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Abstract. The article explores the creative work of the prominent Russian 
composer Viktor Alekseyevich Ekimovsky (1947–2024). His compositions are 
diverse not only in their artistic and aesthetic concepts but also in their writing 
techniques. Categorizing his works based on the prevailing compositional 
method, Ekimovsky classified several of his pieces as minimalist. This study 
focuses on three works characterized by features inherent to minimalism as  
a method of musical composition: the percussion ensemble pieces The Assumption 

Translated by Irina G. Latysheva



Современные проблемы музыкознания / 
Contemporary Musicology 2026/10(1)

132

and 27 Destructions, as well as Ninth Symphony “Epitaph to the Avant-Garde”—
the hundredth and final composition in the author’s catalogue. Chronologically 
spanning the period from 1989 to 2017, these works demonstrate unique 
manifestations of minimalist technique in each specific case. The analysis 
primarily addresses the use of patterns within repetitive processes and the nature 
of the models repeated through various means. To interpret the structural patterns 
of these compositions, the study incorporates the composer’s own reflections 
from his interviews and his book Automonography. The vocabulary employed 
by the composer serves as a distinctive indicator of his creative practice, which 
is inextricably linked to the process of self-reflection. The author’s solutions 
in the analyzed compositions are characterized by: the synthesis of stable and 
mobile principles (The Assumption); structural combinatorics and the logic of 
textural transformations (27 Destructions); and the artistic embodiment of the 
concepts of “minimalism” and “macrominimalism” (Ninth Symphony ), implying 
a progression “from simple to complex” (Movement 5) and vice versa (Movement 6). 

Keywords: Viktor Ekimovsky, compositional technique, composer’s 
reflections, minimalism, macrominimalism, The Assumption, 27 Destructions, 
Ninth Symphony “Epitaph to the Avant-Garde”
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Аннотация. Статья посвящена творчеству известного российского 
композитора Виктора Алексеевича Екимовского (1947 – 2024). Сочинения этого 
автора многообразны не только по художественно-эстетическим идеям, но и по 
способам письма. Подразделяя свои произведения на основе преобладающей 
в них композиционной техники, Екимовский относил к минималистским 
ряд своих пьес. Наше внимание будет сфокусировано на трех произведениях, 
наделенных чертами, свойственными минимализму как методу музыкальной 
композиции. Речь идет о сочинениях для ансамбля ударных («Успение», «27 
разрушений») и Девятой симфонии «Эпитафия авангарду» — последней, 
сотой композиции в каталоге Екимовского. Хронологически эти произведения 
вписываются в период с 1989 по 2017 год и демонстрируют в каждом 
отдельном случае специфическую форму воплощения минималистской 
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In this episode of Destructions, as in The Assumption, a process of timbral 
transformation unfolds: the textural changes occurring sequentially in each of the six 
parts are marked by shifts in timbre. The deconstruction of one textural model results 
in the construction of another: the homogeneous texture with a uniform pulsation, 
akin to the operation of a precise mechanism, is gradually transformed. The musical 
texture loses its density, giving way to individual sonorities isolated by rests; their 
systematic thickening reveals the reverse process—concentration.

In Episode No. 17 (Example 4), the idea of the phase shift is implemented 
purely by rhythmic means (the timbral parameter remains stable from beginning  

Example 4. Viktor Ekimovsky. 27 Destructions. Episode No. 17
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to end and undergoes no transformation). The composer—just as in The 
Assumption—takes a canonical method of textural organization as a basis; however, 
the part of each voice contains such a sophisticated rhythmic sequence that it leads 
to a rapid complication of the musical texture.

The repeating formula—the pattern—consists here of a sequence of one-
measure rhythmic cells. There are thirteen such unique motifs in the rhythmic 
structure. Once the series is exhausted, the reverse process begins: retrograde motion 
leads to the next statement of the pattern (this constitutes the first performer’s part). 
In the other voices, permutations of the rhythmic cells are presented, after which  
the smooth retrograde or direct motion along the initial series is restored. Thus, 
within a concise form, the composer employs a relatively extended pattern that, like 
a mosaic, is constructed from thirteen non-repeating short motifs.

This episode is structured by 39 beats (bars) performed by six drums. According 
to the composer, these beats symbolize the lashes of a whip, referencing the Gospel 
events—the Passion of Christ.

Ninth Symphony “Epitaph to the Avant-Garde”

Composition No. 100—Ninth Symphony “Epitaph to the Avant-Garde” 
(2017)—is Ekimovsky’s final work, premiered in November 2018 at the Tchaikovsky 
Concert Hall. The composition was performed by the State Academic Symphony 
Orchestra of Russia (Svetlanov Symphony Orchestra) under the direction  
of Vladimir Jurowski.

In an epistolary dialogue with Natalia S. Gulyanitskaya, Ekimovsky spoke of 
his work as follows: “…The 20th century is rich in technological innovations. But the 
fleeting passage of time allotted each of these innovations a certain term—and by 
the end of the century, all the ‛newest’ (as they were called in their time) techniques 
remained in the annals of history. The present work is a museum exhibition [emphasis 
mine.—Yu. P.]. <…> It all began with the 1950s avant-garde, dominated by the 
serialism of Boulez and Stockhausen (and in the domestic context, Denisov and 
Schnittke); then the aleatory of Penderecki and Lutosławski was added, followed by 
the minimalism of Glass and Reich. Classic avant-garde is exhausted by these main 
directions” [11, p. 38].
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Another notable statement by Ekimovsky comes from his conversation 
with Rauf Farkhadov: “The last revolutionary invention in world compositional 
thought was… minimalism (1960s), which replaced the thoroughly structured and 
anarchically ‛aleatorized’ avant-garde of the 1950s” [12, p. 21].

“Epitaph to the Avant-Garde”—the only symphony in the composer’s creative 
catalogue—is a six-movement cycle, with each movement written in a different 
technique. The composer placed the terminological designations corresponding to 
these techniques in parentheses at the beginning of each movement. Let us list these 
terms, or “isms,” which were presumably intentionally unified by the composer 
in their linguistic form: serialism (Movement I), aleatorism (II), pointillism (III), 
micropolyphonism (IV), minimalism (V), and macrominimalism (VI).

The emphasis placed on the specifics of compositional writing—on technology 
as such—reflects a profound idea to which the words of Yuri M. Lotman are 
applicable: “…The question of art studying its own language becomes a conscious 
problem” [13, p. 348]. For a composer who always attached special importance 
to the constructive design underlying a musical composition—particularly 
a contemporary one—the question of how a work is made was undoubtedly  
of paramount importance.5

So, what does the fifth movement of the symphony, Minimalism, represent 
from a constructive point of view? The entire material grows from a short formula 
whose pitch content is reduced almost to a minimum (Example 5). The pattern 
contains only three pitches—F, A, and Eb—plus a repetition of F an octave higher. The 
melodic line of the pattern is nothing other than a palindrome, the structure of which  

5 Strict constructive rules that form the basis of a composition are a characteristic feature of 
the creative thinking of many contemporary composers (see: [14]).

Example 5. Viktor Ekimovsky. Symphony No. 9. Beginning of Movement 5
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in itself programs an endless movement along an unchanging up-and-down 
trajectory. Another characteristic property of the pattern is its rigid tessitura within 
an octave range (f¹ – f²), maintained by the oboe ensemble from the beginning to 
the end of the movement.

Since there is no stable rhythmic structure in the pattern, it would be more 
accurate to describe it by identifying its leading organizing principle. From  
a constructive point of view, this mechanism is as simple as it is effective: the uniform  
motion of eighth notes in an unpredictably arbitrary order is interrupted by quarter 
notes. In this way, an effect of constant renewal and inexhaustible rhythmic variety is 
achieved within a short melodic figure.

The timbral parameter is also treated minimally, within a monochromatic 
palette. The composer employs an ensemble of identical instruments—three oboes. 
The endless repetition of the melodic formula by identical instruments sounding in 
the same tessitura creates an image that is mesmerizing in its whimsical refinement. 
It is likely no mistake to assert that the primary melodic model has a pianistic 
origin: it is easy to imagine how it could be played on a keyboard in a single position 
of the right hand. The effect of immobility, created through multiple repetitions, 
is apparently due not only to the closed configuration of the motif but also to its 
“gestural” nature.

It is important to emphasize that the pattern—while continuously updated 
rhythmically, yet maintaining its melodic contour and original timbral appearance— 
remains a constant value throughout the movement. The timbral solution of 
the fifth movement deserves special mention, as the composer completely 
avoids the use of two orchestral groups: the strings and the percussion. Is this 
not a kind of hommage to Igor Stravinsky and his famous Symphonies of Wind 
Instruments in memory of Claude Debussy? The subtlety of stylistic connections 
in works of hommage and epitaph is evidenced, in particular, by a statement by 
Levon O. Hakobian regarding Maurice Ohana’s Tombeau de Claude Debussy:  
“…a chorale… in which, if one wishes, a distant echo can be heard not so much of 
Debussy, but of Stravinsky’s Chorale in memory of Debussy (1920)” [15, p. 25]. 
Thus, it is all the more remarkable that the texture, reminiscent of a pianistic one, 
is orchestrated exclusively by means of wind instruments.
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Several stages can be identified in the process of the pattern’s transformation, 
separated by brief episodes featuring only the oboe trio. With each iteration, the 
transformations of the pattern become increasingly intense and complex. The first 
stage is associated with the gradual addition of new parts and the accumulation 
of timbral diversity. The next stage represents a kind of large-scale super-canon, 
where all woodwinds (except the contrabassoon) serve as a giant proposta, while 
all brass (except the tuba) act as the risposta. In this macropolyphonic structure, 
each layer is a complex ensemble of voices which, in turn, also constitutes a canon 
based on the original pattern. The initial model retains its original tonal profile in 
only one textural layer (Example 6). No less remarkable is the expanding spatial 
geometry formed by the sequential entry of instrumental parts, which diverge from 
a single point and fill the space in two directions simultaneously—ascending and 
descending. The effect of the rapid thickening of the sound mass is facilitated by 
the gradual reduction, by one eighth note, of the temporal interval between voice 
entries within the brass group.

New stages of textural transformation are also marked by a specific harmonic 
idea: each added instrumental line affects the spatial outlines, the density  
of the texture, and the tonal situation. Thus, all the described changes affect only 
the texture and harmony; however, no rhythmic transformations occur as of yet, 
other than those programmed within the pattern itself.

The final, culminating stage is associated not only with the maximum 
expansion of the textural space and intense chromatic complication of the 
musical fabric but also with a departure from the already established rhythmic 
configuration A slowing of the rate of musical events, achieved through the non-
uniform augmentation of durations, is observed in all orchestral parts except for 
the oboe trio (Example 7). This compositional technique allows one to see the vast 
difference emerging between the two states of the pattern at its initial and final 
stages of development.

The most significant and original method of development found by Ekimovsky 
in the fifth movement of the Symphony lies in the fact that all transformations  
of the initial model occur simultaneously with the repetition of that very same model,  



Современные проблемы музыкознания / 
Contemporary Musicology 2026/10(1)

146

Example 6. Viktor Ekimovsky. Ninth Symphony. Movement 5, Reh. 12
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Example 7. Viktor Ekimovsky. Ninth Symphony. Movement 5, bars 110–118
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which remains a constant value within the texture throughout the entire movement. 
(The instruction repetere molto volte over one of the final measures based on  
the original “oboe” material seems to absolutize the idea of endless repetition.) 
Parallel to this “conservative” line, another develops in the texture—one opposite 
to the first in its internal concept, the meaning of which is change and constant 
renewal.

The sixth movement of the symphony, Macrominimalism, justifies its title 
by the fact that the unit of its lengthy developmental process is not a micro-
element, but a multilayered textural block. The composer reflected on the 
possibility of a complex unity becoming the material for a repetitive process in his 
article Macrominimalism, written following a presentation he gave at a Moscow 
Conservatory conference in 2004. Referencing examples from 20th-century 
foreign and domestic music in this article, Ekimovsky mentions the name of the 
Dutch composer Louis Andriessen: “As a rule, he takes not elementary structures 
but entire textural formations as patterns, working with them as minimal units. 
The result is a grand minimalism, with which one can sculpt even large-scale 
quasi-classical forms” [16, p. 123]. An example of using such a specific technique 
in Ekimovsky’s own work was Symphonic Dances (1993), Composition 61. The 
finale of the Ninth Symphony thus became the culmination of the composer’s 
many years of reflection on the method of macrominimalism, which began even 
before this method became a subject of the author’s theoretical discourse.

The degree of textural complexity in the final movement of the work is 
impressive, as is the logic of the material’s development itself. However, a complex 
pattern included in a repetitive process is not the only feature of this compositional 
technique. In the symphony’s finale, Ekimovsky appears to utilize not just one 
pattern, as in the previous movement, but an entire multitude—twenty of them. 
Moreover, they initially possess a binary structure, emphasized by a highly 
contrasting textural design, which is clearly visible in the very graphics of the 
score. A sharp textural shift occurs literally every measure. The composer appears  
to dissect the musical fabric vertically, while maintaining the invisible logic of 
internal connections between adjacent multi-component blocks.
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The principle of further development lies in the fact that with each repetition, 
the duration of the pattern changes—it compresses in volume, resulting in an even 
greater frequency of textural contrasts. However, at a certain stage, this method of 
processing the material exhausts itself, and the patterns become monolithic (one-
part), losing their contrasting half. The overall texture acquires an increasingly 
homogeneous character and, in the final measures, becomes maximally simple: 
seven soaring vertical sonorities resound like columns, followed by a brief chord—like  
a sharp, lashing blow—that emphasizes the boundaries between all movements of the 
symphony.

It would perhaps be no exaggeration to say that the very idea of the “Ninth 
Symphony” is concentrated within this sonority. Indeed, the composer imbued it 
with significant intertextual potential: the D minor triad, even if complicated by 
a chromatic superstructure, undoubtedly alludes to such great examples of the 
genre as the Ninth Symphonies of Ludwig van Beethoven and Anton Bruckner 
(Mahler’s D major Ninth Symphony, of course, may also be mentioned in this 
“tonal” lineage).

“With the Ninth Symphony, I wanted to summarize not only my own creative 
work but perhaps the idea of the entire avant-garde,” the composer explained his 
concept (cited in [17]), for whom the pursuit of the “new” became a true creative  
credo and a “constant of individuality” [18]. What was new in this hundredth 
composition was not only the genre of the Ninth Symphony itself, which carries  
a specific concept, but also a series of specific compositional techniques.

In his final work, Viktor Ekimovsky paid tribute to the Great Avant-Garde 
(the composer capitalized these words intentionally), which gifted 20th-century 
music many technological innovations, including minimalism.

Conclusion

Observations of Ekimovsky’s writing techniques in these three compositions 
allow for several conclusions. Constantly engaged in an active creative search,  
the composer purposefully explored the possibilities of various techniques. His 
artistic concepts brought a unique interpretation to them, while his theoretical 
thought reflected the course of the creative process in both strict and free forms  
of intellectual reflection.
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Drawing on both the composer’s own statements and the musical scores, it 
may be concluded that ideas characteristic of minimalism found a highly distinctive 
reinterpretation in Ekimovsky’s works. This primarily concerns repetitivity as a method 
of repeating specific melodic, rhythmic, and textural structures, as well as the principle 
of reduction, associated with the maximal limitation of musical material.

A bold and paradoxical thinker, Ekimovsky purposefully moved toward 
individual compositional solutions, each time striving to establish new rules for his 
intellectual game. While finding reflections of American and European minimalism 
in his works, we simultaneously perceive an individual authorial identity that allows 
us to speak of “Ekimovsky’s minimalism” as a phenomenon differentiated in its 
structural and poetic properties. Interacting with a broad cultural context—including 
at the level of compositional techniques—Ekimovsky’s authorial style is inconceivable 
apart from his original and profound artistic concepts.

The composer’s conceptual language includes a terminological vocabulary 
that reflects the author’s own vision of the technological specifics of his music— 
aleaminimalism and macrominimalism. Filled with paradoxical resonance, 
these words serve as distinctive markers of a specific compositional technique 
that skillfully combines a profound reliance on historically established forms  
of organizing the musical fabric with their contemporary interpretation. Rigidity 
and freedom, determinism and indeterminacy, and the dialectical interaction of 
micro- and macrostructures—these are the features that characterize “minimalism” 
in Ekimovsky’s music.
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Abstract. As long ago as its formative stage in the early 1960s, American 
musical minimalism revealed a close connection with the aesthetics and practices 
of popular genres rooted in their shared origins in the countercultural movement 
of the radical left youth. In subsequent decades, this tendency towards integration 
between the two cultural layers continued. The aim of this article is to examine  
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the mechanisms of interaction between minimalism and popular music (primarily 
rock culture) throughout its formation and development over more than sixty 
years. The main research method is comparative analysis of the studied material, 
including multidimensional sociocultural, historical, and stylistic analogies and 
parallels. Cross-cultural influences are identified at several levels: musical language 
(a return to expressive simplicity—diatonicism, clear metrical pulsation, and 
multiple repetition of material); compositional methods (repetitive techniques, 
sampling, delay); concert practice (performances not only in concert halls and 
museums, but also in nightclubs and bars); self-presentation of musicians acting as 
composers, performers, and, in recent decades, producers (including the creation 
of original ensembles combining acoustic and electronic instruments); audience 
and critical reception, marked by a gradual blurring of boundaries between art 
music and popular music; marketing strategies, such as the establishment of 
independent record labels and the promotion of aesthetically and stylistically 
similar bands and albums; and genre classification (indie classical, post-
genre, post-style), reflecting the liminal character of contemporary minimalist 
compositional practice. The article considers three generations of musicians: 
1) the founders of minimalism La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, and 
Philip Glass (1960s–1970s), 2) the Bang on a Can collective—Michael Gordon, 
David Lang, and Julia Wolfe (1990s–2000s), and 3) musicians of the millennial 
generation—Missy Mazzoli, Judd Greenstein, David T. Little, and Nico Muhly 
(2010s–early 2020s). Generational continuity is shaped by their shared New 
York cultural background, their reliance on minimalist techniques and repetitive 
processes, and, above all, the diffusion of various stylistic elements drawn from 
both the classical tradition and popular genres.

Keywords: American musical minimalism, repetitive technique, mass genres, 
rock music, indie classic
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Аннотация. Американский музыкальный минимализм уже на стадии 
своего формирования в первой половине 1960-х годов обнаружил тесную 
связь с эстетикой и практикой массовых жанров, что было обусловлено 
общими корнями, уходящими в недра леворадикального контркультурного 
молодежного движения. В последующие десятилетия курс на интеграцию двух 
пластов продолжал сохраняться. Цель исследования — проследить механизмы 
взаимодействия минимализма с массовой музыкой (прежде всего рок-культурой) 
в процессе его становления и развития, охватившего более шестидесяти лет.  
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В качестве основного метода исследования избран компаративистский 
подход к изучаемому материалу, обеспечивающий возможность многомерных 
социокультурных и историко-стилевых сравнений, аналогий и параллелей. 
Кросс-культурные влияния были установлены на разных уровнях: на уровне 
музыкального языка (возвращение к простоте высказывания — диатонике, 
ясной метрической пульсации, многократной повторности материала); 
методов композиции (приемы репетитивной техники, семплирование, дилей); 
концертной практики (рециталы не только в академических залах, музеях, 
но и в ночных клубах и барах); самопрезентации музыкантов, выступающих 
в роли композитора, исполнителя, а в последние десятилетия и продюсера 
(создание авторских оригинальных ансамблей, объединяющих акустические 
и электронные инструменты); рецепции аудитории и критики, отмечающей 
последовательное стирание границ между академическим и популярным 
искусством; маркетинговых стратегий, обусловленных организацией 
собственных звукозаписывающих лейблов и продвижением эстетически  
и стилистически близких коллективов и альбомов; жанровой классификации 
(инди-классик, постжанр, постстиль), отражающей пограничный характер 
творчества современных композиторов-минималистов. В статье представлены 
три поколения музыкантов: 1) основоположники движения минимализма 
Ла Монте Янг, Терри Райли, Стив Райх и Филип Гласс (1960–1970-е годы),  
2) содружество «Стук по консервной банке» (Bang on a Can) — Майкл Гордон, 
Дэвид Лэнг, Джулия Вулф (1990–2000-е годы), 3) музыканты поколения 
миллениалов — Мисси Маццоли, Джадд Гринштейн, Дэвид Т. Литтл, 
Нико Мьюли (2010-е – начало 2020-х годов). Преемственность поколений 
детерминирована единой культурной почвой Нью-Йорка, а также опорой на 
арсенал выразительных средств минимализма и репетитивной техники, но 
прежде всего — диффузией всевозможных стилевых явлений, принадлежащих 
как академической традиции, так и массовым жанрам.

Ключевые слова: американский музыкальный минимализм, 
репетитивная техника, массовые жанры, рок-музыка, инди-классик
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Introduction

In recent years, foreign scholars have made multiple attempts to identify 
points of conversion between American musical minimalism—particularly 
its individual representatives—and popular genres. The issue has been 

addressed in articles [1], conference papers,1 and monographs [2, 3, 4]. Patrick 
Nicholson [3] reintroduces the forgotten figures of early minimalism and considers 
them alongside members of non-commercial rock bands. Situating the new movement 
within the revolutionary context of the 1960s, he characterizes its participants 
as pioneers of a powerful and lasting process of the democratization of art. Kerry 
O’Brien and William Robin [4] emphasize minimalism’s departure from art music and 
highlight its influence on ambient jazz, electronic music, and doom metal. Russian 
musicologist Anastasia Yu. Slobodchikova observes that it is sometimes difficult to 
draw clear boundaries between American minimalism and non-commercial post-
rock [5, pp. 45−46], which reflects their active convergence. She further emphasizes 
that “the classics of minimalism were incorporated into the performance practice of 
experimental rock musicians” [6, p. 67].

Russian scholars have been actively engaged in the study of minimalism 
and issues related to its evolution. They examine the American repertoire, which 
is remains little known in Russia [7], as well as a body of European avant-garde 
works in which certain minimalist techniques can be identified [8]. However, 
their main focus lies on the Russian composers—Alexander I. Rabinovich-
Barakovsky [9], Nikolai S. Korndorf [10], Anton A. Batagov [11]—particularly 
on their approaches to repetitive process. Russian musicologists address the 
dialogue between American minimalism and popular genres through the 
works of earlier composers [12; 13; 14; 15]. At the same time, the genesis and 
stylistic evolution of this interaction between two cultural spheres, art music 
and popular music, still requires scholarly attention and systematic analysis.  

1 Berryhill A., Waltz S. David Bowie and Philip Glass at the Intersection of Minimalism and 
Rock. The project is implemented in Don and Karen DeRosa University Center (DUC) April 
27, 2024. Research & Creativity Showcase, 2024.
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The present article seeks to trace the characteristics of these cross-cultural 
intersections at multiple levels: musical language and compositional techniques, 
concert practice, modes of self-presentation, marketing strategies and genre 
classification, as well as reception by critics and audiences.

The Founders of Minimalism in Dialogue with Popular Genres

One of the defining features of American musical minimalism is its genetic 
kinship with popular genres, particularly rock culture. The formation and 
consolidation of new artistic movement unfolded during the turbulent era of the 
1960s and reflected its rebellious spirit. The history of the intense interaction and 
mutual influence between minimalism and rock music in the United States has 
already been examined in Russian research literature. In particular, the diffusion 
between art music and popular music has been described as a process that “leveled 
the long-standing hierarchical system dividing genres into high and low, elite and 
democratic” [16, p. 88].

The nature of the concert presentation of the works by the founders of 
minimalism brought them closer to popular genres in many respects: the choice of 
unconventional performance venues (rock clubs and art galleries), the formation 
of composer-led ensembles to perform their own compositions (La Monte Young’s 
Theatre of Eternal Music, Steve Reich and Musicians, the Philip Glass Ensemble), 
the use of electric instruments and amplification. Extended compositions were 
structured around repetitive processes.

Minimalist projects were especially welcome in the experimental art world— 
among the artists and sculptors of Minimal Art (Robert Rauschenberg, Richard 
Serra). Thus, minimalist music was aimed “both at an intellectual audience that 
‘read’ the subtle and inventive work with the repetitive process, and at a wider 
audience that immersed itself in a psychedelic trance under the influence of the 
endless ostinato of the simplest patterns” [14, p. 11]. 

The classics of minimalism continued to follow their chosen path. Philip Glass 
composes operas and symphonies, but his music is also featured in Hollywood  
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films and video games.2 In Radio Rewrite (2012) for instrumental ensemble, Steve 
Reich draws on material from two songs by the rock band Radiohead: the first, third, 
and fifth movements are based on Jigsaw Falling into Place, while the second and 
fourth on Everything in its Right Place.3 Repetitive processes, including gradual 
phase shifting (developed by Reich), delay experiments first tried by Terry Riley, 
and sampling have become integral components of the contemporary musical 
vocabulary.

Bang on a Can and the Millennial Generation

The founders of the style paved the way for the next generation of American 
composers. David Lang, Michael Gordon, and Julia Wolfe formed the Bang on  
a Can4 collective in 1987. Above all, the influence of Reich and Glass manifested 
itself in a new strategy of interaction between art music and popular culture. Like  
the leading figures of minimalism, Gordon developed a keen interest in rock music, 
which led to the creation of the Michael Gordon Philharmonic.5

At the beginning of his career, Gordon made extensive use of microphones 
and amplification, finding appreciative audiences in nightclub venues. Although 
he moved away from rock stylistics in the 2000s, his 1990s compositions display 
clear connections to the genre, as evidenced by the timbre of the electric guitar, 
amplifiers, emphasized backbeat, and prevailing repetitive principles in the 
construction of musical material.

Lang’s music demonstrates an even greater degree of convergence between 
art music and popular culture. He broadens his range of stylistic references, at 
times drawing from the traditions of Broadway musical theater (for example, 
Crouch’s aria from the opera Anatomy Theater), and at others evoking the sound 
world of post-rock, as in the vocal cycle Death Speaks.

2 Thus, Pruit Igoe from Godfrey Reggio’s Koyaanisqatsi is featured on the soundtrack 
of the video game Grand Theft Auto 4, where it is broadcast on the in-game radio station 
Journey. The video game Chime incorporates Glass’s composition Brazil. Philip Glass also 
composed the original soundtrack for the strategy game Old World (2020, Windows). See The 
Journey, Videogame Soundtracks Wiki. (n.d.). Fandom. Retrieved February 5, 2026, from  
https://vgost.fandom.com/wiki/Grand_Theft_Auto_IV#The_Journey 
3 Radio Rewrite. (n.d.). Steve Reich. Retrieved February 5, 2026, from  
https://stevereich.com/composition/radio-rewrite/
4 Bang on a Can. (n.d.). Retrieved February 5, 2026, from https://bangonacan.org/
5 Michael Gordon Band. (n.d.). RYM (Rate Your Music). Retrieved February 5, 2026, from 
https://rateyourmusic.com/artist/michael-gordon-band
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In 1992, the composers founded their own ensemble, Bang on a Can 
All-Stars, which performed both classical minimalist works (Reich, Glass, 
Meredith Monk) and collaborations with DJs popular in nightclubs [2].  
Its instrumentation, combining acoustic and electronic resources (cello, double 
bass, piano, percussion, electric guitar, clarinet) became a model for a generation 
of millennial minimalist composers born in the late 1970s and early 1990s. 
Numerous ensembles were established by the composers themselves: David Little’s 
Newspeak6 (female vocals, clarinet, violin, guitar, cello, piano, percussion, drums), 
NOW Ensemble7 by Judd Greenstein and Patrick Burke (double bass, electric 
guitar, clarinet, piano, flute), Victoire8 (French for “victory”), created by Missy 
Mazzoli (violin, clarinet, piano, double bass, electric bass guitar, soprano). The 
unconventional instrumentation and reliance on amplification reflect the hybrid 
character of this music, which integrates elements of the classical tradition with 
features of rock culture. The geography of their performances is broad, as is typical 
of minimalists: from Carnegie Hall to the art club (Le) Poisson Rouge in New York’s 
bohemian Greenwich Village, and from major festivals (Ecstatic Music Festival9 
and Bang on a Can) to bowling alleys.

The terminology itself is deliberately subjected to cross-stylistic blurring. 
Missy Mazzoli describes her sextet as a “bandsemble” ((rock) band + (chamber) 
ensemble). In this group, each performer plays their own part, and the repertoire 
consists of works by a single composer, who also serves as organizer and performer.  

6 Official website of the ensemble Newspeak. Newspeak (n.d.). Retrieved February 5, 2026, 
from https://newspeakmusic.org/audio/
7 Official website of the ensemble NOW Ensemble. NOW Ensemble. (n.d.). Retrieved February 
5, 2026, from https://www.nowensemble.com/
8 Official website of the ensemble Victoire. Victoire. (n.d.). Retrieved February 5, 2026, from 
https://www.victoiremusic.com/
9 Ecstatic Music Festival. (n.d.). Concert Archives. Retrieved February 5, 2026, from https://
www.concertarchives.org/bands/ecstatic-music-festival; Ecstatic Music Festival (n.d.). New 
Amsterdam Records. Retrieved February 5, 2026, from https://www.newamrecords.org/
projects/ecstatic-music-festival
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At the same time, guitarists and percussionists from rock bands (such as Bryce 
Dessner of The National10) are invited to collaborat.11

For composers of Mazzoli’s generation, the crossover experience appears to be 
the only possible condition for artistic development: “From a young age, ... I played 
guitar in a series of terrible punk bands, practiced my Beethoven daily, and wrote 
volumes of melodramatic music that I didn’t share with anyone.”12 Electroacoustic 
ensembles with a symbiotic genre repertoires designed to appeal to diverse audiences, 
and performing in concert halls and bars, align with the tendency toward the erosion 
of hierarchical boundaries initiated by the classics of minimalism. On the one hand, 
“music that freely crosses stylistic boundaries is in demand by versatile audiences, 
regardless of gender, age, and social status”; on the other hand, “a new ‘mixed’ 
audience is creating demand for precisely such synthetic phenomena” [14, p. 9].

At the same time, composers who experiment across multiple cultural niches 
and have insider knowledge of mass culture are highly qualified graduates of 
prestigious American universities, including members of the Ivy League. A strong 
academic background shapes a certain perspective, a system of views on a fusion of 
genres. As composer Zoë Keating observes, “a lot of classically trained musicians … 
who played classical music but did not listen to classical music. They don’t see the 
genre boundaries the same way as an older generation does.”13

Some minimalist composers have established independent record labels to 
promote their own work. In 2001, the members of Bang on a Can founded Cantaloupe 
Music,14 through which they release their compositions and support young  

10 Official website of the ensemble The National. The National. (n.d.). Retrieved February 5, 
2026, from https://www.americanmary.com/
11 For example, Cathedral City is the debut album of the bandsemble Victoire. The recording 
includes eight compositions by Missy Mazzoli, along with guest appearances by performers 
and composers such as Bryce Dessner of The National, Florent Ghys, William Brittelle, and 
Melissa Hughes.
12 Heidrick, E. R. (2020). Bandsembles and Bandsembling: The History and the Experience 
[Unpublished doctoral dissertation (Doctor of Music)]. Florida State University, p. 2.
13 Welch,  K. (2016). Performing with a post-genre ethos. A performance-led exploration 
of post-genre and indie classical music [Unpublished master’s thesis]. The University of 
Queensland, p. 1.
14 Official website of Cantaloupe Music. Cantaloupe Music. (n.d.). Retrieved February 5, 2026, 
from https://cantaloupemusic.com/
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emerging composers. In an effort to discover new talent, Lang, Gordon, and Wolfe 
have organized contemporary music festivals for over 20 years. The first summer 
gathering in 2002 brought together composers Judd Greenstein, Missy Mazzoli, 
Matt McBain, and Mark Dancigers [17, р. 57–58], who later co-founded one of the 
most prominent American independent labels, New Amsterdam Records.15 The 
label provided artists with an online platform, financial support for the production 
and distribution of CDs, touring assistance, and professional services, including a 
public relations, design, and sound engineering. The marketing campaign was led 
by Steven Swartz, who studied composition with Morton Feldman at the University 
at Buffalo and worked for sixteen years as advertising director at Boosey & Hawkes. 
During the 2000s, the project’s participants mainly focused on popular music, 
particularly indie rock, rather than the traditional classical repertoire.

In 2010, Missy Mazzoli’s bandsemble released their debut album Cathedral 
City16 on the New Amsterdam label. The recording received high critical acclaim 
in press17 and sparked a discussion about genre classification. Mazzoli observed: 
“Some critics have claimed my recent album Cathedral City is not classical music, 
even though it is fully notated, uses several instruments straight out of the orchestra, 
harmonies straight out of Stravinsky and was written by a composer straight out of 
music school.”18

As Alex Ross has aptly noted, since the 2000s, “the cross-pollination between 
styles has become so commonplace that most attempts at categorization are futile.”19 
In 2007, New Amsterdam Records proclaimed a bold mission: “To provide a haven  

15 Official website of New Amsterdam Records. New Amsterdam Records. (n.d.). Retrieved 
February 5, 2026, from https://www.newamrecords.org/
16 Mazzoli, M. (n.d.). Cathedral City. Missy Mazzoli, composer. Retrieved February 5, 2026, 
from https://missymazzoli.com/recordings/cathedral-city/
17 Time Out New York, The New Yorker, and The New York Times named Cathedral City one 
of the best albums of 2010.
18 As cited in Heidrick,  E.  R. (2020). Bandsembles and Bandsembling: The History and  
the Experience [Unpublished doctoral dissertation (Dr of Music)]. Florida State University, 
p. 5–6.
19 As cited in Heidrick, 2020 p. 6.
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for the young New York composers whose music slips through the cracks between 
genres” [17, p. 55]. Their slogan reads: “Music without walls, from a scene without  
a name” [17, p. 55].

Meanwhile, at the turn of the 2010s, Judd Greenstein began referring to New 
Amsterdam’s repertoire as indie classical (derived from “independent classical,”  
by analogy with the widely used term indie rock). The term was soon adopted by 
many musicians—Missy Mazzoli, Matt McBain, Nadia Sirota, and Nico Muhly, 
who, in turn, founded the record label Bedroom Community.20 The necessity  
of positioning their own labels within a market environment encouraged the search 
for adequate advertising strategies and recalled earlier classification practices used 
by the popular American weekly Billboard. In the 1950s, the magazine applied  
the term “indie classical” to several small companies releasing recordings of art music. 
Decades later, the word re-emerged with a broader meaning. In 2010, Grinshtein 
explained: “the term ‘indie[-]classical’ … contains a horizontal and vertical component— 
the ‘vertical’ axis of our connection to the classical tradition, and the ‘horizontal’ axis 
of our connection to other independent musics.”21

However, by the mid-2010s, the authors had abandoned this definition. 
Mazzoli noted:

It’s so easy to create an idea of what my music is based on its labels: classical, 
indieclassical, post-minimal, contemporary, chamber-pop, opera, orchestral, 
etc. None of these words really tells you anything about how the music sounds  
or how you will feel about it, and they actually get in the way. I spend half my time 
explaining why the work “is” or “is not” classical, why I’m a “composer” versus  
a “musician,” or how I feel about the term “indie”. There’s no real answer to those 
questions.22

20 Official website of Bedroom Community. Bedroom Community. (n.d.). Retrieved February 
5, 2026, from https://bedroomcommunity.net/
21 As cited in Heidrick,  E.  R. (2020). Bandsembles and Bandsembling: The History and  
the Experience [Unpublished doctoral dissertation (Dr of Music)]. Florida State University, 
p. 8.
22 As cited in Heidrick,  E.  R. (2020). Bandsembles and Bandsembling: The History and  
the Experience [Unpublished doctoral dissertation (Dr of Music)]. Florida State University, 
p. 10.
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William Brittelle, David T. Little, and Missy Mazzoli generally employ the 
term post-genre23, John Adams readily uses post-style [18, р. 540], a concept 
rooted in postmodern pluralism and the blending of diverse musical elements.

The transition of art into a post- or metamodern culture had become evident 
as early as the final quarter of the twentieth century and was recognized by scholars  
in various national traditions. American millennial composers fit into the current 
space through the synthesis of diverse phenomena: the Western art music tradition 
(from medieval polyphony to the avant-garde and metamodernism), electronic 
music, folk, indie rock, and pop, as well as repetitive processes such as Glass’s linear 
addition/subtraction and Reich’s phase shifting and rhythmic constructions.

Summary

Generational continuity among minimalist composers has mostly been 
shaped by the shared cultural environment of New York, which fostered their artistic 
quest. The topographical map of the city reveals a division between the prestigious 
uptown with the cultivation of high art music in legendary concert halls, and the 
bohemian downtown with its alternative music of nightclubs and bars. Let us recall 
that the genealogical tree of minimalism took root in the artistic districts of Lower 
Manhattan—Soho and Greenwich Village—the cradle of the experimental currents 
of American art.

Minimalist composers not only organically merged into the broader cultural 
movement toward the erosion of traditional genre boundaries and hierarchical 
distinctions, but also acted as its initiators and advocates in many ways. Their 
compositional strategies, inspired by the successful symbiosis of diverse stylistic 
sources grounded in repetitive processes, allowed them to create a universal  
language attracting artists from all over the world into its orbit of influence.

23 Welch, K. (2016). Performing with a post-genre ethos. A performance-led exploration of 
post-genre and indie classical music [Unpublished master’s thesis]. University of Queensland, 
p. 13.
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and creative interpretations of contemporary Chinese pianists. Using a qualitative 
research design, semi-structured interviews were conducted with twelve professional 
Chinese piano performers with diverse levels of experience. The interview data were 
analysed through thematic analysis, which resulted in six key themes reflecting the 
role of social environment, cultural literacy, traditional Chinese aesthetics, Western 
musical influence, performance strategies, and sociocultural challenges encountered 
by pianists. The findings reveal that sociocultural contexts strongly shape piano 
performance by influencing musicians’ interpretive approaches, emotional 
expression, and repertoire development. Participants emphasized that Chinese 
cultural traditions such as folk melodies, pentatonic scales, operatic elements, and 
the concept of artistic imagery remain deeply embedded in contemporary piano 
performance. At the same time, Western classical traditions continue to dominate 
formal training and repertoire, requiring performers to develop an understanding 
of Western historical and stylistic contexts. While existing literature often 
portrays Chinese musical culture as restrictive toward creativity, the perspectives 
of professional pianists in this study challenge that assumption by highlighting  
a dynamic process of cultural fusion and artistic innovation. However, participants 
also identified challenges such as limited access to Western musicological 
resources and difficulties interpreting Western stylistic conventions. Overall, the 
findings demonstrate that contemporary Chinese piano performance is not merely  
a replication of Western traditions but a transcultural artistic practice shaped 
by the interaction of Chinese heritage, global musical influences, and evolving 
sociocultural environments. 

Keywords: piano performance in China, sociocultural environment, 
Chinese musical culture, Western stylistic conventions, performance, 
composition, innovation, music, professional 

For citation: Cai, L., & Liu, J. (2026). The influence of sociocultural 
dynamics on contemporary Chinese piano performance and repertoire. 
Contemporary Musicology, 10(1), 171–203. 
https://doi.org/10.56620/2587-9731-2026-1-171-203



Современные проблемы музыкознания / 
Contemporary Musicology 2026/10(1)

173

Исполнительское искусство

Научная статья

Влияние социокультурных факторов 
на современное китайское фортепианное 

исполнительство и репертуар

Люкань Цай 1,
Цзюньцзян Лю 2

1Университет Малайя, Куала-Лумпур, Малайзия
2Пармская консерватория имени Арриго Бойто, Парма, Италия
✉1Lucan_CAI@163.com, https://orcid.org/0009-0004-3367-8982

2ljj119515991@gmail.com, https://orcid.org/0009-0000-0026-192X 

Аннотация. Современное фортепианное исполнительство в Китае 
развивалось в сложной социокультурной среде, сформированной как 
традиционным китайским музыкальным наследием, так и западными 
классическими традициями. В статье рассмотрено, как социокультурная 
динамика влияет на исполнительскую практику, выбор репертуара  
и творческие интерпретации современных китайских пианистов. Используя 
качественный исследовательский подход, авторы провели частично 
структурированные интервью с двенадцатью китайскими пианистами-
профессионалами, обладающими различным уровнем опыта. Данные 
интервью проанализированы с помощью тематического анализа, в результате 
которого были выделены шесть ключевых тем, отражающих роль социальной 
среды, культурной грамотности, традиционной китайской эстетики, западного  
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музыкального влияния, исполнительских стратегий и социокультурных 
проблем, с которыми сталкиваются пианисты. Результаты показывают, что 
социокультурный контекст сильно влияет на фортепианное исполнение, 
воздействуя на интерпретационные подходы музыкантов, эмоциональное 
выражение и развитие репертуара. Участники подчеркнули, что китайские 
культурные традиции, такие как народные мелодии, пентатонные гаммы, 
оперные элементы и концепция художественной образности, остаются 
глубоко укорененными в современном фортепианном исполнительстве.  
В то же время западные классические традиции продолжают доминировать 
в формальном обучении и репертуаре, требуя от исполнителей понимания 
западного исторического и стилистического контекста. Хотя существующая 
литература часто изображает китайскую музыкальную культуру как 
ограничивающую творчество, взгляды профессиональных пианистов 
в данном исследовании оспаривают это предположение, подчеркивая 
динамичный процесс культурного слияния и художественных инноваций. 
Однако участники также указали на такие проблемы, как ограниченный 
доступ к западным музыковедческим ресурсам и трудности в интерпретации 
западных стилистических норм. В целом результаты показывают, что 
современное китайское фортепианное исполнение — это не просто 
воспроизведение западных традиций, а транскультурная художественная 
практика, формируемая взаимодействием китайского наследия, глобальных 
музыкальных влияний и развивающейся социокультурной среды.

Ключевые слова: фортепианное исполнительство в Китае, 
социокультурная среда, китайская музыкальная культура, западные 
стилистические нормы, исполнение, композиция, инновации, музыка, 
профессионализм
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1. Introduction

Music is not only a product of personal skill and performance, but also 
a product of cultural and social development. For instance, social 
comparison between performers can influence the development of 

self-efficacy and motivation in an artist. Artists or music performers receiving direct 
feedback concerning their performance are likely to experience self-efficacy and reap 
creativity during music composition and performance, as compared to artists or 
music learners whose efficacy has been compared socially with others (Asmus, 2021; 
Granot et al., 2021). The influential role of social development or social dynamics in 
music composition and performance has further gained importance with the rising 
role of social media in promoting music education. This has been observed in recent 
qualitative studies reporting how social media or a supportive social environment 
facilitated knowledge sharing, face-to-face instruction, communication, arousal of 
learning interest, and improvement of instrument playing skills such as rhythm, 
fingering, and posture (Lei et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2022). Similarly, participatory 
and social-interactive aspects are also essential determinants of music performance 
composition. Indeed, live music performances and concerts afford verbal interactions 
between the audience and the artists, where the former provides direct reactions like 
attention, interest, support, displeasure, and pleasure to the latter. Such interactions 
give artists the necessary feedback to propagate or limit specific music compositions 
and pieces (Wald-Furhmann et al., 2021; Picaud, 2022). In another interesting 
example, it is considered culturally unusual for African musicians to number the 
beats in their music composition and performance—a cultural practice that is an 
essential prerequisite for classical Indian musicians (Clayton et al., 2020). Thus, the 
importance of cultural and social developments in influencing music performance, 
composition, and continuous learning is crucial and undeniable. 

While the relationship between sociocultural dynamics and music composition 
and performance has been established in evidence-based literature, there is a lack 
of focus on piano performance, particularly the composition of Chinese piano 
artists. The paper by Zheng and Leung (2021) which investigated multiple case 
studies of Chinese piano learning students, found that traditional Chinese culture 
limits expressive autonomy in the composition and piano performance of budding 
artists. This is because traditional Chinese classical music is based completely 
on standardised notations. This means that the tempi, dynamics, and intentions 
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of the piano artists must be as accurate and faithful to these standardised cultural  
notations. This limits creativity since performers are restricted to only reproducing 
traditional Chinese works, rather than deviating and creating any original piano 
compositions (Zheng & Leung, 2021). Another similar qualitative study by Zheng 
and Leung (2023), which interviewed Chinese piano professors and artists from 
Guangzhou and Shanghai found that creativity in piano composition and performance 
is perceived differently between Chinese and Western cultures. Chinese perspectives 
of musical creativity are established with the need to respect the past and maintain 
harmony with nature. In contrast, Western cultures encourage artists to practice 
creativity by providing unique compositions and solutions within suitable contexts 
(Zheng & Leung, 2023). However, these studies have focused primarily on the aspect 
of creativity in music, without emphasising or exploring how the composition, playing 
styles, and performances of Chinese professional piano artists are influenced by social 
and traditional cultural factors. Comparing these experiences, with the perspectives 
held by Chinese piano artists on the contrasting impact of Western cultures in 
their composition, styles, and performances, can provide profound insights into 
the sociocultural dynamics underlying the Chinese piano industry. This study thus 
intends to overcome the identified problem of limited research by exploring how 
nuances of social and cultural developments, both within and beyond China, have 
influenced the piano compositions and performances of professional piano artists 
respectively. 

The rationale of this study lies in its ability to provide detailed insights  
concerning the current status of piano performance and musical composition in 
China, in light of historical and contemporary sociocultural development. After the 
introduction of the piano during the seventeenth century in China, several musical 
pieces have been composed specifically in the country for the new instrument.  
Despite Chinese piano music being performed popularly in the country, Chinese  
piano compositions continued to be perceived as foreign to the standard repertoire 
followed in the West. Despite a willingness between both cultures to learn about 
each other, there is often a lack of appreciation and understanding of the cultural  
differences between Chinese and Western piano performances (Tu, 2019; Li, 
2021). However, research exploring the experiences or attitudes held by Chinese 
piano artists. This study is thus rationalised for investigating the perspectives held 
by Chinese piano artists regarding the influence of sociocultural factors in their 
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piano performances and composition. Its findings can have useful implications for 
identifying potential areas of establishing cultural harmony between Oriental and 
Western music philosophies. Additionally, during the Opium War in the 1840s, 
piano was disseminated in China by foreign missionaries, which bolstered the 
establishment of small Western instrumental stores in Chinese coastal cities. Since 
these historical developments, Chinese pianists have continued to explore the piano 
with traditional Chinese playing styles. The earliest cultural version of Chinese piano 
composition is regarded to be the product of Western and Chinese music (Tu, 2019; 
Cheng, 2021; Bai, 2021). These findings thus contradict existing literature, which 
shows that Chinese musical cultures are rigid with limited space for creativity.  
It is therefore reasonable to further explore the perspectives of Chinese piano artists 
on this cultural fusion, as this will reveal how Chinese piano music serves as a product 
of historical and sociocultural changes. 

1.1. Aims and Objectives

This study aims to investigate the influence of sociocultural dynamics on 
contemporary Chinese piano performance. It seeks to achieve the following research 
objectives:

1. To explore the views of Chinese professional piano artists on the impact of 
sociocultural factors on their performance.

2. To evaluate the views of Chinese professional piano artists on the impact of 
traditional Chinese social and cultural factors on piano composition, performance 
and innovation. 

3. To assess, from the perspective of Chinese professional piano artists, the 
impact of comparative differences between Chinese and Western traditional cultures 
on piano composition, performance, and innovation. 

2. Literature Review
2.1. Sociocultural Influences on Music and Piano Performance

Existing research supports the significant influence of social and cultural 
factors on music performance. For example, according to Lerch et al. (2019), every 
musical performance relies on the meaningful interpretation and feedback provided 
by the listener. The perspectives and responses of the listeners towards musical 
performance, are not merely dependent on external performance features, but also 
on internal characteristics, such as their levels of training, personal history, and 
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cultural background. Listener-focused performance analysis is thus driven by social 
and cultural aspects of perception, which prompt artists to deliver relevant musical 
output in their compositions (Lerch et al., 2019). Further, according to Pearce 
(2018), the syntactical structure of various musical genres and styles varies across 
diverse musical cultures. Such a structure is learned through cultural exposure 
which produces observed distinctive features between listeners from various 
cultures. For this reason, the extent to which the music of any two cultures will be 
different in the context of rhythm, and pitch, will predict how an individual from  
one culture will process music from another culture (Pearce, 2018). This means that 
the cultural differences in musical features such as pitch, rhythm, and tempo between 
Chinese and Western cultures, influence differences in their piano performances and 
compositions. 

However, research focused on piano performance appears to be scarce. For 
example, Gorbunova and Hiner (2019) investigated the problems associated with 
mastering electronic musical instruments, such as the electronic piano, and the role  
of culture in its performance mastery. The performance of electronic piano  
instruments requires a combination of the cultural traditions of the performer 
towards individual acoustic instruments, as well as a creative perspective toward the 
development, regulation, and management of new or existing timbres. Traditional 
musical cultures also contribute to the understanding that a musical instrument  
such as a piano, is a specific physical object that can only be used to generate specific 
sounds and timbre. However, musical cultures become innovative in the context 
of electronic versions of traditional instruments and subsequently, prompts the 
development of a modified piano with multiple keyboards and features to incorporate 
a multitude of unique sounds (Gorbunova, 2018; Gorbunova & Hiner, 2019).  
In another study by Lavengood (2019), Western genres known as the ‘80s sound’ 
emerged, and continue to be attractive, because of cultures related to musical timbre 
that were popularised by electronic pianos such as the digital synthesiser during  
that time. Additionally, the 1980s were also characterised by culture-shifting opinions. 
This was seen in the form of a preference towards creating music that was fresh,  
loud, ambitious and representative of diverse cultures. As a result, a fusion of genres, 
such as music that combined rock and rap music emerged. Further, because of the  
rise of television, and music channels such as MTV that broadcasted music videos 
and live artist performances, such music also made its way to the suburbs and remote 
areas. The appreciation and dissemination of a more creative musical culture were 
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further increased by the development of digital technologies, such as the electronic 
guitar, synthesiser and electronic drum kits, which began to be widely used in 
recording studios (Lavengood, 2019).  While these findings are historical — and 
limited in the context of the piano — they demonstrate the importance of culture 
in defining the perspectives of piano performance and music creation. It is thus 
evident that social and cultural factors play a significant role in influencing music, in 
particular, contemporary piano performance. 

2.2. Impact of Chinese Culture on Music and Piano Performance

Pianoization refers to the adaptation of melodies originally written for 
traditional instruments — such as erhu, pipa, guzheng, or Beijing opera vocal lines 
— into pianistic idioms while preserving their timbral and expressive essence. 
Composers such as Wang Jianzhong (Variations on a Theme of the Yellow River)  
and Chu Wanghua frequently used Pianoization to imitate sliding tones, 
ornamentation, and modal inflections characteristic of Chinese folk traditions.

While the piano was introduced by Western culture, the Chinese piano music 
follows a unique style that reflects the 5000-year-old tradition of the country. The 
overall culture of China incorporates the diverse heritages of its various ethnic 
groups. For this reason, piano culture in China is unique and adapted to the 
distinctive artistic features and characteristics of its local cultures (Ye, 2020; Lu, 
2022). Therefore, it is clear that the influence of traditional Chinese culture on 
piano performance is multifaceted and heterogeneous, retaining regional and local 
characteristics. Indeed, Liu (2022) notes that Chinese piano music is based on 
folk songs and Chinese traditional poetry, which reflect the characteristic features 
of refined intonation and expressive sounds in this genre of music. Chinese music 
has historically been revolutionised by the composer Chu Wanghua, especially with  
his piano suite composition Sounds of the Temple (Capriccio Suite: The Sound of  
the Linyin Temple). This traditional piano piece incorporates the sounds of bells,  
a slow tempo, major deviations in tone, and the use of polyphonic sounds to imitate 
other Chinese musical instruments (Liu, 2022). Similarly, Jinjin and Isaiah (2021) 
postulate that this cultural tradition of harmonizing classical piano music with 
the works of other instruments is a traditional Chinese music practice known as 
transplantation or ‘pianoization.’ It comprises retaining the structure and melody 
of the original piano work while also combining traditional instrumental music  
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– a practice used prevalently by Chinese composers during the 1980s (Jinjin & 
Isaiah, 2021). The cross-sectional paper by Lu (2022) further cements these findings 
by arguing that, while traditional Chinese music is based on a single sound and  
a historical heritage stretching across several thousand years, Chinese piano music 
is peculiar since it was introduced by Western traditions. Thus, while Chinese piano 
music maintains a Westernised harmony, its artistic aesthetics are modified to 
suit traditional Chinese folk instruments (Lu, 2022). Such modifications establish  
a platform where piano performance and composition in China are influenced by 
both Chinese and Western traditional cultures.

2.3. Western vs. Chinese Cultures in Music and Piano Performance

In the field of piano education, diverse cultural traditions bring forth diverse 
meanings and modifications in the music. For example, within the humanistic 
tradition of Britain, piano players are encouraged to develop their talents and pianist 
skills according to their individual strengths. In the United States, however, there  
is a comparatively weaker emphasis on a classical tradition and music performers 
are mainly encouraged to play based on personal values and practicality. In contrast, 
Chinese culture is based on traditional humanistic ideas and thus encourages piano 
players to cultivate moral values in their performance through education (Ye, 2020; 
Zhang & Negus, 2020). Such diversity in tradition and culture, however, does not 
mean that Chinese piano performance or music in general has been completely free 
from Western influence. For instance, in his book, Wong (2020) notes that since the 
last century, traditional Chinese music has experienced a process of modernization. 
This has occurred because a growing number of Chinese composers have travelled 
abroad to study and create music, leading to the emergence of the modern Chinese 
orchestra and the reformation of traditional Chinese musical instruments. Indeed, in 
the cross-sectional study by Lu (2022), which surveyed 87 Chinese college students 
learning piano, it was found that only 8% of students used traditional Chinese  
music in their compositions. However, after receiving traditional Chinese music 
training, approximately 29%, 25% and 21% of students started integrating traditional 
music while creating their videos, participating in concerts, and arranging of  
musical compositions. These findings demonstrate the diverse foundations of the 
Chinese piano industry. Although influenced by traditional culture and history, it  
also has room to embrace Western traditions and principles. However, the opinions 
and views of professional piano performers regarding the impact of traditional 
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Chinese and Western cultures on their composition and performance are missing. 
This gap thus forms the groundwork of present study.

2.4. Research Gap

The findings of the literature review, however, are not free from limitations. 
Firstly, papers that specifically explored how sociocultural dynamics influenced  
piano performance and music creation are relatively limited. While research  
examining the impact of sociocultural influences on traditional Chinese music is 
abundant, studies investigating these influences in relation to piano music appear to 
be largely confined to Western contexts. A few studies, however, traced the origins 
of the piano in China, and how Chinese culture influenced the works of traditional 
artists. However, these studies are predominantly cross-sectional, descriptive or 
narrative in nature, with limited exploration of the subjective experiences and 
opinions of professional piano artists. Similarly, several narrative studies were 
reviewed regarding the differences between Western and Chinese music cultures, 
and papers that included the opinions of real-life piano performers and professionals 
were missing. These limitations therefore motivated the methodological section of 
this paper.

2.5. Theoretical Framework

Trans-culturalism or transcultural music theory is a useful theoretical 
framework for this study. Trans-culturalism in music talks about how cultures 
are interconnected via musical expression, embracing diversity and goes beyond 
geographical boundaries. Therefore, transcultural music is an interesting 
representation of how global trends, innovative technologies and culturally diverse 
music practices intersect (Ghvinjilia et al., 2023; Crawford, 2020). This framework, 
however, must not be confused with multiculturalism. “Multiculturalism” typically 
refers to a community or society that respects culturally heterogeneous group of  
people and accepts their existence. In other words, different cultures coexist and 
maintain their traditional practices in a multicultural society. it is only about the 
coexistence of different cultures. Trans-culturalism by contrast, emphasises 
overcoming cultural boundaries and intermingling or merging different cultures 
(Ghvinjilia et al., 2023; Crooke et al., 2024). This theoretical approach is particularly 
appropriate in the context of this study as it compares the role of Western and Chinese 
music cultures in the development and performance of the piano in China. This  
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theory is well suited to this study, especially since the piano was first a Western 
invention that was later adapted to represent traditional cultures upon its introduction 
in China. 

In Chinese musical culture, performance practice is inseparably linked to 
compositional traditions. Much of contemporary Chinese piano repertoire is based on 
traditional folk melodies, operatic themes, or Western canonical works, making the 
performer’s interpretive decisions dependent on compositional structure. Therefore, 
this study examines performance together with the repertoire and compositional 
influences that shape such performance.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design

This study was qualitative. Such studies are both interpretivist and constructivist. 
Both these principles work together to explore a topic comprehensively, rather 
than only identifying relationships or outcomes. The latter approach represents  
a positivist paradigm. Interpretivism intends to obtain knowledge regarding the 
different viewpoints held by individuals, while constructivism explores how people 
make sense of their experiences. In general, it is argued that qualitative research 
is understood to preserve the subjectivity of participants’ experiences, which may 
also be influenced by researcher bias (Tomaszewski et al., 2020; Haven et al., 2020). 
This was appropriate for such a study since it aimed to give meaning to the voices of 
professional piano players in China. This will overcome existing studies’ limitations 
where the authors have mainly relied on objective methods of data collection to try 
and understand the views of Chinese pianists on how their performance is affected 
by culture.

3.2. Sampling

The study relied on a convenience sampling method. Convenience sampling 
represents the samples that are selected by the researcher based on what is readily 
available within their reach. For comparison, another study by Zheng and Leung 
(2021) examined the relationship that might exist between creativity and Chinese 
piano performance. The authors included a total of three participants who learned  
to play the piano and knew them personally. In this context, professional piano players 
whom the researcher reaches out to for recruitment may also provide additional 
contacts of other artists who could contribute to the study. Further, another 
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study that explored the perspectives of Chinese piano students on creativity was  
conducted by Zheng and Leung (2023), who selected a total of 13 interviewees. 
Hence, while recruiting the convenience sample for this study, it was considered that 
the sample size may also fall from three to thirteen professional piano players based 
on existing research. Professional piano performers who were personally known to 
the researcher were sent the consent forms, an information sheet, and participation 
requirements. Upon obtaining their consent, they were requested to provide additional 
contacts of professional piano players. The final set of 12 interviews was conducted 
online via WeChat and Zoom, and the responses of the participants were recorded 
verbatim.

3.3. Data Collection and Analysis

Semi-structured interviews comprising open-ended questions were utilised 
for data collection. This is because this interview format encourages participants to 
provide detailed, subjective, and flexible answers, rather than the rigid, questioning 
format of closed-ended interviews. Additionally, the interview questions were derived 
from Zheng and Leung (2023), as well as Zheng and Leung (2021), in which Chinese 
participants shared how traditional Chinese culture forbade them to innovate or 
develop a personal style in their piano performance (Zheng & Leung, 2023; Zheng 
& Leung, 2021). Thus, the questions for this study were derived and modified 
from these qualitative studies, and outlined in Appendix A. Additionally, thematic  
analysis was used to evaluate the interview responses. It is a qualitative process by 
which a large amount of unstructured, subjective data is evaluated for similar and 
significant patterns and categorised into themes. The researcher first familiarises 
themselves with the data, followed by identifying codes and reviewing the themes with 
the existing literature (Braun & Clarke, 2023; Campbell et al., 2021). The interview 
responses were, therefore, carefully evaluated by the researcher to identify patterns 
relevant to the social and cultural influences on piano performance. These patterns 
were hence combined to form themes which were analysed in relation to the research 
objectives of the study.

4. Results
4.1. Participant Characteristics 

A total of 12 participants were interviewed for this study. They were all 
professional piano players. While some participants had professional performance 
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experience of nearly six years, others reported careers spanning 10, 20, and almost 
50 years.  For more natural language—just “two participants” also shared they  
had been teaching the piano professionally. The participants’ interviews were  
analysed using NVivo. A total of six themes were identified (Table 1). Appendix B 
outlines the themes and corresponding significant statements of the participants in 
detail.

Table 1. Thematic Analysis of Interviews

Themes Codes
Impact of Social and Cultural Factors 
on Piano Performance

Cultural literacy is important for 
appreciating piano and musical 
performance.
Understanding cultural factors also helps to 
disseminate music.
Chinese culture encourages emotional 
expression during piano performances.

Impact of Chinese Culture on Piano 
Performance

Chinese culture reflects folk traditions and 
instruments during piano performances.
The Chinese culture has instilled the use of 
the pentatonic scale in piano performance.
Chinese culture influences piano 
performance through family education, 
policy support, stress relief, and political 
education.

Cultural Influence of Piano Performance 
Strategies

Focus on hearing to improve rhythm 
and emotional expression of piano 
performances.
Use rhythm exercises to overcome technical 
difficulties.
Engage in reading to improve 
understanding of a piano work.
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Impact of Western Culture on Piano 
Performance

Western artists created diverse piano pieces 
reflective of their personalities.
Need to understand the style of the Western 
artist and the background behind the piano 
piece.
Important to research Western culture 
since the piano is a Western instrument.

Western vs. Chinese Culture in Piano 
Performance

Chinese culture pays more importance to 
rhythm and melody
Western culture is more structured, and 
Chinese culture is more liberal in piano 
performance.
The blending of cultures is appreciated.

Sociocultural Difficulties During Piano 
Performance

Lack of knowledge of Western artists
Difficult to grasp Western piano style
Need to research and train extensively

4.2. Impact of Social and Cultural Factors on Piano Performance

Participants collectively agreed on the significant role of social and cultural 
factors in influencing music, particularly piano performance (Appendix B). For 
instance, Participant 9 took the example of a Chinese piano piece ‘Pi Huang’ and how 
it represented “musical elements of Peking Opera Xi Pi and Er Huang, and used 
the yin and yang of ancient Chinese culture.” Additionally, he said: “This piece of 
music is enough to illustrate that music without cultural and social development has 
no soul. Performers must also enrich their cultural literacy before they can use their 
professional skills to interpret the works more deeply.”

Indeed, the importance of cultural literacy in appreciating music and piano 
performance was also sounded by Participant 3: “Social environment, people’s 
comprehensive cultural literacy, economic development level and other factors 
have an impact on the popularization, appreciation and piano education of music.” 
Similarly, Participant 4 and Participant 11 claimed that: “Cultural and social factors 
play an integral role in music, especially the piano. They not only shape the shape and 
style of music, but also affect the spread and reception of music” and “piano education 
activities can encourage people to create and spread culture.” Overall, participants 
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agreed that cultural literacy is essential not only for understanding the meaning of 
piano works, but also for appreciating and spreading the music and cultural history 
to others.

4.3. Impact of Chinese Culture on Piano Performance

Additionally, there was a consensus among participants that traditional  
Chinese cultures played a significant role in influencing their piano performance 
(Appendix B). In this regard, Participant 11 gave the most comprehensive explanation 
of how strongly Chinese culture influences piano performance in three main ways: 
“First of all, Chinese piano performance and creation not only absorb Western 
piano art but are also deeply rooted in traditional Chinese culture, with keynote 
music creation as the mainstream. Secondly, Chinese piano performance and 
creation are adapted from excellent folk songs, ancient songs, and operas, showing 
strong national characteristics. Finally, while inheriting tradition, Chinese piano 
performance and creation are also constantly innovating.” According to Participant 
4, Chinese culture is also reflected in piano performance in terms of emotional 
expression: “In characteristics, Chinese piano performance pays more attention 
to expressing emotions and artistic conception. Chinese piano works incorporate 
elements of traditional Chinese music, giving the works distinctive national 
characteristics.” Participants 12 and 9 expressed their preference for Chinese  
culture when innovating or creating their piano compositions, because “If 
we understand the development of social history and culture, then piano 
performance will be more profound and touching” and also because “Chinese folk  
instruments and folk songs provide rich creative materials for the development of 
Chinese piano music. People can imitate the timbre of the Pihuang tune, the melody 
of folk songs, and the magnificent momentum of folk orchestras through the piano.” 
Interestingly, in addition to the characteristic inclusion of the “pentatonic scale”—
as stated by Participant 8—Participant 9 shared that Chinese culture also influences 
piano performance “through family education, policy support, stress relaxation, 
political education.” They reasoned that the strong representation of national  
culture and emotional expression encourages parents to teach piano to their  
children, leading to educational policies and competitions to encourage piano 
performance and appreciation among the masses.
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4.4. Cultural Influence of Piano Performance Strategies

Chinese culture also influenced the types of techniques participants used to 
improve their piano performance or support further piano learning (Appendix B). 
Participant 2 placed a strong emphasis on the importance of “hearing” in improving 
the rhythm and emotional expression of piano performances. The reason being, 
“hearing should always be put first to guide all practice and performance; pay close 
attention to the rigour of rhythm; observe life, gain insight into human nature,  
and experience emotions, so that music can be scientifically understood and accurately 
expressed during the performance.” In contrast, the importance of reading was raised 
by Participant 7, who claimed that “basic exercises for daily scales, arpeggios, and 
chords: deepen your understanding of the performance of the work and the musical 
processing of the work through literature reading.” Therefore, culture also played an 
important role in shaping the types of techniques participants used to improve their 
piano performance.

4.5. Impact of Western Culture on Piano Performance

Similar to Chinese culture, participants also shared how heavily their piano 
performance was influenced by Western culture (Appendix B). A key feature was  
that Western artists seemed to create diverse piano pieces, which reflected their  
unique styles, emotions and journeys. This was specifically stated by Participant 
3, who said that “the American composer Gottschalk combined his experience of 
travelling in Central and South America to create piano music in various styles. In  
the études of the Ukrainian-born Russian composer Kapustin jazz musical elements 
are incorporated into the works, making them highly engaging.” Due to such  
diversity, participants, including Participant 8, stated the importance of first 
understanding the style of the Western artist and the background of the piano piece: 
“Yes, most of the piano practice works are Western works. It is necessary to consult 
information to understand the creative background of the works, and to study the 
composer’s style to create an artistic image that is in line with the spirit of the original 
works.” Participants 2 and 4 shared that “the piano itself is a Western instrument, 
and this factor must be incorporated into all aspects of piano playing and teaching,” 
and “in the process of interpreting works, it is necessary to continuously research 
and learn about the Western historical and cultural background, to have a deeper 
understanding of different style works to achieve better performance results.” 
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Therefore, Chinese piano professionals were already familiar with the impact of 
Western culture on piano performance. Rather, they appreciated how Western piano 
music is equally diverse and reflects the composer’s history, style, journeys, emotions 
and feelings. 

Participants reported that their regular performance repertoire typically 
combines Western classical works — such as Beethoven sonatas, Chopin nocturnes 
and études, Debussy preludes — with representative Chinese piano works, including  
Chu Wanghua’s Sounds of the Temple, Wang Lisan’s Shepherd Boy, and Tan 
Dun’s Eight Memories in Watercolor. Several interviewees estimated that Western 
repertoire forms approximately 60–70% of their formal training programs, while 
Chinese works account for 30–40%, especially in competitions that emphasize 
national style.

4.6. Western vs. Chinese Culture in Piano Performance

Participants also shared several examples of how Western and Chinese cultures 
influence piano performance in different ways (Appendix B). One major difference, 
pointed out by Participant 4 was that Chinese piano works “use melodies and 
harmonies with national characteristics, which have a strong Chinese flavour”, 
while “Western piano works focus on harmony and technique, and the composers 
have different personalities and different styles of works.” Similarly, Participant 
8 shared: “The piano art system, style genre, composer personality established by 
Western culture lays the foundation for my personal performance and teaching 
abilities. Chinese works usually pay more attention to the beauty of melody lines 
and charm.” Participant 11 shared that, “in terms of rhythm, Western music usually 
has strong and weak sounds that appear regularly and are divided into measures. 
Chinese music is different in that it has a free rhythm, like Sanban, which has no 
rules at all.” This means that while Western piano music may be more rigid and 
structured in its composition, Chinese piano does not always follow specific rhythms 
and “uses lines as the main means of expression, shaping the language characteristics of 
cadence.” Participant 1 shared that “Today, when cultural diversity is booming, such 
collisions and integrations have injected unprecedented vitality into the development 
of music, adding more cultural experiences and repertoire choices for performers.” 
Therefore, there was an agreement that while Western and Chinese cultures influence 
piano performance in different ways, the practice of blending these traditions to create 
innovative piano works was also being appreciated.
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4.7. Sociocultural Difficulties During Piano Performance

Participants also shared that they encountered some challenges when they  
tried to develop their piano style while using both Chinese and Western cultural 
influences (Appendix B). One challenge was that since Chinese artists did not know 
Western artists, they often found it difficult to effectively represent the emotions 
or intentions of the composer when performing Western works. This issue was 
articulated by Participant 8, who said: “When studying Western piano works, we 
often encounter scores with incomplete markings. It is difficult to accurately express 
the composer’s intention for such works. The fundamental reason is that we do not 
have enough understanding of the social culture of various historical stages in the 
West.” A similar problem was expressed by Participant 4, who noted: “When playing 
Western works, it is difficult to grasp the styles of each composer’s works well, and 
you will also encounter many difficulties in performance skills.” The only solution to 
these difficulties was extensive practice and research into various piano composers, 
as stated by Participant 2: “The incompatibility between Chinese piano creations  
and arrangements, harmony, temperament, musical style, etc., and the fixed 
structure of the piano keyboard has resulted in technical difficulties in performance. 
Practice hard to adapt.” Similarly, Participant 12 also shared that “During the 
learning process, I needed to consult different materials, such as articles and  
videos, to supplement my cultural deficiencies…”

5. Discussion

Participants shared that professional piano players need to develop cultural 
literacy because some Chinese piano works reflect ancient stories and cultural 
heritage. This was also reviewed by Hu and Zheng (2024), who studied how the 
piano teaching has become more innovative in higher education institutions. These 
courses generally teach about the origins of a particular piano composition or artist 
by integrating it with the political ideologies and discourses of their time. By contrast, 
participants also shared that sociocultural factors help to disseminate piano music 
increasing people’s awareness of their national culture and its influence. Similarly, 
Pereverzeva et al. (2018), as well as Hu and Zheng (2024), shared that when piano 
music is integrated with different cultural and technological media, it can support 
cultural dissemination in universities and colleges. Such integrated music sounds 
diverse and rich, and appeals to audiences with varied tastes. Participants believed 
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that Chinese piano music is a reflection of folk music, history and opera music, and 
also reflects national characteristics through melodies and rhythms of emotional 
expression. Indeed, this was also supported by Liu (2022), who noted that Chinese 
piano music is strongly influenced by folk songs and traditional Chinese poetry. These 
instil the expressive sound quality and refined intonation for which Chinese piano 
music is known. Interestingly, participants seemed to enjoy how the Chinese culture 
influenced their piano performance. The elements of Chinese culture in piano music 
instil patriotism, and the inclusion of various folk instruments also enables artists to 
express their emotions freely. These findings were similar to Jinjin and Isaiah (2021), 
who highlighted the feature of ‘pianoization’ or musical transplantation in Chinese 
traditional piano music, in which classical tunes are combined with the sounds of 
other folk instruments. This helps artists retain the melody and structure of the 
original composition while also making room for innovation and creative expression 
by including other instruments. 

Participants also shared that Chinese culture can influence piano performance 
as seen in increasing educational policies, the enthusiasm of families and an 
increase in musical competitions, which collectively work to encourage Chinese 
students to take up piano learning and piano performances. Similarly, MacIntyre 
and Potter (2014) also reported that the culture of piano learning and performance 
was strongly shaped by competitions, grading levels and recitals in formal education, 
which guitarists do not have to go through. Therefore, pianists demonstrate greater 
effort to learn and higher introjected regulation during piano study and composition. 
Further, the participants shared how culture — particularly Chinese culture — 
influenced the kind of strategies, such as research, listening and exercises, which they 
used to improve their piano performance and compositions. Indeed, Yin (2023) and 
Liu (2023) found that young musicians generally play musical exercises repeatedly 
for practice and performance improvement. As they mature, they use their self-
regulation skills such as establishing goals, monitoring their practice, and changing 
their practice time. This was not observed among professional piano players, 
possibly due to their experience considering that the above paper explored piano 
teaching for students. 

While participants associated Western piano repertoire with strong individual 
composer personalities, it should be acknowledged that Western classical music 
has historically been shaped by influential national schools — such as the Russian, 
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German, and French traditions — which have also shaped collective stylistic 
characteristics. Western piano pieces have some specific rules to follow, within which 
composers and performers may innovate, while Chinese culture does not have such 
rules but mostly creates piano compositions that are nationalistic and have beautiful  
or artistic melodies and rhythms. Therefore, Chinese-influenced piano styles may 
offer composers greater artistic freedom. Interestingly, according to Zhang and  
Negus (2020) as well as Ye (2020), Western pianists are encouraged to expand their 
talents and play according to their own preferences, whereas in the United States, 
there is no classical tradition, and pianists prefer to consider personal values and 
practicality. In contrast, Chinese culture follows humanism and thus encourages  
piano players to cultivate moral values in their performance (Ye, 2020; Zhang &  
Negus, 2020). These findings therefore contradict the literature review in several 
respects, where it is seen that Western musical cultures can be extremely varied 
in their impact on piano performances. While the interviewees of this paper did 
acknowledge the importance of Chinese nationalism and moral thought, their ideas 
on Western music being structured contrast with current literature. This shows how 
vastly different are the experiences of actual professional Chinese piano players as 
compared to existing research. At the same time, participants agreed that cultures  
are currently being blended to create innovative piano pieces. Indeed, current 
research proves that in several Chinese piano pieces, such as the Pi Huang and 
the Moments of Peking Opera, the harmonic styles of the West are included along  
with the richness of traditional Chinese piano music (Huang, 2024). In summation, 
Chinese piano culture is not new to cultural blending and provides sufficient 
opportunities for artists to innovate their compositions and performances. 

Existing scholarship confirms that Chinese students often face limited access 
to original Western musicological texts, language barriers when consulting primary 
sources, and uneven exposure to Western historical performance practice. Studies by 
Wong (2020), Lu (2022), and Bai (2021) note that despite widespread enthusiasm for 
Western repertoire, systematic knowledge of European musical history and stylistic 
schools varies significantly among learners. Creating a personal and innovative 
musical style was further perceived to be different by the participants because of 
how different Chinese and Western piano styles are in terms of rhythms, melodies, 
scales, styles and temperaments. These responses were similar to the studies by 
Zheng and Leung (2021; 2023), which examined creativity and cultural influences 
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in Chinese piano education. In both these studies, the authors interviewed 
Chinese piano students and professors regarding how they harnessed creativity in 
their composition and performance. The participants in these studies shared that 
Chinese culture encourages only those forms of creativity where the past heritage 
is reflected. Western piano culture, on the other hand, appreciates pianists for 
developing unique compositions. Chinese piano culture further requires artists to 
follow very strict notations, which may limit innovation. These research findings,  
also highlighting the vast differences between Chinese and Western cultures, 
contradict interview responses where professional pianists shared that Chinese 
culture granted them much more freedom to innovate as compared to the strict  
rules needed to be followed in Western piano culture (Appendix B). This could 
be because of the role of years of experience since the previous research focused 
on Chinese piano students. Nevertheless, regardless of professional expertise, 
participants shared about their inadequate access to and knowledge of Western  
piano compositions, which restricts innovation and demands further future attention.

6. Conclusion and Future Scope

This paper investigated the influence of sociocultural dynamics in 
contemporary Chinese piano performance. Interviews were conducted with 12 
professional Chinese piano artists. A total of six themes were discovered. Firstly, 
all participants agreed that culture strongly influenced piano performances and 
composition, and supported dissemination. Secondly, Chinese culture particularly 
influences piano performance by encouraging artistic expression and the inclusion 
of various instruments to reflect folk traditions. This cultural influence was also 
reflected in the techniques used for improving and innovating performance. These 
findings therefore show the significant extent to which social and cultural factors 
influence the performance and composition of Chinese professional piano artists. 
Additionally, the participants also shared that in comparison to the strict rules and 
structures of Western cultures, Chinese piano cultures leave more room for freedom. 
This was an interesting finding because existing literature represents Chinese music 
and piano cultures as being extremely rigid, with limited creative freedom and  
a mandatory need for artists to innovate in a manner that represents national culture. 
This research advances the literature by showing that Chinese music cultures may  
be misunderstood and misrepresented in mainstream media, and that difficulties  
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with innovation may vary depending on levels of expertise or professional skills.  
Future research can, therefore, interview both Chinese and Western piano artists 
to compare their experiences with integrating non-native cultures into their piano 
performances. Future research can also be expanded to include music professionals 
beyond pianists to find out how broadly social and cultural factors impact music, 
particularly Chinese musical performance and music composition strategies. 
However, participants also shared that inadequate knowledge about Western 
culture and artists made it challenging to innovate compositions, even though they 
appreciated the importance of researching and blending. Therefore, future research 
must also focus on studying the factors responsible for hindering or supporting 
Chinese piano artists to innovate their performance and composition, especially in 
the context of being able to learn and integrate different music cultures. Overall, 
these findings provide useful implications for future improvements in practice and 
research.

6.1. Study Implications

The findings of this study hold significance for several purposes. Firstly, the 
findings have useful implications for amateur or future piano artists in China who 
wish to learn about the role of Western and traditional Chinese musical cultures, and 
how they combine with social factors to develop contemporary Chinese piano works. 
Therefore, future Chinese piano artists need to remember that culture is inseparable 
from their composition and performance and that they need to appreciate the cultural 
and social history of a piano composition while mastering it. It is also significant 
for amateur Chinese piano artists who are interested in social environments that 
may influence their fusion of Western and Chinese cultures in their future piano 
works. As per these study’s findings, it is recommended that Chinese piano artists 
who are building their repertoire work in surroundings or environments that offer 
them sufficient opportunity to research and learn from other cultures. However, 
participants in this study shared how they found it difficult to understand or learn 
about incomplete Western compositions. The Chinese government and educational 
institutions must, therefore, assist artists in obtaining easier access to compositions 
and music research findings from various cultures that can expand their skills,  
and innovate their composition and performance. 
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The findings are also particularly useful for music technicians and digital 
artists who may be looking for diverse ways by which they can innovate their 
music through the integration of Chinese and Western music philosophies. Indeed, 
based on the study’s findings, both Chinese and Western cultures include different 
advantages — such as creative freedom and structural organization — which artists 
can combine to produce a fusion or novel musical composition. This study is also 
beneficial for Chinese piano teachers and administrators of musical institutes.  
This is because they can use the findings to understand how social and cultural 
factors may be influencing the music performances of their students while 
identifying opportunities for improvement in the piano skill development process. 
For instance, it is recommended that teachers and educators provide an environment 
that strengthens research and offers creative freedom and practice opportunities 
for piano artists to improve and innovate their performance. Lastly, this study is 
also significant for policymakers involved in the music and cultural development  
of China. This is because these findings can provide policymakers with insights  
into the limitations of traditional Chinese music cultures, and the policy changes 
that can be considered to encourage the integration of Western musical cultures  
in the piano industry. For example, professional Chinese piano players shared how 
they did not always have access to and knowledge of Western piano compositions  
for innovations. Policymakers and institutions can, therefore, identify ways to 
increase this accessibility or provide technological innovations that Chinese pianists 
can use to improve their performance and compositions. 

6.2. Limitations

There were some strengths and limitations of this study that serve as references 
for future research. Firstly, the study only relied on qualitative, interview findings 
that can be at risk of bias and reliability issues. This, however, serves as a strength 
considering that there have hardly been studies to explore the experiences and 
opinions of professional Chinese piano players on the sociocultural implications  
of their performance. Another limitation was that some of the participants had vast 
variations in their professional piano experience with some having only six years  
to some having several decades of expertise. While this did not make the findings 
very heterogeneous, they do indicate the possibility of time or years of experience 
as a mediator or confounding factor. Some of the piano professionals also claimed 
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to be teachers, which indicates another possible mediator. Future research can, 
therefore, segregate Chinese piano professionals based on their careers and 
experience to identify how these factors work with social and cultural aspects to 
influence piano performance, composition and innovation.
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Appendices
Appendix A. Semi-Structured Interview Questions

1. How do social and cultural factors influence your piano performance and 
interpretation of musical works?

2. In what ways does traditional Chinese culture shape your approach to piano 
playing or composition?

3. How do Chinese folk traditions, scales, or musical aesthetics appear in your 
performance repertoire?

4. How do Western musical traditions influence your piano practice, 
interpretation, or repertoire selection?

5. What differences do you perceive between Western and Chinese piano 
performance traditions?

6. What strategies do you use to improve your piano performance and musical 
understanding?

7. What sociocultural challenges do Chinese pianists encounter when performing 
Western repertoire?

8. How do you think Chinese piano performance is evolving in a global musical 
context?
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Appendix B. Themes and Representative Participant Statements

Theme Example Participant Statement
Impact of Sociocultural Factors Music without cultural and social 

development has no soul.
Chinese Cultural Influence Chinese piano works integrate folk 

melodies and operatic elements.
Performance Strategies Listening carefully and understanding 

rhythm helps interpret emotional meaning.
Western Cultural Influence Understanding the composer’s background 

is essential for interpreting Western works.
Cultural Comparison Western music follows structured harmonic 

systems while Chinese music focuses on 
melodic expression.

Sociocultural Difficulties Lack of familiarity with Western composers 
makes interpretation difficult.
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