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The concert Tuneful Music of South China is one of the three concerts in the new Regional Music of China Series. With Cantonese
music as its focus but performed in a variety of formats, they allow the audience to gain insight into the eclectic charm and diversified
contents of Lingnan music, i.e., the music of South China.

Among the selection, only The Moon over Guanshan originates from the north, while the rest are closely linked to Guangdong music.
For example, the Mandarin pop song The Beauty Yonder and the Chinese ancient tune, Moonlight over the Spring River, have entered
the yuequ (Cantonese sung music or Cantonese operatic aria) repertoire; they have been so “naturalised” that they can be performed by
the five-piece combo, a feature typical of the music of Guangdong.

A Kunqu number on the programme of the evening, Gui-Zhi-Xiang, may illustrate the highly receptive nature of Lingnan music
through its provenance. For as early as the Qing Dynasty, the Lingnan region had steadily assimilated the music of neighbouring ethnic
cultures, such as Chiu Chow (Chaozhou), Hakka, and Kunshan - the last being the birthplace of the highly influential theatre tradition
known as Kunqu. A comparative study of the instrumental and sung music of Lingnan and Kunqu would reveal their historical links.
Another evidence of regional cultural reciprocity is The Lament of Lady Zhaojun: while the piece may be in the repertoire of Guangdong
music, it does demonstrate its links to Chiu Chow music. According to Huang Jinpei, a Cantonese music virtuoso and scholar, the



shared title of the song and a gugin piece allows us to trace how the piece, when assimilated by the Cantonese-speaking communities,
evolved and showed a stronger Lingnan touch.

We say language breeds and shapes sung music. This is exemplified by the two forms of narrative singing in Cantonese music, yue'ou and
nanyin, which appeared during the reign of two Qing emperors, Daoguang (r. 1796 - 1820) and Jiaging (r.1821 - 1850). Yue'ou and nanyin
had their roots in folk ballads sung in the Cantonese dialect, but the natural “singability” had been born out of the tonal inflexions of the
spoken words. It may take much more space to elaborate on the subject, so instead, I would suggest a better way to understand it, and
that is, to listen by example. Master To Wing will sing the nanyin rendition of A Wanderer's Autumn Grief (Part I), to his own
accompaniment. Professor Ching May-bo will sing the yue'ou rendition of My Heart Is So Bitter. Through their performance, we can see
that To’s nanyin narrative adopts the decades-old practice of inserting a passage or two of yuequ style of singing, while Ching’s yue'ou
presentation adopts in part the yuequ vocal school of jiexingiang. These two pieces allow us to see that there is a juxtaposition of classical
Chinese and colloquial Cantonese, but the two do not sound at odds with one another. Another typical feature in the lyrics of these two
songs is the heavy emphasis on emotional expressions, one that we can easily find in contemporary love songs.

When we talk about Cantonese ballads with historic provenances, many might think that Bright Is the Moon is one of the examples. But
in fact, this “ballad” has a much shorter history. It was written by a professional composer in the late 1950s, so it was not as old as one
might think. The composer had set a pre-existing verse to music by observing closely the tonal patterns and inflexions of the Cantonese
dialect. The result is a song that showcases the typical tonal features of the local dialect, the result of which is its similarity with the folk

ballad.

As the programming conceit indicates, a large part of the concert should be about traditional Cantonese music. But here comes the fun
part - most of the instrumental pieces can be set with lyrics to become songs for singing; they are easy to play, and in flexible formats.
Any music enthusiast can play a solo; three or four friends can make it a jam session, so on and so forth. What is remarkable is that the
music thus generated can exude strong Chinese cultural colours. For example, the “birdsong” in Orioles Singing among the Billowing
Willows is more like an abstract soundscape than an actual painting of the Realism school; and even when it is played as a solo piece, a
listener can “hear” the sweet chirping even between the pauses. This is similar to the use of “pockets of white” in Chinese painting -
where there are blanks amongst a swathe of black (or colours), a viewer can still see images in his/her mind’s eye. Since we are on the
subject of Chinese painting, we can take the artist’s cavalier perspective flexibly. It would be like seeing a different view with every turn
one takes. Likewise, the realm of traditional Cantonese music also has this characteristic of “changing angles with the viewer’s every
move”.

When lyrics are set to Guangdong music to make songs, they can easily go one step further and become Canto pop. The Toll of The Temple
Bell is one typical example of this. Here in this concert, it is arranged for alto sanxian and guzheng, and the effect is totally refreshing. It
is another example of how adaptable Guangdong music can be.

On a last note, we must mention that many traditional pieces in Guangdong music have been kept extant through the pipa notation
scores. Rain Lashing on the Plantain and Autumn Moon in the Han Palace are two fine examples. Autumn Moon in the Han Palace was
originally an ancient pipa tune. But later, the first passage was taken out to become a standalone piece in Guangdong music.
Interestingly, when it spread to the north, it developed into a very famous work for the erhu. This story of musical diaspora can make the
Cantonese people proud! The two pieces of Guangdong music that had been passed down via the pipa scores will be performed by two
pipa virtuosi of different stylistic schools. Their different musical interpretations should be a remarkable concert experience for our
audience tonight.

Chinese programme notes provided by the artists (Written by Wong Chi-wah)
English translation provided by KCL Language Consultancy Ltd.
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