Gong Ageng  to set the backdrop of the broad 
sea and fishing island.20 The final section is similar.  

Gong Ageng

20 
 

The Gamelan texture is presented by different timbral 
groups, roughly distinguishable into low, mid and high 
layers. In this section, the composer capitalises on the 

texture. The polyphonic interweaving of Chinese 

akin to the Gamelan texture. The composer thus 
harnesses the unique sounds of Chinese instruments and 
fuses them with multicultural musical elements without 

 
20 Wang Chenwei.  full score, page 2.  2  
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losing the traditional Chinese orchestra sound, and yet 
highlight a foreign flair.  

techniques and sounds are fused with multicultural 

multicultural musical elements on Chinese instruments 
did not contradict their regular playing techniques and 
sounds. Instead, appropriate usage of Chinese 
instruments can indeed lend a novel sound to a foreign 
musical language, forming a creative soundscape that 

and stylistic nuances. WANG Chenwei considers this 
mode of presentation as a process of translation. He 
remarked: 

 

Even though the Chinese language has its own 
nuances, it can be used to narrate a foreign story 
without adding Chinese nuances. Similarly with the 
performance of Chinese instruments, if no stylistic 
interpretations are added, a timbre is merely a 
timbre. The orchestration of some Chinese orchestra 
pieces produces a strange effect because the 
composer or arranger started with the sound of the 

those for the Chinese orchestra. When composing 

foundation of my design was the timbre of Chinese 
instruments.21  

21 

The success of  can be attributed to the 
nthesis of cultural orchestration, 

temporal orchestration and spatial orchestration. In 
terms of cultural orchestration, the composer had insight 
into multiple musical cultures, including the Indonesian, 
Malay and middle-eastern, exemplified in the Balinese 
Gamelan scale, manipulation of timbres, and the ornate 
and lyrical character of Malay dance music. In terms of 
temporal orchestration, the composer had insight into 
time perspectives across different cultures, such as the 
heterophonic and ornate stratification of the Gamelan 
texture and the rhythmic characteristics of Malay dance.  

 

In other words, the composer has done significant 
research into Indonesian Gamelan, Malay asli and zapin 
dances, as well as middle eastern scales and the sound 
and techniques of the oud. The composer had a solid 
understanding of these three types of multicultural 
elements, in addition to the cultural and temporal 
orchestration of Chinese music already in his grasp. The 
robust combination of these two aspects led to logical 
spatial orchestration  the overall arrangement of how 
one instrument relates to another, achieving a special 

 Asli  Zapin 
Oud

 
21  2019  6  19  
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musical colour and fusing various musical elements 
perfectly.22 (Diagram 1) 22  1  

 

Southeast Asian music  

Cultural + temporal orchestration  +  

 Chinese music  

Cultural + temporal orchestration  +  

1. Regular playing techniques of S.E. Asian instruments 

 

2. Unique sounds of S.E. Asian instruments 

 

 1. Regular playing techniques of Chinese instruments 

 

2. Unique sounds of Chinese instruments 

 

 

Southeast Asian music + Chinese music  +  

Spatial orchestration  

1. Regular playing techniques of S.E. Asian instruments 

 

2. Unique sounds of S.E. Asian instruments 

 

1. Regular playing techniques of Chinese instruments 

 

2. Unique sounds of Chinese instruments 

 

Diagram 1: The integration of cultural orchestration, temporal orchestration and spatial orchestration in  

 1  

Therefore, composers must have the bidirectional 
capability to understand both foreign cultures and 

in order to 
effectively manipulate new elements and integrate them 
into a Chinese orchestra composition. Although very 
challenging, this is a fundamental skill required to 
construct a good composition. The composer Marcel 

 

Marcel 
Wengler  

A good mixture should create a new colour in which 
 components. 

This is easier in a symphony orchestra than in a 
 23 23 

WANG Chenwei also put much thought into what causes 
a musical work to be appreciated by audiences. He lists 
the following factors:  

 

 
22 CHAN Ming- Critiques and Discussion 

, ed. YEUNG Wai-kit, 76. [Translator: The publication is bilingual. The English version is on a different page as the Chinese.] 

 III  69  

23 in 

, ed. YEUNG Wai-kit, 30. [Translator: The publication is bilingual. Instead of 

translating the Chinese text, the corresponding text in the English section is quoted.] 

 21  
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1. Familiarity: Most people are more comfortable 
listening to tonal music as they are accustomed to it. 

2. Physiological limits to perception: Various research has 
shown a limit to how many things humans can absorb 
simultaneously. For example, anything more than four 
melodic lines or seven distinct sounds cannot be 
discerned. Therefore, more complex is not always better. 

3. Balance between consistency and contrast: Too much 
uniformity is dull, while too frequent and extreme 
changes confuse the listener.  

4. Control of time in the piece: E.g., the durations of 
sections, the speed of approach towards a climax, the rate 
of change of harmonies etc.24   

1. 
 

2. 

 

3. 

 

4. 

24 

Undoubtedly, the composer is not only skilled in cultural, 
temporal and spatial orchestration, but more 
importantly, he understands the key to what causes a 
musical work to be appreciated by audiences. This has 
enabled  
with its strong dramaturgy.  

 

5. Conclusion 
Besides using Southeast Asian musical elements and 
Chinese instrumental idioms,  
incorporates Western composition techniques like 
tonality, counterpoint and harmony to present rich 

infused new musical elements upon a robust 
understanding of the medium (the piano or the Chinese 
orchestra). This includes playing techniques, 
instrumental characteristics, and layering and balance 
between instrumental parts. Both created unique 
soundscapes and musical styles, achieving a balance 
between cultural, temporal and spatial orchestration.25 

 
or other Nanyang styled works commissioned by the 
Singapore Chinese orchestra have time and again 
pioneered a new sound for the Chinese orchestra. These 

also bring the new sounds of foreign-styled Chinese 
orchestra works to Chinese orchestras beyond Singapore. 
They have even been arranged for different instrumental 
configurations upon invitation by various orchestras or 

 

Claude Debussy 1862-
1918

 
24 

 

 
24 9.  2019  6  19  

25 Claude Debussy 1862-1918  1889 Paris Exposition Universelle

Pierre Louys 1870-1925  1895  

1  22 Do you not remember the Javanese music, able to express every shade of meaning, even unmentionable shades, and 

 Claude Debussy, Pierre , Henri Borgeaud and G Jean-Aubry, 

Correspondence de Claude Debussy et Pierre : (1893-1904) (Paris : Jos  Corti, 1945), 41. 
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ensembles. Such works bring forth a new era for the 
Chinese orchestra sound.  

integrate non-Chinese traditional musical elements into 
his Chinese orchestra works is intricately tied to his 
background as a Singaporean. At the start of this article, 
Edwin Thumboo poem Ulysses by the Merlion described 
how Singapore was built from scratch. All o
constructs start with the premise of multicultural 
integration. The country wishes that each cultural group 
can present its cultural characteristics, and equally, that 
all cultural groups can integrate. Therefore, the 
government keeps this goal in mind in its social, cultural 
and educational policies.  

Edwin Thumboo 1933-

 

As WANG Chenwei expressed: 

Different environments mould different kinds of 
musicians. My interest in the ethnic music of various 
cultures is mainly due to my upbringing in 
Singapore, and this environment has moulded my 
musical style. I consider Artistry, Relevance, 
Individuality and Accessibility (A.R.I.A.) important 
characteristics of a composition. Why would 
somebody want to listen to a piece by Wang 
Chenwei? There must be something unique about 
it. 26 

 

 

26 

 

instrument, then Chinese instruments. Finally, he 
connected to World Music. Immersed in such an 
environment, he could get familiarised with the music 
theory, instrumental characteristics, playing techniques 
and sonic characteristics of diverse cultures.  

 

This discussion about  highlights the 
differences in the perception and symbolism of 

For Greater China, cultural plurality includes the cultures 
of Han Chinese and minority ethnicities. If a composer 
from Greater China wished to present musical elements 
beyond the traditional Chinese, they would mainly use 
musical elements of minority ethnicities in China. This 
phenomenon reflects multiculturalism in Greater China  
a presentation of Han Chinese plus minority cultures. The 

music is part of the spirit and ideology of the multicultural 
fusion that backs Han Chinese culture.  

 
26  

Creation  . 2016, 

https://www.zaobao.com.sg/news/fukan/arts/story20161215-702313 (accessed 2017/04/22) 

2016  12  15 2017/04/22  
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ulticulturalism starts with 
de-Sinicisation, displaying local Chinese cultural 

does not prioritise a Han Chinese style as it is less obliged 
to feature the dominance of Han Chinese culture as a 
Southe
music also strives towards de-Sinicisation or a reduction 
of Han dominance. The orchestra encourages the 
composition of localised Chinese music and 
simultaneously the creation of multicultural sounds 
through multicultural collaborations.  

 

 

In summary, the nationalism of Han Chinese in different 
areas results in widely differing ideologies. This also 
results in different motivations in creating Chinese 
orchestra works, leading to varying choices of subject 
material in creating multicultural works. If we can 
recognise this point, should we open our minds to 
encourage more Chinese orchestra compositions using 
musical elements beyond the traditional Han Chinese (i.e. 
multicultural) musical elements? May Chinese orchestra 
compositions be more globalised, and may international 
composers work more actively with Chinese orchestras. 
As Samuel Leong (1956-) stated: 

 

Samuel 
Leong 1956-  

 

The ubiquity of interculturality presents new 
challenges and possibilities for modern researchers, 
who can no longer apply a monolithic view of 
identity. Interculturality exposes researchers to the 
potentiality of new meanings and outcomes when 
different cultural worlds and symbolic systems as 
well as individual and collective cultures come 
together. This interactive dynamic of positive 
togetherness creates a catalytic and coalescent 
impact upon the customs, values and beliefs of the 
communities involved, forming a complex 
intercultural system of identity, power relations and 
presence that continually evolves. 27 

27 

The fusion of Chinese orchestra works with multicultural 
musical elements is similar to the concept of 
interculturality raised by Samuel LEONG. It has unlimited 
potential and significance for bringing forth positive 

composition  can offer a viable example 
of fusing Chinese orchestra works with multicultural 
musical elements, inspiring scholars and composers to 
discuss further about cross-border and multicultural 
composition.  

 

  

 
27 Samuel Leong,  Planetary  in , eds. Pamela 

Burnard, Elizabeth Mackinlay and Kimberly Powell (Oxon: Routledge, 2016), 346. 
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