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OPENING GALA
PROGRAM

1. Opening Dance: The Heavenly Forbidden City
Performed by Beijing Dance, Drama and Opera

2. Melodies of Folk Music: Long Song and Bright Moon
Performed by Zhang Weiliang
(Folk Music Troupe of Beijing Dance, Drama and Opera)

3. Kunqu Opera: Spring Pjpa
Performed by Wei Chunrong and others (Northern Kunqu Opera
Theater)

4. Peking Opera: Surpassing Beauty in Pear Garden
Performed by Beijing Peking Opera Company

5. Dance: Red and Black
Performed by Beijing Dance, Drama and Opera

6. Beautiful China
Performed by Miracle September

7. Acrobatic Performance:
Shadows Dancing under the Moonlight

Performed by: China National Acrobatic Troupe

8. Dance: Good Fortune
Performed by Beijing Dance, Drama and Opera

9. Duet: You and Me  al
Sung by soprano Hayley Westenra and tenor Ding Yi

10. Acrobatic Performance: Oriental Spirit

Performed by China
National Acrobatic Troupe

11. China's Three Tenors: o
Nessun Dorma, Auld Lang Syne ki

Sung by Dai Yugiang Warren Mok Wei Song - }

]
12. Curtain call song: Welcome to Beijjing kf' :
Performed by the cast
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Chia’s Kunqu Opera classics set to impress the UK

Northern Kunqu Opera Theater will make its debut in London for the 2012 Olympics, Mu Qian reports.

wo rare performances of
Kunqu Opera in London
will transport audiences to
ancient China. As part of
the Beijing Culture Week
organised by the gov-
ernment of Beijing, the
Northern Kunqu Opera Theater will give two
performances at the Shaw Theatre of London
— A Dream of Red Mansions on July 24 and
A New Legend of Pipa on the following day.
“Kunqu is regarded as the ‘origin of a hun-
dred operas’ in China,” Northern Kunqu
Opera Theater’s vice-president Cao Ning said.
“It has a history of 600 years and has influ-
enced not only many styles of Chinese opera
but also Chinese literature, music and art”
In A Dream of Red Mansions, one of Chi-

nas “Four Great Classical Novels”, there are
26 depictions of Kunqu, the best-known of
which is the part about the heroine Lin Daiyu
being enchanted by 12 girls’ singing Kunqu
in the 23rd chapter.

However, there was never a Kunqu adap-
tation of A Dream of Red Mansions, except
for some excerpts, until the Northern Kunqu
Opera Theater premiered their version last year.

“A Dream of Red Mansions is a great work
that covers various aspects of feudal Chi-
na, including political, social and cultural
aspects, and even medicine and food,” the
work’s general director Cao Qijing said.

“It’s a great challenge for us to bring it to
the stage”

Written by Cao Xueqin in the middle of
the 18th century, A Dream of Red Mansions
tells about the rise and decay of a noble fam-
ily and, by extension, of the Qing Dynasty
(1644-1911). The best-known plotline of
the work is the tragic love story between Jia
Baoyu and his cousin, Lin, who are forced to
part by Jia’s family.

“The love story is only a part of the work;’
Cao said.

“In this performance, we try to portray
the characters’ destinies with that of their
society”
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By CHEN NAN

Instrumentalist Wang Xiaowei and singer
Wang Xiaohai say miracles have happened
since they met and became the band Miracle
September. They rose from nothing, they say,
to stardom after winning the top prize on Star
Boulevard, a popular competition in China
Central Television in September 2008. Then
they found themselves in the spotlight of the
2011 CCTV Spring Festival Gala show.

Now, they are preparing to perform at the
opening gala of Beijing Culture Week, from
4 to 31, during the London Olympics.

ir most popular
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The band has also recorded Best Wish From
Beijing a song celebrating the London Olym-
pics, written by renowned musician Wang
Pingjiu and young composer Chang Shilei.

“We didn't expect this opportunity to per-
form during the London Olympics. We've

The Kunqu Opera A Dream of Red Man-
sions lasted for six hours and was divided
into two performances when it premiered.
The London show will be a concise version,
lasting about two hours.

The cast comprises not only award-win-
ning performers from the Northern Kun-
qu Opera Theater like Wei Chunrong but
also performers from Kunqu companies in
Shanghai and Jiangsu province.

When adapted into other forms of Chinese
operas, some paralleled plots from the novel
were given lineal narration. But the Kunqu
version has some plots run simultaneously
onstage — for example, that of Lin burning
her scripts and Jias wedding.

“The lyrics of Kunqu are much more ele-
gant than those of today’s dramas, and read-
ing the lyrics alone is very enjoyable,” Cao,
the director , said

Kunqu’s music is also softer than many
other traditional Chinese operas, such as
Peking Opera, with qudi (a type of flute) as a
main instrument.

Accompanying A Dream of Red Mansions
is an orchestra with 40 musicians. Apart
from Chinese instruments, there are also
Western instruments like violins, violas
and cellos.

chosen the two songs because they represent
our style and let us sing about our country;
said Wang Xiaowe, 29, who has wowed audi-
ences with her playing of a double-keyboard
electronic organ.

Red Memory, their remix of classic red
songs, combines the music of the Yellow River
Piano Concertoand Wanquan River, a popular
song from the classic movie Red Detachment of
Women in 1961. They performed their medley
at the Vienna Golden Hall in 2009, which led
them to other touring opportunities in Europe
and the United States.

Beautiful China, an original song mixing
Chinese folk music and strong beats, was part
of the 2012 CCTV Spring Festival Gala pro-
gramme. The duo’s passionate singing and
playing was a good match with the festival
atmosphere.

“One of our biggest advantages is our
performing style, which not only has music
but also offers visual enjoyment;” said Wang
Xiaohai, 32, whose modern rendition of the
revolutionary classics is a breath of fresh air.
“Chinese tradition runs in our blood: Our

icis fated to reflect the tradition. We hope
that the audiences in London can learn how
young Chinese musicians interpret traditional
Chinese culture”

The two Wangs often think their meeting
and the musical path they followed together is
something of a miracle.

“For this original work, we want to experi-
ment with some new instruments, and they
proved to be suitable to supplement the
band,” Cao Ying says.

“We don’t know how Kunqu was per-
formed 600 years ago. But it must have gone
through many reforms and experiments
from generation to generation.”

The other work the Northern Kunqu
Opera Theater will present in London, A
New Legend of Pipa, is a traditional work
and will be performed only with Chinese
instruments.

Interestingly, the work’s author Cao Yin
(1658-1712) was the grandfather of Cao
Xueqin, the author of A Dream of Red Man-
sions.

A New Legend of Pipa hasn’t been per-
formed for centuries and was only recently
revived by the Northern Kunqu Opera The-
ater after a script was found in the National
Library of China.

The work tells of Cai Wenji,a Han Dynasty
(206 BC-AD 220) poet and composer, who
was taken prisoner by the Xiongnu nomads
and became a chieftain’s wife but was eventu-
ally ransomed back.

Founded in Beijing in 1957, the North-
ern Kunqu Opera Theater is one of China’s

“For me, the best music she played is still
the Yellow River Piano Concerto,” said Wang
Xiaowei, an accountant and graduate of Dong-
bei University. When he heard Wang Xiao-
wei play the organ for her graduation solo at
Shenyang Conservatory of Music in 2004, he
was enthralled.

Although the nine-to-five office worker and
karaoke fan had never received any musical
training, a bold idea began to take shape in
his mind.

“Id never seen this instrument;” said Wang
Xiaohai. “But after hearing it being played,
Ijust couldn’t get its sound out of my head”

He contacted the performer, who was
equally impressed by Wang Xiaohai’s singing.
They also found other common interests, such
as theirlove of revolution-themed songs of the
1950s and ’60s, often called the “red classics”

Wang Xiaohai had little trouble convincing
the 25-year-old performer from Dalian, who
started learning the piano at 7 — she took
second place at the 2006 UK Electronic Organ
Competition — to team up as a band in 2008.

Thus the organ, a Western instrument was
paired with the classics of an important era of
Chinese history.

Derived from the pipe organ, the double-
keyboard electro gan requires skillful
maneuvering of its two keyboards and a foot
pedal. Both hands and feet need to work
together.

seven professional Kunqu troupes and the
only one in North China. The troupe has
revived and created many Kunqu Opera
works and trained a number of renowned
performers.

There has been increasing interest in Kun-
qu Opera in recent years. Apart from the
seven official Kunqu Opera troupes in China,
there are many smaller commercial groups.
In Beijing, there are several Kunqu Opera-
themed restaurants.

The Northern Kunqu Opera Theater had
360 performances in 2010, including some
in universities, which students very much
welcomed.

“People are ever-busier; Cao Ying said.
“Watching Kunqu Opera enables one to
slow down and be spiritually purified. I
think that’s why Kunqu Opera is becoming
more popular”

Northern Kunqu Opera Theater has
toured more than 30 countries and regions.

“We assumed that the traditional art of
Kunqu Opera is difficult for foreigners to
appreciate;” Cao Ying said.

“But foreign audiences usually enjoy our
performances very much?”

English subtitles will be provided for both
shows in London.

" Miracle September delivers red music with a

Another big challenge: There is no music
available for the modern instrument to
accompany Chinese red classics. The two had
to first compose the music and then add red
classics lyrics.

Besides pop music, Wang Xiaohai also
injects operatic singing and rap to add colour
to their performances. To complement her
partner, Wang Xiaowei also makes some visu-
al improvisations.

“The performance is constantly evolving
and is full of surprises;” she said.

She adds that her association with the singer
has reshaped her future. “He changed my orig-
inal plans to be a teacher;” she says, “the usual
path taken by a music graduate in China?”

Since music by the band has garnered
attention, the number of students learning
the instrument has doubled or even tripled,
Wang Xiaowei believes.
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SINGING AN ANCIENT OPERA'S PRAISES

Kunqu Opera is one of the oldest
extant forms of Chinese opera.

It evolved from the Kunshan melody
and developed during the late Yuan
Dynasty (1271-1368). A famous early
pioneer was Gu Jian from Qiandeng
town in Kunshan, Jiangsu province.

Kunqu Opera dominated Chinese
theatre from the 16th to the 18th cen-
turies, and has influenced many other
Chinese performing arts, including
Peking Opera. Its emergence ushered
in the second golden era of Chinese
drama. But it had nearly disappeared
by the early 20th century.

In 1956, Fifteen Strings of Cash by
the Zhejiang Kunqu Opera Troupe ran
to 46 performances in Beijing and was
attended by leaders Mao Zedong and
Zhou Enlai. The work was said to have
salvaged Kunqu Opera.

Kunqu Opera was suppressed dur-
ing the “cultural revolution” (1966-76),
when all operas, except “revolutionary
operas”, were banned.
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They recognise the challenge of making
original music rather than remixing old red
songs all the time. Their upcoming debut
album will feature original songwriting —
slow and smoothing rhythms, which con-
trast with their previous fast and dramatic
song style.

“What we've achieved so far is way beyond
our expectations. We've realised our dreams
one by one,” Wang Xiaohai said.

There has been a revival of the art
form since the 1980s.

Today, there are professional Kunqu
Opera troupes in seven cities on the
mainland: Beijing, Shanghai, Suzhou
and Nanjing in Jiangsu province, Chen-
zhou in Hunan province, and Yongjia
and Hangzhou in Zhejiang province.
Amateur opera societies are active in
many other cities in China and over-
seas.

Some of the best-known Kunqu
Opera works are The Peony Pavilion,
The Peach Blossom Fan, The Palace of
Long Life, The White Snake, The West-
ern Mansion, and The Kite.

Kunqu Opera has been listed by
UNESCO among the Masterpieces
of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of
Humanity since 2001.

MU QIAN

Editor’s note: Beijing, host city of the Olympic Games in 2008, will launch a week-long culture event, from July 24 to 31, in London, to celebrate the United Kingdom’s Olympic Games. More than 300 artists from China will present a variety of performing arts, such as Peking Opera, acrobatics, Western
classical music, an oil painting exhibition and craftworks. In addition, there will be forums on cultural development and heritage preservation. Reporters from China Daily interviewed the artists and culture officials behind the project.

LET THE MUSIC PLAY

It will be a prolific season for the Beljing Symphony
Orchestra in 2012, with a crowded program that will also
see 1t travelling to the London Olympics, Mu Qian reports.

his will be the year of
100 concerts, and the
busiest year in the
orchestra’s history.
Apart from a concert
in London during the
Olympics, the Beijing
Symphony Orchestra will also be per-
forming at the Antalya Music Festival
in Turkey and appear with the Kolner
Philharmonie and Berliner Philharmonie
in Germany in September.

On home ground, the orchestra has
invited a cast of world-class musicians
to visit, including maestros Christoph
Eschenbach and Daniel Barenboim. The
BSO has also invited celebrity soloists,
and both Herbie Hancock and Lang Lang
will be star attractions.

“Compared with the world’s leading
orchestras, we are still young,” the orches-
tra’s music director and principal conduc-
tor Tan Lihua said. “And collaborating

with world-class musicians will help us
mature””

Behind the ambitious new season of
the Beijing Symphony Orchestra is sup-
port from the Beijing municipal govern-
ment with a generous subsidy of 50 mil-
lion yuan ($7.85 million). The support is
mainly driven by the new appreciation for
Western music as the country develops
and parents become more eager to round
off their children’s education.

China now has the world’s third largest
number of symphony orchestras, after
the United States and Germany, accord-
ing to China Symphony Development
Foundation.

The Association of Chinese Symphony
Orchestras under the foundation has
58 member orchestras from around the
country. More than 20 were started in the
last decade.

Beijing alone has at least 15 professional
symphony orchestras.

Besides the Beijing Symphony Orches-
tra under the Beijing Municipal Cultural
Bureau, there are also State-level orches-
tras such as the China National Sym-
phony Orchestra under the Ministry of
Culture, and the China Philharmonic
Orchestra under the State Administration
of Radio, Film and Television.

Founded in October 1977, Beijing
Symphony Orchestra turned professional
in 1998.

“Most of the first-class orchestras in
the world are named after their cities.
Given the status of Beijing as a cultural
centre and international metropolis, Bei-

jing Symphony Orchestra should work to
become one of the best orchestras in the
world,” Tan said.

The 96-member orchestra has 10
international musicians, recruited from
Germany, France, Italy, Switzerland and
Russia.

And although the BSO has yet to visit
London, many in the United Kingdom
have already heard them play.

The orchestra recorded the Games
anthem and national anthems for the
Beijing Olympic Games in 2008, a project
that involved the recording of 212 works.

These recordings, approved by the
International Olympic Committee and its
member states and regions, were played
at victory ceremonies in Beijing during
the 2008 Games and will be played again
at the 2012 Olympic Games in London.

The BSO will also be in London during
the Olympic Games, and perform with
the London Philharmonic Orchestra at a
special gala concert at the Royal Festival
Hall of London’s Southbank Centre on
July 29.

“The London Philharmonic Orchestra
is delighted to be working with the Beijing
Symphony Orchestra for this unique col-
laborative Gala concert to celebrate this
international summer and momentous
year, and the passing of the musical baton
from Beijing to London,” said Timothy
Walker, chief executive and artistic direc-
tor of the London Philharmonic.

At the gala concert, the BSO will bring
a gift to the London Olympic Games —
the specially commissioned symphonic

poem Lotus by Chinese composer Guo
Wenjing.

“The easy way out was to create a mag-
nificent piece with a lot of bugles. I also
considered using cultural symbols from
the host country. In the end, I decided to
compose a work that is more lyrical and
Oriental,” Guo said. His work, he said,
brings goodwill and best wishes to the
London Olympics.

Another Chinese work to be per-
formed at the concert will be Tang Jian-

ping’s Sacred Fire 2008 — Concerto for
Percussion and Orchestra, which was
dedicated to the Beijing Olympic Games.
It will feature percussionist Li Biao, who
premiered the work with Beijing Sym-
phony Orchestra in 2008.

The concert will culminate with a
performance of Beethovens Symphony
No 9, Choral, with soprano Rebecca
Evans, mezzo soprano Ning Liang, tenor
Andrew Kennedy, bass Matthew Rose,
and the London Philharmonic Choir.

PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY
Under the baton of its music director Tan Lihua (centre), Beijing Symphony Orchestra will perform in London on July 29.

“The world knows more about Chinas
traditional culture, such as Peking Opera
and kung fu,” Tan said. “We hope to show
the UK audience another part of Chinese
culture through our concert — Chinese
symphonic music””

As the program for London shows, Bei-
jing Symphony Orchestra takes Chinese
works as an important part of its reper-
toire and it has premiered many works
by Chinese composers, including Wang
Xilin, Xu Zhenmin and Huang Anlun.

Dai Yuqiang’s journey from the
building site to “Three Tenors’

By CHEN NAN

Dai Yuqiang is the country’s
most famous opera singer and gives
around 200 concerts a year, at home
and abroad. At 50, he looks just like
the photo on the cover of his debut
solo recording released in 2004, with
smooth skin, poutylips and curly hair.

Asfor his voice, it so astonished pro-
ducer Tibor Rudas, the man behind
the Three Tenors, that he quickly
arranged Dai’s operatic debut in the
United States. He even described Dai
as the world’s “fourth tenor”

Luciano Pavarotti invited Dai to
his home in Pesaro, Italy, as his first
and only Chinese student. Covent
Garden, La Scala and the most presti-
gious opera houses offered him roles.

In 2011, Dai, together with two
of the country’s top opera singers,
Wei Song and Warren Wah-lun Mok,
formed China’s Three Tenors. They
opened their world tour in Beijings
Great Hall of the People, and have
since performed at the Lincoln Cen-
ter, New York, and the Hong Kong
Cultural Center Concert Hall. They
are also scheduled to perform at Ush-
er Hall, Edinburgh, with the Royal
Scottish National Orchestra.

During the 2012 Olympic Games,
Chinas Three Tenors concert will be
performed as part of Beijing Culture
Week in London, presenting a tradi-
tional opera repertoire — including
works from Rigoletto, Pagliacci and

Tosca — along with well-known Chi-
nese songs.

“The three tenors have their own
distinctive singing styles. When they
come together, their voices go together
harmoniously;” said Zhang Shurong,
director of Chinas Three Tenors con-
cert. “Opera in China is booming.
More original opera productions have
taken place during the past few years.
China’s Three Tenors represents the
country’s best operatic talent”

Dai agrees and says he has expe-
rienced for himself China’s passion
for opera on his tours of the country.

He grew up ina small town, Wenan,
in Hebei province, but never even saw
a piano until he was 18. His parents,
both farmers, loved singing folk songs
while they worked and this shaped
their son’s early interest in singing.

“Singing made my parents happy,
so I guessed the main function of
singing was to bring fun and happi-
ness,” Dai said.

He first heard opera on the radio.
Though he couldn’t understand the
lyrics in Italian, he studied it by sing-
ing along. And though he dreamed
of becoming a singer, he started work
at 22 as a construction site worker in
Taiyuan, Shanxi province.

Eventually he got into a drama
school in Beijing in 1984, where he
was taught to sing in a Chinese style.
The first time Dai sang opera was age
30, when he sang Verdi’s Il Trovatore,
in Chinese.

“When I heard myself singing
opera, I was stunned,” he recalled.
“My classmates joked that it was a
God-given gift”

During that time, China’s Western
operatic training put little emphasis on
style and there were no vocal teachers
to help singers understand the roles
and how to express emotions.

But Dai taught himself Italian
and recited the lyrics day and night
because he was curious about what
the lyrics were about. The tenor said
that though he studied operatic sing-
ing academically, he was still at an
entry-level. The turning point in his
operatic career was in 2001, when he
met Tibor Rudas.

“What happened next helped me
know my voice better and become a
professional operatic singer;” he said.

In June 2001, Beijing hosted the
Three Tenors — Pavarotti, Placido
Domingo and Jose Carreras — at the
Forbidden City. The Central Opera
House, which Dai belonged to then,
worked with Rudas to provide an
orchestra and offered Dai the chance
to do a solo.

After the Three Tenors’ Beijing
concert, Rudas started working with
Dai and sent him to Pesaro for six
weeks to work with Pavarotti.

“I not only studied with Pavarotti
but also with Pavarottis teacher,” Dai
said. “Both of them would stand up
and clap when I sang in Italian because
it was rare for a Chinese to sing opera
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in Italian. One of the most important
things they taught me is that opera
singing requires constant passion and
proper control of the voice, depending
on the roles’ personalities”

Among all of Dai’s shows he says
one of the most memorable will
always be his appearance with Maria
Guleghina and Samuel Ramey in
Puccini’s Tosca at Covent Garden.

“The boots and robe I wore were
decades or even 100 years old. The
co-stars were all world-class operatic
singers. You can imagine how nervous
Twas,” he said. “However when I stood
on the stage and listened to my voice, I
became confident and relaxed”

His successful debut led him to
more singing dates around the world,
but Dai was keen to return to his roots
in China.

“I love performing for Chinese
audiences and watching their expres-
sions. Their sharing attitude makes
me excited on stage;” he said.

After returning from London, he
will give a recital at Beijing Concert
Hall on August 26.

Today, Dai lives happily with his
wife, Liu Yan, and his 16-year-old
daughter, who has studied piano
from an early age. He also has a few
students, who are rising stars in the
opera world.

He says his dream now is simply to
perform, which is a real and inspir-
ing idea, rather than becoming an
operatic celebrity.
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