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CHAPTER 1 

Abstract 

The purpose of this dissertation is to introduce and discuss the complete published 

piano works from the collection Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano, and create a 

performance guide of Lisan Wang‘s complete published piano works for students, teachers 

and pianists. Discussion of each piece is divided into two sections: (1) analysis and 

background and (2) performance guide. The analysis and background sections are provided to 

help readers understand Wang‘s piano pieces and compositional style, as well as to describe 

aspects of Chinese culture relevant to each piece. The performance guide section offers 

pedagogical advice to fellow teachers interested in introducing Lisan Wang‘s piano music to 

their students. As a whole, this dissertation provides a comprehensive guide for performance 

and academic research on Lisan Wang‘s output, and may be a valuable tool for Western 

musicians wanting to learn about piano works by Lisan and other Chinese composers. 

 

Key words: Lisan Wang, piano works, performance guide, musical analysis, pedagogical 

methods 
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A Brief Biography of Lisan Wang 

Lisan Wang is regarded as one of the most influential composers of Chinese piano 

music. His major piano works are divided into three stages: 1) 1950s and 1960s, during his 

college years and the Great Northern Wildness period. Representative works are Lan Huahua, 

the Beautiful Girl and Sonatina; 2) 1970s to 1980s, after the Reform and the Opening Up (改

革开放), including Impressions of Paintings by Higashiyama Kaii, Essence of Two Poems by 

He Li and Other Mountains; 3) 1990s to 2007, including works such as The Memory of 

Er-Ren-Zhuan, Prophets, Capriccio of Animals, Childlike Innocence, Red Soil, Three Poems 

and Read ―Wild Grass‖ By Xun Lu. 

Lisan Wang was born on March 24
th

, 1933, in the city of Wuhan in Hubei province, 

China. In 1951, Lisan entered Shanghai Conservatory. During his college years, Wang‘s skill 

and aptitude were advanced among his schoolmates. In response to Chairman Mao‘s ―Double 

Hundred‖ policy, the highly respected music meeting ―First National Music Week‖ was held 

in Beijing in August 1956. Nearly all of the reputable musicians in China attended this event. 

The performance of Wang‘s piano work Lanhuahua, The Beautiful Girl at the meeting earned 

him respect from fellow musicians as a promising young composer. However, Wang‘s life 

changed drastically after the publication of an article written by him and two fellow 

composers, which criticized the ―People‘s Musician‖ Xinghai Xian (冼星海). Thereafter, all 

three composers were labeled as rightists.
1
 

                                                      
1 Yiming Zhang, ―History Plays a Joke,‖ International Journal of Contemporary Composition 11, (2015): 1–32.  
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In 1959, Wang was exiled to the far north of the country, the Great Northern 

Wilderness, to live and be reformed through labor. The Cultural Revolution began in 1966. It 

was a disaster for China; countless scholars, scientists, artists, educators, intellectuals, and 

normal citizens suffered and were even tortured to death during this period. Consequently, 

Wang‘s creativity was stymied, without any artistic productivity for ten years.
2
 

The Cultural Revolution ended with the death of Chairman Mao in 1976. From 1977 

to 1981, Wang experienced his greatest compositional harvest in terms of both quality and 

quantity.
3
 Works from this four-year period stand out for their power, maturity, and artistry. 

His representative works of this time include the suite Impressions of Paintings by 

Higashiyama Kaii (1979), Essence of Two Poems by He Li (1982), the suite Other Mountains 

(1980), and Memory of the Er-Ren-Zhuan (composed in 1983, revised in 2007). 

In 1979, Wang was appointed assistant professor of the music department at Harbin 

Normal University and was selected as head of the department in 1985. In 1996, Wang 

retired and returned to Shanghai. Unfortunately, in 2003, he suffered a cerebral infarction, 

which severely affected his composing. In April 2013, Wang made the last trip of his life to 

see his sister. On July 6, 2013, Lisan Wang passed away at home. 

  

                                                      
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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Significance of This Research 

Lisan Wang is considered one of the most significant composers in New China.
4
 His 

piano works are treasured contributions to Chinese piano literature. Wang‘s well-known 

works, such as the Other Mountains, Suite: Scroll by Kaii Higashiyama, Lan Huahua, the 

Beautiful Girl, and Sonatina, are frequently performed and studied. Despite Wang‘s fame, a 

large portion of his piano works are relatively unknown. At the time of this writing, a 

comprehensive guide to Wang‘s entire piano repertoire does not exist in any language. 

The purpose of this dissertation is to analyze the complete published piano works 

from Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano, and create a performance guide of Lisan 

Wang‘s complete published piano works for students and teachers.
5
 This guide provides 

background and compositional characteristics of each piece, assigned difficulty level, musical 

features, duration, technical difficulties, and suggestions for practicing methodologies. The 

guide is designed to help students and teachers who are studying Wang‘s piano works. 

Additionally, this guide is intended to act as a bridge for bringing Wang‘s piano works to the 

Western musical world and further educating Western peers about Chinese culture and piano 

music. 

  

                                                      
4 The term ―New China‖ refers to the period after Zedong Mao. 
5 Some manuscripts are lost. 
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Literature Review 

Ever since Lisan Wang‘s first piece was published in 1956, scholars have studied his 

piano works. In recent years, a growing number of articles and dissertations have been 

published related to Wang‘s piano works. For this study, I examined the academic works 

published in China as well as those published internationally. These publications can be 

classified into five categories. The sources described below are a sample portion 

representative of the entire literature reviewed for this dissertation. The complete list of 

sources is found in the bibliography section. 

The first category focuses on particular pieces and suites by Wang. Rongjie Xu‘s 

doctoral dissertation ―Innovation and Traditional in Lisan Wang‘s Piano Suite Other Hill‖ 

presents detailed information on Wang‘s piano suite Other Mountains concerning formal 

analysis, thematic relationship, tonal and rhythmic organization, the Chinese pentatonic tonal 

system, and influences from Béla Bartók as well as Stravinsky.
6
 

The second category emphasizes the aesthetics and cultural value of Wang‘s works. 

Sources in this category include: Chunxia Zhang‘s master thesis ―The Aesthetic Research on 

Lisan Wang‘s Piano Suite Other Mountains,‖
7
 Fangxu Sun‘s master thesis ―The Levels of 

Connotation in Lisan Wang‘s Piano Work Other Mountains,‖
8
 Ke Bie‘s ―The Cultural Value 

in Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works.‖
9
 Other sources explore the Chinese style from the 

perspective of ethnomusicology, such as Baisheng Dai‘s ―The Symbol of Traditional Chinese 

                                                      
6 Rongjie Xu, ―Innovation and Tradition in Lisan Wang‘s Piano Suite Other Hill‖ (DMA diss., University of Nebraska, 

2010). 
7 Chunxia Zhang, ―The Aesthetic Research on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Suite Other Mountains‖ (Master thesis., Tianjin 

Conservatory of Music, 2016). 
8 Sun Fangxu, ―The Levels of Connotation in Lisan Wang‘s Piano Work Other Mountains‖ (Master thesis., Harbin Normal 

University, 2010). 
9 Ke Bie, ―Pursue of the Cultural Value in Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works,‖ Art Review 3, (2013): 132–135. 



He 6 

Culture—A Discussion on Chinese Style in F
-
sharp-Mode Shang Calligraphy and Chinese 

Lyre,‖
10

 and Chuan Qin‘s article ―A Survey of Chinese Musical Style‘s Succeeding and 

Improving from the Complementarity of the Sound of Waves‘ Materials.‖
11

 All sources in 

the second category discuss innovation of the Chinese music style in Wang‘s piano pieces. 

The third category explores compositional techniques and theoretical analysis of 

Wang‘s works. For instance, Fang Pu‘s ―Discussion on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works‖
12

 and 

Maosong Liu‘s Master‘s thesis ―Five Representative Piano Works of Different Periods of 

Lisan Wang‘s Musical Compositions‖ discuss harmonic technique, form, mode, and chord 

structure in five of Wang‘s pieces from different periods.
13

 Yufeng Ma‘s ―The Harmonic 

Characteristics of Lisan Wang‘s Sonatina,‖
14

 provides a comprehensive harmonic analysis of 

Wang‘s Sonatina that interprets how the composer used national music elements in 

combination with Western harmonic techniques and polytonality. Simin Ye‘s article ―Stones 

from Other Hills, Offend Jade Like This‖
15

 elucidates Wang‘s Chinese ethos by means of 

Western rules of composition in three aspects: 1) the superlative usage of fugue 

compositional technique, 2) intelligent use of Chinese traditional art elements, and 3) the use 

of modern harmonic vocabulary. Haoran Chen‘s master‘s thesis ―Research on Lisan Wang‘s 

Piano Works in 1980 and Beyond—Taking He Li’s Poetic Two, Fantasy Sonata: Black 

                                                      
10 Baisheng Dai, ―The Symbol of Traditional Chinese Culture—A Discussion on Chinese Style in F-sharp-Shang Mode 

Calligraphy and Chinese Lyre,‖ Huangzhong 2, (2004): 34–40. 
11 Chuan Qin, ―A Survey of Chinese Musical Style‘s Succeeding and Improving from the Complementarity of The Sound of 

Waves‘ Materials,‖ Music Research 6, (2013): 73–82. 
12 Fang Pu, ―Discussion on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works,‖ People’s Music 4, (1989): 67–73. 
13 Maosong Liu, ―Five Representative Piano Works of Different Periods of Lisan Wang‘s Musical Compositions‖ (Master 

thesis, Shangdong Normal University, 2014). 
14 Yufeng Ma, ―The Harmonic Characteristics of Lisan Wang‘s Sonatina,‖ Chinese Music 4, (2009): 154. 
15 Simin Ye, ―Stones from Other Hills, Offend Jade Like This,‖ Art of Music (Journal of the Shanghai Conservatory of 

Music) 1, (2004): 49–55. 
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Earth-The Memory of Two People, The Prophet as An Example‖
16

 provides a detailed 

analysis on form, compositional techniques, and aesthetic considerations of Wang‘s piano 

works from 1980 and beyond. 

The fourth category is Wang‘s own publications, including biography, interviews, and 

memoirs from Wang‘s friends and family. For example, Wang‘s article ―Discussion of 

Comments about Some Symphony Works of Xinghai Xian‖
17

 was the trigger that caused 

him and two other composers to be labeled rightists. His article ―A Dream in Heaven‖
18

 

introduced his new composition and explained the thought process behind it. ―Trends and 

Tradition—A Statement on the First Chinese Modern Composers Festival at Hong Kong‖
19

 

interpreted his point of view on the advantages between Western compositional technique 

and Chinese traditional music. ―Arrangement, composition, infringement and Other‖
20

 talked 

about Chinese composers deserving more respect for their music works. 

The biography from Yuhe Wang‘s article ―Lisan Wang—Open Up New Horizons for 

Chinese Piano Music‖
21

 briefly summarizes Wang‘s life and introduces Wang‘s works from 

1933–1980s. Lanshen Su, in his interview with Lisan Wang,
22

 recorded Wang‘s own talk 

about his unforgettable experiences of studying and growth, his compositional process for 

piano works, and his philosophy towards suffering and injustice. One chapter of Zhuquan 

                                                      
16 Haoran Chen, ―Research on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works in 1980 and Beyond—Taking He Li’s Poetic Two, Fantasy 

Sonata Black Earth-The Memory of Two People, The Prophet as An Example‖ (Master thesis., Shanghai Conservatory of 

Music, 2019). 
17 Lisan Wang, Shiren Liu and Zuxin Jiang, ―Discussion of comments about Some Symphony Works of Xinghai Xian,‖ 

People’s Music 4, (1957): 34–40. 
18 Lisan Wang, ―A Dream in Heaven,‖ Art of Music (Journal of the Shanghai Conservatory of Music) 3, (1982): 90–95. 
19 Lisan Wang, ―Trendy and Tradition—A Statement on the First Chinese Modern Composers Festival at Hong Kong,‖ 

Musicology in China 3, (1986): 28–41.  
20 Lisan Wang, ―Arrangement, Composition, Infringement and Other,‖ Piano Artistry 9, (2013): 16–19. 
21 Yuhe Wang, ―Lisan Wang—Open Up New Horizons for Chinese Piano Music,‖ People’s Music 3, (1996): 2–6. 
22 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 4–9. 
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Zhou‘s book ―Xiang Quan Lun Yue‖ (响泉论乐)
23

 describes Wang‘s life story and 

experiences. Yiming Zhang‘s book ―Looking for Lisan Wang—Critical Biography‖
24

 was 

completed in 2016, but not yet published. Pianist and musicologist Yiming Zhang spent four 

years researching Wang and his piano works. This book is rich in content, detailed in 

information, and very valuable for my dissertation. Hongjin Ni describes their friendship in 

her article ―In Memory of Lisan Wang,‖
25

 in order to express her memory of Wang. 

The fifth category refers to interpretation and pedagogical aspects of Wang‘s 

often-played piano works. Sources of the fifth category include Zhenni Yin‘s master‘s thesis, 

which analyzes the style and background of Wang‘s suite Impressions of Paintings by 

Higashiyama Kaii as well as provides interpretive and pedagogical suggestions.
26

 Some 

sources provide a comprehensive guide on a single suite and its individual pieces. These 

sources include Di Wu‘s article ―A Performance Analysis of Lisan Wang‘s ―The Lake,‖ from 

Piano Suite Impressions of Painting by Higashiyama Kaii,‖
27

 and Xiaoyi Zhou‘s master 

thesis ―Music Study of Lisan Wang‘s ―Children‘s Heart Collection.‖ Jie Yu‘s master thesis, 

―Stones from Other Mountains Can be Made into Jade—On the Research of Lisan Wang‘s 

Tashanji,‖
28

 discusses artistic conception, compositional techniques, and performance 

suggestions on Wang‘s Other Mountains. 

                                                      
23 Zhuquan Zhou, ―The Composer Lisan Wang,‖ in Xiang Quan Lun Yue (Harbin: Heilongjiang People‘s Publishing House, 

2009), 217–234. 
24 Yiming Zhuang, Looking for Lisan Wang—Critical Biography (Unpublished). 
25 Ni Hongjin, ―In Memory of Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 9, (2013): 4–7.  
26 Zhenni Yin, ―A Brief Analysis and Pedagogical Suggestion on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Suite the Scroll by Kaii Higashiyama‖ 

(Master thesis, Shanghai Normal University, 2011). 
27 Di Wu, ―A Performance Analysis of Lisan Wang‘s ―The Lake,‖ from Piano Suite Impressions of Painting by 

Higashiyama Kaii,‖ Modern Music 3, (2019): 100–102. 
28 Jie Yu, ―Stones from Other Mountains Can be Made into Jade—On the Research of Lisan Wang‘s Tashanji‖ (Master 

thesis., Hunan Normal University, 2008). 
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Among the academic publications related to Wang‘s piano works, musicologist and 

pianist Dr. Yiming Zhang‘s
29

 research stands out as exceptional in the field. Yiming‘s 

research is expertly presented in a variety of formats, including lectures, recitals, publications, 

and recordings. 

Dr. Zhang took part in the proofreading of Wang‘s entire piano works
30

 and released 

a collection of the composer‘s complete piano works across three CDs.
31

 His doctoral 

dissertation offers detailed information about Wang‘s piano works as well as the cultural 

connotations behind them. Yiming Zhang‘s doctoral dissertation ―The Underlying Folk 

Music in Lisan Wang‘s Music‖
32

 summarizes the important time periods of Wang‘s life and 

focuses on three of Wang‘s representative pieces: Lan Huahua, the Beautiful Girl; Other 

Mountains; and Er-Ren-Zhuan. In Zhang‘s dissertation, scholars may access important 

information about each piece‘s background, style, combination of Chinese folk elements and 

Western compositional techniques, cultural connotations, and Wang‘s vast spiritual world. 

Zhang‘s article ―History Plays a Joke, Lisan Wang‘s 1957 Metamorphosis‖ describes the 

details of Wang‘s dramatic life change in 1957: information that remains largely unknown to 

the public.
33

 To collect accurate information, Zhang did significant field research, 

interviewing the composer himself and witnesses involved in relevant events, and by reading 

many related historical materials. Zhang‘s article is a valuable reference for readers to 

understand how Lisan Wang underwent a drastic life change from a promising young 

                                                      
29 Yiming Zhang, faculty at Xinhai Conservatory of Music. 
30 Lisan Wang, Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013). 
31 Yiming Zhang, Lisan Wang Complete Piano Works, Naxos 9.70248-50, 2015, compact disc. 
32 Yiming Zhang, ―The Underlying Folk Music in Lisan Wang‘s Music‖ (DMA diss., Temple University, 2014). 
33 Yiming Zhang, ―History Plays a Joke,‖ International Journal of Contemporary Composition 11, (2015): 1–32. 
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composer to a purported reactionary who was exiled to the remote Northern Wildness. 

Wang‘s encounters and life experiences during this period also impacted his later aesthetics 

and compositional style. 

In addition to Yiming Zhang‘s academic achievements above, he also published 

articles like ―Digging Gold in Chinese Piano Music I, II, and III‖
34

 (published separately in 

2013), and shared stories while in the process of doing his research. ―Lisan Wang and His 

Music‖
35

 discusses the relationship between Wang‘s works and the times he explored the 

Chinese elements from the perspectives of childlike innocence, poetry, paintings, folk songs, 

and dance. ―Proofreading, Corrigendum, and Comparison of Different Versions of Lisan 

Wang Selected Works for the Piano,‖
36

 describes Wang‘s personal involvement during the 

composition and publication processes. Dr. Yiming Zhang‘s academic achievements furnish 

highly valuable research data for my dissertation and provide reliable sources for other 

scholars wishing to study Lisan Wang‘s piano works. Zhang‘s three CDs of Lisan Wang‘s 

complete piano works also provide valuable audio recordings for listeners and researchers. 

These CDs cover Wang‘s frequently played repertoire and a large portion of rarely performed 

pieces. Some of the recordings of pieces in the three-CD set were world premieres. Zhang is 

the first pianist in the world to record the complete piano works of Lisan Wang, and the first 

one to record the complete piano works of the Chinese composer under an international 

record company. 

                                                      
34 Yimin Zhang, ―Digging Gold in Chinese Piano Music I,‖ Piano Artistry 4, (2013): 42–44; Yimin Zhang, ― Gigging Gold 

in Chinese Piano Music II,‖ Piano Artistry 4, (2013): 42–46; Yimin Zhang, ― Gigging Gold in Chinese Piano Music III,‖ 

Piano Artistry 6, (2013): 38–43. 
35 Yiming Zhang, ―Lisan Wang And His Music,‖ Piano Artistry 9, (2013): 8–15. 
36 Yiming Zhang, ―Proofread, Corrigendum, and Comparison of Different Versions of Lisan Wang Selected Works for the 

Piano,‖ Piano Artistry 10, (2013): 24—31. 
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Methodology and Procedures 

The research method of this dissertation includes: 1) a survey of the literature, 

involving the extensive collection of academic research by other scholars; 2) musical analysis 

examining the characteristics of each piece, including compositional techniques, Chinese 

style elements, acoustics, and timbres; 3) comparative analysis, whereby characteristics of 

these works are compared and contrasted with pieces within this collection as well as within 

Wang‘s greater piano oeuvre and that of other Western composers; 4) historical examination, 

including detailed background information and resources to help readers comprehend the 

context of each piece; 5) and pedagogical study, analyzing various performance techniques 

and providing pedagogical advice for targeted practice methods to help learners overcome 

technical difficulties. 

The score source I used is Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (despite the 

name, it contains Wang‘s entire piano works), which is issued by the Shanghai Music 

Publishing House in 2013. My guide will follow the order of pieces in this collection. 

Maurice Hinson and Wesley Roberts‘s book Guide to the Pianist’s Repertoire is a 

significant source of inspiration for this dissertation‘s guide.
37

 Hinson and Roberts‘s 

approach offers a framework for my methodology. With a proper guide and difficulty 

reference table, piano teachers can enrich their students‘ education with suitable assignments 

from Wang‘s piano oeuvre. The following is an overview of the information I provide for 

each piece in my guide.  

                                                      
37 Maurice Hinson and Wesley Roberts, Guide to the Pianist’s Repertoire (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University 

Press, 2014). 
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1. Title (Chinese and English), piece order number, year of composition, appropriate 

duration, genre, characteristics. 

2. Background, what kind of Chinese folk elements are applied (if necessary), timbre of 

imitated Chinese traditional instruments (if necessary), related cultural meanings. 

3. Performance instruction, scope of application, approaches to overcome technically 

demanding sections, pedal usage, key touch, fingerings. 

4. Musical terms such as Chinese traditional instruments, modes, Chinese and Japanese 

pentatonic scales that relevant to this document are defined in the appendix. 

5. Difficulty level. The majority of this music is concert-level repertoire. The difficulty 

level ranges from 110; the higher the number, the more difficult the piece is. The 

criteria for determining these numbers is given below. 

 Levels 12 roughly equal in difficulty to Musical Impressions Book 1—11 Solos in 

a Variety of Styles for Early Elementary to Elementary Pianists and Book 2—11 

Solos in a Variety of Styles for Late Elementary to Early Intermediate Pianists by 

Martha Mier, published by Alfred Music, 2016. 

 Level 3 roughly equal in difficulty to Shostakovich Children’s Notebook, Op. 69 

or Burgmüller‘s 25 Easy and Progressive Studies, Op. 100 No. 120 

 Level 4 roughly equal to Bach‘s Notebook for Anna Magdalena Bach 

 Level 5 roughly equal to Mendelssohn Venetianisches Gondellied in F-sharp 

Minor, Op. 30, No. 6 

 Level 6 roughly equal to Czerny School of Velocity Op. 299 Nos. 120 
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 Level 7 roughly equal to Béla Bartók‘s Romanian Folk Dances or Sonatina 

 Level 8 roughly equal to Moszkowski 15 Etudes de Vortuosite Op. 72, Nos. 2, 6, 9, 

and 11 or Mozart Piano Sonata in A Minor, KV 310 

 Level 9 roughly equal to Beethoven Piano Sonata in C Major, Op. 2, No. 3 

 Level 10 roughly equal to Chopin Etudes Op. 10 Nos. 4, 8, and Op. 25, No. 11 
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CHAPTER 2 

Title: Lan Huahua, the Beautiful Girl [蓝花花] 

Composition Date: 1953 

Genre: theme and variations 

Characteristics: syncopated rhythms, meter changes, dissonant intervals, traditional folk 

song melody with novel multiple tonalities. 

Degree of Difficulty: 7 

Length and Duration: 3 pages, lasts about 4 minutes 

Scope of Application: intermediate to advanced pianists 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: balance among multiple voices, cantabile in piano 

performance, clarity and fluent action on the keys 

Background and Description: 

Lisan Wang composed Lan Huahua, The Beautiful Girl, in 1953 when he was an 

undergraduate student in the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. The piece was performed at 

―First National Music Week,‖ which was the highest-level music event at that time in the 

People‘s Republic of China.
38

 This piece earned Wang the reputation of a promising young 

composer. 

Located in a remote northwest region within the vast area of northern Shaanxi, the 

Loess Plateau is full of cracks and gaps because of geographical erosion. This situation 

contributes to most people living in harsh living conditions. Thus, the people living in this 

                                                      
38

 Qian Chen, ―Investigation and Research on the First National Music Week in 1956‖ (Master thesis., Chinese National 

Academy of Arts, 2009). 
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region develop great optimism and indomitable spirit. The Xin Tian You (信天游)
39

 reflects 

the spirit of the geographical conditions and lifestyle of the northern Shaanxi people. 

Roughness and primitivism are primary characteristics of the music from northern Shaanxi.
40

 

Wang‘s piano work Lan Huahua derives from a famous folk song in the Northern 

Shaanxi area. This song depicts the story of a girl trying to break free of her feudal shackles 

by pursuing freedom and love. However, she becomes consumed with grief. The tune of this 

piano work is in the Xin Tian You（信天游）folk music style, lyrical and graceful. The rhythm 

is slow and free, and the text is colloquial.
41

 

As a product of Lisan Wang‘s early period, the piece follows Western classical 

compositional techniques and form to some extent. For instance, this piece utilizes 

theme-and-variation form and frequent modulation. Wang incorporates his own stylistic 

elements within the Western classical context through five methods: 1) combining Chinese 

folk song melody with a traditional Western harmonic accompaniment; 2) using novel 

multiple tonalities (see Figure 1.1); 3) adopting the original folk song melody in deliberate 

imitation of the local singing style; 4) using dissonant minor-second intervals; and 5) frequent 

changes of meter, alternating between 2/4, 3/4, 5/4, and 5/8. 

Notably, the third method is evident from mm.12; here, the main theme enters with a 

long phrase. At the fourth beat of the second measure, the half-note chord echoes in a manner 

                                                      
39 Xin Tian You: A traditional form of folk song spread among Northwestern areas of China. 
40 Nan Xiang, ―Discussion on the Development of Characteristic of Folk Songs in Northern Shaanxi – Lan Huahua,‖ 

Northern Music 15, (2017): 30. 
41 Tingge Wei, ―The Piano Music of Lisan Wang,‖ People’s Music 10, (1986): 20. 
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similar to people singing in the valley, hearing their voices reverberating within its walls (see 

Figure 1.2). 

 

Figure 1.1. Lan Huahua, The Beautiful Girl, mm. 2732. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 1.2. Lan Huahua, The Beautiful Girl, mm. 12. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

The main theme, mm.18, represents the beautiful girl standing on top of the Loess 

Plateau. Creating a singing melody and successful phrasing is crucial; the pianist should keep 

fingers close to the keyboard and use a soft touch to make the piano sing. 
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In the second variation, from mm. 1724, the left hand depicts the image of a man 

who is Lan Huahua‘s lover. The melody in the middle register should be played lyrically and 

deeply, pressing each key with the pad of the fingers. There is a counter melody embedded 

within the right-hand accompaniment (see Figure 1.3). From m. 25, the left-hand part 

introduces running sixteenth notes with syncopation, suggesting the advent of disaster. The 

top voice in the right-hand chords and octaves should be highlighted (see Figure 1.4). 

 

Figure 1.3. Lan Huahua, The Beautiful Girl, mm. 1721. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 1.4. Lan Huahua, The Beautiful Girl, mm. 2226. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

The third variation is the climax of this piece and represents Lan Huahua‘s contention 

for her fate against the shackles of feudal ethics. The pianist should play this section with 

agitated emotion. The right-hand running sixteenth notes should be played with dexterity and 

flexibility. The left-hand accompaniment can be played with staccato to manifest the tense 
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atmosphere. According to my own performance experience, I provide optional fingerings 

which may be helpful for pianists (see Figure 1.5). 

 

Figure 1.5. Lan Huahua, The Beautiful Girl, mm. 4458. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

 

The coda contains various meter changes, which the composer uses to avoid a rigid 

marking of time. The added eighth note in the 5/8 functions as a metric elongation of the 

movement (see Figure 1.6). 

 

Figure 1.6. Lan Huahua, The Beautiful Girl, mm. 8388. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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Summary: 

Understanding the meaning of the music and the performance skills required to 

express those feelings are paramount to interpreting Lan Huahua, The Beautiful Girl. The 

pianist should always pursue a beautiful timbre when playing the main melody. Depress the 

keys with the pad of the fingers to create a lyrical sound. When playing the section marked 

agitato, the fingers should be stable and powerful. While maintaining firmness in the fingers, 

use a light and nimble touch for enhanced musical contrast. 
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Title: Sonatina [小奏鸣曲] 

I. Under the Sunshine [在阳光下] 

II. After another Rainfall [新雨后] 

III. Dance of the Mountain Men [山里人之舞] 

Composition Date: 1957 

Genre: sonatina 

Characteristics: straightforward, pure, innocent, derives from Chinese folk songs, 

combination of Chinese folk tune and Western compositional techniques, polytonality 

Degree of Difficulty: 

I. Under the Sunshine, 7 

II. After another Rainfall, 6 

III. Dance of the Mountain Men, 7 

Length and Duration: 14 pages, last about 8 minutes 

Scope of Application: intermediate to advanced piano pianists 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: alternating double-notes and ostinato 

accompaniment in left hand, frequent meter changes, playing evenly and clearly in 

fast tempo 

Background and Description: 

Wang originally composed this Sonatina for elementary students at an attached 

preparatory school of the Shanghai Music Conservatory. At the time of publication, Wang 
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selected a descriptive programmatic title he felt would appeal to children.
42

 The Sonatina is 

full of innocence, brightness, and youthful spirit. The musical texture is concise and agile. 

Wang utilizes stable harmony and a simple texture to support a freely moving melody.
43

 The 

influence of Western music can be found in the harmonic language and texture. Wang‘s piece 

bears similarities to works such as Béla Bartók‘s Two Romanian Dances, Op. 8a, No. 1 (see 

Figures 2.1 and 2.2). 

 

Figure 2.1. Under the Sunshine, mm. 15. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 2.2. Béla Bartók, Two Romanian Dances, Op. 8a, No.1, mm. 14. Example from 

IMSLP/Petrucci Music Library. 

 

 

The first movement, Under the Sunshine, utilizes sonata form (see Figure 2.3). The 

primary theme is based on the series of pitches, A, E, G and D, accompanied by a left-hand 

part alternating between v and I in A major (see Figure 2.1). The frequently changing meter is 

                                                      
42 Yuhe Wang, ―Lisan Wang—Open up New Horizons for Chinese Piano Music,‖ People’s Music 3, (1996): 2–6. 
43 Ibid. 
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one of the primary characteristics of this movement (see Figure 2.4). The secondary theme is 

a long phrase with a lyrical melody. The development section derives from the change and 

development of the first theme. In the recapitulation, the second theme is similar with the 

secondary theme in the exposition, albeit played four steps higher. The coda adopts the motif 

from the beginning of the piece. 

 

Figure 2.3. The form structure diagram of Under the Sunshine. 

Exposition   Development    Recapitulation       Coda  

The main theme 

(143) AYu, second 

theme (4459), 

transition (6076) 

F-sharpYu, 

AYu and 

GYu 

Main theme 

(108127), second 

theme (128148) 

AGong 

mm. 176 mm. 77107   mm. 108148    mm. 149164 

 

Figure 2.4. Under the Sunshine, mm. 15. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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The second movement, After another Rainfall, uses ternary form. The melody of the 

first section originates from a folk song in the Shanxi province.
44

 In the second section, the 

left hand plays a lyrical melody with a consistent sixteenth-note accompaniment. The third 

section is a variation of the first section with the main theme. 

The third movement, Dance of the Mountain Men, is in an aboriginal dance style in 

3/8 with occasional switches to 2/8 and 5/8. The warm and joyous atmosphere is similar in 

character to the first movement. In the first four measures, the chords of both hands consist of 

perfect fourth and fifth intervals, which present a distinct patriotic style. The intervals formed 

across the hands contain augmented fourths and major sevenths, which offer unique colors to 

the texture (see Figure 2.5). 

 

Figure 2.5. Dance of the Mountain Men, mm.17. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

The changing meters are the challenging aspects of Under the Sunshine. Strive for 

perfect rhythmic precision of the eighth notes and eighth rests. The left-hand accompaniment 

primarily consists of staccato double notes (see Figure 2.6). 

                                                      
44 Yufeng Ma, ―The Harmonic Characteristics of Lisan Wang‘s Sonatina,‖ Chinese Music 4, (2009): 154. 
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Figure 2.6. Under the Sunshine, mm. 15. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

After another Rainfall has rich national characteristics. This movement is distinct 

from the outer two movements, which are composed in a contrapuntal style. In the A and A‘ 

sections, in order to produce expressiveness, the fingers should keep close to the keys as 

much as possible. Then, press each key deeply and slowly. Be aware of the alternating 4/8, 

5/8 and 3/4 meters (see Figure 2.7). 

 

Figure 2.7. After another Rainfall, mm. 16. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

In the B section, the right hand plays consecutive sixteenth-note melodic intervals, 

which consists almost exclusively of fourths and minor seconds. The short slurs require the 

pianist to utilize the weight of wrist to do ‗down and up‘ motions on the keyboard to create 

good articulations (see Figure 2.8). 
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Figure 2.8. After another Rainfall, mm. 2832. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Dance of the Mountain Men is a fast-paced, warm dance. Although highlighting the 

melody is important, the pianist should also carefully consider the articulation of the left hand. 

For instance, in mm. 819, each slur connects groups of eighth notes. However, in mm. 

3857, there are dots and slurs written throughout the groups of eighth-notes (see Figures 2.9 

and 2.10). From mm. 99165, there are three voices. The pianist should bring out the main 

melody in the right hand and the bottom voice in the left hand (see Figure 2.11). 

 

Figure 2.9. Dance of the Mountain Men, mm. 815. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 2.10. Dance of the Mountain Men, mm. 3844. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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Figure 2.11. Dance of the Mountain Men, mm. 99102. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Summary: 

The main technical consideration in the first movement Under the Sunshine is 

differentiating between staccato and legato. Whether playing the right-hand melody or 

left-hand double-note ostinatos, it is crucial to keep a flexible yet resilient wrist. The pianist 

should transfer the weight of the arms to the fingertips when touching the keyboard. For 

legato passages such as from mm. 4459, the pianist should have relaxed shoulders, arms, 

and hands. Keep the fingers close to the keyboard, lead the motion with the wrist, and slowly 

press each key with the pad of the fingers. The second movement After another Rainfall 

prominently features polyphony. Each layer of the polyphonic texture should be aurally clear 

to the audience using contrasts in tone, phrasing, and rhythms. The third movement Dance of 

the Mountain Men represents an enthusiastic and cheerful dance scene. The pianist should 

accurately grasp the sense of rhythm of the music. 
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Title: Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland (North of Shaanxi) [兄妹开荒-陕北] 

Composition Date: 1978 

Genre: transcription based on a Yangko Opera of the same title by An Bo. 

Characteristics: rearranged from Yangko Opera, dramatic, clusters imitating rooster 

crowing 

Degree of Difficulty: 7 

Length and Duration: 8 pages, lasts about 6 minutes 

Scope of Application: advanced pianists, suitable for recital repertoire 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: fast running accompaniment using a wide range of 

the keyboard, wide leaps in both hands, thick chords and octaves in quick motion, 

voicing to the top notes in big chords and octaves 

Background and Description: 

The Yangko Opera was a performing art that combined singing, recitative, dance, and 

story. Yangko Opera is full of vivid spectacle. Its tone derived from Northern Shaanxi folk 

music, which was popular among Northern Chinese rural areas. Yangko dance is one of the 

composer‘s favorite dance forms.
45

 Regarding Yangko dance, Wang stated, ―I love Northern 

Shaanxi folk songs, because they are deep, profound, and bold. Their tones are full of earthy 

and historical feeling. There are so many ancient cultural heritages inside it.‖
46

 

In May 1942, Zedong Mao (毛泽东, 18931976) appealed for the creation of literary 

and art works designed for all people. Dahua Wang (王大化, 19191946), faculty of the Xun 

                                                      
45 Yiming Zhang, ―Lisan Wang and His Music,‖ Piano Artistry 9, (2013): 14. 
46 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 7. 
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Lu Art Institute (鲁迅艺术学院),
47

 Bo Li (李波, 19181996), freshman, and An Bo, 

composer, authored an opera depicting the true story of Pien Ma (马丕恩) and his daughter as 

they cultivated the wasteland through industrialization and hard work. Brother and Sister 

Reclaiming the Wasteland (1943) was the first Yangko Opera and laid down the foundation 

for a new Chinese Opera style.
48

 

 

Figure 3.1. Yangko Opera Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland, performed by Li Bo 

and Wang Dahua.
49

 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

For the first four measures, the fast running left-hand accompaniment covers a range 

of four octaves. Evenness and velocity in the left hand are challenges. Two main strategies 

may help the pianist accomplish this. First, use an effective fingering. On Figure 3.2, I 

provide a possible fingering according to my own performance. Second, practice with 

alternating rhythms targeted at improving the big leaps. 

  

                                                      
47 Xun Lu Art Institute was established in 1938 in Yan An, in Shaanxi province.  
48 Qian Yang, ―Brief Discuss on Yangko Opera in Xun Lu Art Institute in Yan‘an,‖ Home Drama 23, (2018): 24. 
49 Picture resource: https://image.baidu.com 兄妹开荒 (accessed on November 11, 2019). 
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Figure 3.2. Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland, mm. 14. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Big leaps to and from the extremities of keyboard register, from low to high and high 

to low, are common in this piece and present significant challenges for the pianist. The large 

leaps can be seen in many places, including mm. 2530, mm. 4145, mm. 6770, and mm. 

114116 (see Figure 3.3). The quick tempo of the piece further adds to the difficulty of the 

leaps. I suggest for pianists to approach these sections in four steps: practice each spot with 

hands-separate practice in a slow tempo that allows the pianist to achieve perfect accuracy 

with the proper technique; for each problematic big leap, after playing the first chord of a 

big-leap sequence, imagine accurately playing the next note/chord and visually confirm the 

location in advance. After multiple attempts, the pianist should be able to achieve a degree of 

physical and mental security that is more reliable than simple muscle memory. Visualization 

is also very important during the whole process of practice. The purpose of visualization is 

not only reading what is on the score but also finding and understanding the musical 

connotations and meanings behind the notes. Pianists should constantly read scores and 

practice without the keyboard; after practicing in the manner of step 2 multiple times with 

hands-separate practice, the pianist can proceed to practice hands together. 
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Figure 3.3a. Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland, mm. 2530. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 3.3b. Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland, mm. 4145. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 3.3c. Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland, mm. 6770. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 3.3d. Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland, mm. 114116. Used with 

permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

  



He 31 

Octaves and thick chords are common in this piece, including sections like running 

left-hand figurations in mm. 14, mm. 2932, and mm. 4347. In each instance, the main 

melody is located in the top voice. Therefore, the pianist should bring out the melody while 

maintaining a softer, subordinate musical balance in other voices of the texture (see Figure 

3.4). 

 

Figure 3.4. Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland, mm. 4347. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Wang‘s father often brought him to see traditional Chinese dramas and folk art. These 

outings left a deep impression on Wang and served as inspiration in many of his works. 

Notably, the minor-second intervals in Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland 

represent Chinese traditional percussion instruments that evoke a joyful atmosphere, local 

customs, and nationalism. Wang stated, ―I used dissonant intervals to present some special 
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tone in Shaanxi folk songs, and applied clusters to imitate the rooster crowing (See Figure 

3.5).‖
50

 

 

Figure 3.5, Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland, mm. 59 and mm. 2124. Used 

with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

 

Summary: 

Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland is an arrangement of a Yangko Opera. 

The main melody originates from Northern Shaanxi folk tunes. The colorful harmonies and 

virtuosic technical demands make the work an ideal recital piece. A strong understanding of 

the story and listening to a recording of the original opera will benefit the pianist‘s 

performance. Proper fingerings, precise grasp of the rhythm and tempo, and the ability to 

distinctly express each dynamic layer are all important for masterfully performing this work. 

  

                                                      
50 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 8. 
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Title: Impressions of Paintings by Higashiyama Kaii [组曲：东山魁夷画意] 

I. Winter Blossom [冬花] 

II. Autumn Dress for the Forest [森林秋装] 

III. The Lake [湖] 

IV. The Sound of Waves [涛声] 

Composition Date: 1979 

Genre: programmatic piano Suite 

Characteristics: utilizes Japanese traditional scale, music expresses the artistic conception of 

paintings and poetry, demanding performance techniques 

Degree of Difficulty: 710 

Length and Duration: 21 pages, lasts about 20 minutes 

Scope of Application: advanced pianists, suitable for recital repertoire 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: counterpoint, octaves performance, multiple timbre 

control, variety use of pedal 

Background and Description: 

In 1979, the Chinese official periodical ―China Pictorial‖ published a series of works 

by Japanese painter Higashiyama Kaii (19081999),
 
who was one of the most popular artists 

in post-war Japan, renowned for his Nihonga-style paintings (see Figure 4.1).
51

 

  

                                                      
51 Yiyou Wu, ―The Beauty of Japan—Master Higashiyama Kaii,‖ entry posted August. 27, 2019, 

http://www.sohu.com/a/336813461_740896 (accessed November 10, 2019). 
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Figure: 4.1. Higashiyama Kaii (19081999)
52

 

 

 

Lisan Wang composed works based on scenes from Higashiyama‘s paintings. Initially, 

Wang did not intend to write a suite with a collection of pieces. However, after completing 

the first piece, Winter Blossoms, he felt creative inspiration flowing and continued composing. 

As a result, Wang completed three additional pieces: The Autumn Dress for the Forest, The 

Lake, and The Sound of Waves. 

Wang mailed his suite and recordings to Higashiyama. In a response letter, the painter 

replied, ―I greatly admire you for your deep understanding of my works!‖ The Chairman of 

the Japan Modern Music Association also had positive feelings on the suite, calling it ―a 

masterpiece that has cosmopolitan and creative character!‖
53

 

The music of this suite describes natural scenery and portrays Wang‘s own artistic 

feelings inspired by Higashiyama‘s paintings. Wang wrote short poems under the title of each 

                                                      
52 Picture resource: https://image.baidu.com 东山魁夷 (accessed on November 13, 2019). 
53 Yuhe Wang, ―Lisan Wang—Open up New Horizons for Chinese Piano Music,‖ People’s Music 3, (1996): 3. 
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piece. These poems provide artistic guidance to make the suites more understandable to 

performers as well as audiences. 

 

I. Winter Blossoms, difficulty level 9 

 

Poem: 

沉寂，冷清 …      Silent and lonely … 

一颗银白色的大树晶莹璀璨，   A silvery tree with lush stalks and branches, 

它那搓枒繁密的枝柯    bright and glittering. 

在寒光中唱着生命的歌。    Singing the song of the life in the cold.
54

 

 

Figure: 4.2. Winter Blossoms, painted by Higashiyama Kaii.
55

 

 

 

The first piece of the set, ―Winter Blossoms,‖ was inspired by Kaii Higashiyama‘s 

painting ―Winter Flower‖ 冬花 (see Figure 4.2). The painting portrays the bright moon 

                                                      
54 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 28. 
55 Picture source: https://www.sohu.com/a/240028409_260616 (accessed on November 15, 2019). 
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silently hanging in the sky, shining its silvery light on the ground. The branches of rime are 

like white coral stretches to the sky. The atmosphere is of peace and harmony. 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

Winter Blossoms is in six sections. The first section includes mm. 18, the second 

from mm. 923, the third from mm. 2440, the fourth from mm. 4174, the fifth from 7596, 

and the sixth from mm. 97102. At the beginning of the first section, the arpeggios are the 

core pitch-series of this piece and its transposition. The series is F, G, A-flat, C, D-flat and its 

transposition: C-sharp, D-sharp, E, G-sharp, and A (see Figure 4.3). In order to depict the 

silent and peaceful atmosphere, the opening two measures should be played quietly with little 

to no emotional expression from the performer. No crescendo or decrescendo is required. 

The nine thirty-second-note figuration should be played as evenly as possible. The soft pedal 

may be used. 

 

Figure 4.3. Winter Blossoms, mm. 12. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

These core pitches sometimes appear as three or four superimposed lines within a 

unified tonality, speaking to each other; sometimes the lines appear as two or three cadenza 

sound streams superposed on different tonalities. 



He 37 

The second section features polyphony. The main melody consists of ascending and 

descending pitches in a Japanese-traditional pentatonic scale (Du Jie Mode).
56

 The melody 

continues to develop into four voices in m. 17, with augmentation and diminution between 

both hands. The pianist must balance the voices carefully. The main theme starts with the 

bottom voice from the second beat in m. 8 and is then taken over by the top voice. In mm. 

910, the notes of the middle voice are distributed to separate hands to maintain complete 

voice lines. Pedaling should follow the bottom voice octaves. The grace notes D-flat and C 

repeat the last two notes of the main theme, which appears several times. These two notes 

should be emphasized, but played lightly. In my own experience, the voices represent 

different meanings; the top voice represents a lonely traveler. The middle voice depicts 

glittering ice hanging in the treetops. The bottom line represents the footsteps in the snow 

(see Figure 4.4). 

 

Figure 4.4 Winter Blossoms, mm. 811. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

                                                      
56 One of the pentatonic scales in Japanese folk music called Du Jie Mode which contains half steps. There are three fomrs 

with the following five pitches mi, fa, la, si, do; si, do, mi, fa, la; la, si, do, mi, and fa. Half step lower mi and half step lower 

la are often used. 
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In mm. 2225, the meter changes from 4/4 to 3/4. The accel. poco a poco marking 

indicates the transition between sections. Here, the pianist should pay attention to the 

changing note values in the left hand (see Figure 4.5). 

Figure: 4.5. Winter Blossoms, mm. 2025. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

From mm. 2627, Wang presents the theme in a different tonality. In the top voice, 

the grace notes echo the main theme. From mm. 2833, the composer applies triplet rhythmic 

patterns to portray the glittering grains of ice hanging on the branches. The triplets should be 

played evenly, and the top notes should be brought out. In m. 34, the right hand plays the 

melodic chords as well as part of the accompaniment. The pianist should pay close attention 

to the different layers between melodic chords and accompaniment (see Figure 4.6). 
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Figure 4.6. Winter Blossoms, mm. 2634. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

From mm. 3538, good coordination between both hands is required to play the 

quintuplets. The pianist should play these quintuplets evenly, similar to playing the Chinese 

Zither. 

From mm. 4150, the pianist is presented with a passage containing rhythmic, 

melodic, and textural challenges (see Figure 4.7). Rhythmically, quintuplets in the right hand 

should match the eighth notes in the left hand. I marked Figure 4.8 and Figure 4.9 with red 

tetragons and lines to show the proper way to coordinate the left hand and right hand. The 

meter alternates between 3/4 and 2/4. Melodically, the first two notes of each quintuplet 

group in the right hand is the main theme of the fourth section. The pianist should emphasize 

the thumb and fifth finger to bring out the melody. The technical demands of this passage 

may easily fatigue the pianist. Thus, the pianist should maintain a loose arm and flexible 

wrist to play this passage successfully. Using the wrist in small circular gestures can help 
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shift the weight to each fingertip. Texturally, there are four voices; the soprano sings the main 

theme, the mezzo and tenor serve as inner accompaniment, and the bass functions as the 

harmonic foundation. Pedaling should be applied according to the harmonic change. 

 

Figure 4.7. Winter Blossoms, mm. 4142. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

Measures 51 and 52 are also technically demanding (see Figure 4.8). To add depth to 

the texture, in addition to playing main melody with the thumb, the pianist may let the fifth 

finger slightly emphasize the higher octave note that follows. The pianist may benefit greatly 

from accurately counting out the rhythm loudly during slow practice. The left hand should 

rhythmically match the right hand. Measures 5366 share similar characteristics, but are 

transposed up by a minor second. 

 

Figure 4.8. Winter Blossoms, mm. 5152. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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II. Autumn Dress for the Forest, difficulty level 7 

 

Poem: 

树——   Trees too, 

也醉了   are tipsy. 

小白马呀，  Oh, little white horses, 

你还流连于  Do you still enjoy 

金色的梦？  the golden dream?‖
57

 

 

Figure 4.9. Autumn Dress for the Forest, painted by Higashiyama Kaii.
58

 

 

 

This piece consists of a nine-measure phrase that repeats three times at different 

dynamic levels. The second repetition follows a six-measure transition. The third repetition is 

one octave higher. The main theme is based on a Japanese traditional mode that contains D, 

E-flat, G, A, B-flat (see Figure 4.10). 

 

 

 

                                                      
57 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 34. 
58

 Picture resource: https://www.sohu.com/a/195817776_114057 (accessed on November 18, 2019). 
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Figure 4.10 Autumn Dress for the Forest, mm. 16. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

Wang marked the tempo at ♩ = 120. However, according to my own performance 

experience and other recordings, a tempo of ♩ = 100 or 105 is also appropriate. Regardless of 

the tempo chosen, the pianist should pay close attention to the dotted-quarter-note patterns. 

This dance-like rhythm paints a picture of little white horses galloping around the forest. 

From mm. 1922, the arpeggios in both hands should be treated differently. The top 

note of each chord should be highlighted. The fermata in m. 22 should be played longer; for 

instance, the pianist may remain on this chord for about four beats (see Figure 4.11). 

 

Figure 4.11. Autumn Dress for the Forest, mm. 1922. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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III. The Lake, difficulty level 7 

 

Poem: 

明镜，明镜！    Oh, Mirror, Mirror! 

你让朴素的山林   It‘s through you the mountain forest 

认识他自己的美   see their own beauty. 

明镜，明镜！    Oh, Mirror, Mirror! 

我爱你无言的深邃。  I like your wordless profundity.
59 

 

Figure 4.12 The Lake, painted by Higashiyama Kaii.
60

 

 
 

In the painting, the forest and distant mountains are reflected in the lake. The surface 

of the lake is calm, smooth, and reflective like a mirror. The atmosphere is tranquil: a 

peaceful story about the trees, mountain, forest, and the lake.
61

 

A repetition of the first phrase immediately follows in mm. 57. The second phrase 

begins in m. 8, and is also immediately followed by a repetition of that phrase from mm. 

                                                      
59 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 36. 
60

 Picture resource: http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_3dd7e3230101044f.html (accessed on November 20, 2019). 
61 Di Wu, ―A Performance Analysis of Lisan Wang‘s ―The Lake,‖ from Piano Suite Impressions of Painting by 

Higashiyama Kaii,‖ Modern Music 3, (2019): 101. 
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1215. Measures 1617 are a transition. Measures 1825 are a varied repetition, and the coda 

is from mm. 2630. 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

In order to play this piece well, the pianist should be mindful of tempo, pedaling, and 

voicing. Regarding tempo, however, the piece begins with a marking of ♩=50, and the pianist 

needs to integrate rubato. 

The introduction (m.1) describes the peaceful, wide surface of the lake. Both hands 

play in unison spread apart by two octaves. The right hand should be the leading voice in the 

unison. Strategic use of the pedal can enhance the sonority of the passage; the pedal should 

be depressed on the first two beats through to the second half of the sixth beat, which are 

minor seconds in both hands. Upon arriving on the minor seconds, quickly switch to hold the 

two minor seconds, then change and hold the pedal on the eighth beat until the end of the first 

measure. 

From mm. 27, the lower two voices, which form a descending pattern of major 

thirds, likely depict the light ripples on the lake‘s surface. The upper two voices depict 

reflections of branches, mountains, and forestry (see Figure 4.13). The third phrase contains 

parallel superimposed fourths with a melody carried in the top voice (see Figure 4.14). 
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Figure 4.13. The Lake, mm. 15. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 4.14. The Lake, mm. 911. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

IV. The Sound of Waves, difficulty level 10 

At the beginning of the work, Wang wrote a poem in reaction to Zhen Jian (鉴真, 

A.D. 688A.D. 763)
62

: 

 

Poem: 

古老的唐招提寺啊！   Oh, the ancient Toshodai-ji! 

我遥想一苇远航者的精诚，  I imagine, the good faith of a seafarer on a reed, 

似闻天风海浪，    Resounding as the wind and big waves, 

化入暮鼓晨钟。    In the evening drum and morning bell.
63

 

 

                                                      
62 Zhen Jian: one of the most prestige Buddhist masters in Tang Dynasty. 
63 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 38. 
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Figure 4.15. The Sound of Waves, painted by Higashiyama Kaii.
64

 

 

 

Shouheliga (障壁画), one of Higashiyama Kaii‘s brilliant masterpieces, was painted 

for the Toshodai Temple (唐招提寺).
65

 ―Shouheliga‖ means paintings on screens, ―shou‖ 

「障」, and walls, ―heki‖ 「壁」. This term generally indicates paintings on various kinds of 

partitions in interiors of Japanese architectural structures.
66

 Higashiyama started drawing a 

series of paintings in this style from 19711981,
67

 with the Shouheliga among them. The 

Shouheliga is now in the Toshodai Temple, in Nara, Japan (see Figure 4.15). 

                                                      
64

 Picture resource: https://www.517japan.com/viewnews-100908.html?from=groupmessage (accessed on November 25, 

2019). 
65 Toshodai Temple: a group of Japanese Buddhist ritsu architectural complexes, founded in A.D. 759 and built in A.D. 770.  
66 Japanese Architecture and Art Net Users System, ―Shouhekiga,‖ JAANUS, 

http://www.aisf.or.jp/~jaanus/deta/s/shouhekiga.htm (accessed December 1, 2019). 
67 Qiankun Xiang, ―Inspiring from the Painting and Sublimation—on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Work The Sound of Waves,‖ 

Explorations in music 2, (2009): 63. 
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The Toshodai Temple was built by the famous Chinese Tang Dynasty monk Jianzhen. 

He made five failed attempts to flee to Japan by sailboat. He was inflicted with blindness 

during his fifth attempt. Zhen Jian finally succeeded in his boat trip to Japan on the sixth 

attempt. Zhen Jian‘s achievements in Japan are numerous; he not only spread knowledge of 

Buddhism, but also made prominent contributions to Japanese architecture, medicine, and art. 

Higashiyama greatly respected Zhen Jian‘s morality and achievements. Higashiyama 

believed that the ocean and mountain scenery can symbolize Zhen Jian‘s perseverance and 

courage. However, Zhen Jian was not able to see this gorgeous scenery due to his blindness. 

Thus, Higashiyama decided to paint the ocean and mountains in front of Zhen Jian‘s statue.
68

 

The painting Sound of Waves represents Jianzhen‘s great spirit of striving and strong faith. 

Like Hagashiyama, Wang wrote a piece inspired by Zhen Jian, The Sound of Waves. 

  

                                                      
68 Ibid, p. 64. 
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The Sound of Waves, formal diagram: 

Period 1 Period 2 Connection Period 3 Connection Period 4 Connection  Period 5 

Measures 

117 

Measures 

1831 

Measures 

3238 

Measures 

3956 

Measures 

5776 

Measures 

77103 

Measures 

104114 

Measures 

117131 

Zhen Jian 

Theme 

Crossing 

Ocean 

Theme 

 Crossing 

Ocean 

Theme 

 Crossing 

Ocean 

Theme 

Cadenza & 

Zhen Jian 

Theme 

Boarding 

Hall 

Theme 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

The Sound of Waves is the highlight of the whole suite. At the beginning (mm. 14), 

Wang uses a Chinese Buddhist tune to create the Zhen Jian motif. The pianist should produce 

a glorious, majestic sound. The chord cluster in the bottom line in measure two, which 

appears several times in the piece, should be played with a deep, strong, resonance (see 

Figure 4.16). 

 

Figure 4.16. The Sound of Waves, mm. 15. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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From mm. 1831, the crossing ocean theme perhaps symbolizes the stormy sea and 

Zhen Jian‘s strong courage. The composer uses different dynamic levels to show varying 

intensities of turbulent ocean waves. The left-hand tenor voice in mm. 1819 is the ocean 

wave motif. The triplets and eighth notes should be brought out in a dynamic level 

appropriate for representing the undulations of the ocean waves. The tenor line should be 

played at the mezzo forte dynamic, and the bass octave D at piano. The soprano line 

sextuplets can also be played pianissimo (see Figure 4.17). 

 

Figure 4.17: The Sound of Waves, mm. 18. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

From mm. 2031, the quarter and eighth notes in the alto voice represent a traditional 

Japanese mode that consists of the pitches A, B-flat, D, E, and F.‖
69

 In order to represent 

Zhen Jian‘s six attempts to cross the ocean to Japan, Wang applies this Japanese mode and 

uses a sextuplet pattern to depict the ocean (see Figure 4.18). The distinct characteristics of 

the texture require a careful physical approach that involves precise control of smaller muscle 

groups. The four different voices should each be played with clear, distinguishable dynamic 

layers. From mm. 1825, the bass octave D should be played at the piano dynamic. Then, 

                                                      
69 Qiankun Xiang, ―Inspiring from the Painting and Sublimation—on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Work The Sound of Waves,‖ 

Explorations in music 2, (2009): 64. 
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from mm. 2631, the bass octave D should gradually increase to mezzo forte and eventually 

forte. The triplets and two eighth-notes figurations in the tenor voice are another melodic line 

that should be played with the same importance as the alto part. The crescendo and 

decrescendo markings in each measure help create the scene of a little boat rolling up and 

down over the waves. 

 

Figure 4.18: The Sound of Waves, mm. 2021. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

From mm. 3233, the sixteenth-note figuration of the left-hand accompaniment 

should be divided into three groups, each containing five sixteenth notes. The first note of 

each group should match the first note of their corresponding top voice note in the right hand 

(see Figure 4.19). 
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Figure 4.19: The Sound of Waves, mm. 3233. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Colorful Acoustics 

Wang uses the Japanese traditional mode to represent the close connection between 

Japan and Zhen Jian. From mm. 106109, Wang uses the Chinese pentatonic scale to 

represent Zhen Jian‘s triumph of conquering the stormy ocean and finally succeeding in his 

sailing to Japan (see Figure 4.20). 

 

Figure 4.20. The Sound of Waves, mm. 106. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Extending beyond simple presentation of modes or scales, Wang often combines 

different tonalities to craft unique colors. For example, from mm. 3233, the upper voice 

features a scale with one flat while the lower voice presents a scale with three sharps (see 
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Figure 4.21). In another instance, from mm. 8186, the upper melody is in a tonality based on 

G, while the left hand has a tonality based on A (see Figure 4.22).
70

 

 

Figure 4.21. The Sound of Waves, mm. 3233. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 4.22: The Sound of Waves, mm. 8182. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Beginning at m. 117, the pianist should sound out the chord clusters in a way that 

simulates the large, powerful bells of Toshodai Temple. While playing this section, the 

pianist should be mindful of two crucial elements: using the full weight of the arms to play 

the large chords, and highlighting the top-note melody of the second line, which is played by 

                                                      
70 Ibid, 65. 
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the left hand. At the time Wang wrote The Sound of Waves, this writing style was considering 

avant-garde in Chinese piano music (see Figure 4.23).
71

 

 

Figure 4.23. The Sound of Waves, mm. 117121. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Summary: 

This suite was inspired by works from the Japanese painter Higashiyama Kaii, who 

lavished praise on Wang‘s music. The Japanese traditional Du Jie scale is employed in this 

piano suite which creates an exotic atmosphere in the music. Winter Blossom depicts winter 

blossoms, a lonely traveler in a snowstorm, and the tenacity of life. Autumn Dress for the 

Forest is a relatively short one; unique rhythmic patterns depict a white horse energetically 

wandering the autumn forest. The Lake portrays a calm lake view and the reflections in the 

water of the surrounding forest and distant mountains. The Sound of Waves is the climax of 

the suite; thick chordal clusters expand almost the entire range of the keyboard and imitate 

the ringing of bells. Agitated and restless sextuplets represent the billowing big ocean wave. 

                                                      
71 Tingge Wei, ―The Piano Music of Lisan Wang,‖ People’s Music 10, (1986): 21. 
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The use of the Chinese pentatonic tune from mm. 106110 represents the eminent monk 

Zhen Jian and indicates he successfully reached the destination after overcoming many 

hardships and finally achieved a sense of spiritual fulfillment. 
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Title: Other Mountains—Five Preludes and Fugues [他山集—五首前奏曲与赋格] 

I. F-Mode Shang Calligraphy and Chinese Lyre [F—商 书法与琴韵], 6 

II. A-Mode Yu Geometrical Pattern[A—羽 图案], 7 

III. Flat-Mode Zhi The Song of the Earth [A-flat—徵 泥土的歌], 9 

IV. G-Mode Jiao Folk Toys [G—角 民间玩具], 7 

V. F-Mode Gong Village in the Mountain [F—宫 山寨], 7 

Composition Date: 1980 

Genre: preludes and fugues 

Characteristics: utilizes Chinese traditional music elements in the form of prelude and fugue, 

includes Chinese cultures, imitate folk song singing style, technical demanding 

Degree of Difficulty: 69 

Length and Duration: 26 pages, lasts about 26 minutes 

Scope of Application: advanced pianists, suitable for recital repertoire 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: articulation of multiple voices, expression of 

traditional Chinese culture, wide variety of pedal techniques, pedal use. 

Background and Description: 

Wang finished composing Other Mountains—Five Preludes and Fugues in 1980. It is 

one of Wang‘s favorite personal works, and it is also the first piece in the history of Chinese 

piano music to be written in the form of a programmatic suite.
72

 The suite originates from 

                                                      
72 Yiming Zhang, ―Lisan Wang and His Other Hill,‖ Piano Artistry 11, (2013): 6. 
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Wang‘s exercises in composition while he was a student at Shanghai Conservatory of Music. 

The tune of the second fugue is based on Hunan Flower-Drum Drama.
73

 

In an interview with Lanshen Su, Wang described the suite as follows: 

 

I based this suite on the Chinese traditional pentatonic modes which are: Gong Mode, Shang Mode, 

Jiao Mode, Zhi Mode, and Yu Mode. The first piece represents Chinese ancient culture; the second 

piece represents abstract folk images, such as wax paintings; the third piece is full of deep, massive, 

and tragic emotion; the fourth one is a lively and vivid short piece; the last one describes natural 

scenery and the cultural landscape of the Yi minority region.
74

 

 

Wang also studied Béla Bartók‘s works; the order and overall arrangement of his suite 

shares many similarities with Béla Bartók‘s Concerto for Orchestra, Sz. 116.
75

 Both Wang‘s 

and Béla Bartók‘s works have an arch form with the climax in the third movement and sharp 

contrasts in style and thematic content between each movement. 

Wang was deeply influenced by Chinese traditional cultures, including poetry, literary 

works, and local operas. He wrote a poem to accompany each piece in the collection. 

According to Wang: 

 

In my opinion, musical notes are not enough to express the whole idea clearly … I added poetry to my 

music; they complement each other. Through appreciation of the poems, the pianist can interpret the 

music with respect to the poetry. In contrast, the pianist may also abandon the poetry and interpret my 

music based on personal experience.
76

 

 

  

                                                      
73 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 8. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Yiming Zhang, ―Lisan Wang and His Other Hill,‖ Piano Artistry 11, (2013): 7. 
76 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 8. 
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Performance and Practice Guide: 

I. F-Mode Shang Calligraphy and Chinese Lyre F—商 书法与琴韵, 6 

 

Poem: 

我想登上另一个山头去回顾，去瞻望。  Up on another mountain top, I want to turn around to 

look far back. 

那激荡的是线条吗？那沉吟的是音响吗？ Are those singing ones lines? Are those groaning ones 

acoustics? 

正如在古老的中国艺术里，    As in the ancient Chinese arts 

我看见求索上下的灵魂。     I see the exploring souls.
77

 

 

The use of various rhythmic patterns 

Calligraphy is the art of elegant lettering with writing tools such as a brush or a pen. 

Chinese characters have a rich history in calligraphy. For thousands of years, Chinese 

calligraphers have used and refined brushstroke techniques in terms of weight, speed, and 

distribution to bring rhythmic and dynamic beauty to the art.
78

 

The beauty of Chinese calligraphy is represented in the suite. For example, in the first 

prelude, Wang uses quick, flowing, legato parallel sixteenth-note octaves supported by a rich 

low sonority to evoke the brushstrokes of Chinese cursive calligraphy. Here, strict adherence 

to the note values is critical for expressing the brushstrokes. Across the numerous complex 

rhythms and changing meters, the rhythmic value of the quarter note remains the same. Using 

the quarter value as a reference point for the metronome, the pianist can practice sextuplets, 

quintuplets, triplets, and any other subdivisions of the beat. 

                                                      
77 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 49. 
78 Sixian He, ―Discussion on Composition and Performance about Lisan Wang‘s Other Mountains‖ (Master‘s thesis., 

Shaanxi Normal University, 2012). 
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Ornamentation and timbre 

Wang and many other Chinese composers of piano works often use ornamentation to 

imitate traditional instruments or to create special musical moods. For example, the 

right-hand ornamentation in the fugue of Calligraphy and Chinese Lyre imitates the timbre of 

the lyre by using a technique the composer calls fast-release note (see Figure 5.1). The 

fast-release note is a technique where the pianist plays a dissonant pitch simultaneously with 

the principal pitch, and then releases the dissonant one immediately following. These 

fast-released notes are found in mm. 35, 39, 42, 56, and 57. The resulting timbre is 

reminiscent of the Chinese lyre‘s vibrato. Additionally, the downward arpeggios in passages 

like mm. 34, 36, and 41 simulate the gentle strumming of the Chinese lyre‘s strings. When 

playing these arpeggios, the pianist needs excellent control over the speed and weight of 

touching the keys, aiming for a balance that is neither too heavy nor pacing. Each two-note 

group should be played evenly while paying attention to the melodic phrasing (see Figure 

5.1). 

 

Figure 5.1. Calligraphy and Chinese Lyre, mm. 3639. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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II. A-Mode Yu Geometrical Pattern A—羽 图案, 7 

 

Poem: 

一个个小小的漩涡折射着大千世界纷纭不灭的光和影。 

A small vortex reflects a boundless universe in a diverse, confused everlasting light and shadow.
79

 

 

Wang adapted folk melodies from various regions of China. The main melody of 

Geometrical Pattern stems from a famous Flower-Drum Drama of the Hunan Province (湖南

花鼓戏).
80

 In this piece, Wang uses these folk melodies to depict abstract folk patterns, such 

as Chinese wax paintings (蜡染).
81

 

 

Playing fast running notes with clarity and evenness 

In Geometrical Pattern, the composer uses fast running sixteenth notes against a 

repeating eighth-note pattern, and he indicates chiaroscuro at the beginning of the piece. In 

the first eight measures, there are two symmetrical four-measure phrases in succession. The 

note content between the phrases is the same. However, the phrases are played in different 

octaves. By doing this, the composer symbolized the contrast of light and dark, the 

chiaroscuro. 

The fast running sixteenth notes present technical challenge for the pianist. For 

instance, in m. 1, eighth-note and quarter-note voices can be played with different 

articulations. Hold the quarter note for the full value and simultaneously play the first two 

                                                      
79

 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 53. 
80 Initially a particular style of folk song and dance staged by strolling peasant players with simple instruments. It gradually 

developed into a drama that used those songs and dances to tell stories. 
81 A popular art form among ethnic groups in southwestern China. 
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eighth notes within a slur. By doing so, the pianist can create a distinct sound effect (see 

Figure 5.2). 

 

Figure 5.2. Geometrical Pattern, mm. 14. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Large leaps for both hands 

From mm. 1732, the large leaps in the left hand at a quick tempo are difficult (see 

Figure 5.3). The G-sharp
 
at the second beat of measures 17 and 18 cannot be held for the full 

quarter note value. My suggestion is to lightly press the sustain pedal on the G-sharp for 

about the value of an eighth note. The support of the sustain pedal should grant the pianist 

enough time to prepare and play the G-sharpB dyad in the higher register. 

 

Figure 5.3. Geometrical Pattern, mm. 1519. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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In mm. 105109, the notation is marked with three staves, a practice commonly seen 

in Debussy‘s music. The right hand is assigned the upper two staves. The trill in the middle 

staff must be maintained while highlighting the outer two voices (see Figure 5.4). 

 

Figure 5.4. Geometrical Pattern, mm. 105109. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Local folk tones 

In Hunan Flower-Drum Drama, the tones A, C, E, and G are the basic elements. The 

G is often played as G-sharp or G-flat. However, the authentic pitch is between G and 

G-sharp. As it is impossible to play a tone between G and G-sharp, Wang wrote for the G and 

G-sharp to be played together simultaneously to represent the authentic tone (see Figure 

5.5.)
82

 

 

Figure 5.5. Geometrical Pattern, mm. 5964. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

                                                      
82 Yiming Zhang, ―Lisan Wang and His Other Hill,‖ Piano Artistry 11, (2013): 10. 
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III. A-flat-Mode Zhi The Song of the Earth A-flat—徵 泥土的歌, 9 

 

Poem: 

大地还活着，还活着。     Still alive, alive the earth. 

苦难的大地，希望的大地，    The miserable earth, the hopeful earth, 

平凡的大地，神奇的大地；    The ordinary earth, the miraculous earth; 

我歌，我泣，我的根在你深深的心里。  I sing and I cry, I am deeply rooted in your heart.
83

 

 

The third piece, The Song of the Earth, should be treated as the core of this suite. In 

addition to being the longest and largest in scope of the suite, The Song of the Earth embodies 

feelings of deep, dramatic, tragedy. This piece conveys the composer‘s reflection on himself 

as well as the nation. 

Wang and two fellow composers criticized the ―People‘s Musician,‖ Xinghai Xian 

(冼星海, 19051945). Thereafter, Wang and his two colleagues were labeled as rightists. 

In 1959, Wang was exiled to the far northern region of the country, the Great Northern 

Wilderness, to live and be reformed through labor. The Cultural Revolution began in 1966 

and ended in 1976. Wang‘s creativity was stymied, and he was unable to compose for ten 

years. It was a difficult time for Wang and the rest of the nation; all books, music, paintings, 

movies, and any other potential forms of expression and opinion were outlawed. Countless 

scholars, scientists, artists, educators, intellectuals, and normal citizens suffered and were 

even tormented to death during this period. However, Wang remained optimistic: ―I never 

like to say anything about a rough and bumpy life. Think about Feng Hu (胡风, 

                                                      
83

 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 58. 
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19021985),
84

 Dehuai Peng (彭德怀, 18981974)
85

… there is nothing more to say about my 

own encounters,‖ stated Wang.
86

 He always lived with hope and said, ―There are always 

difficult circumstances in the path of life that is often beyond reach. Nevertheless, you have 

to be confronted with those tough things positively and make your life worthy.‖
87

 His 

optimistic attitude is reflected in The Song of the Earth. 

The piece adapts folk tunes called Xin Tian You (信天游)
88

 from a distinct body of 

melodies of the northern Shaanxi province. In the prelude, the left hand plays an irregular 

ostinato figure which sounds like laboring people slowly walking over the ravines. The right 

hand plays a Xin Tian You tune in fragments rather than complete phrases in different 

tonalities. Wang utilizes wide intervals often characterized by minor sevenths, perfect fourths, 

and the Bitter Scale (苦音阶) (see Figure 5.6).
89

 The prelude represents the suffering of the 

people. 

 

Figure 5.6. The Song of the Earth, mm. 16. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

                                                      
84 Feng Hu (19021985) was a modern literary theorist, poet, and literary translator who had been oppressed during the 

Cultural Revolution for political reasons.  
85 Dehuai Peng (18981974) was one of the founding supreme commanders and state leaders of People‘s Republic of China. 

He was persecuted during the Cultural Revolution for political reasons. 
86 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 9. 
87 Ibid. 
88 The melodies of Xin Tian You are inspired by the tragic feelings of the poor people. The lyrics of Xin Tian You are 

mainly associated with expressing love and lamenting a difficult life. 
89 The Bitter Scale is a combination of the pentatonic scale with a Bian Zhi, which is the raised fourth degree of the scale (变

徵) and Run, which is the lowered seventh degree of the scale (闰). 
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While practicing this prelude, the pianist should keep the tempo as it is marked ♩ = 50. 

Measures 3946 are the climax of this prelude. The meter varies frequently here, and the note 

values in mm. 39 and 40 are different from previous measures. There are two different triplet 

groups for both hands. In m. 39, the left hand has four groups. Each eighth-note triplet group 

in the left hand also corresponds to the three sixteenth-note triplet groups in the right hand 

(see Figure 5.7). 

 

Figure 5.7. The Song of the Earth, mm. 3839. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

The fugue depicts hope and longing. From my point of view, the difficult point is to 

play the hemiola patterns accurately. My suggestion is to match both hands‘ rhythms strictly 

and slowly while practicing. By doing this, the pianist can firmly grasp the rhythmic sense 

required for playing at the performance tempo. Without respect for the marked rhythms, the 

pianist will lose the sense of the pace in this fugue as well as the spirit of the Xin Tian You. 
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IV. G-Mode Jiao Folk Toys G—角 民间玩具, 7 

 

Poem: 

你也喜欢布老虎、泥公鸡、  Do you like cloth tigers, mud cocks, 

糖关刀、纸风车吗？   sugar swords, paper pinwheels too? 

还有那不知疲倦的走马灯，  And the untiring merry lanterns, 

傻里傻气的木偶人…   foolish-looking puppets… 

啊！那是我童年的梦!   Oh! That‘s my childhood dream!
90

 

 

In this piece, Wang depicts a naïve scenery of a folk bazaar from the perspective of 

children. At the age of four, Wang went to Chengdu with his parents, which left on him a 

deep impression of the local customs. In Folk Toys, the composer uses several vivid motifs to 

represent the toys he recalls from his childhood during the visit to Chengdu (成都). 

Imitating the vivid figures 

The three sixteenth-note descending scales are a motif for the cloth tiger (see Figure 

5.8). The dissonant harmonic intervals of the two minor seconds represent the toy rooster by 

imitating the rooster‘s crowing. In comparison to other motifs, Wang used a significant 

amount of musical content to describe the rooster. Similar use of the rooster motif can be 

found in Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland (see Figure 3.5). The rooster motif 

evokes a sense of roosters scratching the dirt, searching for seeds and insects, clucking, 

cackling, flying just a few feet off the ground, and thrashing in the wind. The rapidly 

repeating sixteenth notes imitate the revolving scenic lamp (see Figure 5.9). In the following 

                                                      
90

 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 64. 
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fugue part, the staccato countersubject is repeated in different registers, symbolizing the ―silly 

doll‖ (see Figure 5.10). 

 

Figure 5.8. Folk Toys, mm. 15. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 5.9. Folk Toys, mm. 1120. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 
 

Figure 5.10. Folk Toys, mm. 7281. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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Diversity of key touch to represent different layers 

The theme of the fugue does not appear immediately at the beginning. Instead, it 

appears eight measures after the introduction of the countersubject. The sixteenth-note triplets 

appear in different registers. When playing these triplets patterns, the pianist should align the 

hand positions and body closer to the upper register of the keyboard. The weight of the hands 

should transmit through each finger with a down-up semicircular motion (see Figure 5.10). 

The countersubject represents the ―silly doll.‖ The pianist can play the staccato eighth 

notes of the silly doll motif by keeping the hand and forearm as a single physical unit and 

pressing the keys quickly with a light touch. This way of key touching can also be applied to 

the countersubject melodies. 

 

Variety in pedaling technique 

In this fugue, as well as in other fugues of this suite, multiple pedaling techniques 

should be applied to support the voice lines. For example, in m. 92, the top voice should be 

played legato. However, the repeating Cs cannot be sustained while playing the middle voice. 

To solve this problem, the pianist should press the sustain pedal for the value of an eighth 

note to connect the two Cs. In the next measure, the same technique should be used to 

connect the second sixteenth note of the second beat on the top voice. In this instance, the 

pedal should be held for the much shorter value of a sixteenth note. The pianist may 

implement the same pedaling technique in measures 104 and 105 (see Figure 5.11). 
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Figure 5.11. Folk Toys, mm. 9197. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Sometimes, the sostenuto pedal is necessary for connecting the voice lines. For 

example, from mm. 127129, the middle voice is impossible to carry with the sustain pedal. 

According to my own experience, I suggest to use the sostenuto pedal at the F-sharp, 

E-natural, and C-sharp, changing the sostenuto pedal at each note. By using this technique, 

the middle voice can be played with legato while preserving the articulations and 

characteristics of the outer two voices (see Figure 5.12). 

 

Figure 5.12. Folk Toys, mm. 126131. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Beginning at m. 143, the sustain pedal is used frequently. The basic principle here is 

to switch the right pedal on each beat. However, from measures 145154, the pianist should 

lift the pedal shallowly to keep the note values of the bottom voice and the presence of the 

middle voice. Experiment with lifting the pedal half or one quarter the way up rather than 
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releasing completely (see Figure 5.13). The partial pedaling technique can also be applied 

from mm. 159169 (see Figure 5.14). 

 

Figure 5.13. Folk Toys, mm. 144150. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 5.14. Folk Toys, mm. 159165. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

V. F-Mode Gong Village in the Mountain F—宫 山寨, 7 

 

Poem: 

险峻的山，质朴的人，酒后的歌舞，  Steep mountains, plain people, song and dance after 

drinking, 

散发着异香的花和草啊，     The grass and flowers sending out different fragrances, 

愿春光与你们同在。     Oh, I wish the spring scenes stay with you forever.
91

 

                                                      
91

 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 70. 
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Wang loves painting. He often goes to the mountains to paint images of the scenery. 

In the 1970‘s, Wang went to the Da-Liang Mountains (大凉山) to paint pictures of the 

mountains. Initially, the Yi ethnic group, the aboriginal inhabitants of the Da-Liang 

Mountains, believed Wang to be a spy. However, upon discovering Wang was an artist, the Yi 

people (彝族) welcomed him with hospitality and warmth. They invited Wang to join their 

festivals, dance, and drink wine. Wang‘s Village in the Mountain draws inspiration from his 

experiences with the Yi ethnic group. 

 

Imitating the dance rhythms and folk instruments 

After the short introduction, the prelude starts with an enthusiastic Yi ethnic dance 

scene full of singing and playing of instruments. The bamboo pole dance
92

 rhythm in the left 

hand is organized in groups of three eighth notes. The fifths in the left hand capture the 

echoing sound of the dance steps in open spaces, like dancing around a bonfire. The pianist 

should inflect according to the beaming to accentuate the hemiola pattern (see Figure 5.15). 

 

Figure 5.15. Village in the Mountain, mm. 79. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

                                                      
92 One of the most popular dances in the Yi ethnic group, typically used during festivals and celebrations. 
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The Hu Lu Sheng (葫芦笙)
93

 is one of the most important instruments in the Yi 

ethnic group. The right-hand melody consists of intervals that represent the double-note 

interval melodies. The right-hand figuration creates rhythmic dissonance by juxtaposing the 

double-note melody and its patterns against the left-hand three-eighth-note dance (see Figure 

5.16). 

 

Figure 5.16. Village in the Mountain, mm. 10-12. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Use of wide intervals to create space for sound 

In the fugue, both hands cover a wide range of the piano. The large pitch range 

symbolizes the vastness of the mountains and valleys; in the Yi ethnic group‘s mountainous 

region of Da-Liang, the music reverberates and lingers in the air for a long time as it travels 

across the terrain (see Figure 5.17). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
93 Hu Lu Sheng: a polyphonic folk resonator instrument made of bamboo with holes on its body. It can play double notes, 

such as major and minor thirds. 
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Figure 5.17. Village in the Mountain, mm. 3640. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Generally, it is crucial to project the main theme and its variations when playing 

polyphonic music. However, all other voices have their important roles. If the main theme is 

highlighted excessively to the exclusion of the other voices, much of the Wang‘s intended 

vision is lost. Therefore, the pianist must make strategic hierarchal choices when voicing 

each line so that each voice is expressed clearly. 

 

Summary: 

This piano suite is Wang‘s most significant work from his second period of 

composition (after China‘s Reform and the Opening Up). This piece can be interpreted as a 

five-movement suite in a manner similar to Béla Bartók‘s five-movement Concerto for 

Orchestra, Sz. 116. Each movement of Wang‘s piece combines Western counterpoint with 

the Chinese pentatonic mode. 

  



He 73 

Title: Essence of Two Poems by He Li [李贺诗意二首] 

I. A Dream in Heaven [梦天] 

II. Qin Emperor Drinking [秦王饮酒] 

Composition Date: 1982 

Genre: twelve-tone serial music 

Characteristics: use of the twelve-tone system, illumination of Chinese poetry 

Degree of Difficulty: 8 

Length and Duration: 12 pages, lasts about 13 minutes 

Scope of Application: advanced pianists, suitable for recital repertoire 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: expression of Chinese poetic flavor with music, 

diversified dynamic levels, control of various rhythmic patterns, fast-running 

accompaniment figures 

Background and Description: 

Lisan Wang‘s ardent love for poetry is evident in his musical settings to A Dream in 

Heaven and Qin Emperor Drinking. The original poems were written by He Li (李贺, 

ca. 790817), one of the most famous poets of the mid-Tang Dynasty (唐代中期 ca. 766835) 

in China (see Figure 6.1). His poems often used mythological themes. After the Lushan An 

Rebellion (安史之乱),
94

 the prosperity and stability of the Tang Dynasty collapsed and led to 

the decline of the era. Due to the unfavorable socioeconomic and political climates, He Li 

expressed regret for being born in the wrong era to express his ideals. 

                                                      
94 An Lushan Rebellion (A.D. 755A.D.763) was a civil war launched by Tang Dynasty generals An Lushan and Shi 

Siming in a contest of supremacy. It was a turning point where the Tang Dynasty shifted from prosperity to decadence. 
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Figure 6.1. He Li, romantic poet in Tang Dynasty.
95

 

 

 

I. A Dream in Heaven is a Qi Gu (七古).
96

 The first four phrases describe what the 

poet saw in the moon palace. The last four phrases express the poet‘s reflections on the 

secular world at his viewpoint from the moon palace. The main purpose of this poem was not 

the poet‘s yearning for the moon palace. Rather, the purpose was to view the real world from 

the perspective of the supernatural. Through the unreal, He Li‘s poem reveals the transience 

of life, and that the events of the world are inconstant. 

  

                                                      
95

 Picture resource: https://image.baidu.com 李贺 (accessed on December 1, 2019). 
96 Qi Gu: a seven-character classical poem in ancient China. Each phrase has seven Chinese characters. There is no limit to 

the number of phrases in the poem. Qi Gu is solemn and elegant in style. Later on, following the development of Qi Gu, the 

number of characters increased beyond the original limit of seven. 
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Poem: 

老兔寒蟾泣天色，云楼半开壁斜白。 

玉轮轧露湿团光，鸾佩相逢桂香陌。 

黄尘清水三山下，更变千年如走马。 

遥望齐州九点烟，一泓海水杯中泻。 

 

The Hare and the Toad were sobbing over the bad weather, 

After a shower the clouds began to give way to a white contour. 

The misty moon was rolling like a wheel, 

While I came across a dozen fairies on my way with Osmanthus trees on both sides. 

It‘s but a few days here, yet the sea has become mulberry fields. 

My homeland looks like some dots on the earth, 

And the oceans, but a glass of spilt water.
97

 

 

II. Qin Emperor Drinking is also a Qi Gu. The poem is about the spoiled, selfish 

Emperor Kuo Li (唐德宗李适, 742805). Rather than using his power for the benefit of the 

people, he indulged in an extravagant lifestyle and dissipation. The poem is a sharp satire on 

the emperor. 

A Dream in Heaven and Qin Emperor Drinking possess a combination of Western 

contemporary compositional techniques, such as a twelve-tone series, and traditional Chinese 

musical elements like pentatonic scales. It was the first solo piano piece in the history of 

Chinese piano music to use the twelve-tone technique. 

Since the composer used the same tone row in both works, the two pieces should be 

treated as one.
98

 The twelve-tone series, broken into three tetrachords, is: ① E-flat, B-flat, 

A-flat, F; ② B, C-sharp, E, F-sharp; ③ C, A, G, D. Figures 6.2 and 6.3 demonstrate how the 

series is represented in the music scores. 

  

                                                      
97

 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 75. 
98 Yimin Zhang, ―Digging Gold in Chinese Piano Music I,‖ Piano Artistry 4, (2013): 44. 
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Figure 6.2. A Dream in Heaven, mm. 110. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House.

 

 

Figure 6.3a. Qin Emperor Drinking, mm. 610. 

 

 

Figure 6.3b. Qin Emperor Drinking, mm. 2228. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House.
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Figure 6.3c. Qin Emperor Drinking, mm. 4950. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

How does Wang achieve the melding of Chinese and Western compositional 

techniques? Pianist and musicologist Yiming Zhang defined two important Chinese motifs 

Wang puts into these twelve-tone series pieces: the first one is a minor third plus a major 

second that is the core element of the Chinese pentatonic scale; the second is a fourth plus a 

major second. These two motifs contribute to the Chinese characteristics in the pieces (see 

Figures 6.4 and 6.5).
99

 

 

Figure 6.4. A Dream in Heaven, mm. 15. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 6.5. Qin Emperor Drinking, mm. 910. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

                                                      
99 Yimin Zhang, ― Digging Gold in Chinese Piano Music II,‖ Piano Artistry 4, (2013): 42. 
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Performance and Practice Guide: 

Expression of Chinese poetry with music 

According to the meaning of the poem, the first four phrases portray the fantastic and 

wonderful scene of the moon palace. Wang uses the musical figures to create a supernatural, 

heavenly effect that transcends the mortal world. The usage of octave intervals in the middle, 

low, and extreme low registers suggest a sense of spaciousness. Nearly all single notes are 

added with an upper octave ornament, making an acoustic effect that sounds entirely illusory 

(see Figure 6.6). 

 

Figure 6.6. A Dream in Heaven, mm. 1113. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Diversified dynamic levels and Chinese traditional sound effects 

The dynamic changes are essential to describing the composer‘s intended scene of 

heaven‘s palace and an unrestrained, vigorous style. For example, in A Dream in Heaven, 

mm. 1114, the dynamic levels alternate between piano and pianissimo (see Figure 6.6). A 

wide range of dynamic changes as well as modulations that depict He Li‘s poetic flavor occur 

from mm. 3867. A similar situation appears in Qin Emperor Drinking, from mm. 1122. 
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The special acoustic effect in Qin Emperor Drinking mainly derives from the usage of 

intense cluster chords (see Figure 6.5). These intense cluster chords and triplet patterns along 

with increased dynamic levels and high registers begin the ascent to the climax (see Figure 

6.7). 

 

Figure 6.7. Qin Emperor Drinking, mm. 1115. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Fast-running accompaniment figures 

In Qin Emperor Drinking, the right-hand part in mm. 4355 contains fast-running 

accompaniment patterns. In order to perform these patterns evenly, the pianist should pay 

close attention to the joint where the thumb passes over or under other fingers while 

ascending or descending the keyboard (see Figure 6.8). 
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Figure 6.8. Qin Emperor Drinking, mm. 4344. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Summary: 

A Dream in Heaven and Qin Emperor Drinking, based on He Li‘s poetry, are Wang‘s 

early attempts at composing twelve-tone music. Understanding the poet‘s artistic vision is 

important for performing the works. A Dream in Heaven conveys a romantic, ethereal 

inspiration. The dreamy and bizarre tone of the piece is marked fantastico from the beginning. 

The contrast between appoggiaturas and the main notes should be distinct; appoggiaturas 

should be played lightly and softly. The numerous changes between 4/4 and 3/4 require the 

pianist to pay close attention to the meter. At the beginning of Qin Emperor Drinking, the 

composer uses the triplet-eighth-note rhythmic patterns spanning six octaves to portray the 

emperor‘s bravery. In the middle section, the syncopation in the left hand and fast running 

arpeggios in the right hand represent the pouring of wine at the celebration banquet. 
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Title: Fantasy Sonata ―Black Soil‖ – Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan 

(A Folk Song and Dance Duet) [幻想奏鸣曲―黑土‖—二人转的回忆] 

Composition Date: composed in 1983, revised in 2007 

Genre: modern Fantasy-sonata with adopted elements from Er-Ren-Zhuan 

Characteristics: single movement modern Fantasy-sonata, imitation of Er-Ren-Zhuan 

singing voice and Chinese traditional percussion instruments, technically demanding 

Degree of Difficulty: 10 

Length and Duration: 19 pages, last about 15 minutes 

Scope of Application: advanced pianists, suitable for recital repertoire 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: frequent switching of a wide range of registers that 

require quick crossovers between both hands at a fast tempo, playing multiple 

tonalities at the same time, appropriate interpretation of authentic flavor of 

Er-Ren-Zhuan: ornaments, music style, and melody 

Background and Description: 

From 19591963, due to political reasons, Wang was exiled to the Great Northern 

Wilderness (北大荒) to live and be reformed through labor. This was a desolate, barren, and 

wild area in the extreme northeastern region of China. After the founding of New China, 

many art troupes formed in remote rural places that performed about the new society for the 

purpose of spreading propaganda. Wang was a member of the Hejiang Nongken art troupe 

(合江农垦文工团) at the time. After finishing daily heavy physical labor, his troupe spent 

their spare time composing and rehearsing drama, song, dance, and other kinds of 



He 82 

amusements. The artists would often need to trek over mountains and through ravines while 

carrying their instruments to perform at different places. Despite the strenuous conditions, 

Wang did not complain and was optimistic about the situation. Wang said, ―The Great 

Northern Wilderness also is a part of my homeland. Because of this, I want to pay homage to 

it. I will treasure my experience here for the rest of my life.‖
100

 He immersed himself in the 

local folk music atmosphere and absorbed the essence of folk music elements. In his own 

words, ―I took root there.‖ Wang‘s Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan is a masterpiece inspired by his 

experiences in the Great Northern Wilderness and also represents the peak of his solo piano 

works. 

 

Poem: 

在北方       In the North, 

比萧红的呼兰河更北更北的北方  Further than the Hulan River, 

有我年轻的足迹和梦想    Where Xiao Hong inhabited, are my steps and dreams. 

淡忘了那风那雪那艰苦    Easily forgotten, Are the wind, the snow and the hardships. 

忘不了原野上那唱腔和锣鼓   But not the songs, drums, and gongs in the wild. 

但愿我的乐章      Wish my music, 

没有亵渎       Does not profane, 

你的粗犷       your harsh, 

你的豪放       bold, 

你的芳香       and fragrance.
101 

 

Er-Ren-Zhuan is a kind of folk drama based in northeast China, which has a history of 

more than 300 years (see Figure 7.1). Er-Ren-Zhuan is based on the northeastern Chinese 

folk dance Yangko (秧歌舞) and Lian Hua Lao (莲花落)
102

 of the Hebei province (河北省). 

                                                      
100 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 7. 
101

 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 87. 
102 Lian Hua Luo is a traditional folk art form with singing and speech. It is usually performed by one performer. 
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Gradually over time, Er-Ren-Zhuan was also influenced by shadow show, vaudeville, comic 

dialogue,
103

 magic, northeastern drum, pop music, and modern dance. However, it never 

developed into a formal drama form. 

Er-Ren-Zhuan is usually performed as a duet within a troupe of ten or more people. In 

the early period, the story line of this drama covered a wide range of topics, including erotica 

(adult themes and dirty jokes). After the founding of New China, these adult themes were 

removed and replaced by topics about the new country and society. 

Although the original and authentic characteristics of Er-Ren-Zhuan were lost, with 

the support of the government, the drama progressed to higher levels. For example, the 

performers‘ incomes increased, and female actresses appeared on the stage for the first time. 

Also, musical instruments not previously used were added to performances.
104

 The libretti 

and stories were popular, easy to understand, and humorous with an exciting variety of 

performance and song. Thus, the drama became so popular that a traditional saying developed 

among audiences: ―they would rather give up one meal than miss an Er-Ren-Zhuan.‖ 

  

                                                      
103 A comic dialogue is performed by one or two people. 
104

 Yiming Zhang, ―The Underlying Folk Music in Lisan Wang‘s Music‖ ( DMA diss., Temple university, 2014). 
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Figure 7.1. Er-Ren-Zhuan performers on the stage.
105

 

 

 

From August 1980 to February 1981, the famous Chinese pianist Guangren Zhou (周

广仁) made a concert tour in the US, where she performed Lan Huahua, the Beautiful Girl. 

Upon hearing the piece, Jeffrey Jacob, American pianist and instructor at St. Mary‘s College 

in Notre Dame, Indiana, became intrigued. Jacob mailed Wang asking if it was possible to 

compose a commission for him. Wang happily accepted and wrote a piece adopting elements 

from Er-Ren-Zhuan, including polytonality and changes in acoustic effects. 

Using whole melodies or melodic fragments of many Er-Ren-Zhuan Qu Pai (曲牌),
106

 

Wang constructed his own melody and used it as a base for composing a full-length 

single-movement fantasy sonata. Then, Wang mailed the completed piece Memory of 

Er-Ren-Zhuan to Jeffery Jacob. However, possibly due to problems with the mail delivery, 

                                                      
105

 Picture resource: https://image.baidu.com 二人转起源 (accessed on December 5, 2019). 
106 Qu Pai are the names of the tunes from which traditional Chinese music are composed. 
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Jeffery Jacob ultimately did not receive the music from Wang.
107

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

This piece is extremely difficult for the pianist not only because of the length (19 

pages, lasting about 16 minutes), but also for its demanding pianistic skill requirements. The 

whole sonata can be divided into six parts, the following is formal diagram. 

Introduction Exposition Recapitulation Transition Development  Coda 

mm. 151 mm. 52119 mm. 120167 mm. 168245 mm. 246281 mm. 282367 

 

The 51-measure-long introduction is unusual. The six-note motif appears slowly as 

the ostinato in the low register, generating sounds reminiscent of the cold northern winds. 

Meanwhile, the notes in the high register represent the opening percussion instruments. The 

six-note motif in the introduction is a recurring element that appears throughout the piece in 

original and varied forms, such as is shown in Figures 7.2 and 7.3. The entire introduction 

depicts a scene of an Er-Ren-Zhuan troupe making performance preparations and beating 

gongs and drums to excite audiences in the chilly winter. As the performance unfolds, more 

audience members gather around. As the tempo increases, the sound of percussion 

instruments gradually becomes more intense, loud, and boisterous. 

  

                                                      
107 Yimin Zhang, ― Digging Gold in Chinese Piano Music III,‖ Piano Artistry 6, (2013): 41. 
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Figure 7.2. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 104106. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 7.3. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 260262. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

The traditional Er-Ren-Zhuan contains more than 300 Chang Qiang (唱腔),
108

 

including ―Nine Qiang and Eighteen Tones‖ (九腔十八调) and ―Seventy-two Haihai‖ (七十

二嗨嗨). Ten Changqiang are often used in the standard performance practice, including 

―Huhu Qiang‖（胡胡腔）, ―Laba Paizi‖（喇叭牌子）, ―Wenhaihai‖（文嗨嗨）, and ―Wuhaiahi‖ 

（武嗨嗨）. Wang used a folk tune from ―Huhu Qiang‖ to write the main theme. The ―Huhu 

Qiang‖ is typically used at the beginning of the drama to introduce the main events, 

background, and environment of the story. The characteristics of ―Huhu Qiang‖ include big 

leaps in melody, and loud, sonorous singing. For instance, Wang extracted the motif from this 

Er-Ren-Zhuan Qu Pai theme and showcased a fragment of it in m. 9. The complete melody 

                                                      
108 One of the major components of Chinese drama music, including the melody and verse of a drama, as well as singing 

routines and dance movements. The following terms are different names of local Chang Qiang. 
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appears later from mm. 5258 (see Figures 7.4 and 7.5). This compositional method is one of 

Wang‘s signature stylistic traits. 

 

Figure 7.4. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 912. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 7.5. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 5156. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

 

From mm. 6676, the music frequently alternates between low and high registers 

depicting the sound of drums and gongs. This part is similar in function to the ―Laba Paizi,‖ 

which is used between two arias like the intermezzo (see Figure 7.6). 
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Figure 7.6. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 6668. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

The second theme, called ―Wenhaihai,‖ appears in mm. 78. The character of the 

―Wenhaihai‖ is graceful, strong, and lyrical (see Figure 7.7). The pianist can follow the legato 

lines to shape phrases. The eighth rests must not be ignored; even under the legato line, the 

pianist should observe the eighth rests to express the authentic taste of the folk tune (see 

Figure 7.8). As the music progresses, the ―Wenhaihai‖ melody is juxtaposed with the six-note 

motif. The many downwards and upwards rolling octaves in the left hand symbolize the 

performers dancing the Yangko, twisting their bodies while walking. The pianist should 

strictly follow Wang‘s markings (see Figure 7.9). 

 

Figure 7.7. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 7683. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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Figure 7.8. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 8490. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 7.9. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 101106. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

In measure 168, a new melody appears, and the development begins. Wang presents 

his own original melody in the style of Er-Ren-Zhuan. The pitch registers of this melody 

change frequently within the section. This technique is known as ―Climbing up‖ (翻高), in 
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which several performers sing simultaneously at various, contrasting vocal registers (see 

Figure 7.10). The technique results in a fascinating, improvisatory section of Memory of 

Er-Ren-Zhuan. 

 

Figure 7.10. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 189203. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House.

 

 

 

Another technique is ―Running through the Stage‖ which requires the male clown 

actor to hold the female actress while gamboling
109

 (see Figure 7.11). This passage should be 

played quickly and evenly with tidy hand coordination. The pianist should devise a good 

fingering for this section. 

  

                                                      
109

 Yiming Zhang, ―The Underlying Folk Music in Lisan Wang‘s Music‖ ( DMA diss., Temple university, 2014). 
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Figure 7.11. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 219227. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House.

 

 

Starting from m. 281, the music momentarily becomes calm, representing the falling 

snow carried by a breeze across the vast northeastern land. From mm. 272279, when 

studying the broken octaves in the left hand, the pianist can use different rhythmic patterns to 

practice the left hand separately as non-broken octaves in a slow tempo (see Figure 7.12). The 

coda starts at m. 335 with variations in texture, dynamics, and tonality. Finally, at the end of 

the piece, the six-note motif reappears. 

 

Figure 7.12. Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, mm. 271274. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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Summary: 

Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan is considered one of Wang‘s most famous works. This piece 

is long, virtuosic, and technically demanding. It is a large-scale single-movement sonata 

divided into six sections. Traditional Er-Ren-Zhuan elements can be found in this piece, like 

folk dance Yangko, Lian Hua Lao (莲花落), Er-Ren-Zhuan Qu Pai and Chang Qiang (曲牌和

唱腔), traditional techniques Climbing up and Running through the stage, and so forth.  
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Title: Prophets [先知集] 

I. Prophets [先知] 

II. On Vast Land I. IV. V [苍茫的 I、IV、V] 

III. Schumann‘s Foreign Country [舒曼的异国] 

IV. Ru Meng Ling [如梦令] 

V. Sparkling Stream Flowing On [闪光的小河流啊流] 

Composition Date: 20032007 

Genre: programmatic piano Suite 

Characteristics: polytonality, originates from Chinese folk music, Schumann‘s tune, and 

Western traditional variation form 

Degree of Difficulty: 56 

Length and Duration: 12 pages, lasts about 13 minutes 

Scope of Application: intermediate pianists 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: tremolos, balance between multiple voices, 

matching of different rhythmic patterns 

Background and Description: 

In 2003, Wang and his family moved to Shanghai from the Dongbei province (东北省) 

where he had lived for almost 50 years. One day, his daughter bought him the book 

―The Prophets‖ by Lebanese poet Kahlil Gibran.
110

 After reading ―Prophets,‖ Wang was 

inspired to compose a piano suite based on the book. Wang, however, did not provide many 

                                                      
110 Kahlil Gibran (18831931), famous Lebanon writer, poet and painter. The one of the chief founders of Arabic literature.  
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literal interpretations in this suite. Nevertheless, we can still discover his unrestrained and 

vigorous compositional style within his work, Prophets. 

 

I. Prophets, difficulty level 6 

This piece utilizes a variation form. The ten-measure theme is an original composition 

by Wang that begins with a right-hand melody on the B-flat Yu mode (B-flat, D-flat, E-flat, F 

and A-flat). During the theme, the left hand does not play. In the first variation from mm. 

1115, the music becomes polyphonic. Wang tactfully adopted the famous Chinese folk song 

―In That Place Wholly Faraway‖ (在那遥远的地方，1939) by Luobin Wang (王洛宾, 

19131996, see Figure 8.1a and Figure 8.1b).
111

 The famous tune appears three times in the 

inner voice: twice in the left hand from mm. 1115 and mm. 3034, and once in the right 

hand from mm. 3541 (see Figure 8.2). This tune, hidden within the original melody and its 

variations, is barely noticeable. The first two occurrences show only a few fragments or 

pitches of the folk song. On the third appearance, the first phrase of the folk song emerges. 

According to musicologist and pianist Yiming Zhang, the employment of this Chinese folk 

song demonstrates Wang‘s sincere tribute to the memory of his mentor Tong Sang (桑桐) 

who wrote the first atonal piano piece with this folk tune.
112

 A similar way of showing 

respect to Tong Sang appears in the second piece of this suite. 

  

                                                      
111 Luobin Wang combined tunes from Kazakh folk song ―In the flock lie those who think of you‖ (羊群里躺着想念你的人), 

Tibetan folk song ―Ya sula‖ (亚苏拉), and Uyghur folk song ―Shepherd Song‖ (牧羊人之歌), then arranged this famous 

song. 
112 Tong Sang (1923-2011), former Dean of Shanghai Conservatory of Music, was a famous musical educator, composer, 

and musicologist in China. 
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Figure 8.1a. Luobin Wang (19131996).
113

 

 

 

Figure 8.1b. The numbered musical notation of the song.  

 

 

 

English Translation of In That Place Wholly Faraway 

In that place wholly faraway, 

there is a fairy girl. 

                                                      
113

 Picture resource: https://baike.sogou.com/historylemma?lId=138915&cId=61476803 (accessed on January 13, 2020). 
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Everybody who passes by her tent 

will go back and just linger around there. 

She has a pink-cheeked face 

with her smile like a sun 

and her eyes are charming 

and pretty like a moon 

that‘s shining in the midnight. 

I would give up my property 

and go to graze with her, 

looking at her face with a smile 

and her dress with golden-laced works. 

I would come to her tiny land running by her side. 

Let her always swing whips flipping tenderly on my body.
114

 

 

 

Figure 8.2. Prophets, mm. 11-15 and mm. 2843. Used with permission, Shanghai Music  

Publishing House. 

 

 

                                                      
114

 In That Place Wholly Faraway‘s lyrics English translation: https://www.sohu.com/a/308002520_242337 (accessed on 

January 13, 2020). 
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II. On Vast Land I. IV. V, difficulty level 5 

This piece is in binary form with an introduction. The introduction lasts for five 

measures and its register spans four different octaves from extremely low to high. The motif 

consists of octaves on scale degrees 1, 4, and 5 then changes to chords I, IV, and V in root 

position. Although Wang sometimes builds minor chords on top of the bass motif, the I-IV-V 

ostinato is always maintained (see Figure 8.3). Like with implementing the folk melody of 

―In That Place Wholly Faraway,‖ Wang‘s use of I, IV, V progression is his way of paying 

respect to Tong Sang
115

 who was one of the famous masters of music theory in China, and 

                                                      
115 Yiming Zhang, ―Discussion on Lisan Wang‘s Late Period: Speaking of the Documentary Finding Lisan Wang,‖ People’s 

Music 10, (2019): 56. 
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his atonal piano piece derived from this folk song melody. He taught Wang harmony during 

his college years. 

 

Figure 8.3. On Vast Land I. IV. V, mm. 19. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

The I-IV-V progression, especially evident in the left-hand part, is symbolic of 

Western classical music. In addition to the I-IV-V progression, the left-hand ostinato is also 

reminiscent of two popular variation genres: chaconne and passacaglia.
116

 Above the 

Western-influenced left-hand part, the right hand carries a Chinese pentatonic melody. From 

mm. 618, the melody in the right hand begins with a soft single line, then progresses to 

double lines, and finally becomes powerful big chords (see Figure 8.4). This combination of 

the Western classical tonal system and the Chinese pentatonic melody demonstrates Wang‘s 

compositional integration of Western classical music and Chinese tradition.
117

 

 

                                                      
116 Haoran Chen, ―Research on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works in 1980 and Beyond—Taking He Li’s Poetic Two, Fantasy 

Sonata Black Earth-The Memory of Two People, The Prophet as An Example‖ (Master thesis., Shanghai Conservatory of 

Music, 2019). 
117 Ibid.  
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III. Schumann‘s Foreign Country, difficulty level 6 

This piece is in ternary form. The tune of Schumann’s Foreign Country originates 

from Schumann‘s About Strange Lands and People, the first piece of Scenes from 

Childhood, Op. 15 (see Figures 8.4a and Figure 8.4b). Wang‘s version of the tune is a 

significant departure from Schumann‘s original. Schumann‘s version is in the tradition of 

Western classical music with a tonal center of G major. Wang‘s version is harmonized with 

novel effects and accompaniment patterns with a tonal center of B Phrygian (Figure 8.5). 

 

Figure 8.4a. Schumann‘s About Strange Lands and People, first theme, mm. 18. Used with  

permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 8.4b. Schumann‘s About Strange Lands and People, second theme, mm. 917. Used 

with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 
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Figure 8.5. First theme, mm. 11–18 and second theme, mm. 22–35 of Wang‘s Schumann’s 

Foreign Country. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

 

The accompaniment pattern of the first theme in Schumann’s Foreign Country is a 

syncopated pedal point (sustained tone B) with a B-Phrygian tonality (see Figure 8.6). The 

second theme is accompanied by a kind of Arabic melody that fills the piece with exotic 

charm (see Figure 8.7). 
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Figure 8.6. Wang‘s Schumann’s Foreign Country, mm. 821. Used with permission,  

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 8.7. Wang‘s Schumann’s Foreign Country, mm. 2235. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

IV. Ru Meng Ling, difficulty level 6 

Ru Meng Ling
118

 is a ternary form with coda. The core motif is the pentatonic 

sextuplet at m. 1 (see Figure 8.8). On the third beat of m. 1, the left and right hands span apart 

at a distance of six octaves. The huge space between the two E-flat create a remote echo. 

                                                      
118 Ru Meng Ling is the name of tunes to which poems are composed.  
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From mm. 1014, the motif changes to a quarter-note, dotted-half note pattern. The climax is 

from mm. 2633. The pianist should implement a crescendo at the beginning of the right 

hands chromatic movement (see Figure 8.9). 

 

Figure 8.8. Ru Meng Ling, m. 1. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 8.9. Ru Meng Ling, mm. 2430. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

V. Sparkling Stream Flowing On, difficulty level 6 

Throughout Sparkling Stream Flowing On, the final piece of this suite, Wang uses an 

Alberti bass pattern containing Chinese pentatonic elements (see Figure 8.10). The right-hand 
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melody begins with double notes, which creates a lively atmosphere. Wang frequently uses 

bitonality in this piece. For example, from mm. 59-62, the right hand is in the key of A-flat 

major while the left hand is in A-Gong mode. At mm. 63, both hands finally return to A 

major (see Figure 8.11). 

 

Figure 8.10. Sparkling Stream Flowing On, mm. 17. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 8.11. Sparkling Stream Flowing On, mm. 5763. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

I. Prophets 

Due to the bitonal nature of the piece, both hands are often in different tonal centers. 

Many accidentals in the score can make reading confusing. For the polyphonic passages, each 

voice should be carefully voiced, especially the Chinese folk song embedded within the 

texture. 
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II. On Vast Land I. IV. V 

The right-hand pentatonic melody should always be highlighted, especially when 

playing double notes and big chords. From mm. 1418, the dynamic level rises from mezzo 

piano to fortissimo, requiring the pianist to strategically balance the growth and tension of the 

dynamics for maximum effect. 

 

III. Schumann‘s Foreign Country 

The primary issue in Schumann’s Foreign Country is to bring out the two main 

themes, especially during passages with multiple voices. This piece is a good example of 

polyphonic practice for intermediate level students. With diligence and good practicing habits, 

piano students can improve their mastery of voicing and sensitive touch. 

 

IV. Ru Meng Ling 

On the first beat of the first measure, the sextuplet in the top voice and the dotted 

triplet in the middle voice are difficult to align. The rhythmic and melodic independence of 

the lines further increases the difficulty. Thus, I provide a practicing suggestion as shown 

below in Figure 8.12. From mm. 1014, the pianist should play these measures with different 

dynamics to create contrast within those measures (see Figure 8.13). 
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Figure 8.12. Ru Meng Ling, m. 1. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 8.13. Ru Meng Ling, mm. 716. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

V. Sparkling Stream Flowing On 

The Chinese pentatonic scales should be voiced over the same repeating notes. Pay 

close attention to both the short and long phrasing, despite the vivacious atmosphere. The 

pianist still needs to phrase beautifully. 
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Summary: 

The five individual pieces in this suite are generally short and structurally refined. 

Each piece‘s title is a literary reference. The first one, Prophets, is a polyphonic, bitonal piece 

with one original theme and a second theme derived from a famous folk song. The second 

piece, On Vastland I. IV. V, starts in C major and ends in C minor. The modal transformation 

symbolizes tragedy. The third piece, Schumann’s Foreign Country, combines Schumann‘s 

motifs with Wang‘s own harmonic language and rhythmic patterns. This piece may be 

Wang‘s homage to his former master. Sparkling Stream Flowing On is the fastest piece in 

this suite. Bitonality and the Alberti pattern are heavily featured, the latter of which represents 

the flowing stream. 
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Title: Three Music Poems [音诗三章] 

I. Golden Rimmed Floating Clouds [镶金边的浮云] 

II. Legend of Mountains [大山的传说] 

III. Tricks [戏法] 

Composition Date: 2007 

Genre: programmatic piano suite 

Characteristics: ostinato accompaniment, sixths and fourths parallel harmonic movement, 

virtuosic, frequent tonality change, dramatic effect 

Degree of Difficulty: 69 

Length and Duration: 14 pages, lasts about 14 minutes 

Scope of Application: advanced pianists 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: different articulations, large leaps at a fast tempo, 

long sustained trills, multiple voices, and rapid running scales that need to be played 

evenly between both hands 

Background and Description: 

I. Golden Rimmed Floating Clouds, difficulty level 6 

Wang creates an impressionist effect by applying the left-hand second-inversion triads 

move chromatically in a descending stepwise pattern, as shown in Figure 9.1. A group of two 

descending chromatic triads appears in m. 10. The three-chord descending triadic pattern of 

descending chromatic triads in m. 13 is a motif that repeats throughout the entire piece. The 

descending chromatic triads create a subdued, vague atmosphere reminiscent of Debussy‘s 
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harmonic vocabulary. Meanwhile, in the high register, the right hand plays fourths and fifths, 

creating an echo effect. It should be noted that there are a few printed mistakes in the score; 

in the first measure, the second beat of the left-hand chord should be sustained to the next 

measure without any change. The same revision should also be applied to mm. 5, 8, and m. 

11.
119

 

 

Figure 9.1. Golden Rimmed Floating Clouds, mm. 1013. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

In m. 13, another melody appears over the inner-voice theme. As the piece progresses, 

these two melodies appear several times in different tonalities and variations. The pianist 

must pay attention to both melodies, highlighting them in a manner appropriate for the 

texture. At m. 44, the dynamic mark pianissimo should be moved to the beginning of the 

following measure. 

 

II. Legend of Mountains, difficulty level 7 

Wang has a special love for mountains and rivers. In Village in the Mountain, the fifth 

piece of his piano suite Other Mountains, he depicts a dance scene of the Yi ethnic group, 

                                                      
119 The half note at the second measure in right hand should not have beams, it is a misprint. 
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who mainly reside in the Da-Liang mountains. As with Other Mountains, in Legend of 

Mountains, Wang depicts spectacular mountain scenery, unique local mountaineer customs, 

and traditional mountain festival dances. 

In the first measure, the four-octave span of the unison octaves in both hands evokes a 

sense of calling out into the mountains and valleys. The same pitch content of m. 1 is 

repeated at a pianissimo dynamic in the extreme low register in m. 2, much like hearing faint 

echoes of your exclamation into the vast region. In mm. 310, the right-hand intervals and 

left-hand repeating sextuplets depict plain, simple, and honest stocky mountain lads. From 

mm. 1114, the descending intervals in the right hand and lyrical left-hand accompaniment 

portray elegant and beautiful girls. 

At m. 22, the music suddenly switches to a Bamboo Dance scene (竹竿舞). While 

several people hold the bamboo poles and strike them rhythmically, the dancers nimbly jump 

and perform various kinds of graceful actions forwards and backwards over the poles (see 

Figure 9.2). The right-hand melody bouncing constantly between the high and low registers 

depicts the dancers‘ movements, and the left hand‘s staccato eighth notes represent the 

regular bamboo pole rhythms. 
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Figure 9.2. Bamboo Dance Scene.
120

 

 

 

III. Tricks, difficulty level 9 

Wang spent his childhood in Chengdu (成都). During festival times, his father often 

took him to the theatre, temple fairs, and flower shows. These experiences led Wang to 

become enamored with folk-cultural festival activities. Wang once wrote that in order to learn 

tricks from wandering entertainers, he was absent from primary school for one month.
121

 

According to musicologist Yiming Zhang, there was a story behind his truancy. Wang had a 

close relationship with his grandmother and missed her very much after her passing. 

Sometime after his grandma‘s death, Wang met a wandering entertainer at a flower show. 

The entertainer promised that he could bring Wang‘s grandmother back through magic tricks, 

and this was the reason why Wang skipped school. 

At the beginning of the piece, from mm. 1-8, the composer uses trills and intervals of 

seconds and perfect fifths to imitate the sound of the beating drums and striking gongs that 

are used to attract customers at the start of a street performance. The ever-increasing tempo 

                                                      
120

 Picture resource: https://image.baidu.com 竹竿舞场景 (accessed on January 24, 2020). 
121 Lisan Wang, ―The Tao Flows Nature,‖ Piano Artistry 9, (2019): 18. 
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and dynamics from mm. 916 represent audiences assembling around the performance and 

gradually becoming livelier. 

From mm. 1743, the melody is carried in the quarter notes of fast running triplets 

(see Figure 9.3). In the character of many festival tricks commencing, the composer imitates 

a magician‘s rapid and unpredictable techniques by using frequent dynamic contrasts and 

register changes. Often, the hands are not playing the same tonality. Also, the tonality shifts 

rapidly, often producing unique and gorgeous sound effects. 

 

Figure 9.3. Tricks, mm. 1820. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

From mm. 4468, Wang uses bitonality. The right hand plays single notes and 

augmented-fourth intervals, which leap across a wide range of registers. The combination of 

both hands creates a supernatural sound effect, like the magician‘s calling of a ghost from the 

deceased (see Figure 9.4). 

 

Figure 9.4. Tricks, mm. 5154. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 
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From mm. 6997, the festival tricks continue. Upon reaching the passage from 

mm. 98114, the sonorous melody and powerful left-hand octave accompaniment represent 

the climactic success of the magic. 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

I. Golden Rimmed Floating Clouds 

During the first two measures, the right hand plays portato intervals in a high register. 

The pianist should play these notes at half of the note value and keep the fingers close to the 

keyboard. Listen carefully to the dynamic level; the echo sound effects should be played 

softly. 

 

II. Legend of Mountains 

The Bamboo Dance section is the most technically demanding part, especially for 

pianists with small hands. Fast and frequent leaps between different registers require great 

precision. Octave ornaments require a quick key touch and flexible wrists (see Figure 9.5). 

 

Figure 9.5. Legend of Mountains, mm. 3337. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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III. Tricks 

The second intervals at the beginning are imitating the sound of drums and gongs. At 

the first measure, the left-hand chord should be played short so that the right-hand E may be 

sustained alone, like the reverberation of gongs. In the following passage, the alternating use 

of the first and third finger combination may be adopted to play the trills. The trill section 

features bitonality. The juxtaposition of two tonalities mimics a special timbre that only 

comes from traditional folk instruments. Without the bitonality, the piano is unable to 

produce a timbre that accurately imitates traditional folk instruments. In the next section from 

mm. 1743, the pianist should highlight the right-hand quarter note melody. Maintaining the 

evenness of the running triplets at the fast tempo is a major challenge. Regarding the end of 

this piece, the three-note-octave GB-flatC group in the left hand invokes a boisterous 

atmosphere. 

 

Summary: 

In Golden Rimmed Floating Clouds, descending chromatic triads create a subdued, 

vague atmosphere depicting a hazy feeling of floating. Notably, there are misprints; for 

instance: at m. 6, the notes in the left hand should be written exactly as it is in m. 3 with a 

grace note; the right-hand notes in mm. 78 should be the same as in mm. 12.
122

 The 

introduction of Legend of Mountains depicts magnificent mountains. Next to the mountains is 

a scene of intense Bamboo Dancing. The pianist may encounter technical difficulties when 

                                                      
122

 Yiming Zhang, ―Proofread, Corrigendum, and Comparison of Different Versions of Lisan Wang Selected Works for the 

Piano,‖ Piano Artistry 10, (2013): 24—31. 
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alternating the right hand between lower and higher registers at a fast tempo. Regarding 

misprints, at m. 53, the treble clef is missing on the lower staff, and the passage from the 

fourth beat of m. 79 to the first beat of m. 80 should be notated one octave lower.
123

 The 

third piece, Tricks, was inspired by Wang‘s experience of watching tricks during his 

childhood. Technical challenges of this piece include alternating jumps in the right hand 

between low and high registers at presto, and playing triplets smoothly, evenly, and quickly 

while highlighting the main melody. 

  

                                                      
123

 Ibid. 
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Title: Red Soil [红土集] 

I. Green Wheat and Yellow Barley [小麦青，大麦黄] 

II. Dance [舞] 

III. Spring [泉] 

IV. Nuo Drama [傩] 

Composition Date: 20032007 

Genre: programmatic piano suite 

Characteristics: folk dance style of the Yunnan minority group, ancient Nuo Drama 

elements, polytonality 

Degree of Difficulty: 710 

Length and Duration: 16 pages, lasts about 15 minutes 

Scope of Application: advanced pianists, suitable for recital repertoire 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: fast broken octaves, large leaps, maintaining balance 

and voicing in polyphonic textures, massive dissonant chord progressions 

Background and Description: 

I. Green Wheat and Yellow Barley, difficulty level 7 

In 2003, Wang suffered a cerebral infarction, which impaired his speaking ability and 

memory. His poor health condition had serious impacts on his creative output. In 2008, Wang 

had a second cerebral infarction, which completely constrained his compositional activities. 

Fortunately, according to his daughter, he finished all of the works he had planned to 
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compose before he was left unable to compose further.
124

 

Red Soil belongs to Wang‘s late works. The elements in each piece of the suite stem 

from themes of natural landscape, folk song, ethnic minority dances, and traditional drama. In 

this suite, Wang expresses deep love for his homeland. 

The first piece embodies the composer‘s love and praise for soil. The introduction 

(mm.119) features a steady 2/4 meter, depicting the peasants‘ heavy and toilsome steps 

when farming on the field. The main melody begins at m. 20 in the low register in E-Yu mode. 

When the melody reappears in the higher register at m. 38, the left-hand accompaniment 

changes to a different key while the right-hand melody remains in the previous key. At the 

third appearance of this melody at m. 57 in the high register, the left-hand part changes key 

again. The gradually ascending register of the same melody represents the green wheat 

growing as harvest season approaches. 

 

II. Dance, difficulty level 9 

Here, Wang uses the tune of the folk dance Xi Dancing Under the Moon (阿细跳月). 

This dance originates from the Xi people of Yi ethnic minority from Mile county, Yunnan 

province (云南省弥勒县彝族阿细人). In the local language, Xi Dancing under the Moon is 

called ―Ga Si Bi‖ (嘎斯比), which means Happy Dancing. The ―Ga Si Bi‖ is the most 

representative folk dance of the Xi people of Yi ethic minority. The Xi people usually dance 

around the campfire under the moon, which is the inspiration for the piece‘s name. The dance 

                                                      
124 Yiming Zhang, ―Discussion on Lisan Wang‘s Late Period: Speaking of the Documentary Finding Lisan Wang,‖ People’s 

Music 10, (2019): 55. 
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is also a form of social entertainment for local young women and men (see Figure 10.1). 

 

Figure 10.1. The dance scene of Xi Dancing under the Moon.
125

 

 

 

At festivals, local people gather to sing, dance, celebrate, and pray for a bright future. 

Young women and men usually express love through singing and dancing. The music 

generally is written with major thirds intervals in a 5/4 meter. The accompaniment 

instruments are Big Three Strings (大三弦),
126

 bamboo flute (竹笛), Suona (唢呐), and other 

homemade folk instruments. When men play Big Three Strings or bamboo flute, women 

follow the music and contra dance with men. The bright rhythm and cheerful mood are 

characteristics of this dance.
127

 

Dance exudes a festive atmosphere. In the first four measures, both hands mutually 

echo each other, like people calling each other to gather at the celebration site. Also, from 

mm. 512, the passage represents a bustling scene of many people looking forward to a 

                                                      
125

 Picture resource: https://image.baidu.com 阿细跳月 (accessed on February 1, 2020). 
126 Big Three Strings: traditional Chinese plucked strings instrument. 

127 China Intangibel Culture Heritage Network, s.v. ―Xi Dancing under the Moon,‖ 

http://www.ihchina.cn/Article/Index/detail?id=13062 (accessed February 28, 2020). 
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gorgeous celebration. 

From mm. 1325, the main melody from Xi Dancing Under the Moon appears in its 

original form with major third intervals in a 5/4 meter. Contrasting dynamics represent a duet 

between young women and men (see Figure 10.2). In the passage from mm. 4651, Wang 

states the melody with broken octaves in another key. At the end of this piece, mm. 8086, 

clusters move from low to high register driving the music to a climax. 

 

Figure 10.2. Dance, mm. 1118. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

III. Spring, difficulty level 7 

In this piece, the right hand is assigned an ostinato accompaniment in which the top 

voice contains the four notes D-sharp, C-sharp, A-sharp, and G-sharp. The inner voices have 

the notes C-sharp, D-sharp, and F-sharp. These six notes constitute the Chinese pentatonic 

scale in D-sharp-Yu mode. Nevertheless, the left hand plays the main melody in F-sharp-Yu 

mode. Both hands together form a poly-tonality between relative major and minor keys. From 
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mm. 2944, the right-hand ostinato accompaniment figures are changed to triplets and 

sixteenth-notes. They return to their previous state at the end of this piece. 

 

IV. Nuo Drama, difficulty level 10 

Nuo Drama, developed on the basis of Nuo Dance, is one of the oldest cultures in 

China. Nuo Drama is considered one of the original sources of Chinese dramas and is called 

―the living fossil of Chinese drama.‖
128

 As a form of prayer to the gods and exorcism, Nuo 

Drama was widespread in the Yangtze River Basin, the Yellow River Basin, the Nen River 

Basin, and the Southwest region in the distant Feudal Society of China. The priests, the Nuo 

Drama performers, wore various masks impersonating ghosts and gods during performance 

(see Figure 10.3). The priests were considered psychics who could communicate with both 

supernatural beings and ordinary people. Their duties were to expel the evil spirits, cure 

diseases, and pray. With the development of society and the deepening of people‘s knowledge 

about nature, the religious themes of Nuo Drama gradually faded away in most regions, 

replaced by a more secular philosophy. Eventually, Nuo Drama primarily became an 

entertainment at festivals except for in a few remote and underdeveloped regions. 

  

                                                      
128 Baidu Encyclopedia, s.v. ―Nuo Drama,‖ https://baike.baidu.com/item/傩戏 (accessed February 24, 2020). 
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Figure 10.3. Performers wearing Nuo Drama Masks.
129

 

 

 

Wang‘s Nuo Drama derives from this special culture. The style of the piece embodies 

the mysterious features of Nuo Drama. The combination of Wang‘s excellent compositional 

techniques and Nuo culture in Nuo Drama embodies up-to-date aesthetics of the 

consciousness of modern music as well as the personalization of regional characteristics.
130

 

The piece‘s introduction starts with a repeated ostinato on A and D, alternating at an 

extremely low register. The right hand plays major-second intervals and chords containing 

major-seventh intervals. In the first 16 measures, dynamic levels also alternate between 

fortissimo and piano. This combination imitates the timbres of gongs and drums and 

represents the primitive and mysterious opening scene of Nuo Drama. Gongs and drums are 

the main accompaniment instruments for the Nuo Drama. Additionally, these percussion 

instruments represent an important method priests use to connect to the gods as well as expel 
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 Picture resource: https://www.sohu.com/a/210505430_100015809 (accessed on February 5, 2020). 
130 He Zhao, ―A Probe into the Elements of Drama in Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works‖ (Master thesis., Harbin Normal 

University, 2019). 
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evils (see Figure 10.4). 

Figure 10.4. Nuo Drama, mm. 116. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Following the introduction, an extended period of large dissonant chords unfolds. The 

melody starts at m. 17 in the right hand. Complex musical variations deriving from the 

melody occur throughout Nuo Drama (see Figure 10.5). 

 

Figure 10.5. Nuo Drama, mm. 1620. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

4/4 is the basic meter of Nuo Drama. In the middle section, mm. 4056 and 8292, 

Wang alternatively used multiple meters, 4/4, 2/4, and 3/4, to represent the improvised 

character of Nuo Drama. The meter changes avoid the potential dullness of having a repeated 
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melody continuing in a 4/4 meter. 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

I. Green Wheat and Yellow Barley 

The proper choice of tempo is vital to the successful performance of this piece. 

Pianists can imagine themselves standing in the middle of vast harvest field, showing deep 

affection and gratitude to the land. 

 

II. Dance 

Dance is a virtuosic showpiece. At m. 6, both hands frequently cross each other and 

make large jumps across the keyboard. To help rhythmic organization, an accent on the first 

note of the connections of each sixteenth-note group can be added. 

For the broken octaves at mm. 4651, the pianist can change the broken octaves to 

non-broken ones. Because the left hand has big leaps in these measures, the pianist may try to 

keep eyes on the music score rather than on the keyboard to gradually grasp an intuitive feel 

for the hand positions and octave jumps. By doing this, the pianist will feel less stressed when 

playing at or near performance tempo. 

 

III. Spring 

At m. 25, the bass notes on the fourth beat are difficult to match with the timbre of the 

middle voice in the left hand. My suggestion is to play the bass notes slightly earlier than 
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notated in the score and play the grace note immediately after the right-hand F-sharp (see 

Figure 10.6). From mm. 4344, the second beat of each measure of the left-hand part can be 

played with a quick arpeggio in order to match the middle and bass voices. 

 

Figure 10.6. Spring, mm. 2527. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

IV. Nuo Drama 

Measure 41 begins a more complex polyphonic texture, the wide span between base 

and top voices challenges pianist. At beat three in m. 41, pianist can use left hand to play the 

middle half notes and extremely low G. Use thumb press half nots G and A then immediately 

land on the low G with second finger. The melodic line of the whole pharse is starts at the top 

voice in m. 41, then shift to the left-hand top voice in m. 42, then either in m. 43 (see Figure 

10.7). 

 

Figure 10.7. Nuo Drama, mm. 4043. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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From mm. 5156, the pianist executes large leaps in the left hand while playing 

different rhythmic patterns in both hands (see Figure 10.7). When playing at a dynamic level 

of piano, the pianist can use the una corda pedal for added musical contrast. 

 

Figure 10.7. Nuo Drama, mm. 5153. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing  

House. 

 

 

Summary: 

      This piano suite belongs to Wang‘s late works. Among the four pieces, Green Wheat 

and Yellow Barley and Spring depict natural scenery, while Dance and Nuo Drama depict 

local cultural customs. Dance and Nuo Drama are the most technically demanding of the 

suite. Dance has many double-notes and large leaps. Nuo Drama has wide spans between the 

bass and top voices, and a complex polyphonic texture. 
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Title: Poems [诗] 

Composition Date: 1957 

Genre: programmatic music 

Characteristics: theme originates from the folk song ―A Flowing Stream‖ (小河淌水) from 

Yunnan area, pentatonic scale melody, frequent modulations, lyricism, polyphonic, 

beautiful sound quality, emotional, and melodic 

Degree of Difficulty: 7 

Length and Duration: 4 pages, lasts about 6 minutes 

Scope of Application: for intermediate to advanced pianists, suitable for recital repertoire. 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: much use of hemiola, bringing out the theme in 

polyphonic textures, shaping long lyrical phrases 

Background and Description: 

Chinese composer Yigong Yin (尹宜公, 19242005) collected, adapted, and added 

lyrics to the original folk song ―A Flowing Stream‖ (see Figure 11.1). In 1947, while Yin was 

a student at Yunnan University, he was deeply touched by the two folk songs ―The Bright 

Moon Rises‖ and ―The Shepherd Tune‖（《月亮出来亮汪汪》，《放羊调》）from his hometown, 

Midu, Yunnan (云南，弥渡). He carefully compared the two folk songs and artistically 

combined them. The initial name of Yin‘s song was ―The Bright Moon Rises.‖ He presented 

the new piece to Wu Jiang (江骛, 19211968 ), conductor of the Nanfeng Chorus (南风合唱

团), for musical advice. After humming the song a few times, Jiang praised the work, 

exclaiming, ―It was excellent! How about calling it A Flowing Stream?‖ Thenceforth, Yin 
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renamed the song A Flowing Stream (see Figure 11.2) and published it with the penname 

―Hua Zhao‖ (赵华). 

A Flowing Stream was composed using the Chinese pentatonic scale and the G Yu 

Mode. The song is about a story of two lovers yearning for each other in a long-distance 

relationship. The delivery of the text‘s meaning is mild, implicit, simple, and sincere. This 

song has a reputation of being the ―Oriental Serenade‖ (东方的小夜曲). A Flowing Stream 

has garnered worldwide attention and been adapted for various performance settings, 

including ensemble, instrumental music, drama, and ballet. 

 

Figure 11.1. Yigong Yin (19242005).
131
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 Picture resource: https://image.baidu.com 尹宜公 (accessed on February 10, 2020). 



He 127 

Figure 11.2. A Flowing Stream, adapted and added lyrics by Yigong Yin.
132

 

 

 

English translation of A Flowing Stream:
133

 

The moon rising above the mountains is so bright 

I miss my love in the remote mountains badly. 

You are like the moon roaming around the sky 

My love, my love, the moon rising above the mountains is so bright 

I miss my love in the remote mountains badly 

You are like the moon roaming around the sky 

My love, my love, 

At the foot of the mountains flowing slowly a gentle limpid brook 

The moon rising above the mountains shines over the upper half of the slope 

Gazing at the moon, I miss my love even more 

A nice cool breeze is blowing over the slope 

Ah, my love, my love, my love, my love! 

Do you hear me calling you? 

  

                                                      
132

 Yigong Yin, ―Tracing the Source of A Flowing Stream,‖ HUANGZHONG (Journal of Wuhan Conservatory of Music) 2, 

(2004): 67. 
133 A Flowing Stream‘s lyrics English translation from https://bbs.wenxuecity.com/yingwengequ/64150.html (accessed 

February 9, 2020). 
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Lisan Wang completed Poems in August 1957 when he was regarded as a Rightist, 

which may be the reason why this admirable piano piece was not widely circulated. In 

contrast with his Lan Huahua, the Beautiful Girl in which he used complete folk song 

melodies, for Poems, Wang composed the whole piece with four core notes from the original 

folk song melody (see Figure 11.3). The four core notes, la, do, re, and mi, are embedded in 

many voices throughout the piece. For those who are familiar with the folk song, it should be 

easy to hear the original melody within the texture (see Figure 11.4). In this piano piece, the 

artistic concept is extensive and full of emotion. The ending is filled with ethereal poetry 

reminiscent of a babbling stream flowing far into the distance. Some compositional 

techniques are reflected in his later work Prophets.
134

 

 

Figure 11.3. The fragment that Wang extracted from the original folk song.
135

 

 

 

  

                                                      
134 Yiming Zhang, ―WangLisan and His Music,‖ Piano Artistry 9 (2013): 13. 
135 It is a Chinese numbered musical natation method. You can sing 6 as La, 1 with a dot above is Do in high octave. One 

short underline means eighth-note rhythm, two means sixteenth-note rhythm. 
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Figure 11.4. Poems, mm. 1933. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

The piece begins with a melancholic melody initiated in the right hand then switching 

to the left hand (see Figure 11.5). Long phrases are a hallmark of this section. 
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Figure 11.5. Poems, mm. 19. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House.

 

 

Folk song elements are found from mm. 2335 (see Figure 11.4). Among the three 

voices, the pianist should maintain a good balance for each one. On the second beat of m. 30, 

due to the large leap, the left hand can take a little longer to move from treble clef to bass clef 

(see Figure 11.6). 

 

Figure 11.6. Poems, mm. 30. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

The second section occurs from mm. 3659. In this section, Wang uses the folk song 

tune with eighth notes and triplet figures. To create musical tension, the composer develops 

these figures in a series of modulations. As indicated in Figure 11.7, both hands are not 
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playing the same rhythmic pattern most of the time and the passage is full of rhythmic 

syncopation, including: two-against-three, four-against-five, three-against-four, and 

five-against-two patterns. These rhythmic patterns are difficult to align. 

 

Figure 11.7. Poems, mm. 3454. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House.
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A varied recapitulation of the first section and coda occurs from mm. 6089. At m. 89, 

the coda should retain the same timbre as much as possible. The pianist should hold the 

damper pedal for the entire measure. For the final sixteenth-note group, the pianist can slow 

down (see Figure 11.8). 

 

Figure 11.8. Poems, m. 89. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Summary: 

At the beginning, an original soothing melody appears. A lingering folk melody 

emerges simultaneously alongside the original melody, forming polyphony. The middle 

section gradually becomes more emotional and agitated while developing content deriving 

from the original and folk melodies. The constantly changing tonality and triplet rhythm 

patterns add to the tension and momentum. At the end, the music fades away like a flowing 

stream snaking away into the distance, carrying the lovers‘ lovesickness. 
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Title: Paintings by the Little Brother [小弟的画] 

I. Indomitable Little Flower [顽强的小花] 

II. Dance of Big-Head Doll [大头娃娃舞] 

III. Under the Traffic Lights [红绿灯下] 

Composition Date: 1999 

Genre: programmatic piano suite 

Characteristics: polytonality, Chinese pentatonic scales, ostinatos, childlike nature, youth, 

innocence 

Degree of Difficulty: 47 

Length and Duration: 9 pages, lasts about 5 minutes 

Scope of Application: Intermediate and advanced pianists 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: coordination between two hands when playing fast 

scales, vast range of dynamic changes, complex application of the sustain pedal 

Background and Description: 

The pure innocence of children is one of the most significant recurring elements in 

Wang‘s compositions. Major examples of this trait are found in his piano works Childlike 

Innocence, Animal Capriccio, and Toys from Other Mountains. His daughter, Duowen Wang, 

once said that Wang is a very genial and lovely person, just like the cartoon figures from 

animation films (see Figures 12.1).
136

 Perhaps this childlike innocence is exactly what made 

Wang strong and optimistic after difficult times in his life. Wang‘s works that possess 

                                                      
136 Yiming Zhang, ―Lisan Wang and his Music,‖ Piano Artistry 9, (2013): 14. 
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childlike innocence may be inspired from memories of his own childhood, or moments of his 

daughter‘s childhood. Through these works, we can discover the purity and innocence of the 

composer‘s heart. 

 

Figure 12.1. Lisan Wang at an amusement part in Australia, March, 2003.
137

 

 

 

I. Indomitable Little Flower, difficulty level 4. 

This piece prominently features ostinato figures, a technique the composer often 

employed in his works. Regarding Indomitable Little Flower, Wang once said, ―this 

compositional method was deeply influenced by Chinese folk music in which freely flowing 

melodies combined with ostinatos are common. Béla Bartók also did that a lot.‖
138

 This 

piece is written in a 4/4 meter. The left-hand ostinato is the three-note group A-G-E. The first 

                                                      
137 Picture resource: Haoran Chen, ―Research on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works in 1980 and Beyond—Taking He Li’s Poetic 

Two, Fantasy Sonata Black Earth-The Memory of Two People, The Prophet as An Example‖ (Master thesis., Shanghai 

Conservatory of Music, 2019). 
138 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 7. 
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three measures contain eight groups. The three eighth-note grouping of the A-G-E ostinato in 

a 4/4 meter constantly places the sense of a beat to each repetition of the A in the left hand 

(see Figure 12.2). This downbeat displacement creates constant rhythmic dissonance between 

the left hand and right hand. 

 

Figure 12.2. Indomitable Little Flower, mm. 13. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

The right-hand melody mostly consists of single-line phrases. The composer creates 

some variations on this simple melody, including temporarily changing the melody to another 

tonality (mm. 913), adding another voice in the left hand (mm. 3542), and adding 

ornaments in the right-hand part (mm. 3242) (see Figure 12.3). 

 

Figure 12.3a. Indomitable Little Flower, mm. 79. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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Figure 12.3b. Indomitable Little Flower, mm. 3439. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

 

II. Dance of Big-Head Doll, difficulty level 6. 

In 2002, the periodical Piano Artistry published this piece. In that publication, Wang 

included a brief statement
139

: 

 

请你猜一猜，是谁扮成大头娃娃？啊，原来是——叔叔、阿姨、爸爸、妈妈，你们跳起舞来，快

乐的就像个娃娃！ 

Please take a guess, who was it dressed up as the big-head doll? Ah, it turns out to be uncle, aunt, 

daddy and mom, all of you are as happy as a lovely doll when you are dancing. 

 

In the Shanghai Music Publishing House edition, this statement was not included. 

Based on this statement, we can imagine that Wang must have had many wonderful moments 

during his childhood. For instance, in his Other Mountains, No. 4 Folk Toys, Wang 

mentioned cloth tigers, mud cocks, sugar swords, paper pinwheels, revolving merry lanterns, 

                                                      
139 Lisan Wang, ―Dance of Big-Head Doll,‖ Piano Artistry 7 (2002): 6062. 
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and foolish-looking puppets, demonstrating the composer‘s fertile imagination and playful 

recollection of his childhood. 

 

III. Under the Traffic Lights, difficulty level 7. 

This piece depicts heavy traffic on the street under the traffic lights. The entire pitch 

content of piece is based on the Chinese pentatonic scale do, re, mi, so and la. Short and swift 

thirty-second notes represent cars beeping, and rapid running sixteenth notes represent the 

seemingly endless traffic (see Figure 12.4). From mm. 1421, staccato eighth notes depict 

sparkling red traffic lights, which temporarily halt the ceaseless stream of traffic (see Figure 

12.5). Shortly following the duration of the red light, traffic resumes its flow. 

 

Figure 12.4. Under the Traffic Lights, mm.15. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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Figure 12.5. Under the Traffic Lights, mm. 1319. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

I. Indomitable Little Flower 

For the teacher, this is a good piece for focus on wrist circle/flexibility, vertical wrist 

motion when lifting after a slur and polyphony as well as ornamentation. When practicing 

polyphonic textures, such as the section for the left hand from mm. 3542, the pianist should 

pay extra attention to the bottom voice so as to understand the direction of the bass melody. 

In these measures, the ostinato middle voice should be played softer than the two outer voices. 

When practicing the right-hand part, make sure to not add an accent to any sixteenth notes 

(see Figure 12.6). 
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Figure 12.6. Indomitable Little Flower, mm. 3439. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

II. Dance of Big-Head Doll 

The big-headed doll is kind, naïve, and always smiling. The doll moves clumsily but 

skillfully. When playing this piece, the pianist should pay attention to dynamic changes and 

pedaling. After an eight-measure introduction, the right hand plays the motive while the left 

hand plays the accompaniment in a dance-like rhythm. This combination frequently appears 

throughout the piece in different tonalities. 

The pianist needs to assign appropriate dynamic levels to each section. The pianist 

should listen carefully and distinguish appropriate dynamic levels for not only each section 

but also each voice in the texture. In mm. 25-26, since the dynamic contrast between piano 

and mezzo piano is relatively small, the pianist may choose to use una corda whenever the 

dynamic marking is piano. Near the end of the piece from mm. 5256, the bass-note C needs 

to be sustained for nine beats. It is difficult to use the damper pedal to support upper two 
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voices while sustaining the bass line. My suggestion is to redistribute the texture across both 

hands as marked in Figure 12.7, or use the sostenuto pedal to maintain the bass line. 

 

Figure 12.7. Dance of the Big-Headed Doll, mm. 5160. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

III. Under the Traffic Lights 

This piece is a good example for learning to play running notes at a fast tempo. 

Intermediate-level pianists tend to focus on fast, virtuosic playing rather than the quality of 

the music. In this situation, pianists may neglect to practice slowly with a critical ear. 

In Under the Traffic Lights, Chinese pentatonic scales flow between the two hands 

(see Figure 12.4). The pianist needs to play these scales smoothly, as if a listener would not 

be able to aurally notice that the scales are constantly being distributed across the hands. The 

passage from mm. 2627 presents fingering challenges. Thus, I have provided fingering and 

hand distribution suggestions according to my own experience in Figure 12.8. 
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Figure 12.8. Under the Traffic Lights, mm. 2528. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Summary: 

The innocence of Wang‘s childhood has served as inspiration for many of his 

compositions. Paintings by the Little Brother is a prime example of a composition embodying 

his childlike innocence. The first piece, Indomitable Little Flower, features ostinatos and a 

simple melody transposed in different keys. This piece is not technically demanding. In order 

to competently perform the second piece, Dance of the Big-Head Doll, the pianist should pay 

close attention to the various dynamic levels. Appropriate usage of the sostenuto and una 

corda pedals will expand and enhance the pianist‘s command of the dynamics. In the third 

piece, Under the Traffic Lights, the pianist needs to be able to play evenly the fast running 

sixteenth notes and staccato articulations. 
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Title: Read ―Wild Grass‖ By Xun Lu [读鲁迅《野草》] 

Composition Date: 2007 

Genre: programmatic piano music 

Characteristics: darkness, depression, philosophical elements, use many tritones and 

extremely low or high registers 

Degree of Difficulty: 8 

Length and Duration: 6 pages, lasts about 6 minutes 

Scope of Application: advanced pianists, suitable for piano recital repertoire 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: wide range octave leaps, double-note tremolos, fast 

broken arpeggios 

Background and Description: 

Xun Lu, (鲁迅, 18811936 pen name), his real name was Shuren Zhou (周树人), was 

the founder of modern Chinese literature. His works are mainly novels and essays. Chairman 

Zedong Mao appraised Xun Lu as a great proletarian writer, thinker, revolutionist, and the 

soul of the nation. Wild Grass is the first major milestone of modern Chinese prose poetry.
140

 

 

Figure 13.1. Portrait of Xun Lu.
141

 

 

                                                      
140 Baidu Encyclopedia, s.v. ―Wild Grass,‖ https://baike.baidu.com/item/野草 (accessed February 29, 2020). 
141

 Picture resource: https://m.sohu.com/a/276396026_120003936 (accessed on February 29, 2020). 
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In the early 1920s, Xun Lu lived in Peking, which was under control of the Northern 

Warlords (北洋军阀, 19121927). Although Xun Lu was extremely anguished about the 

social situation, he continued pursuing his ideals. The Wild Grass represented his conflicted 

thoughts and feelings of loneliness, struggle, unyielding and exploring forwards in hesitation. 

The biggest features that set this collection apart from others are its hidden profound 

philosophy and symbolism. Regarding the prosody of the text, even though Wild Grass is free 

from the constrains of metrical poetry, its strong inner rhyme is used to express the 

uneasiness of Xun Lu‘s sentiments (see Figure 13.2). 

 

Figure 13.2. Xun Lu‘s prose poem collection Wild Grass, Tianjin People‘s Publishing House, 

2016.
142

 

 

 

Read ―Wild Grass‖ is one of Wang‘s last works. In the late 1900s, Wang discussed 

Xun Lu‘s prose poem collection Wild Grass with Sun Mutian, philosopher and professor of 

Harbin Normal University. Wang once regarded the collection as matching his own 
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 Picture resource: https://image.baidu.com 鲁迅 野草 (accessed on February 29, 2020). 
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philosophy.
143

 According to musicologist and pianist Dr. Yiming Zhang, Wang‘s declining 

health had negative effects on both his physical and mental wellness. During his later years, 

Wang often could not remember things due to cerebral infarction. Although Wang‘s 

consciousness gradually faded away, he still wanted to explore. Wang‘s daughter would care 

for him and accompany him on journeys outside.
144

 Under this condition, Wang continued 

composing. The dark and depressing feelings of Wang‘s mental state during these times can 

be found in Read ―Wild Grass‖. 

This piece starts at the extremely low register of the keyboard with the use of many 

tritones and other dissonant intervals. B-flat, E and B are the main three notes in the left hand. 

From mm. 147, the left-hand accompaniment rhythm is relatively steady while a single 

melody is introduced in the right hand. This passage represents the composer‘s state of 

confusion, despair, and frustration. From mm. 4852, the left-hand octaves move restlessly 

across the wide range of the keyboard. From mm. 5354, the sextuplets in the extremely high 

register drives the piece to its first climax (see Figure 13.3). Then, the music slows to a steady 

tempo in the low register. From mm. 119132, the fast running arpeggios, clusters alternating 

between high and low registers, tritone octaves, and dissonant clusters evoke a sense of 

hellfire breaking out. The piece ends with a dissonant glissando. 

  

                                                      
143 Yiming Zhang, ―Discussion on Lisan Wang‘s Late Period: Speaking of the Documentary Finding Lisan Wang,‖ People’s 

Music 10, (2019): 57. 
144 Ibid. 
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Figure 13.3. Read ―Wild Grass‖ By Xun Lu, mm. 5256. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

From mm 4852, the octave section is a significant technical challenge for the pianist 

(see Figure 13.4). When practicing the fast running arpeggios beginning at mm. 119, the 

pianist can first learn the arpeggios in block chords (see Figure 13.5). 

 

Figure 13.4. Read ―Wild Grass‖ By Xun Lu, mm. 5051. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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Figure 13.5. Read ―Wild Grass‖ By Xun Lu, mm. 119120. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Summary: 

The main technical challenges of this piece are tritone octaves, dissonant clusters, 

alternating double notes, and fast running arpeggios. The darkness and anguish expressed in 

the music portrays Wang‘s personal experience with aging and illness. 
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Title: Paper-Cut Window Decoration [窗花集] 

I. Nursery Rhymes [儿歌] 

II. Yangko Dance [秧歌] 

III. Mountain Song [山歌] 

IV. Elegy [悲歌] 

V. Big Painted Face [大花脸] 

Composition Date: 1989 (?) 

Genre: programmatic piano suite 

Characteristics: Peking Opera elements, polytonality, folk song elements, counterpoint 

Degree of Difficulty: 47 

Length and Duration: 9 pages, lasts about 11 minutes 

Scope of Application: Intermediate to upper-intermediate pianists 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: fast playing of repeated chords, simultaneously 

playing different tonalities in each hand 

Background and Description: 

In 1989, Wang wrote the short piano work Big Painted Face for his daughter, which 

won the third prize of the National Children‘s Piano Competition Composition Award.
145

 The 

composition date for the other pieces in Paper-Cut Window Decoration is unclear. Although 

each piece in Paper-Cut Window Decoration is relatively short and not technically 

demanding, signature traits of Wang‘s compositional style are present in the suite, such as 

                                                      
145 Yiming Zhang, ―Discussion on Lisan Wang‘s Late Period: Speaking of the Documentary Finding Lisan Wang,‖ People’s 

Music 10, (2019): 54. 
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polytonality, folk music elements, traditional drama influences, and the use of second 

intervals. 

 

I. Nursery Rhymes, difficulty level 4 

This short piece is excellent for teaching intermediate piano students to play different 

articulations in both hands simultaneously. From mm. 125, the right hand is in charge of 

playing a lively staccato while the left hand carries short legato phrases. Additionally, 

Nursery Rhyme is a good repertoire choice for introducing polytonal music to students. From 

mm. 2633, different tonalities are assigned to each hand. 

 

II. Yangko Dance, difficulty level 6 

Northern Shannxi Yangko Drama is one of Wang‘s favorite musical forms. Wang once 

said that the strong earthy flavors of Northern Shannxi folk tunes make him feel the rich 

culture and history. Thousands of years of cultural development in China can be found in 

Northern Shannxi folk music. Wang once said in an interview, ―In Northern Shannxi folk 

tunes, there are many unique pitches that cannot be expressed with the piano keyboard. I 

think these pitches exist between the piano keys. I love them very much!‖
146

 

In the eight-measure introduction, Wang uses repeated minor and major second 

interval clusters to create a celebratory scene of gongs and drums (see Figure 14.1). A similar 

use of clusters of seconds can be found in his piano piece Brother and Sister Reclaiming the 

                                                      
146 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 7. 
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Wasteland. There are many seconds in the middle of this piece, which are used to imitate 

unique pitches of Northern Shaanxi folk music, as discussed above (see Figure 14.2). 

 

Figure 14.1. Yangko Dance, mm. 16. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 14.2. Yangko Dance, mm. 2832. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

III. Mountain Song, difficulty level 5 

At the beginning of this piece, the composer uses polytonality to depict mountains 

shrouded in mist. The fourth intervals in the right hand add a sense of mystery. From mm. 

912, both hands play the main theme in unison three octaves apart to represent spaciousness 

between the vast mountains. A similar technique can be found in Sunset Glow, No. 12 of his 

piano suite Childlike Innocence. In mm. 2023, the right-hand grace notes imitate water 

drops dripping from the cave roof. From mm. 2933, the main theme appears three times in 

different tonalities. The left-hand accompaniment from mm. 3235 changes from triplets to 

sixteenth notes then to sextuplets. The rhythmic diminution is complemented by a dramatic 
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increase in dynamics. This musical tension of this passage resembles the roughness of the 

mountainous terrain. 

 

IV. Elegy, difficulty level 5 

The tune of Elegy derives from a Bashan (巴山) folk song named Jianjian Mountain 

(尖尖山) in Sichuan (四川) province. The tune of the original folk song is simple; the lyrics 

are plain and unadorned, and the musical imagery is vivid (see Figure 14.3). The lyrics are 

about the poor and mournful livelihood of the mountain people in the old society of China. 

Harsh geographical conditions and famine brought misery to the local people. Despite their 

grueling and enduring labor, the mountain people were often unable to afford a meal. The 

range of the original melody is narrow, from E1 to G2, with a generally downward movement. 

Syncopated rhythms symbolize the oppression from the bottom of the peoples‘ broken hearts. 

Each phrase ends at the lowest note of the range, E1, depicting the laboring people struggling 

in misery and desperation.
147

 Wang adopted this folk tune and harmonized the melody with a 

rich and polytonal accompaniment. 

  

                                                      
147 Yuqing Hu, ―Discussion on Sichuan Folk Song Jianjian Mountain,‖ Academic Journal of Sichuan Normal College 1, 

(1992): 127. 
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Figure 14.3. Numbered musical notation of Jianjian Mountain.
148

 

 

 

V. Big Painted Face, difficulty level 6 

Peking Opera (Chinese Opera) contains five categories of character roles: Sheng, Dan, 

Jing, Mo, and Chou (生、旦、净、末、丑). Each category plays a fixed kind of figure. Generally, 

Dan is the collective voice of females; Sheng and Jing represent males; Chou plays both 

clowns and elders. Some types of drama combine the Mo and Sheng into one role. 

Big Painted Face belongs to the Jing category. The male representation of the role is 

evident in the actors‘ visual appearances and characters (see Figure 14.4). Additionally, actors 

use colorful pigments to delineate certain kinds of images on their face, to further display 

male characteristics. Each color has a meaning: red is on behalf of loyalty and bravery, such 

as Yu Guan (关羽); black represents rudeness and bluntness, such as Fei Zhang (张飞); white 

signifies treason, like Cao Cao (曹操). Audiences familiar with traditional Peking Opera can 

immediately recognize the figures according to their facial makeup. 

  

                                                      
148

 Ibid. 
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Figure 14.4. Facial Makeup of Big Painted Face.
149

 

 

 

At the beginning of Big Painted Face, from mm. 115, Wang uses clusters of minor 

seconds to imitate the timbre of Peking Opera percussion instruments, such as Bangu, big 

Gongs, small Gongs, and cymbals (鼓板、大锣、小锣和拨). The rhythmic patterns and 

stresses of the clusters also reflect the tradition of Peking Opera percussion instruments. 

From mm. 1623, the composer uses polytonality to express the authentic Peking 

Opera flavor. The right hand plays an operatic singing tune while the left hand emerges in 

another tonality. This compositional technique is reused in mm. 2831. In mm. 2427, Wang 

distributes seven consecutive chromatic notes (E, F, F-sharp, G, A-flat, A, B-flat) across three 

voices that are played under a typical Peking Opera rhythm. The chromatic dissonance and 

rhythmic drive create musical intensity that pushes the piece into its climax (see Figure 14.5). 

  

                                                      
149

 Picture resource: https://baike.baidu.com/item/京剧花脸 (accessed on March 3, 2020). 
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Figure 14.5. Big Painted Face, mm. 2327. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

  

Performance and Practice Guide: 

I. Nursery Rhymes 

This piece is a suitable study for intermediate pianists in how to play different 

articulations simultaneously. In the first measure, Wang indicates that the left-hand notes 

should be pressed silently. The right hand plays a brisk staccato articulation. 

 

II. Yangko Dance 

In m. 9, the triplet at the second half of the second beat should be played evenly and 

clearly. Do not play these triplets as trills, as in m. 17. Starting from m. 9, the left-hand 

accompaniment represents the Yangko dance rhythm. 

 

III. Mountain Song 

The main theme occurs at m. 9 in unison three octaves apart then reoccurs as a duet in 

counterpoint at m. 20. During mm. 2933, the main theme appears in different modes which 

are A-flat Yu mode, F Yu mode, and B-flat Yu mode. From mm. 3235, the left-hand chords 

should be played with a relaxed wrist and arm. 
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IV. Elegy 

Preparation of the appropriate mood is important for playing this piece. Sorrow, 

misery, struggle, and desperation are suitable moods. 

 

V. Big Painted Face 

The pianist may become physically fatigued when playing the introductory repeated 

clusters. Put the most weight on first cluster, release with a relaxed forearm and use bouncy 

wrist on others of each group. As the comfort level rises, gradually increase tempo up to 

performance tempo. 

 

Summary: 

Paper-Cut Window Decoration is suitable for intermediate-level pianists. In the 

middle section of Nursery Rhymes, Wang creates unique sound effect using bitonality. 

Balanced handling of the staccato and legato articulations is the key to success in playing this 

piece. In Yangko Dance, minor second interval clusters and grace notes imitate the sounds of 

drums and gongs. The left-hand accompaniment represents Yangko dance rhythm. The last 

piece, Big Painted Face, is full of Peking Opera flavor. Large-scale dynamic changes ranging 

from pp to ff, accelerating rhythmic patterns, and note-dense chords in the introduction depict 

the Peking Opera‘s opening. The right-hand melody from mm. 1623 is a typical Peking 

Opera tone. The minor seconds and syncopated rhythmic patterns from mm. 2431 imitate 

the instruments of Peking Opera accompaniment. 
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Title: We Are Walking along the Broad Road [我们走在大路上] 

Composition Date: May, 1964 

Genre: arrangement of the song We are Walking along the Broad Road (1962) by Jiefu Li 

(李劫夫) 

Characteristics: marching style, big sonorities, frequent modulation, lots of triplet rhythmic 

patterns 

Degree of Difficulty: 8 

Length and Duration: 4 pages, lasts about 3 minutes 

Scope of Application: advanced pianists, suitable for recital repertoire or as an encore piece 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: powerful sonorous chord progressions, large leaps, 

accurately playing marching rhythms 

Background and Description: 

The original song was composed by Jiefu Li (李劫夫, 19131976, see Figure 15.1). 

In 1962, Premier Enlai Zhou (周恩来, 18981976) and leaders of other central ministries 

inspected Shenyang (沈阳). After the inspection, Premier Zhou invited Jiefu Li and the 

Minister of the Cultural Work Department of Liaoning province (辽宁省委文化工作部部长), 

Bo An (安波, 19151965), to have a meeting at Zhou‘s residence. The Premier discussed the 

current economic situation and encouraged them to trust that the Communist Party 

government will move the country forward. Because The Great Famine in China
150

 recently 

ended, the morale of the country‘s citizens needed to be raised. The lengthy meeting, which 

                                                      
150 The Great Famine in China: 19581961, caused by misguided decisions of the central government at the time and 

resulted in the destruction of agriculture, industry, trade, and all aspects of people‘s live, especially for the vast majority of 

peasants. It was one of the worst famines in Chinese history. 
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lasted until 2 am of the following morning, deeply moved Li. Afterwards, Li focused on 

composing music inspired by Premier Zhou‘s speeches. We Are Walking along the Broad 

Road was among those works (see Figure 15.2). 

 

Figure 15.1. Jiefu Li (19131976).
151

 

 

  

                                                      
151

 Picture resource: http://www.musiceol.com/news/html/2010-1/201012717475680796944.html (accessed on March 8, 

2020). 
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Figure 15.2. We Are Walking along the Broad Road, by Jiefu Li.
152

 

 

 

 

We Are Walking along the Broad Road, text translation: 

 

我们的道路多么宽广，    How broad our road is, 

我们的前程无比辉煌。    How brilliant our future is, 

我们献身这壮丽的事业    To the glorious cause we dedicate ourselves, 

披荆斩棘奔向前方！    March forward breaking through brambles and thorns! 

——录自原歌词      —from the original song text
153

 

  

                                                      
152

 ―Selected Revolutionary Songs,‖ People’s Music 2, (1965): 10-11. 
153

 English translation quoted from: Daojin Tong and Qinyan Wang, Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2013), 179. 
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Performance and Practice Guide: 

As is typical in marching style pieces, We Are Walking along the Broad Road 

maintains a stable tempo throughout. The prominent thick chords and octaves present 

significant technical hurdles in this piece. For example, in mm. 13, the piece begins with 

large chords and leaps (see Figure 15.3). First, the most important idea for practicing the 

large, leaping chords is ―Shun,‖ (顺) which means to be patient and go with the flow.
154

 

In addition to thick chord sonority, the pianist should also focus on creating a 

beautiful legato line at all times, even in passages with large leaping chords (see Figure 15.3). 

 

Figure 15.3. We Are Walking along the Broad Road, mm. 13. Used with permission,  

Shanghai Music Publishing House.  

 

 

From mm. 2330, the composer added an inner accompaniment in the lower voice of 

the right hand. The inner voice should be played with beautiful phrasing and clarity (see 

Figure 15.4). 

  

                                                      
154

 Xiaosheng Zhao, The Tao of Piano Playing, New Edition (Shanghai: Shanghai Music Publishing House, 2007), 126. 
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Figure 15.4. We Are Walking along the Broad Road, mm. 2031. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

In mm. 4353, the left hand carries the main melody while the right hand plays an 

eighth-note-triplet accompaniment. The right-hand melody needs to soar above the texture 

(see Figure 15.5). 

 

Figure 15.5. We Are Walking along the Broad Road, mm. 4345. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 
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From mm. 5864, the main melody is carried by the large chords that pass between 

the hands, outlined by the red boxes in Figure 15.6. 

 

Figure 15.6. We Are Walking along the Broad Road, mm. 5565. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Summary: 

      We are Walking along the Broad Road is an arrangement of a red revolutionary song 

in the 1963. Wang used a variety of compositional techniques to transcribe the original 

vocal piece into a solo piano work, such as expanding piano texture through extreme low 

and high registers, mass of leaping octaves, frequent modulation, hemiola rhythmic patterns 
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in both hands, and so forth. Many thick chords and running octaves add momentum and 

technical difficulty to the piece. 
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Title: Sketches-The Impression of Dulcimer
155

 [小品—扬琴之印象] 

Composition Date: 1951 

Genre: programmatic music 

Characteristics: counterpoint, Chinese pentatonic melody, ternary form 

Degree of Difficulty: 6 

Length and Duration: 2 pages, lasts about 2 minutes 

Scope of Application: Intermediate piano students 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: imitating the dulcimer‘s timbre on piano, handling 

two dependent voices 

Background and Description: 

Sketches-The Impression of Dulcimer was the first piano composition exercise Wang 

wrote while a student at the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. Although Sketches-The 

Impression of Dulcimer may be considered his first published piano work, Wang prefers to 

think of Lanhuahua, the Beautiful Girl (1953) as his debut piano piece. From my point of 

view, Sketches-The Impression of Dulcimer reflects Wang‘s teacher Luting He‘s (贺绿汀，

19031999) influence on him. 

In 1934, renowned European pianist and composer Alexander Tcherepnin (亚历山

大· 齐尔品，18991977) sponsored a competition at the Shanghai National Music Academy 

(predecessor of the Shanghai Conservatory of Music) that aimed to collect Chinese style 

piano works. Luting He, who was a student at that time, entered with his own composition 

Chinese Cowboy With his Flute (牧童短笛) and won the competition. This piece is in ternary 

                                                      
155 Dulcimer: a long history hammered string instrument, originated in Middle East, Central Asia and Persia areas, spread 

into China in Ming and Qing Dynasty and developed so far. 
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form and features counterpoint, lyrical melodies, and a positive spirit. Chinese-style 

pentatonic scales and call and response two-voice counterpoint melodies depict an idyllic 

scenery in which a shepherd boy grazes and plays a bamboo flute. This piece expresses 

people‘s yearning for peace during the Anti-Japanese-War time. Tcherepnin brought this piece 

to new audiences by performing it in Europe. He also published the work in Japan. As a result, 

Chinese Cowboy with his Flute became one of the most popular Chinese piano works. 

He‘s Chinese Cowboy with his Flute and Wang‘s Sketches-The Impression of 

Dulcimer have the same ternary form. The two pieces are contrapuntal and based on the 

Chinese pentatonic scale. Also, each hand contains independent melodies. 

In Sketches-The Impression of Dulcimer, Wang uses the piano to imitate the 

dulcimer‘s timbre and effect. There are many common characteristics between dulcimer and 

piano. For example, both the dulcimer and piano produce sounds by vibrating strings and 

articulating with the help of a resonator.
156

 Unlike string or woodwind family instruments, 

the piano and dulcimer cannot indefinitely sustain a note. Instead, the two instruments create 

a sound that initially peaks and naturally decays over time. The piano and dulcimer are 

hammered string instruments, the sound quality and timber are different from linear 

articulation made by strings or woodwinds. The similarities make the piano suitable for 

imitating the dulcimer‘s timbre. In terms of dulcimer performance techniques, in mm. 3436, 

Wang applies a two-hands alternating tremolo to imitate the Lun Yin (轮音).
157

 

                                                      
156 Yang Qian, ―An Analysis on Impressionism of Contemporary Dulcimer Works Meng and Yunduan‖ (Master thesis., 

Nanjing University Of The Arts, 2016). 
157 Lun Yin: a dulcimer performing skill, through fast continuous strikes on dulcimer strings to create a sustain and linear 

sound effect. 
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Performance and Practice Guide: 

In contrast to the A section, section B, mm. 2537, steadily rises in musical drive 

towards the climax of the piece by using a two-hands alternating tremolo (see Figure 16.1). 

 

Figure 16.1. Sketches-The Impression of Dulcimer, mm. 3337. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Summary: 

      In order to imitate the timbre of the dulcimer, piano techniques, such as finger 

circulating, tremolos are employed in this piece. Two voices represent respective melodies 

and each voice should be clearly played. 
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Title: Capriccio of Animals [动物随想] 

I. Dance Steps of an Elephant [大象的舞步] 

II. Camel‘s Bell in the Desert [沙漠里的驼铃] 

III. Band of Frogs [青蛙乐队] 

IV. The Accordion-Playing Bear [拉手风琴的熊] 

V. The Eight Diagrams of the Spider [蜘蛛的八卦阵] 

VI. The Swallows Eager to Return [归心似箭的燕子] 

VII. The Coral in the Glass Vat [玻璃缸里的珊瑚虫] 

VIII. A Butterfly Dream [梦中的蝴蝶] 

IX. An Encaged Serpent [困在笼中的大蟒] 

Composition Date: 20032007 

Genre: programmatic piano suite 

Characteristics: bitonality, ostinatos, polyphony, various rhythmic patterns, fast running 

pentatonic scales and double notes, trills 

Degree of Difficulty: 38 (difficulty levels will be discussed in the practice/performance 

guide section) 

Length and Duration: 25 pages, lasts about 10 minutes 

Scope of Application: beginner—intermediate—advanced pianists 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: irregular meter changes, many kinds of rhythmic 

patterns, chromatic double notes, fast running pentatonic scales, long sustained trills 
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Background and Description: 

Wang moved back to Shanghai after retiring from Harbin Normal University in 2002. 

In the following year, he suffered from a cerebral infarction. Although the condition caused 

Wang to suffer loss of memory and language skills, he continued composing. During this 

period, Wang preferred composing program suites for the piano. Most of his compositions 

during this period belong to this genre and are considered Wang‘s late works. Pieces that 

belong to his late works include Capriccio of Animals, Childlike Innocence (19732007), 

Three Music Poems, Red Soil, and Prophets. 

Among these works, Capriccio of Animals and Childlike Innocence feature children 

as the main subject. Most pieces are short in length and reflect scenes of daily, ordinary life. 

In Capriccio of Animals, Wang wrote subtitles for each piece that described the animals‘ 

personality traits. Wang represented each animal and personality with creative, vivid imagery 

in the music. Capriccio of Animals features concise musical material and compositional 

techniques unique to Wang‘s compositional style. Additionally, Capriccio of Animals is a 

tribute to Saint-Saëns and his Carnival of the Animals. Wang‘s Other Mountains also shows 

respect to Western classical composers by paying homage to J.S. Bach‘s The Well-Tempered 

Clavier.
158

 

  

                                                      
158 Haoran Chen, ―Research on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works in 1980 and Beyond—Taking He Li’s Poetic Two, Fantasy 

Sonata Black Earth-The Memory of Two People, The Prophet as An Example‖ (Master thesis., Shanghai Conservatory of 

Music, 2019). 
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I. Dance Steps of an Elephant, difficulty level 3 

This piece describes an elephant dancing across the lawn with its heavy steps. The 

cluster on the first beat of the piece contains five pentatonic pitches. These five pitches 

function as the core theme of Dance Steps of an Elephant and repeatedly recur in original and 

varied forms (see Figure 17.1). 

 

Figure 17.1. Dance Steps of Elephant, mm. 113. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

II. Camel‘s Bell in the Desert, difficulty level 3 

This piece describes a camel caravan slowly traversing a desert. This piece is 

polytonal, a common trait in Wang‘s music. The pitch A constantly appears and represents the 

ringing of a camel‘s bell. The melody first appears in m. 6 in the inner voice of right hand in 

B Yu mode. Left-hand ostinatos in D Yu mode are played throughout the piece (see Figure 

17.2). 
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Figure 17.2. Camel’s Bell in the Desert, mm. 610. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

III. Band of Frogs, difficulty level 6 

This piece portrays a frog band playing together. Fourth and fifth intervals create a 

harmonically empty sound effect. The eighth notes and sixteenth notes mainly represent the 

croaking of the frogs. Both hands echo each other with mismatched slurs, as if frogs were 

accompanying each other with contrasting instruments (see Figure 17.3). The left-hand 

ostinato keeps the beat steady, and the right-hand melody frequently shifts tonality. 

 

Figure 17.3. Band of Frogs, mm. 1217 and 2933. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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IV. The Accordion-Playing Bear, difficulty level 5 

This piece is about an adorable bear playing the accordion. The Accordion-Playing 

Bear features polytonality and is a strong example of Wang‘s enthusiasm for the technique. 

As illustrated in Figure 17.4, the right hand carries a melody in C major while the left hand 

plays the accompaniment in E-flat major, a bitonal texture which is further made evident by 

the different key signatures in each hand. Further, the meter often changes, alternating 

between 5/8 and 2/4. In mm. 6, 8, 10, and 12, the note values of the right hand on the first 

three beats are intangibly stretched due to the 5/8 meter; the eighth notes change to dotted 

eighth notes. This treatment makes the melody sound top-heavy, which gives the music a 

lethargic feeling. Both hands follow a hemiola pattern and feel as if lines are intersecting. The 

grace note on the G adds an interesting inflection to the melody
159

 (see Figure 17.5). 

 

Figure 17.4. The Accordion-Playing Bear, mm. 15. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 
 

Figure 17.5. The Accordion-Playing Bear, mm. 610. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

                                                      
159 Haoran Chen, ―Research on Lisan Wang‘s Piano Works in 1980 and Beyond—Taking He Li’s Poetic Two, Fantasy 

Sonata Black Earth-The Memory of Two People, The Prophet as An Example‖ (Master thesis., Shanghai Conservatory of 

Music, 2019). 
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V. The Eight Diagrams of the Spider, difficulty level 5 

This piece describes a spider spinning a web. The Eight Diagrams of the Spider is 

polytonal and uses a six-note motive as the core: C, D, G, F, A, and G. The six-note motive 

repeats once and eventually becomes a twelve-note motive divided into three measures (see 

Figure 17.6). The six-note motive circles repeatedly, depicting a spider slowly spinning its 

cobweb. In the middle section, Wang changes the note values and tonality of the motive; the 

six-note motive changes from a quarter-note to two triplets, then to sixteenth notes (see 

Figure 17.7). This change indicates speeding up of the spider‘s spinning. The quintuplets in 

mm. 40 and 42 are a variation of the six-note motif. From mm. 4055, many half-note chords 

appear. These chords may represent bugs flying and suddenly becoming trapped in the 

spider‘s web (see Figure 17.8). 

 

Figure 17.6. The Eight Diagrams of the Spider, mm. 15. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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Figure 17.7. The Eight Diagrams of the Spider, mm. 3138. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 17.8. The Eight Diagrams of the Spider, mm. 3946. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

VI. The Swallows Eager to Return, difficulty level 8 

This piece is about swallows flying swiftly as they return to their nests. At the age of 

68, Wang returned to Shanghai, where he had spent his college years, which produced a 

joyful feeling. Like the returning swallows, he was also eager to return to the place where his 

dream originated. From my perspective, this piece is the most technically demanding in the 
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suite and is the reason I assigned it a difficulty level of 8. According to my own performance 

experience, I found a few publication errors which marked them along with the corrections in 

Figure 17.9. 

 

Figure 17.9. The Swallows Eager to Return, mm.4050. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

VII. The Coral in the Glass Vat, difficulty level 6 

This is a lyrical and melancholic piece that portrays how a beautiful coral can grow in 

a glass vat but not in the ocean. As pianist and musicologist Yiming Zhang said, this piece 

may have symbolic meanings. Despite the suffering from illnesses, Wang continued 

composing and enjoying life. His only daughter cared for Wang and occasionally took him 

out outside of the home for short intervals. This experience may be reflected in Wang‘s music 

works.
160

 

Wang employs contrapuntal textures in The Coral in the Glass Vat. There are many 

                                                      
160 Yiming Zhang, ―Discussion on Lisan Wang‘s Late Period: Speaking of the Documentary Finding Lisan Wang,‖ People’s 

Music 10, (2019): 57. 
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four-voice textures in the middle of the piece. The bottom voice is a second melodic interval 

ostinato figure. The top voice is the main melody with quarter note values indicating sadness 

and the beautiful coral. The inner voice with triplets in the right hand represents the 

appearance of sparkling coral. The inner voice with trills in the left hand represents the 

glistening water (see Figure 17.10). 

 

Figure 17.10. The Coral in the Glass Vat, mm. 1315. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

VIII. A Butterfly Dream, difficulty level 6 

This piece portrays butterflies joyfully rising and dancing in Wang‘s dreams. 

Although physically restricted in the real world due to deteriorating health (introduced above), 

the composer felt unconstrained in his dreams.
161

 From mm. 4969, Wang uses bitonality 

which, to a certain extent, reflects his inner conflict with reality (see Figure 17.11). 

  

                                                      
161 Ibid. 
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Figure 17.11. A Butterfly Dream, mm. 4851. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

IX. An Encaged Serpent, difficulty level 5 

This piece describes the scene of a crawling serpent. Although the serpent is fierce 

and mighty, it cannot escape the boundaries of a cage. At the beginning, whole-notes 

durations are played loudly in the extreme low register. In m. 3, two hands are separated by 

the span of a minor seventh, which creates a harsh and empty sound. The beginning portrays 

the ferocity of the serpent. From mm. 921, the meter changes from 4/4 to 3/4, and the 

musical direction drives forward. The music paints vivid imagery to listeners of a huge 

serpent slithering its scaly and enormous body (see Figure 17.12). From mm. 2233, the 

texture become increasingly thicker as the serpent moving faster, raising its head and rattling 

(see Figure 17.13). At the climax (mm. 3437), the dynamics reach a zenith, and the left-hand 

accompaniment becomes thick chords with eighth-note triplet rhythms, demonstrating the 

serpent‘s struggle (see Figure 17.14). 
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Figure 17.12. An Encaged Serpent, mm. 1221. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 17.13. An Encaged Serpent, mm. 2226. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 17.14. An Encaged Serpent, mm. 3239. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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Performance and Practice Guide: 

I. Dance Steps of an Elephant 

This piece is a relatively easy one but still challenges the students in the following 

ways: playing long legato lines with both hands, play wide span chords and octaves 

especially for pianist with small hands. It is comparable to Edward MacDowell‘s Woodland 

Sketches, Op. 51, No. 1 To A Wild Rose in difficulty. 

 

II. Camel‘s Bell in the Desert 

This piece is a great tool for teaching beginner pianists how to play different dynamic 

levels in one hand. The camel bell, the pitch A, should be played at p while the melody in the 

right hand is simultaneously brought out at mezzo forte. The left-hand ostinato can be played 

at mezzo piano (see Figure 17.15). 

 

Figure 17.15. Camel’s Bell in the Desert, mm. 610. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

III. Band of Frogs 

This piece challenges the students in the following ways: fast running double notes, 

repeated sixteenth-double notes and wide span leaps (see Figure 17.16). It is comparable to 
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Schumann‘s Kinderszenen Op. 15, No. 2 Curious Story in difficulty. 

 

Figure 17.16. Band of Frogs, m. 89. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

IV. The Accordion-Playing Bear 

The most difficult section is at the end of this piece. At mm. 48 and 49, the right-hand 

part contains rapid descending scalar parallel chords. Each chord consists of a major second 

and a perfect fifth. With relatively firm fingers and a hand molded to the shape of the chords, 

wrist bounces to allow the fingers to play each chord (see Figure 17.17). The fermata 

following the descending chordal passage may be observed similar to an eighth-note rest. 

 

Figure 17.17 The Accordion-Playing Bear, mm. 4751. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

V. The Eight Diagrams of the Spider 

The six-note motive (ostinato) is the core melody of The Eight Diagrams of the Spider. 
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Pianist should pay attention to different types of rhythmic patterns of this ostinato and the 

way that both hands matching. From mm. 16, left-hand‘s downbeats match every six-notes 

group; from mm. 727, they match four-notes group; and from mm. 2835, they match every 

triplet group. 

 

VI. The Swallows Eager to Return 

This piece evokes a feeling of constant motion, like Robert Schumann‘s Kinderszenen 

Op. 15, No. 3, Blindman’s Buff (see Figure 17.1820). Maintaining the flow with fluid, 

accurate passagework is the main challenge of this piece. Regarding the ending, in mm. 43 

and 47, the fast running double notes in the right hand pose a great challenge for intermediate 

pianists. According to my own experience, I provide a fingering suggestion in Figure 17.19). 

 

Figure 17.18. Robert Schumann‘s Kinderszenen Op. 15, No. 3, Blindman’s Buff, mm. 110. 

Example from IMSLP/Petrucci Music Library. 
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Figure 17.19. The Swallows Eager to Return, mm. 4450. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

VII. The Coral in the Glass Vat 

The point of this piece is to play multiple voices with the appropriate timbre, like in 

Felix Mendelssohn‘s Songs Without Words, Op. 19. No. 1 in E major (see Figure 17.20a and 

17.20b). For the right-hand melody, maintain the value of the quarter notes as it written. 

 

Figure 17.20a. Felix Mendelssohn‘s Songs Without Words, Op. 19. No. 1 in E major, mm. 38. 

Example from IMSLP/Petrucci Music Library. 

 

 

Figure 17.20b. The Coral in the Glass Vat, mm. 1618. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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VIII. A Butterfly Dream 

From mm. 4955, the right-hand melody contains different rhythmic patterns, 

including quintuplets, half notes, and quarter notes. 

 

IX. An Encaged Serpent 

A crucial component of interpreting this piece is properly following Wang‘s indicated 

dynamic markings. From mm. 2233, the right-hand chromatic scales should be highlighted 

(see Figure 17.21). 

 

Figure 17.21. An Encaged Serpent, mm. 2226. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

Summary:  

      Each piece in Wang‘s suite Capriccio of Animals depicts an animal in a specific 

scenario or character. Dance Steps of an Elephant and Camel’s Bell in the Desert are easy and 

suitable for young pianists. The remaining seven pieces are comparatively more technically 

difficult. Band of Frogs focuses on double-notes exercises. The Accordion-Playing Bear is a 

jazz-style piece that introduces students to bitonality. The Swallows Eager to Return requires 

well piano skills, like playing sixteen-note groups with high quality of evenness, clearness, 
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and agility in presto tempo.   
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Title: Childlike Innocence [童心集] 

Published version order: 

I. Child Carriage [童车] 

II. Light Rain Drops [小雨点] 

III. Children‘s Laughter [嬉游] 

IV. First Clear Day [初晴] 

V. Making a Telephone Call [打电话] 

VI. Distorting Mirror [哈哈镜] 

VII. A Boat Song [船歌] 

VIII. Young Pals [小伙伴] 

IX. Dreams [梦] 

X. Pastoral [牧歌] 

XI. Lively Talk [七嘴八舌] 

XII. Sunset Glow [晚霞] 

XIII. Morning Music [晨曲] 

XIV. Toy [洋娃娃] 

XV. Folk Song No. 1 [民歌 1] 

XVI. Folk Song No. 2 [民歌 2] 

XVII. Folk Song No. 3 [民歌 3] 

Composition Date: 19732003 

Genre: programmatic piano suite 
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Characteristics: frequent use of ostinatos, polytonality, alternating rhythms, folk song 

elements, many minor second intervals, cluster chords 

Degree of Difficulty: 36 

Length and Duration: 23 pages, lasts about 20 minutes 

Scope of Application: Beginner and intermediate pianists 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: voicing polyphonic textures, diverse articulations, 

properly presenting various musical images and transitions from one character to the 

next 

Background and Description: 

As the title suggests, this piano suite is about childhood innocence. Wang depicts 

innocent and pure scenes in childhood life, including children performing various playful 

activities, riding bicycles, rowing a boat, playing with toys, and conversing among each other. 

Due to the Cultural Revolution, nearly all Western music was forbidden; it was difficult to 

acquire, learn or perform Western classical piano music. Wang‘s original purpose for 

Childhood Innocence was to compose pedagogical piano study pieces for his five-year-old 

nephew Jinwen Wu (吴进文).
162

 Wang began composing this suite in 1973 and completed it 

34 years later in 2007. 

Childhood Innocence contains 17 short, delicate, and exquisite character pieces. 

Despite each piece‘s short length, ―the sparrow may be small, but fully functional.‖
163

 The 

suite embraces nearly all of Wang‘s compositional techniques, including polytonality, naval 

                                                      
162 Yiming Zhang, ―WangLisan and His Music,‖ Piano Artistry 9 (2013): 11.  
163 Yiming Zhang, ―Composer‘s Childishness—A Discuss on Lisan Wang‘s Children’s Heart,‖ entry posted August. 17, 

2013, https://www.douban.com/note/295740116/ (accessed January. 15, 2020). 
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modulations, delicate counterpoint, displaced rhythmic patterns, and folk song elements. I 

will discuss these techniques in each piece‘s description below. According to pianist and 

musicologist Yiming Zhang, the order of 17 pieces on this published version contains a few 

errors; the published version put the three folk songs at the end of the collection. In this 

dissertation, I will follow the published version order. However, an order faithful to the 

original manuscript is: 

I. Child Carriage [童车] 

II. Light Rain Drops [小雨点] 

III. Children‘s Laughter [嬉游] 

IV. First Clear Day [初晴] 

V. Making a Telephone Call [打电话] 

VI. Distorting Mirror [哈哈镜] 

VII. A Boat Song [船歌] 

VIII. Young Pals [小伙伴] 

IX. Dreams [梦] 

X. Pastoral [牧歌] 

XI. Folk Song No. 1 [民歌 1] 

XII. Lively Talk [七嘴八舌] 

XIII. Folk Song No. 2 [民歌 2] 

XIV. Sunset Glow [晚霞] 

XV. Morning Music [晨曲] 
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XVI. Toy [洋娃娃] 

XVII. Folk Song No. 3 [民歌 3] 

 

I. Child Carriage, difficulty level 4 

This piece is in binary form with a coda. Wang uses polytonality and many 

major-second intervals to imitate children pushing carriages and ringing bells. The right-hand 

melody is relatively stable. The sixteenth and dotted-eighth-note rhythmic patterns imitate the 

tolling of the bells. The constantly changing tonality of the left-hand ostinato accompaniment 

represents children pushing their carriage in many different directions (see Figure 18.1). 

From mm. 2237, the bell-ringing melody changes from single notes to perfect fifth intervals, 

which enriches the sound color (see Figure 18.2). From mm. 4450, the composer uses 

arpeggios to depict children pushing their carriage gradually far away into the distance (see 

Figure 18.3). 

 

Figure 18.1. Child Carriage, mm. 110. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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Figure 18.2. Child Carriage, mm. 2226. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 18.3. Child Carriage, mm. 44-50. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

II. Light Rain Drops, difficulty level 3 

This piece depicting rain drops via lots of staccato. The 3/4 meter strengthens sense of 

rhythm. From mm. 2027, the use of open intervals, then clusters and arpeggios depicting 

rainfall gradually becomes heavier (see Figure 18.4). 
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Figure 18.4. Light Rain Drops, mm. 1927. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

III. Children‘s Laughter, difficulty level 4 

Wang uses appoggiaturas, varied rhythmic patterns, and diverse articulations to 

describe scenes of children playing. The minor-second appoggiaturas represent the children‘s 

curiosity about everything. The left-hand quarter note and eighth-note rhythmic pattern 

depicts the children‘s swagger. The triplets and sixteenth notes are like the quick running of 

the children (see Figure 18.5). 

 

Figure 18.5. Children’s Laughter, mm. 17. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

IV. First Clear Day, difficulty level 3 

This piece creates an image of the sun shining in clear skies after rainfall. First Clear 
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Day progresses in a manner that illustrates the transition from rainfall to clear, sunny skies. In 

the first four measures, the rainfall from the cloudy skies stops (see Figure 18.6). Next, Wang 

uses various tonalities to create different tones that represent the changing color of the sun. 

From mm. 2124, the texture becomes increasingly thicker. In m. 23 and m. 24, the 

combination of the left-hand chords and the right-hand melody creates the bright and shiny 

atmosphere of a sunny day (see Figure 18.7). 

 

Figure 18.6. First Clear Day, mm. 16. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 18.7. First Clear Day, mm. 1828. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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V. Making a Telephone Call, difficulty level 5 

Wang uses the triplets, eighth notes, and quarter notes of this piece to vividly depict 

the ringing of a telephone. In mm. 14, the alternating between one measure with a 

triplet-plus-eighth-note pattern and one measure of full rest immediately reminds the listener 

of a telephone ringing. In mm. 56, these triplets with major second intervals become louder 

and more active (see Figure 18.8). 

 

Figure 18.8. Making a Telephone Call, mm. 18. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

VI. Distorting Mirror, difficulty level 4 

This piece depicts children standing in front of a distorting mirror and seeing their 

funny and bizarre reflections. The principal compositional technique of this piece is reflection. 

For instance, in mm. 12, the two outer voices move in contrary motion; the top voice goes 

up by a minor third and major second, then down by a major second. At the same time, the 

bottom voice goes down by a minor third and major second, then up by a major second. A 

similar technique involving contrary motion is found from mm. 57 (see Figure 18.9). Wang 

loves Béla Bartók and has thoroughly studied his works. In Béla Bartók‘s Suite Op. 14 No. 4, 
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we can find a similar contrary motion (see Figure 18.10).
164

 Perhaps Wang was inspired by 

Béla Bartók to use this type of contrary motion in Distorting Mirror. 

 

Figure 18.9. Distorting Mirror, mm. 19. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 18.10. Béla Bartók‘s Suite Op. 14, No. 4, mm. 2428. Example from IMSLP/Petrucci 

Music Library. 

 

  

                                                      
164 Yiming Zhang, ―Composer‘s Childishness—A Discuss on Lisan Wang‘s Children’s Heart,‖ entry posted August. 17, 

2013, https://www.douban.com/note/295740116/ (accessed January. 15, 2020). 
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VII. A Boat Song, difficulty level 4 

This piece paints the image of children riding a boat into a river. The pentatonic scales 

in mm. 114 symbolize the steam whistle and its echo (see Figure 18.11). From mm. 1523, 

the boat begins to accelerate. In mm. 2431, the meter changes to 5/4, the right-hand pattern 

changes to arpeggios, and the left hand plays two eighth notes on the last beat of each 

measure, all of which contribute to the boat‘s acceleration (see Figure 18.12). The last five 

measures represent the boat sounding the horn, passing in front of the listener, then traveling 

away into the distance. 

 

Figure 18.11. A Boat Song, mm. 16. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 18.12. A Boat Song, mm. 2030. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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VIII. Young Pals, difficulty level 4 

This piece depicts children playing together. The abundant use of various rhythmic 

patterns and syncopations add dramatic effect to Young Pals. Important recurring rhythms 

include a thirty-second note with dotted eighth note pattern, eighth-notes, and sixteenth-notes. 

Young Pals is a prime example of a good piece to teach a variety of rhythmic patterns to 

beginner or intermediate level pianists. 

 

IX. Dreams, difficulty level 5 

This piece describes a dream scene. In mm. 14, the dreams are peaceful and sweet. A 

stark contrast that breaks the peace begins at m. 5, with increased dynamic levels, big leaps, 

and patterns utilizing a dotted-quarter note plus sixteenth notes (see Figure 18.13). The 

climax is from mm. 1115; after right-hand quintuplets and left-hand triplets, the music 

suddenly pauses on C (see Figure 18.14). 

 

Figure 18.13. Dreams, mm. 46. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 
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Figure 18.14. Dreams, mm. 1015. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

X. Pastoral, difficulty level 3 

In this piece, Wang utilizes music elements from Inner Mongolia to portray herdsmen 

grazing and singing. Characteristics of Inner Mongolian music like major sixths and octave 

leaps are found in this piece (see Figure 18.15).
165

 The pedal point note D repeats throughout 

the whole piece. The quarter-note patterns from mm. 111 and syncopations from mm. 1215 

depict melodious folk songs being sung into the vast Inner Mongolia grassland (see Figure 

18.16). 

  

                                                      
165 Xiaoyi Zhou, ―Music Study of Lisan Wang‘s ―Children’s Heart Collection‖ (Master thesis., Central China Normal 

University, 2019). 
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Figure 18.15. Pastoral, mm. 58. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 18.16. Pastoral, mm. 14 and 916. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

 

XI. Lively Talk, difficulty level 5 

This piece portrays children gathering together and chatting, like adorable chicks 

chirping. Wang uses alternating meters (3/4 and 2/4) and rhythms (sixteenth notes and eighth 

notes) to depict children‘s delightful chatter (see Figure 18.17). From mm. 913, the hands 
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move in contrary direction with mismatched beats; the second eighth note of the right hand is 

juxtaposed with the second eighth note of the left hand, creating a dissonant major-second 

interval. This effect imitates constant chatter. As the children speak, they talk over or refuse 

to listen to each other. Wang also uses minor-second appoggiaturas and major seventh chords 

to create the dissonance of the chatter (see Figure 18.18). 

 

Figure 18.17. Lively Talk, mm. 14. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 18.18. Lively Talk, mm. 917. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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XII. Sunset Glow, difficulty level 3 

This piece represents a beautiful glow in the sky as the sun sets. In mm. 2936, both 

hands play the same melody rhythmically displaced by one sixteenth note, which is a 

common compositional technique in Wang‘s music.
166

 This method usually indicates an 

ethereal atmosphere. In this piece, it is used to represent the glow of the sunset. The low 

D-flat pedal point sustains, representing the sun rays filling the sky with beautiful evening 

colors (see Figure 18.19). 

 

Figure 18.19. Sunset Glow, mm. 2938. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

XIII. Morning Music, difficulty level 4 

This piece depicts children waking up in the morning, and seeing the light, flowers, 

trees, and chirping birds of the early sunrise. Wang uses four different techniques for varying 

                                                      
166 Yiming Zhang, ―Composer‘s Childishness—A Discuss on Lisan Wang‘s Children’s Heart,‖ entry posted August. 17, 

2013, https://www.douban.com/note/295740116/ (accessed January. 15, 2020). 
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a single theme in Morning Music: 1) In mm. 18, the right-hand melody is in single notes 

with a broken chord left-hand accompaniment. 2) In mm. 915, the right-hand melody 

returns with added ornaments. 3) In mm. 1619, the right-hand melody is repeated in octaves. 

In mm. 2327, left-hand accompaniment is played with a light staccato (see Figure 18.20). 

 

Figure 18.20. Morning Music, mm. 13, 1113, 1417, and 2426. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 
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XIV. Toy, difficulty level 4 

This piece describes the lovely appearance of children‘s happiness upon seeing a toy 

dance. Wang uses multiple tonalities to write the simple theme (see Figure 18.21). A similar 

technique can be found in the first piece Lyrical Waltz from Shostakovich‘s piano suite 

Dances of the Dolls (see Figure 18.22). 

 

Figure 18.21. Toy, mm. 111. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 18.22. Shostakovich‘s piano suite Dances of the Dolls, No. 1, mm. 112. Example 

from IMSLP/Petrucci Music Library. 
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XV. Folk Song No. 1, difficulty level 5 

This piece adopts the tune from Hunan Flower-Drum Drama. The pitches G, B-flat, 

and D are the foundation of Folk Song No. 1; most of its melodies are constructed from these 

three pitches (see Figure 18.23). In mm. 313, the melody is placed in the right hand. From 

mm. 1926, the melody switches to the left hand, then back to the right hand (see Figure 

18.24). Minor-second intervals are commonly used in Hunan Flower-Drum Drama and create 

a humorous and unique sound effect (see Figure 18.25). 

 

Figure 18.23. Folk Song No. 1, mm. 58. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 18.24. Folk Song No. 1, mm. 1826. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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Figure 18.25. Folk Song No. 1, mm. 18. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

XVI. Folk Song No. 2, difficulty level 5 

This piece is an arrangement of the famous lullaby Bo Ru Lai (波茹莱) in Guo Er 

Luo Si county, Jilin Province (郭尔罗斯，吉林省). The lullaby is a sad story about Bo Ru 

Lai‘s parents‘ deaths when he was only one year old. As a result, Bo Ru Lai lived with his 

only living family member, his fifteen-year-old sister Ji Ling (玲姬). She was engaged to 

someone else before Bo Ru Lai was born. Others persuaded her to abandon her younger 

brother, but she refused. After marrying at the age of fifteen, she took in Bo Ru Lai to her 

husband‘s family. Unfortunately, her husband‘s family treated the siblings poorly. In order to 

protect her younger brother, she submitted to humiliation. When Ling Ji hushed the baby to 

sleep, she sang this lullaby lamenting the loss of their deceased parents. 

Wang uses several typical Inner Mongolia music elements, such as big leaps, a double 
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dotted quarter-note-plus-thirty-second note rhythm, and the Yu mode cadence
167

 (see Figure 

18.26). Pedal points, ostinatos, and chromatic progressions in the inner voice are also found 

in this piece (see Figure 18.27). 

 

Figure 18.26. Folk Song No. 2, mm. 16. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 18.27. Folk Song No. 2, mm. 2430. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

XVII. Folk Song No. 3, difficulty level 5 

This piece contains folk song elements from the Hebei and Shanxi provinces, which 

typically featured duets from Zou Xi Kou (走西口). Zou Xi Kou is one of the most famous 

population migration events in Chinese history. From Ming Dynasty to the early republic of 

China, thousands of people from the Shanxi, Shannxi, and Hebei provinces left their homes 

and migrated to the central plain hinterlands and Inner Mongolia. At that time, these areas 

                                                      
167 Xiaoyi Zhou, ―Music Study of Lisan Wang‘s ―Children‘s Heart Collection‖ (Master thesis., Central China Normal 

University, 2019). 
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were barren and tough. After the hard work of the laboring people, these areas eventually 

became prosperous and developed. Zou Xi Kou is a famous Shanxi folk song that has been 

handed down by multiple generations. It is usually sung by the laboring people. Wang uses 

typical Hebei and Shanxi folk song elements in this piece, such as minor-third leaps, a dotted 

eighth-note-plus-sixteenth-note rhythmic pattern, and big leaps (see Figure 18.28). He also 

uses different rhythms between the hands to create a sense of duet (see Figure 18.29). 

Ostinato base movements and descending scales are common features of Folk Song No. 3 

(see Figure 18.30). 

 

Figure 18.28. Folk Song No. 3, mm. 115. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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Figure 18.29. Folk Song No. 3, mm. 915. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Figure 18.30. Folk Song No. 3, mm. 18. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

Overall, this suite is written for beginner and higher-intermediate pianists. Difficulties 

include playing staccato notes with flexible wrist, grace notes practice, long phrase double 

notes, triplets distributed in both hands and so forth. This suite may be compared to Bach‘s 

Notebook for Anna Magdalena in difficulty. The pianist should understand musical images 

and backgrounds for each piece and combine the imagery with the pianist‘s own imagination. 

 

I. Child Carriage 

The left hand should be played softly. The pianist should keep fingers close to the 

keyboard. In the passage approaching the final measures of the piece, the pianist should use 

the wrists to play the arpeggios while voicing to the top line. The dynamic level can be p for 
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the first section (mm. 121) and mp for the second section (mm. 2250). This piece is a good 

exercise for playing different articulations in each hand in hemiola rhythmic pattern. 

 

II. Light Rain Drops 

While maintaining a firm metacarpal joint, use the fingertips to lightly touch the 

staccato notes with flexible wrist. Pay attention to the dynamic changes; listen carefully while 

practicing, and use the ear to guide creation of different layers of dynamics. 

 

III. Children‘s Laughter 

The first ten measures are cheerful and light-hearted, and the pianist should reflect 

that mood in the lively, brisk staccatos. From mm. 1118, the music becomes somewhat 

lyrical. In mm. 2730, the hands have contrasting movements and articulations from each 

other. The right hand should play staccato while the left hand maintains legato. The pianist 

should spend time practicing hands separately (see Figure 18.31). 

 

Figure 18.31. Children’s Laughter, mm. 2336. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 
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IV. First Clear Day 

The left-hand perfect-fifth interval accompaniment should be played softly while 

bringing out the right-hand melody. Pedal changes should follow the left-hand harmonic 

changes. When approaching the end of the piece, the pianist may employ ritardando for the 

last two measures. 

 

V. Making a Telephone Call 

It is a good exercise for practicing triplets, hemiola, and for playing different 

articulations simultaneously in both hands. The triplet telephone ringing motif should be 

louder than all other voices in the texture. The suggested dynamic level is: right hand: piano, 

and left hand: mezzo piano (see Figure 18.32). 

 

Figure 18.32. Making a Telephone Call, mm. 915. Used with permission, Shanghai Music 

Publishing House. 

 

 

VI. Distorting Mirror 

In the first four measures, there are slurs over the notes. Do not play the notes in this 

section as a dry staccato; instead use non-legato articulation. The pianist should not leave the 
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keys immediately. Measures 14 and 48 are somehow different, with mm. 48 being more 

lyrical than mm. 14, their musical textures and acoustic effects are different also. 

 

VII. A Boat Song 

When playing the steam whistle introduction, the pianist should keep the fingers firm 

and allow the arm weight to distribute to the wrist, then to the fingertips. In mm. 14, the 

inner third voice G requires to sustain for four measures. The pianist should use finger 

pedaling to hold this voice and change the damper pedal according to each change of 

harmony. 

 

VIII. Young Pals 

For beginner and intermediate pianists, the most efficient way to learn the various 

rhythms is to practice at a slow tempo and to subdivide the note values. For example, 

subdivide each quarter note value into four sixteenth notes for both hands. Start with 

hands-separate practice, then hands together once you are ready. When playing sixteenth 

notes in ascending or descending scales, the pianist should keep the fingers close to keyboard 

and let the weight of wrist go through to the fingertips. 

 

IX. Dreams 

This piece, which belongs to higher-intermediate difficulty category, is more 

advanced compare to No. 1, 2, and 4. When playing the big leaps in mm. 57, the left hand 
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should prepare in advance (see Figure 18.13). In m. 10, the right-hand quintuplets in the 

topmost staff are difficult to match with the texture in the lower two staves. I provide practice 

suggestions indicated by the markings in Figure 18.33. 

 

Figure 18.33. Dreams, mm. 1012. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

X. Pastoral 

This piece should be played very lyrically. In mm. 511, the harmonic base should be 

played deeply to illustrate the sense of vastness. The repeated D should remain soft and 

sustained. In mm. 1215, the appoggiatura on the long note of each measure should be 

emphasized and played above the texture (see Figures 18.15 and 18.16). In mm. 2124 and 

mm. 2932, the first beat of the left hand of each measure is important. Bring out each first 

beat in the left hand to maintain forward momentum (see Figure 18.34). 
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Figure 18.34. Pastoral, mm. 2124. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 

 

 

XI. Lively Talk 

This is a good example for the pianist to learn various rhythmic patterns within one 

piece. Since the tempo marking is presto, it is easy to lose accuracy and clarity if careful 

practice is not sufficiently executed in the early learning stages. 

 

XII. Sunset Glow 

The climax occurs from mm. 3740. The middle voice should be brought out, and the 

right-hand chords should be played softly under the melody. The damper pedal may be used 

to further dynamic and coloristic effects (see Figure 18.35). 

 

Figure 18.35. Sunset Glow, mm. 3443. Used with permission, Shanghai Music Publishing 

House. 
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XIII. Morning Music 

In mm. 2327, the left-hand staccato that creates a contrasting mood from previous 

sections should be played lightly and clearly (see Figure 18.20). 

 

XIV. Toy 

At the beginning, the right-hand melody has three different articulations: staccato, 

two-notes down and up, and multiple voices. Listen carefully during practice, and let the ear 

lead the fingers. The left-hand rhythm is important. The first beat of each measure should be 

emphasized. 

 

XV. Folk Song No. 1 

In the first section, right hand plays the main melody and the left hand does it in the 

second section. Each hand plays its own rhythmic patterns and echoes mutually. This is a 

good exercise for learning balance between two hands. 

 

XVI. Folk Song No. 2 

The peaceful mood of this piece should be carried at a slow tempo. The right-hand 

melody imitates a human voice expressing sorrowful emotion, which should be reflected in 

the pianist‘s playing. The dynamic of the left-hand accompaniment and ostinatos should be 

steady and controlled. I suggest that one play the right-hand melody at mp and the left-hand 

accompaniment at p. 
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XVII. Folk Song No. 3 

In the first eight measures, the right-hand melody should be emphasized and 

coordinated with the descending scalar inner voice like a duet. In mm. 912, the right-hand 

melody contains typical Hebei folk song rhythms while the left-hand accompaniment needs 

to be active and lively. In mm. 30 and 32, the chromatic progressions in the left hand brings 

color to the harmony. 

 

Summary: 

Childlike Innocence is a collection of pedagogical pieces suitable for intermediate 

pianists. The title of each piece provides a clue for understanding the music. Child Carriage 

combines a right-hand melody with a constantly changing left-hand ostinato. Light Rain 

Drops and Toy are ideal for practicing staccato articulation. Children’s Laughter and Lively 

Talk concentrate on grace notes and short phrases. First Clear Day is a good example of a 

piece with harmonic changes and polyphonic texture frequent changes. Making a Telephone 

Call prominently features triplet rhythms. Distorting Mirror focuses on mirror-image 

relationships in phrasing. Folk Song Nos. 13 each stem from a different local folk tune. The 

student can better understand the music by learning the historical background of each folk 

song. 
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Title: Ballade ―Song of the Guerillas‖ [叙事曲“游击队歌”] 

Composition Date: 1977 

Genre: ballade (theme and variations) 

Characteristics: theme based on a song of same title by Luting He, technical virtuosity, 

multi-tonality, strong emotional contrast 

Degree of Difficulty: 10 

Length and Duration: 9 pages, lasts about 8 minutes 

Scope of Application: for advanced pianists, suitable for recital repertoire 

Technical Difficulties in Performance: great volumes of octave playing, extended chord 

progressions, rapid running scales, and big leaps; requires from the pianist superb 

performance skills, endurance, stamina, and exquisite artistry 

Background and Description: 

About the song 

―Song of the Guerrillas‖ was composed by Luting He (贺绿汀, 19031999) who was 

the former President of Shanghai Music Conservatory and also one of the greatest composers 

in the history of the Peoples‘ Republic of China. This song is regarded as one of the most 

influential works in New China‘s music history (see Figure 19.1.). 
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Figure 19.1. Luting He (19031999)
168

 

.  

 

The Marco Polo Bridge Incident (卢沟桥事变) in July 7, 1937, which occurred near 

the onset of imperial Japan‘s full-scale invasion of China, marked the beginning of the 

comprehensive Anti-Japanese War. After the Imperial Japanese Army invaded and occupied 

Peking
169

 and Tianjin, the biggest industrial and commercial city of China, Shanghai, became 

the next target for an incident known as The August 13 Incident (八·一三事变). Shanghai 

Cultural Circles organized the Salvation Drama Team (救亡演剧队) to engage in 

anti-Japanese propaganda activities. Luting He was among them. 

At the end of 1937, the Salvation Drama Team arrived in Linfen (临汾), a city in 

Southwest Shanxi (晋西南), and resided in the Eighth Route Army‘s office in the suburban 

village of Liuzhuang (刘庄). During their stay, the Eighth Route Army officials introduced 

their fighting strategies against Japanese invaders. The officials invited Luting He and his 

colleagues to participate in political studies and brought documents about guerrilla warfare. 

One night, Luting He was invited to attend a report by General Xuefeng Peng (彭雪枫将军), 

                                                      
168

 Picture resource: https://web.shobserver.com/news/detail?id=66273 (accessed on March 20, 2020). 
169 Peking: the old name of Beijing before the founding of the People‘s Republic of China in October 1, 1949. 
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an expert on guerrilla warfare
170

 (see Figure 19.2). The report was successful and was well 

received. When someone asked how the guerrillas can fight against the enemies with limited 

supplies, General Peng replied, when we do not have any food or clothes, we take them from 

the enemies. When we do not have any guns or cannons, the enemies made them for us.
171

 

 

Figure 19.2. Xuefeng Peng (19071944).
172

 

 

 

Indeed, the Eighth Route Army experienced a great shortage of military supplies and 

munitions. For example, some newly formed artillery regiments did not even have a single 

cannon. Their cannons were collected from captured Japanese troops and abandoned by local 

rebels. Luting He was impressed by the guerrillas‘ deeds, optimism, pride, tenacious spirit, 

and triumphalism. For Luting He and his creative process, the sound of machine gun fire 

                                                      
170 Xuefeng Peng (1907-1944): Senior generals of the Chinese worker‘s and peasant‘s red army and the new fourth army. 

Guerrilla warfare is a form of irregular warfare in which a small group of combatants such as armed civilians or irregulars 

use military tactics including ambushes, sabotage, raids, petty warfare, hit-and-run tactics, and mobility to fight a larger and 

less-mobile traditional military. 
171 Liang Xiao, ―Song of Guerrillas and Its Composer Luting He,‖ Music Time 9, (2015): 2. 
172

 Picture resource: http://www.wenming.cn/specials/zxdj/shuangbai/xjsj/201103/t20110323_120912.shtml (accessed on 

March 20, 2020). 
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became snare drums beats; the sound of air defense warnings turned into trumpet fanfares; 

the image of fast marching guerrillas transformed into the brisk theme of Song of the 

Guerillas. Motivated and excited, he finished composing the notes and lyrics in one night 

(see Figure 19.3).
173

 

 

Figure 19.3. Manuscript of Song of the Guerrillas, composed by Luting He.
174

 

 

  

                                                      
173 Luting He, ―Me and the Song of Guerrillas,‖ Literature and History of Jianghuai Area 3, (1998): 140. 
174

 Picture resource: http://news.artron.net/20141129/n682677.html (accessed on March 21, 2020). 
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The Song of Guerrillas, in numbered musical notation.
175

 

 

 

English translation of Song of the Guerillas:
176

 

We are all sharpshooters. Each bullet takes out an enemy. We are all soldiers with wings, unafraid of 

tall mountains and deep waters. In the dense forests, our comrades set their camps. On the tall 

mountains, our countless brothers are there. Nothing to eat, nothing to wear? The enemy will supply us. 

No guns, no cannons? The enemy will forge them for us. We were born in this place. Every inch of the 

land belongs to us. Should anyone invade it, we will fight him to death. 

 

This song reduced fatigue, improved morale, and bolstered triumphalism of the 

soldiers. Song of the Guerillas was sung by many of the Eighth Route Army officers, soldiers, 

and all Chinese patriotic armies. The song also became popular with the ordinary people and 

                                                      
175

 Picture Source: http://www.jianpu.cn/pu/84/84628.htm 
176 Song of the Guerillas‘ lyrics English translation from https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guerrillas%27_Song (accessed 

February 7, 2020). 
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spread across the country. In 1943, Luting He arrived at Yan‘an, and Zedong Mao courteously 

acknowledged and praised the composer and his work, stating, ―The Guerrillas song is 

excellent. You did a good deed for our people. Our people will never forget you!‖
177

 The 

song had also been introduced to other countries. For instance, Evans Fordyce Carlson, a 

former officer of the U.S. marines, introduced Song of the Guerillas to his country in his 

book Twin Stars of China (see Figure 19.4).
178

 

 

Figure 19.4. E. F. Carlson with Zedong Mao.
179

 

 

 

E. F. Carlson‘s book Twin Stars of China.
180

 

                                                      
177 Rong Zheng, ―Luting He and the Song of Guerrillas,‖ Overview of the History of the Communist Party 6 (2007): 39. 
178 Evans Fordyce Carlson: former officer of the U.S. marines. He spent a couple of years staying in China observing 

Chinese social, political, and economic situations. The book Twin Stars of China was published by the New York Dodd, 

Mead & Co., in 1940. 
179

 Picture resource: http://book.kongfz.com/264085/1040115133/ (accessed on March 22, 2020). 
180

 Picture resource: http://book.kongfz.com/264085/1040115133/ (accessed on March 22, 2020). 
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About the Lisan Wang’s Song of the Guerrillas 

In the 1990s, Luting He asked Lisan Wang to succeed him as the president of 

Shanghai Conservatory of Music, but the trip did not work for various reasons. Thus, it can 

be seen how much former president Luting He appreciated Wang‘s talent and personality. 

During the Cultural Revolution, Western music was prohibited in the country. As a result, 

hardly any Western pieces were available to learn and play, especially for musicians who 

played Western instruments. Soon after the end of the Cultural Revolution, Wang returned to 

his profession. His first completed composition was the Ballade Song of the Guerrillas, a 

piece adopting the theme from the song of the same title by Luting He. Wang commented on 

the work, ―I utilized polytonality, many dissonances and so on, but none that were too radical. 

I wrote this piece in the genre of ballade because I thought it would be easy to understand. 

Nevertheless, this piece was very technically demanding.‖
181

 

Wang‘s Song of the Guerillas can be regarded as a theme and variations. It begins in 

G major. The introduction is from mm. 116, derived from musical material of the refrain. In 

the first measure, triplet octaves ring in the high register at a forte dynamic like the loud call 

                                                      
181 Lanshen Su, ―Interview with Lisan Wang,‖ Piano Artistry 1, (1998): 7. 
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of a bugle. A cadenza follows; both hands play a three-beat trill, then an ascending 

three-octave G major in tenths. Afterward, the piece arrives at the glorious fragmented theme. 

The big chords and melody precisely follow the climax of the original song (see Figure 19.5). 

In mm. 14 and 15, the left-hand motive was adopted from the beginning of the original song 

(see Figure 19.6). 
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Figure 19.5. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 111. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 19.6. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 1215. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

From the last beat of mm. 1634, the original song melody is fully presented. It starts 

with a single right-hand melody in the low register and gradually adds more layers as the 

piece progresses. In m. 23, a second voice is added, then octaves, and finally big chords (see 

Figure 19.7). The left-hand part is accompaniment. 
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Figure 19.7. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 1627. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

 

The first variation starts at m. 35 at a piano dynamic. The theme and accompaniment 

regularly alternate between the right hand and the left hand. From mm. 3540, the right-hand 

accompaniment imitates the sound of machine gun fire, while the left hand carries the melody. 

The passage is reminiscent of guerrillas marching nimbly and tactfully as they face their 

enemies (see Figure 19.8). 

 

Figure 19.8. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 3537. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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The second variation starts at measure 43. The key change in the second variation 

from G to A-flat major complements a change in texture. From mm. 4750, the left-hand 

sextuplets match the right-hand thirty-second notes (see Figure 19.9). The main theme 

variation reflects in texture, which is primarily carried in the right hand, although it also 

occasionally appears in the inner and outer voices. The theme represents guerrillas moving 

quickly, lightly, agilely, and lethally (see Figure 19.9). 

 

Figure 19.9. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 4750. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

The third variation is from mm. 5175. The key changes from major to minor, and the 

mood abruptly shifts to darkness. The tonic B lays the foundation and tone for this variation. 

The tremolos express a depressing, tough atmosphere. Wang wrote a sorrowful melody that 

sings both above and below the tremolo. In mm. 56, 58, 61, and 68, the two eighth notes and 

dotted sixteenth notes plus dotted eighth notes rhythmic pattern repeats in different registers, 

depicting the ferocity and cruelty of the enemies (see Figure 19.10). The sorrowful melody 

portrays the dreadful war experiences and hardships of the ordinary people. Countless 
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families have been ripped apart. People became destitute, homeless and corpses were 

scattered all over the countryside (see Figure 19.11). 

 

Figure 19.10. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 5558. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 19.11. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 5966. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

The transition between variations three and four occurs between mm. 7585. The 

tonality returns to G major, and the depressing atmosphere disappears. Here, both hands 

appear successively in a canon. The right-hand melody begins in G major, and left-hand 

melody follows one and half beats later while temporarily modulating to F major (see Figure 

19.12). This innovative technique represents the guerrillas‘ mysterious operations, causing 

damage and evading detection behind enemy lines. 
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Figure 19.12. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 7582. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

The fourth variation is in G major. At the beginning, the right hand starts with 

fast-running sixteenth notes, and the left hand plays the main melody. Directly following, the 

melody and accompaniment roles switch hands (see Figure 19.13). The running figures create 

a scene in which guerrillas gather from all directions and march forward with great 

momentum. This technique is commonly used when describing armies pressing forward in 

Chinese piano works.  
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Figure 19.13. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 8392. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

The fifth variation starts at m. 94 in the key of A major. Wang changes the 

accompaniment to ascending and descending triplet octaves and chords (see Figure 19.14). 

This accompaniment shift conjures a great power in the music presents that symbolizes 

China‘s military plowing through the enemies with unstoppable force. The massive use of 

octaves and chords across the broad range of the keyboard evoke stormy battle scenes. The 

heightened tension stimulates audiences‘ senses and drives the music to its climax. At the end 

of m. 99, the last five descending octaves are apart from each other by second intervals, 

adding to the intense battle scenes (see Figure 19.15). At m. 109, the key changes to B-flat 

major. At m. 113114, the texture becomes increasingly thicker. The triplet chordal 

accompaniment changes to sixteenth notes and eventually becomes a tremolo distributed 

across both hands (see Figure 19.16). These technical things used in the following exampls 
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contribute a splendid richness of sonority and make these parts have more symphonic effect. 

 

Figure 19.14. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 9395. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 19.15. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 99101. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 19.16. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 113114. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 
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After two beats of rest at m. 131, there is a cadenza in G major that spans a range of 

more than five octaves. After the cadenza, the sixth variation starts (see Figure 19.17). The 

right hand continues to play its big chordal texture. The left-hand accompaniment changes 

from a triplet rhythmic pattern to a marching rhythm—one eighth note plus two sixteenth 

notes and two eighth notes (see Figure 19.18). This variation describes the triumphant pride 

of the guerillas after returning home from a victory. 

 

Figure 19.17. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 131132. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 19.18. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 133135. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

The coda begins with the sound of a military bugle at mm. 148. The original theme 

reappears in a manner similar to the end of the third variation (see Figure 19.19). After three 

measures of a transient lyrical melody, a powerful chordal texture that carries the original 

theme appears; descending octaves combine with the proud sound of the military bugle 

(see Figure 19.20). This coda describes the guerrillas heading into the next battle with 
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optimistic spirits. 

 

Figure 19.19. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 147153. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 19.20. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 165168. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Performance and Practice Guide: 

Song of the Guerillas is a virtuosic piece containing many demanding techniques, 

including fast running scales, octaves, big chord progressions, trills, tremolos, rapid broken 

arpeggios, and glissando. A competent performance of this piece requires a pianist with 

excellent performing skills as well as keen insight into timbre, artistic expression, and 

sufficient endurance. 
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The triplet octaves in the first measure should be played with great spirit. When 

practicing the cadenza scales, the pianist may divide the eighteen notes into three groups of 

six notes (see Figure 19.21). A similar passage appears in m. 131. The pianist can divide this 

cadenza scale into three groups of seven notes (see Figure 19.22). In mm. 716, all triplet 

figures simulate the sound of a bugle (see Figure 19.23). 

 

Figure 19.21. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 13. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 19.22. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 131132. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

Figure 19.23. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 411. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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From mm. 1624, the theme appears in both hands. Even though the composer did 

not explicitly notate articulations in the score, the main theme should be played with a lively 

character. On the last beat of m. 28, the right hand has a descending scale. Instead of playing 

a traditional scale, I suggest to play the notes as a glissando (see Figure 19.24). 

 

Figure 19.24. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 2830. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

In m. 35, the shifting fingers on the same pitch technique should be employed here. 

The pianist can use the fingering 4 3 2 1 to play the repeating G‘s in the right hand. The 

finger circulating
182

 facilitates an even sound quality for repeated notes (see Figure 19.25). 

 

Figure .19.25. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 3537. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

 

From mm. 4750, the theme does not stay in one voice. The pianist should pay 

attention to the theme‘s travel path across voices (see Figure 19.9). The pianist may have 

                                                      
182

 For passages with quick repetition on the same note, the pianist should use a circulating fingering pattern, such as fingers 

4321 in Figure. 19.27. 
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difficulty comprehending the rhythmic alignment of the texture. The inner voice of the right 

hand has eight thirty-second notes, while the left-hand accompaniment has sextuplets. If each 

beat is subdivided into three groups, there are two groups of 4-against-3 rhythmic patterns 

(see Figure 19.26). 

 

Figure 19.26. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, m. 47. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 

 

 

From mm. 5575, the tremolos in the low register express a depressing atmosphere 

that needs to be played slightly softer than the other voices (see Figure 19.27). The voicing 

situation from mm. 125127 is different from mm. 5575; in the passage of mm. 125127, 

the tremolos need to be played with brilliance. For tremolos with large alternating chords, the 

pianist should keep the fingers firm and use the power of a rotating wrist to play the notes 

(see Figure 19.28).  

 

Figure 19.27. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 5558. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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Figure 19.28. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 125127. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House. 

 

When playing the fast running scales in the passage from mm. 8692, the passage 

should have clarity, evenness, and flexibility without being too loud. In mm. 94, 96, 98 and 

similar following measures, the rhythmic stress on each downbeat helps create a sense of 

forward momentum (see Figure 19.29). The big chord progressions, like in mm. 114124, 

can be played in several groups. The group division will help the pianist physically and 

mentally organize the chord progressions, allowing for easier and more comfortable playing 

(see Figure 19.30). 

 

Figure 19.29. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 9398. Used with permission, Shanghai 

Music Publishing House. 
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Figure 19.30. Ballade ―Song of the Guerrillas‖, mm. 113114. Used with permission, 

Shanghai Music Publishing House.

 

 

Summary: 

Wang‘s Ballade ―Song of the Guerillas‖ was composed after the Cultural Revolution 

and was adapted from Luting He‘s Song of the Guerrillas. This piece is a virtuosic showpiece 

with many technical challenges, including: finger circulating, intense octave passages, 

tremolos, arpeggios, and big leaps across high and low pitch extremities of the keyboard. 

This piece is narrative and descriptive in nature. The piano texture and dynamic levels vividly 

depict the guerrillas‘ successes in battle and defense of their homeland. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Summary and Conclusion 

Wang‘s piano works skillfully combine traditional Chinese cultural elements with 

Western compositional techniques. Western musical concepts in his works include the use of 

twelve-tone series, polytonality, ostinatos, as well as classical forms such as sonata form, 

theme and variations, and preludes and fugues. Regarding Chinese traditional elements, 

Wang draws inspiration from the rich history of calligraphy, paintings, Chinese literature, 

Chinese pentatonic scales, traditional local dramas, folk dances, folk music, and traditional 

instruments. The diverse values of Western and China‘s rich historical culture are organically 

united in his works.  

Regarding Chinese elements, classical Chinese literature is referenced in works such 

as Essence of Two Poems by He Li and Read ―Wild Grass‖ By Xun Lu, which musically 

convey the essence of these two Chinese literary classics from different time periods. In 

addition to imitating the acoustic effects of Chinese traditional instruments, he evokes the 

brushstrokes of Chinese cursive calligraphy in the piece F-Mode Shang Calligraphy and 

Chinese Lyre from the piano suite Other Mountains. Further, Wang‘s style absorbs elements 

of Chinese traditional operas such as Peking Opera, Er-Ren-Zhuan, Yangko Opera, and 

Hunan Flower-Drum Drama. Wang expertly integrates these local artistic forms in piano 

works such as Big Painted Face, Fantasy Sonata ―Black Soil‖ – Memory of Er-Ren-Zhuan, 

Brother and Sister Reclaiming the Wasteland (North of Shaanxi), and A-Mode Yu 

Geometrical Pattern. Wang‘s use of folk tunes is another important aspect of his music. In 
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the piece Poems, he uses four core notes from the famous Yunnan folk song ―A Flowing 

Stream,‖ while The Song of the Earth adapts the folk tune ―Xin Tian You‖ to represent the 

Loess Plateau area and the suffering, hope, and longing of the people there. Finally, Wang‘s 

music often describes Chinese historical events. The Ballade ―Song of the Guerillas,‖ an 

arrangement after a song of same title by Luting He, depicts the bravery of the Chinese army 

and guerillas. 

Wang‘s optimistic and open-minded personality is manifested in his piano works, 

which express a wide gamut of human emotions, including profundity, introspection, 

suffering, compassion, and universal fraternity. Accordingly, Wang‘s piano music occupies 

an important position in the literature of Chinese piano music and has high practical value in 

the fields of performance and piano education. Even though he applied Western 

compositional techniques, the concepts, contents and creative features in his piano music 

compositions are deeply rooted in Chinese culture, history and folk customs.  

In terms of piano performance skills, a large portion of these works were written for 

pianists at an advanced performance level. The various technical and musical challenges of 

those works include: (1) large leaps that require accuracy and security in performance; (2) 

good balancing within multiple voices and dense textures; (3) fast and rapid thick chordal 

passages and clear melodic lines; (4) brisk running passages; (5) frequently and quickly 

alternating hands; and (6) awkward passage work that requires the devising of 

unconventional fingerings. 
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Some of Wang‘s piano works are widely studied and performed by pianists of all ages 

at the student, amateur, and professional levels. However, the full potential of many of his 

pieces remain undiscovered. Like treasures at the bottom of the ocean, these works need to be 

further explored both academically and practically. Some universal concepts in this guide 

may be applied to learning Chinese piano pieces by other composers. Piano teachers can use 

this guide to help appropriately assign pieces suitable for their students‘ skill levels. Piano 

students can use this guide to potentially add new music to their repertoire. Additionally, 

students may use this guide as a reference book to learn about Lisan Wang and his piano 

works. 

For further study on Lisan Wang, I intend to continue learning, performing, and 

teaching all of the works featured in this guide. As a pianist and scholar, I greatly value and 

take pride in my mission of actively promoting piano music by Wang and other Chinese 

composers to the world. I welcome other scholars to research this topic by sharing fresh 

interpretations and analyses of Chinese piano music. 
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Appendix 

 

Glossary of Music Terminology 

 

 

This appendix defines and explains instruments, modes/scales, and pedagogical pieces 

relevant to this dissertation. 

 

Instruments of Ancient China 

Bamboo Flute (竹笛): a widely used musical instrument in China. It is made of natural 

bamboo. The bamboo flute has strong Chinese national characteristics, the 

pronunciation is emotional and tactful. 

 

Bangu (板鼓): a percussion instrument. It is a conductor instrument in a Chinese Opera band. 

 

Big Gong (大锣): a species of Gong, made of copper. It is about 30 cm in diameter, flat and 

round with edges, the side hole is small and is tied with a rope. When playing, the left 

hand carries the Gong, the right hand holds the mallet to play. It is often used in the 

Opera accompaniment and instrumental ensemble. 

 

Cymbals (钹): a round brass instrument with a bulge in the center and two pieces beating 

together. 

 

Dulcimer (扬琴): a kind of percussion stringed instrument commonly used in China. Its tone 

has the distinct characteristic, the volume is grand, firm and gentle. When playing 

slowly, the timbre is like tinkling mountain springs, and when playing fast, is like 

babbling water. 

 

Hulusheng (葫芦笙): single-reed pneumatic instrument popular in regions inhabited by ethnic 

groups such as Yi, Wa, Hani, Miao and so on. 

 

Suona (唢呐): wind instrument, the tone of it is magnificent, the volume is loud, the pipe 

body is made of wood. It is conical in shape, with a whistle at the top and a brass 

trumpet at the bottom. 

 

Three-string fiddle (大三弦): a Mongolian, Manchu, Han and other ethnic strumming 

instrument. It got its name from three strings. It can be used for solo, ensemble or as 

an accompaniment to Quyi (曲艺), Opera and dance. 
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Modes/Scales 

Chinese Pentatonic: this pentatonic mode is widely used in ancient Chinese music. This mode 

led to many changes in China‘s national mode and music theory. Pentatonic modes 

are arranged in terms of pure fifth intervals. The pentatonic modes consist of five 

notes, which are: Gong, Shang, Jiao, Zhi, and Yu. The basic Chinese pentatonic mode 

lacks the semitone and tritone intervals. A harmonically pleasant major third interval 

(or its inverse minor sixth degree) forms between the Gong and Jiao notes. The 

three-note groups are typically made of major second and minor third intervals and 

serve as the basic tone of the pentatonic melody. 

 

Japanese Traditional Pentatonic: one of the pentatonic scales in Japanese folk music is called 

the Du Jie Mode, which contains half steps. There are three permutations of the mode 

with the following five pitches 1) mi, fa, la, si, do; 2) si, do, mi, fa, la; 3) la, si, do, mi, 

and fa. Neighboring half steps below the scale degrees mi and la are often used. 

 

Lisan Wang’s Pedagogical Pieces 

The following pieces are well suited to teaching key developmental musical and technical 

skills to piano students of an intermediate level or higher. 

 

Pieces from the piano suite Capriccio of Animals, especially: 

I. Dance Steps of an Elephant 

II. Camel‘s Bell in the Desert 

IV. The According-Playing Bear 

VII. The Coral in the Glass Vat 

IX. An Encaged Serpent 

 

Any of the pieces from the piano suite Childlike Innocence. 

 

Wang’s Musical Example Using Authorization 

Shanghai Music Publishing House has granted Tao He authorization to use musical 

examples from Lisan Wang Selected Works for the Piano in this dissertation. 
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