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Instrumentation

Countertenor

Piccolo/Flute/Bass Flute
Bass Clarinet in Bb
Percussion
Violin

Conductor

dedicated to my father Luo Zong Xian



Performance Notes

Countertenor

highest squeaky pitch
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inhale, exhale; desperate and exaggerated
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Winds
>
= air tone, no pitch
A . .
= tongue ram, pizzicato slap

= sing and play, mimic speech

= between jet whistle and overblow
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T~ - teeth on reed technique where H, M, L stands for High, Medium, Low with regard to the
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technique; pinch the air flow with the teeth and embouchure to activate the highest registers of
the clarinet; always a delicate sound that flutters in and out of focus

Percussion

5 cymbals

3 woodblocks (small, medium, large)
3 tomtoms (small, medium, large)
Bb crotale

medium-sized piece of wood

heavy, resonant metal object

bike bell
4 high bells on foam

Violin

= vertical bowing; alternate between sul ponticello and sul tasto parallel with the strings as if rubbing;
no pitch, mute strings with palm of left hand and play on strings according to relative position of
arrows

tl
F = circular bowing; quickly alternate between sul ponticello and sul tasto in a circular motion
= overpressure

ord = ordinary bow position

msp = molto sul ponticello



Program Note

Ashima is a Chinese folktale. It was the cause of my father’s death in 1968. Inspired by this, I have
felt a need to recreate the story of Ashima in an operatic form.

Ashima was a dead soul in the narrative poem. Ashima'’s voice is still echoing inside the rock forest

in Yunnan province today. To me my father’s soul has never died. Ashima’s arias from his opera are
still sung and heard by the common people and performed by famous Chinese professional singers

today. My father remains a musical icon in China.

Ashima, was the last opera my father, Zong Xian Luo composed

before his death. The Chinese Cultural Ministry had assigned him to write an opera for an
internationally marketed film in 1964. Ironically, after its premiere in 1965, Madam Mao and
other government officials pointed out “Ashima” as a major threat to the Communist Party at the
beginning of the Cultural Revolution. This led to my father’s imprisonment and to the end of his
life at the age of 40. Eventually, in 1984, many years after my father’s death, his “Ashima” won
the Jury Prize at the International Film Music Festival in Spain.

My mother was a well-known Western trained opera singer prior to the Cultural Revolution. As a
result of the Revolution, she was forced to leave her opera profession to work in a Chinese electronic
wire factory where she remained until retirement in 1982. Around the same time, I was sent to a labor
camp in the Gobi desert. | escaped from the labor camp almost two years later and managed to find

a position in a southern Army hospital. [ worked as a nurse’s aid at the hospital until I entered the
music conservatory in Shanghai.

My version of “Ashima” is a psychological and emotional response to my childhood traumas. It 1s
especially a reflection on my father’s final composition, which ultimately led to his own death, an
unspeakable and incomprehensible tragedy under the aegis of the government.

The monodrama “Ashima” has no traditional libretto. No plot. No words are used, only the broken
gibberish of syllables twisted between Chinese, English, German, French. Non-narrative experience
may cause a psychologically intense response in the audience through the visual and aural senses.
The original Sani minority’s tune in Ashima’s fairytale is literally demolished. Instead of using the
traditional operatic bel canto singing including the recitative speech style, my emotional response

as conveyed in musical writing beckons the listener to comprehend a strange, distorted, beautiful,
and discordant mixture of sounds which evokes my own anger, anxiety, catastrophic memories,
regression and emotional issues that still resonates in every level of myself as a person today.

“Ashima” is my first operatic composition. As well, it is the first music project in a dramaturgical
form dealing with the Chinese Cultural Revolution — a topic still avoided today in China.
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