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'YELLOW MUSIC":
forty years on

Peter Evans

ine cellorhane-.:.pped books and mags of Britain's porn center have almost been
eradicated from one Joho street, by a festival not of light but of tinsel and strange
vegetables. .he Gerrard Street warea supplies Chinese restauranteers with food and their
waiters and families with culture. Look zround: you could be in Hong Kong, zlmost.
Posters advertise _haw Brothers' latest epic of heroism and plastic blood, while the
fairytale window of l!liong Kong <Julture and Services displays beautiful girls smiling at
you disitantly - from record sleeves printed a thousand kilometers away.

The music on these records { for instance Songs of Stella Chee, no. LSR1002; and

B?_-;g al" W -ﬂ;:ﬁ ‘|‘§ ( Tang 3hiao Jen: 'Pear Mountain's Affectionate

rlower' no. LFLF1380; Llfe records, 21,75 each ) is certainly western. The voice is
backed ty strings, bass and guitar, but its odd projection stops westernization short:
here's why.

vhinese speech tones impose an 'orientelism' at least to the melodic line. nmach
Chinese monosyllabic word or word-component has a fixed intonation: high and level,
falling .nu dying away, and so forth. Ihis characteristic must be shown for the meaning
to be retained, for the relatively low number of possible morphemes means that an im-
precise or wrong meaning is likely to result from bad intonation. Harmonic correctness
and wmewningful emphasis are no longer the only essentials of dvocal line. Also correct
pronunciation recuires more control of consonant asplrdtlon, overlooked in English.
{ Compare the p in patch" and "dispatch" ) Singing in Chinese exhibits what one
notices when hearing a tape of western vocal music played backwards.

toitunately this is not the only eastern influence. Though some tunes are second-
Laute westerr - with an amusing '"yeah, yeah, yeah!'" thrown in - others are not at all:
g% g ’I\I (-é on stella Chee's album is very strange. The solo girl sineger is
the 1.8t OEulaI hiong Xong product and their styles are different; Tang Shiao Jen has a
very «ttractive voice. lhere are happy songs and sad songs, light tracks and heavy ones
what the instrumentul writing lacks in imagination it has in color and stereo-syiead.
Being frow hong rong the recording is impeccable, and played loud these records should
fuascinate .ou, amaze your friends and alienate your neighbors.

.ror the missionaries' introduction of the ha:monium and choir into China, the
shirece _cople nave accepted western music in its simpler forms. During the Anti-
vapanese war, there were Saturday-night dances at Yenan, capital of ’hina's communist

~oruer wegion. vivers instruments played old balluds and western dances, znd the dancers

sometirves included Mao Iise-Tung himself. 1), That music merely boosted moral: and
provided relzxation for the pecvle's wor.
that was not to be music's only important fu ction. As areas were liberuted from

the Japanese and the nuomintang, the veasants were at first cautious of dispossessing
the lanalords, feuring Lhe rep:risals which would follow a return of their oppressors
forces. Theater and opera had to go out to the villages and serve the people by
depictin; heir struggle and its ovjects, thereby giving them confidence. In charter 3k
of tanshen there is an American's account of such a performance and its remarkable
auu..nce teaction. (2), Current drama and musical drama is modeled on that of the su40Os,
indeea the . hite-Haired Girl, first written as 4rLay in Y44 was made into a ballet &by
a Japanese company ) and into an opera, and is .till porular today.

The hite- Haired uirl is based orn true events of the Anti-Japanese -ar. The giil.

~8i-eih. .5 abducted rv 4landilord from her peasant father -ho owed him money. after
scue ti e, durin. which the landlord raped her, she escapes to the mountains where
physical deprivation makes her hair turn white. After Liberation the landlord is
denounced and Hsi-erh is reunited with her fiancé. The music of the ballet is often
good, an only occasionally sugary in a way more suited to the nonsense ballets still
performed in the Soviet Union and elsewhere. Much is brassy, loud and lively, and when
this tires ther: are some solo breaks by instruments such as the Chinese flute and er-
hu. The singer once sounds rather embamassing when she bursts into tears, but perhaps
this would not be so for those understanding the words. A new recording has just been
released | three 12 inch records, nos. DM ©775-7, £3 ), with a vocal score in sol-fa.
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The rhite- Haired Girl appeals because it is designed to do so. In the talks at
the 1-na7n rorum on «rt and Literature (1942) Mao described the function of Chinese
artists and writers;

‘A thing is good only when it brings real benefit to the masses of the
reople. rour work may be as good as The Spring Snow but if for the time being
it caters only for the few and the masseskre still singing the Song of the
sustic Poor you will get nowhere by simply scolding them instead of trying to
raise their level. The guestion now is to bring about a unity between The
Spring sSnow and the Song of the kustic Foor, between higher standards and
popularizgtion. without such a unity, the highest art of any expert cannot
help being utilitarian in the narrowest sense; you may call this art"pure and
lofty'" but that is merely your own name for it which the masses will not
endorse.'*

520 has ulso stressed that artistic forms should be changeable:

'Letting a hundred flowers blossom and a hundred thoughts contend is the
policy for promoting the progress of the arts and the sciences and « flourish-
ing socialist culture in our land. Different forms and styles in art should
develop freely. We think that it is harmful to the growth of art and science
if administrative measures are used to impose one particular style of art or
school of thought and to ban another.' (3)

Two schools of thought might be these of the Chinese-style and the western-
style. #“ao has described, in a characteristic way, how western culture should be
'‘dipested' to retain whatever is to China's advantage.(4). The Chinese element, 'a
splendid old culture' is to be treated in a similar way, and he stated: 'To ad-
vocate "wholesale westernisation'" is wrong' But these ideas were contradicted by
the statements of Chou Yang, one-time party spokesman on culture, 'a man who never
did anything creative in his life'(5), who made the aesthetic component of the
people's culture follow western ideals.

Chou's statements have only recently been denounced in China (&), and there is
now more chance of furthering indigenous music. Cne record with a title-track trans-
lating as lhe ltoor Peasant tells his Family History ( 10 inch, no. M 753, 1 ) con=
tains music of a more eastern flavor. vne track contains film-music-type singing
strings, while others alternate eastern instruments and style with western
instruments and style in a way that is fascinating, or alarming. Even when Chou
lang was powerful,reseuarchers were studying folk music, and a documentary history
of the classical music has just been published.

A hundred flowers are in bud.

* Song titles refer to a classical story of the Chu Kingdom, 3rd century £.C.
(1,Harrison forman: 'Report from Red China', 1Y45,tp.y6-7 (2)William "inton:
'Fanshen: a Documentary of =xevolution in a Chinese Village' Monthly Review rress,
wew York, 1966 (5)'On the Correct Handling of Contradictions among the Feopie®, 1957
(L)'On New vemocracy', 1940 (5)a.C.Scott: 'lLiterature and the Arts in Twentieth-
sentury Jhina' (6)'To Trumpet bourgeois lLiterature and irt is to restore Capitalism'
(booxlet,; 1971
THE KECORDS: Hong Kong records are sold by Chinese stores in and around
verrard Street. CThinese Art and Craft, and Hong Kong Culture and Services, have a
large selection. zach shop may only sell certain labels. Records from China mentioned
above are available from Zast-iAsia cooks and Arts, 277 Eversholt Streest, London N1,
as are: 'Yellow River Concerto'(piano and orch.), 'The Red Lantern'(opera exc., viano
acc.) {(both 10 inch, <1 each) and 'The Ked Detachment of women'(revolutionary ballet)

A

(three 2 inch, £3%,25). 4dd 10% for postage.
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