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Why music? 
 
I became a musician due to a coincident. I grew up in the Chinese Cultural Revolution period. During 
the time, young talented people were eager to join the performing arts, as it was encouraged by the 
government. Thanks to my parents’ insistence on my piano lessons, now that little skill allowed me 
to become a ‘professional’ musician in Qinghai province, east of Tibet. So, at the age of 15, I was the 
best pianist in the province, though I knew I had much to learn. At a remote place as such, I was 
urged to do anything from piano to percussion, composition to conducting, all more or less self-
taught.  
 
The music over that region is very unique—a big melting pot of various folk and traditional music of 
northwestern China, Tibetan, Mongolia. There is a folk music genre called Hua’er (Flowers) which is 
essentially love songs Qinghai is most famous for. I developed a keen love for the music, and 
studied and lived through the folk-music lives during much of my seven years there. The music of 
Qinghai remains one of my strongest inspirations of my works to this day.  
 
By the time the Cultural Revolution was over and the universities reopened, the only skill I had was 
music. And I received the highest entrance examination score from the Shanghai Conservatory of 
Music, the oldest and finest in China.  
 
At the conservatory, I was taught Chinese version of Western classical music (most of them I had to 
re-learn later when I moved to New York). But one valuable experience there was I systematically 
studied Chinese traditional music which is quite different from Western music, even Chinese folk 
music, as the music of Qinghai.  
 
My passion for Chinese traditional and folk music expanded to pan-Asian music which later led to 
my fascination of the Silk Road music culture (I was the Artistic Advisor for YoY o Ma’s Silk Road 
Project when he first founded the organization). 
 
 
How does music help you? 
 
Without the “Cultural Revolution”, I might not be in music, though I never regretted as I have 
always loved it. In fact, I feel very lucky that I could be a musician, not only being able to make a 
living but have gained a keen understanding and appreciation for this intricate art form. When I was 
living in Tibet/Qinghai, I could never have imagined that I would reach the proficiency level in music 
as I am now, even though I still always feel learning each day.  
 



Being an artist, one has to be stubborn with what you believe. At times, life seems great and the 
world is smiling at you. But one has to be prepared for the raining day. How do you stay grounded 
to your mission? What is the most important thing in life? Success or happiness? Are these two 
related? 
 
Music is definitely my all-time salvation. About twenty-five years ago, one summer I was mis-
diagnosed a fatal decease. The thought of dying in my thirties was so overwhelming that the only 
time I could effectively stop thinking it was when I was composing or practicing.  
 
How do you think / know what you do helps other people? 
 
I feel an artist has a responsibility to the society which supports him/her. We all know that art is 
an important element for a great civilization; but what do you do as an artist in return? How is 
your work relevant to the time you live in?  
 
Even a simple event such as giving a concert to a live audience is a great responsibility. How do 
you make sure they (the audience) would feel your music is worth of their time and efforts—
they have dressed up, bought the tickets, paid for the baby-sitter, parked their cars and have 
been sitting in these rather uncomfortable seats for a long time? And you ask for their absolute 
attention for the next 15 minutes to listen to your work. How could you, if you fail them?  
 
Years ago, when I was having my lesson with Leonard Bernstein to show him one of my recently 
finished works, he wrote down on the cover page of the score (which just received my first 
favorable review from the New York Times!): For whom is it written?  
 
I have been contemplating this question for the last thirty-five years. Why did I write this work? 
What can one artist do in this (often crazy) world? How is my art relevant to people’s lives?  
 
I was often inspired by other art forms such as film, theater, or novel. When we see a movie, for 
example, we know from the start that it is a made-up story which has nothing to do with our 
lives, and the characters are hired actors. But we still emotionally go for it—laugh and cry with 
these characters. At the end, if we are emotionally moved by it, we say it is a great movie. But 
isn’t it kind silly? Why do we so willingly allow this movie and story to take us in for an 
emotional ride?  
 
But this is exactly the power of art: it has the power to take us for an emotional ride and makes 
us forget our existence for a few minutes. We learn and thrive, feeling we have lived through 
the lives like the characters and somehow become a better person.  
 
Can music do that? Music is perhaps the most effective art form to touch and move emotions.  
I, for one, am determined to at least try to do that in each work of mine, even I could just make 
the audience forget their existence for a few seconds through my work.  
 



Of course, to achieve that, it takes experience, talent, patience and stubbornness. Nonetheless, 
we keep trying.  
 
I've been interested in the cross pollination between Eastern (India, China, Japan, ...) and 
Western (Europe / USA) musicians, and what impact learning about / from musicians from 
the Other tradition had on composers' music.  Could you tell us a bit about what musical 
styles / traditions you've learnt about, where, and who with, and what affect you think your 
musical education has had on your own music? 
 
Ultimately, artists write according to their own esthetics which reflects their own cultural 
upbringing, education, the music they listen to, the language they speak, even the food they eat. 
This is not something they can artificially change even if they wanted to. Musicologists study the 
time a particular composer wrote a particular work, attempting to see the connection between the 
composer’s life at the time and the composition, which sometimes work other times fail. However, 
if you look at a composer’s life time oeuvre, the composer’s life experience always has everything 
to do the composer’s output.     
 
But, there appears to be a lot of confusion between so called ‘one’s own voice’ with the music 
styles. To me, a composer’s voice really has nothing to do with the style of his/her composition. The 
best example is Stravinsky who has gone through several stylistic changes in his life but, whenever 
you hear just a few seconds of his works, you would no doubt recognize it is ‘Igor’, be it in his early, 
middle or late periods.  
 
So, what is this ‘personal voice’? It’s the composer’s personality, the DNA which could only belong 
to this composer—personality is quite different even between identical twins. When a composer 
can naturally express one’s personality, one’s inner most feelings, this composer is mature enough 
to call him/her-self a ‘master’ of his/her works.  
 
Here the technique comes into play. Achieving a sophisticated technical level makes you free to 
express yourself. This is most obvious with performers, of course. The same is with creative artists. 
A unique idea would not last long if you do not have the technique to articulate and convey it fully.  
 
If one is lucky enough to achieve this perfect marriage between personally and technical perfection, 
it does not matter what and in which style one creates: the work would be terrific.  
 
What advice would you give to someone composing their first opera? 
 
Opera is a quite different animal comparing to concert music. The structure of a concert music 
composition primarily relies on music/sound. But opera is a fusion of many art genres, foremost 
being the marriage of music and drama. In other words, the structure of music and drama should fit 
perfectly.  
 
Thus an opera composer should have a deep understanding of drama. Verdi was a master of it. 
Puccini was, too, though a bit differently. However, opera is not a sing-through play. Also, not all 
great plays could be naturally adapted to opera. Hamlet is a great example. Verdi seriously looked 



into the possibility a few times but finally gave up, though his other operas based on Shakespeare 
plays were instant master pieces.  
 
Sometimes at my university I teach a course to prepare young composers for their operatic 
adventure. I usually ask the composers to first write a synopsis of their stories, usually using small 
forces (i.g. a string quartet) with a small cast of 2-5 singers total (Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti is a 
good model). We then discuss each one of them in class. By the end of the semester, most of the 
projects are quite excellent and could be produced effectively.  
 
How as the Covid 19 / Corona virus / lockdown affected you as a 1) person / human, 2) creative  
 
This pandemic has humbled just about everyone in the world (except a few US politicians). It makes 
one think more deeply about the position of oneself in this world, about one’s life’s purpose. I am 
not sure if musical life will ever go back to the same as before the Covid. But we must go on with 
our callings, and our work will be relevant to our society.  
 
Who has helped you the most as a 1) person / human, 2) creative? 
 
I have a great fortune to study with Leonard Bernstein for five years, first as his student, then 
assistant. Without these experiences, I would not be nearly where I am now as a human being and 
as an artist. Bernstein was the most generous artist and teacher I have had. It is no accident that his 
music is now recognized as part of great American repertoire. 
 
Perhaps one of the most admiring part about him as a composer was that he never bended himself 
to the so called ‘trend’. He held his beliefs firmly and stubbornly. Mahler used to say that if your 
music is still played fifty years after your death, you have made into history. Now thirty years after 
Bernstein’s passing, his music is proven a true winner. Was he a prophet or he just believed that art 
can only prevail when it has the power to emotionally move the audience?  
 
This was the most profound lesson I learned from him. I am lucky.  
 
How did the opportunity to go to America come about? 
 
I came to the US because my family moved to New York in 1980. I followed them two years 
later. I was lucky as NY is not only on one of the epi-centers of arts in the world, but also has a 
large population of almost every ethnic people in the world. Years later when we worked on 
the Silk Road Project (founded by cellist YoY o Ma, it highlighted music-without-border 
concept), we could find different musicians from most of the regions from that ancient trading 
route.   
  
What is it about Chinese traditional and folk music & pan-Asian music that appeals to 
you? Could you share a piece of yours where this is especially evident? 
 



Over thousands of years, Chinese culture was influenced and infiltrated by cultures 
surrounding the country. During high points of its history, Chinese emperors even 
embraced Central Asian civilizations: foreigners could take up positions in the 
imperial court and become successful and famous musicians—Central Asian music 
cultures were popular and revered. Through the years, China has assimilated and 
embraced these cultures. Now they are truly Chinese in the sense it is imbedded as 
part Chinese culture and arts.  
 
My interest of folk and traditional Asian music started when I was living in Qinghai 
and continued to accompany me to this day. Almost every work of mine has some 
element of folk/traditional music, sometimes even European cultures. I was 
commissioned a cello/piano work by a friend of mine to celebrate a big birthday for 
his wife who is Norwegian: Northern Lights is based on four Norwegian folk music. I 
don’t think it is authentic Norwegian music, as it perhaps with a Chinese accent; but 
neither is Puccini’s Turandot Chinese music. I really had fun writing that work.  
 
When did you realise that 'I'm actually good at composing/conducting / I'm a 
composer/conductor'? 
 
Have you / When & how did you find your "personal voice"? 
 
People confuse “personal voice” with music style in the composition: Stravinsky went through 
several in his life, but we only need five seconds to know it is from Stravinsky as his personality 
comes through all his works regardless of the style.  
 
At one point of my career, I felt more comfortable to express myself, my feelings, my 
temperament directly through my compositions—I could express all my feelings through my 
work. Of course it didn’t happen overnight. It happened at the same time I started to deepen 
my understanding of traditional Western music, Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Mahler, and the like. 
But, this is a life time commitment and I still improving it everyday.  
 
When people ask you where you're from, what do you say? Are you Chinese or American or 
both? 
 
I was once asked by a journalist whether I considered myself a Chinese or American composer. I 
replied, with sincerity and humbleness, that I consider myself 100% Chinese and 100% 
American. By which I meant I appreciate and understand both cultures as well as a native 
person.  
 
What similarities / differences were there in the way(s) you were taught / music was taught 
in China / and where you were in the US? How has it changed over the time since you started 
learning? 



 
The analogy I often use is food. We all know the difference between the Chinese food you have 
in Europe and in China. However, at least the Chinese food in Europe is cooked by Chinese, 
whereas the Western music was taught by Chinese teachers who had never even been in 
Europe. These teachers were very talented and worked hard. But music is part of culture, which 
cannot be just learned from books, scores or even recordings. It has everything to do with other 
parts of European cultures, the language, the art, even the food.  
 
I did a part time music industry course in 2014; one of the tutors said 'the music industry 
comprises 2 things; music', and people - and it stuck with me.  What's your experience of the 
business aspects of the work you do? What have you had to learn, how have you had to 
adapt, to make a life / living from music? For example, deciding who to work with, what 
projects / work to do, how to manage commissions, performances of your music, copyrights, 
publishing ... 
 
One of my teachers was the American (mostly opera) composer Hugo Weisgall. He once said 
that music business has nothing to do with music. I think it described it rather accurately. Like 
any other business, it is a business foremost, unfortunately.  
 
 
 
 
 


