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Institutionalizing Composition in Modern China: Context and Path


That the development of Chinese music in ancient time does not depend so much on the concept of work as it does on performance, in sharp contrast to the Western music in the past few hundreds of years, posed a challenge to the new music at the beginning of the 20th century, when modernization, which at the time meant imitating the West, became a national ideology and entered Chinese musical scene. Institutionalizing composer as a professional career and especially the act of composing seemed necessary, or at least it is what history chose to do. In 1927, when China’s first music school at the level of tertiary education was founded, composition constitutes one of the five disciplines. The curriculum and pedagogical approaches have decisively shaped Chinese music of the next ninety years.

This paper, by tracing the history of institutionalizing composition in China, aims to reveal how such a creative practice was carved according to various cultural and political considerations, along which we shall see how the idea of pursuing modernity in music was subjectively interpreted and exploited. I further content that the audience-oriented perspective, which was unfamiliar to the aesthetics of Chinese music tradition, and somewhat neglected by the compositional practice of Western contemporaries, but resonated with the socialist realism of the USSR, has been a prime determinant of institutionalizing composition in China.  
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