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Q & A with Dr. Chen Yi 

 
What are some of the trends in contemporary music and composition curricula at 

conservatories today? What has influenced these trends?  

Today’s multi-cultural influences have affected our educational field a great deal, 

because you can see how the population is affected by global technology, and you can 

see how those multi-cultural influences affect music. That’s why artistic creation is 

always inspired by one’s cultural background and society. It’s a combination that 

reflects the environment and the thinking of people around you. That’s why our 

composition education should meet the needs of a different environment. A very 

narrow-minded curriculum might not meet the future challenges of the world.  

 

In my teaching I saw the need to understand these influences; otherwise, our students 

may not have an adequate education and the ability to meet new challenges. In my 

composition classes at the University of Missouri-Kansas City (UM-KC), I place an 

emphasis on the individual and on the unique language of the composition student as a 

creative artist. Until these young composers find their own voice within their own 

cultural background, they may not be able to exchange ideas with others in a more 

sophisticated way of thinking.  

 

What impact have technology and electronic music had on contemporary music and 

your compositions?  

At UM-KC and at Peabody there are strong electronic music programs. Technology is 

an important tool to the younger generation. In terms of paper and score production 

and sounding realizations, technology becomes more and more important.  With 

freshmen, for instance, I ask them to email me a pdf file or an electronic version of their 

scores for comments. I also have invited more advanced student assistants to help new 

students who don’t know computer programming to study these techniques. I also 
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invite coaches to create productions with scores and recordings. Technology is essential 

for professionals in our field.  Work has become more competitive, and it would make 

students’ futures much more difficult if we don’t prepare them.  

 

I think electronic and acoustic music have an important impact on the field of music 

these days. They have broadened our minds and imaginations.  Imagination has gotten 

richer because of the influences brought in from electronic music. 

 

You were trained as a classical musician. What instrument do you hear when you 

compose?  

I was trained as a classical violinist. I think the traditional repertoire has had a very 

strong impact on my compositions in terms of aesthetics and appreciation. My timing 

and voice from that repertoire play a strong role in my compositions. But I also have 

been influenced by other elements, such as jazz and rock. My strict training at the 

Central Conservatory of Music in Beijing is still a major voice in my music. I learned 

Chinese folk music in-depth at the Conservatory, where traditional culture was an 

important part of studying composition there. Do I still hear the violin? Yes, the taste of 

it, the voice of it, the timing. I write different instrumentations idiomatically. But I don’t 

hear piano like Stravinksky, who played piano well and who composed from his piano.  

 

When I compose, I don’t touch an instrument. I learned how to hear what I wrote. At 

the Central Conservatory we sat in a classroom all day and we were not allowed to 

touch an instrument; we had to imagine hearing the sound. If you don’t learn the 

discipline well, you cannot imagine anything new and idiomatic.  

 

Which contemporary American composers have influenced you? Which international 

composers?  

There were two professors from Columbia University where I earned my doctorate. 

One was Chou Wen-chung, who was chairman of the Music Division at Columbia and 

vice-dean of its School of the Arts. He is also Founder and Director of the Center for 

U.S.-China Arts Exchange. He particularly influenced me because traditional Chinese 

culture was his major inspiration, while he composed in a 21st-century language. That 

was a challenge, because in mainland China composition was quite different: music was 

brought from the former Soviet Union, which followed classical European roots and 

styles. But Professor Chou opened up a new window and a new past for a younger 

generation; he was a pioneer in experimental work using a new composition technique 

that was inspired by the roots of Chinese culture.  Another professor was Mario 

Davidovsky with his compositions for electro-acoustic music. He inspired me to 

broaden my mind and taste with more media. Because electronic music is different from 

acoustical music, the issue was how to combine and get inspiration from them for an 

original result. Other composers I admire are Steven Stucky, John Adams, John 
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Corigliano, Christopher Rouse, Joe Power and Ellen Taaffe Zwillich. They are a treasure 

in American culture.  They use their own creations to speak strongly for our time. They 

write music that is strong in the heart and the mind. They are important in concept, 

technique and emotional expression. They also work hard for society; not only are they 

good composers, but they serve other people, like the younger generation. That’s 

important for us in the education of culture. We owe our educators.   

 

Of the international composers, I was most influenced by Béla Bartók and his creative 

philosophy and practice, and the way he brought folk music into his modern concept. 

Another composer whose technique and style influenced me a great deal wasWiltold 

Lutoslawski, who died in 1994. I met him several times in Poland. He had a reach and 

powerful sound that was emotional, which was effective. His work has had a strong 

impact on my creative sense.  

 

What was it like being the first woman to receive a master’s degree in composition in 

China?   

It felt natural. In China then, there was more of a sense of equality -- even today. Most 

major composers in China are men, but student bodies are largely women now.  There 

is now the Changjiang Scholar Visiting Professorship program in China, which supports 

foreign educators who become visiting professors in China. I’m the first such scholar in 

the humanities who was appointed in 2006 for a three-year term.  

 

When I earned my doctorate from Columbia, I received a grant to be a composer for the 

Women’s Philharmonic, which I served as resident composer from 1993 to 1996. I also 

composed for the men’s choral group Chanticleer in San Francisco. I support women 

composers and promote their works and status in the contemporary field. It’s important 

for us to recognize their contributions, and to see the impact they have had on society.  

 

You once were quoted in the San Francisco Chronicle as saying that the mere act of 

putting Eastern and Western music together sounds “artificial … If you can merge them 

in your blood, then they sound natural together.” Could you explain this?  

I think when you study cultures deeply and not just on the surface, then you can make 

them merge naturally. While some people take the petantonic scale to form a melody to 

represent Asian music, it isn’t a natural combination unless you study Western music 

and Eastern music deeply. Then you can speak the language idiomatically.  For 

example, many of us write for western instruments without knowing the roots and 

idiom of the instruments. Then, no matter what material you add on top, it sounds 

artificial. Knowing Chinese music in the petantonic scale is simple, but it doesn’t sound 

like Chinese music. Because Chinese music is not limited to just the scale, it has to do 

with philosophy and traditional techniques and language.  It would require dealing 

deeply with timbre and special performing techniques in their own language. If we 
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learn both deeply and well, then we can merge Eastern and Western music. Not until 

we learn both cultures in our gut and in our language can we express our own creative 

voice.  

 

I offer a class where I teach students with Chinese traditional instrumental music in 

different categories. I ask my students, “What is the original voice? What is the 

authentic language with a specific repertoire and specific instruments?”  Then, I teach 

them to take these elements with this specific language and make new creations. And 

these compositions cannot be done until they learn authentic culture well.   

 

What are your thoughts on China’s new generation of contemporary composers, such 

as Huang Ruo, Tan Dun and Zhiyi Wang?  

China’s newer generations are totally inspiring. They have a promising culture. Tan 

Dun is from my generation, and Huang is already established. Zhiyi Wang belongs to 

the latest generation. Although I didn’t return to China before 2006, I knew the younger 

generation’s work because I had many former classmates working in China. Those born 

in the late 1970s and 1980s like Wang have a strong classical music foundation since 

they grew up in a more stable environment and with stronger training conditions.  The 

standards were set higher for them at an early age because they are all single children. 

So they came over to the States with a strong background in performance and Western 

instruments, which is quite different from my experience. What I’m not sure of is 

whether deep research is being conducted in Chinese traditional culture now, because 

we come back to your question about the cliché of “fusing” Western and Eastern music, 

and about whether it is a true fusion. It all depends on how deeply the newer generation 

is researching both cultures. If today’s composers stop at a point without knowing their 

past, they cannot go forward with an authentic or regional voice. But I’m really hopeful.  

  

How have traditional Chinese folk songs influenced your work?   

During the Chinese Cultural Revolution, my family and I were forced to do hard labor. 

That had nothing to do with how folk music came to be born in my music, but it 

brought me back to my emotional roots. It was the first time I saw farmers who spoke in 

my mother tongue. I could see their happiness. Then, I began to see the possibility of 

my own music; for the first time I paid attention to Chinese culture and music, because 

all my life I had grown up hearing Mozart. At the Central Conservatory I learned 

Chinese traditional music systematically, and then went to the countryside to learn folk 

songs.  I later studied Bartók and learned the elements and principals of composition 

and incorporated them into my own creations. I tried to find the roots and a sense of 

music relating to my language. Then I could speak out in my own music language more 

naturally. Because traditional creation is close to your own native language.  
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Do you have a favorite genre of music? Do you enjoy choral versus instrumental, for 

instance?   

I like every medium, as long as it involves a good performance. Usually people 

commission me with regard to instrumentation. I don’t say no unless I’m too busy. But 

generally I work with an orchestra, choruses or Chinese instrumental work.  I have no 

time to work on electronic music – my schedule is too full! I have to catch sleep 

everywhere I go -- whenever I have a half hour, I sleep. I used to compose on airplanes 

because I didn’t get phone calls. Now, I just try to sleep.  

 

Since you joined the faculty of the University of Missouri-Kansas City in 1998, the 

number of students enrolled in your classes has quadrupled.  How do you account for 

this? What makes an educator memorable?  

Team work is very important. At UM-KC, we have a strong group of teachers who are 

like family.  We are strict teachers, but we treat students, too, like family. We encourage 

our students to pose questions or problems on our website and everyone jumps in to 

help them. That’s a healthy environment – optimistic, active and creative. That’s very 

important.  

 

I am very encouraging toward and passionate about bringing up younger generations 

of composers, because our work leads to the next generation of creators who can be 

actively involved in serving our culture, and whose works will reflect our society.  

Bringing people from different cultures together through their works is helpful for the 

future of the world. Not until we understand one another and the culture behind 

creative works can we share our thoughts deeply. That’s why we need more excellent 

compositions to reflect our world, and that’s why I’m optimistic about teaching young 

students.   

 

What are some of the most important lessons that you wish to impart to your students 

as budding composers?   

To love life, to go out in the world to get their inspiration and to work hard! If they 

don’t love life, they will not go out in the world around them, and then their inspiration 

for their own creations will be dead.  Hard work is important, creativity cannot exist 

without it.   

 

With the variety of your oeuvre, what’s next? What are you interested in writing that 

you haven’t yet tackled?  

I’m planning to write more pieces for wind ensembles.  It is one of the most important 

components in American music. In Asian countries and in Europe, this part of 

American culture has spread out and has influenced other cultures a great deal.  
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Who – or what -- do you listen to in your “time off”?  

I almost have no time off. When I don’t compose or teach I serve on panels. I have to 

listen to tons of work in every style.  But I do enjoy Big Band music of the 1940s.  I never 

get bored with that. And I like some opera.  Sometimes, when I travel and I hear a 

classical piece, such as a Mendelssohn concerto or a Beethoven piece in a hotel or store 

lobby, I can’t get it out of my mind. My fingers even begin to play back the concerto 

everywhere I go.  Sometimes, it will take me an entire week to get over this. And it 

stops me from composing! 

 
By Margaret Swendseid 

Festivals Coordinator 
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