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Programme Notes

The historical Silk Road, a series of land and sea trade routes that crisscrossed Eurasia, enabled
the exchange of goods and innovations from Japan to the Mediterranean Sea for nearly two
thousand years, until the 14th century.

Over the centuries, many important scientific and technological innovations migrated to the
West along the Silk Road, including the magnetic compass, the printing press, silk, gunpowder,
mathematics, ceramic and lacquer crafts. In this way, the Silk Road created an intercontinental
think tank of human ingenuity. Interactions among cultural groups spread knowledge, religious
beliefs, artistic techniques and musical traditions, so much so that long after its decline, the Silk
Road remains a powerful metaphor for cultural exchange.

This historic trade network provides a namesake-worthy metaphor for the Silk Road Project’s
vision of connecting artists and audiences around the world. Yo-Yo Ma has called these routes,
which resulted in the first global exchange of scientific and cultural traditions, the ‘Internet of
antiquity’.

Both historic and symbolic elements are central to the work of the Silk Road Project, which
takes inspiration from this age-old tradition of learning from other cultures and disciplines.
The repertoire of the Silk Road Ensemble includes traditional music (both as an oral tradition -
passed down from generation to generation - and in melodies arranged by and for members of
the Ensemble) as well as newly commissioned works, many of which combine non-Western and
Western instruments, creating a unique genre that transcends customary musical classification.

Tonight's concert opens with a Fanfare for Gaita and Suona, written by Silk Road Ensemble
members Cristina Pato and Wu Tong to explore the idea of connecting two sides of the world
- Europe and Asia - through a musical dialogue between two instruments which have in
common a powerful sonority and a profound relationship with their respective traditions. An
open call between the gaita (Galician bagpipes) and suona (Chinese horn) and the Ensemble
launches the evening's programme with a conversation between traditional wind instruments
that have similar sounds but that come from opposite sides of the world, as they attempt to
understand, connect and respect each others' cultural roots.

Mountains are Far Away was developed by the Silk Road Ensemble as part of a selection
of music for the ten-part NHK television series on the Silk Road in 2005. This piece by Iranian
composer and kamancheh virtuoso Kayhan Kalhor pays homage to the musical culture of
the many nomadic peoples who have travelled the great plains of the Silk Road. Featuring
distinctive Turkmen rhythmic patterns, the pulse of the music evokes constant motion.

Leaves Flying in Autumn is an improvisational collage for pipa solo. In composing the piece,
Ensemble member and pipa virtuoso Wu Man was inspired by the classical martial style of pipa
works. The audience might also detect in the piece a trace of inspiration from contemporary
rock 'n roll.

Lullaby from Itsuki Village is a folk song from ltsuki Village near Kumamoto on the Japanese
island of Kyushu. Ensemble member Kojiro Umezaki, a native of Kyushu, interprets the lullaby



on his instrument, the bamboo shakuhachi. The lullaby is familiar to many people in Japan and
is believed to have been sung by poor women taking care of the babies of rich families, starting
in the Heian period.

To complete the Suite, the Ensemble’s musical voyage returns to China with Mido Mountain,
a piece recorded on the album ‘Silk Road Journeys: When Strangers Meet’. Mido is a village
in China's mountainous Yunnan Province. Wu Tong, who arranged the piece along with Li
Cangsang, says that the villagers of Mido often sing this and other traditional melodies in large
groups on festive occasions. The Silk Road Ensemble tries to recreate an atmosphere of gaiety
and high spirits in this rendition of the song.

Qasida is making its world premiere at tonight’s concert in Hong Kong. Yo-Yo Ma asked
Uzbek composer Dmitri Yanov-Yanovsky to write a duo for Kayhan Kalhor, a master of the
kamancheh and Persian music, and himself. Ma also proposed imagining one of Kalhor's
own tunes as a theme for variations. Yanov-Yanovsky explains: ‘I like Kalhor's music very
much, so | was excited by this idea and by the opportunity to interact with his music. But
later, when | started analyzing the recording and working on the score, | decided to integrate
Kayhan's theme as a taped part of the score itself. The idea was to use the recording not as a
background (or addition) to the cello-kamancheh duo, but rather as another member of the trio
itself - a ghost trio. The title, Qasida, refers to a form of Persian poetry developed in pre-Islamic
Arabia and perpetuated throughout Islamic literary history into the present. It is a laudatory,
elegiac or satirical poem that is found in Arabic, Persian and many related Asian literatures’.
Qasida was written in January of 2012 and is dedicated to Yo-Yo Ma and Kayhan Kalhor.

Cellist and composer Giovanni Sollima, born into a family of Sicilian musicians, reveals his
fascination with all styles of music by combining elements of classical, rock and jazz, as well as
ethnic musical traditions from Sicily and from other Mediterranean lands such as North Africa,
Israel, the Middle East, the Balkan States, Turkey and Andalusia. Many of these influences are
evident in Taranta Project, commissioned by the Silk Road Project for its 2008 workshop at
Tanglewood Music Center. The dream-like entryway to the six-movement work is followed by
sequences that alternately suggest feverish dances and reveal intricate interlocking rhythmic
patterns. In an innovative duet, the cello part calls for scordatura to achieve ‘power chords’ by
tuning the C string an octave lower than normal, and the score calls for the percussionist to
add vocalization and body rhythms to the instrumentation.

Shristi was composed for the Silk Road Ensemble by Sandeep Das, one of the most
accomplished Indian tabla players of his generation. About Shristi, Das explains, ‘The title
means creation or birth and was inspired by the Silk Road Ensemble’s first residency at the
Rhode Island School of Design in 2005. The RISD students had a huge canvas on which they
had to splash colours and portray their interpretation of a Nataraja statue. | wondered what
would happen if | gave my percussion friends in the Ensemble a huge rhythmic canvas to fill
with their musical colours while imagining the creation of the universe by Shiva and his drum,
and Shristi was born’. The piece begins with the basic and pure sound of the conch shell,
which is integral to Indian tradition. Other sounds and beat patterns slowly emerge, and by the
end, Das explains, ‘'the musical canvas is full of colours of joy and oneness - the whole universe
is there for us to live and re-live!’



Gabriela Lena Frank drew on the Peruvian and Chinese influences of her richly mixed heritage
and on her ethnomusicology research to create jChayraq!: Rough Guide to a Modern
Day Tawantinsuyu. The fanciful title hints at the content of the piece. ‘Chayraq’ is a Latin
American Indian expression of excitement — ‘hooray!” Tawantinsuyu was the Indian name
given to the pre-Conquest Incan Empire. ‘Rough Guide’ alludes to field recordings gathered
in researching music from a foreign culture, typically compilations of short tracks of music
caught on the fly at indigenous events such as festivals, religious ceremonies and harvest
fiestas. These examples were instrumental in Frank’s own self-education as a composer, when
she was a student looking for musical clues in her Latin American travels. In a similar spirit,
she constructed this piece with more than a dozen short movements, which mix and match
percussion, pipa, violin and cello, and which may be played individually or, as in this evening’s
concert, as a full series.

To close tonight's programme the Ensemble brings you a new suite of pieces by the prolific
and often avant-garde American composer John Zorn, whose distinctive music reflects lifelong
influences ranging from jazz to cinema, and from classical to klezmer and rock. The Ensemble
decided to explore music from Zorn's Book of Angels, the second in a series of collections that
form the Masada project, an experiment in Jewish musical styles inspired by the composer’s
own heritage. Four of these songs, making their debut on tonight's programme as the Suite
from Book of Angels, were arranged for the Silk Road Ensemble by Shanir Blumenkranz and
Ensemble members Jonathan Gandelsman, Cristina Pato and Shane Shanahan.

Programme notes provided by The Silk Road Ensemble




