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For over two hundred years, Chinese immigrants have brought ancient 

customs and musical traditions to their new homes in America. As in many immigrant 

communities, a new heritage that embodies and exhibits both the quintessential 

features of American culture and genuine Chinese heritage have come together to 

form new expressive cultures that are uniquely “Chinese American.” As the youngest 

of the major American Chinese immigrant centers, the city of Houston, Texas 

provides an exemplary example of a distinct cultural cohesion that, in part, resulted 

from significant cultural and political upheavals in the latter half of the twentieth 

century. During this era of political unrest, many Chinese people’s attitudes towards 

their traditional culture changed drastically.  The Houston Chinese Traditional Music 

Group (HCTMG) is a Chinese orchestra comprised of amateur and professional 

musicians ranging in age from 13 to over 60 years old. Performing regularly for the 

Chinese immigrant population in Houston, HCTMG’s take on traditional Chinese 

music deviates greatly from that of older, more established immigrant communities 

on the East and West Coasts and in some parts of mainland China. Via participant 

observation, interviews, and analysis of source materials, this paper examines how 

changing political and economic climates in China during the 1960s to the 1990s—

when the majority of HCTMG musicians lived in China –are reflected in the musical 

decisions of HCTMG and the greater Houston Chinese immigrant community at 

large. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Chinese immigrants form one of the major immigrant communities in 

the United States. They exemplify the spirit of immigration with their ability to 

combine values from their homeland and the values of their adoptive country through 

hard work and adaptation. Over time, they have successfully assimilated into 

mainstream America, while still maintaining a unique cultural identity formed by 

Chinese traditions. 

Research regarding Chinese immigration takes into consideration three major 

waves. The first wave began at the end of the nineteenth century when most 

Chinese came as laborers to work on the railroad network built during the California 

Gold Rush. The second wave came some years after The Magnuson Act, also 

known as the Chinese Exclusion Repeal Act of 1943, and lasted until the early 

1980s, with the majority of immigrants coming from Taiwan and Hong Kong. The 

third wave, from the 1980s to the present, has seen more immigrants from mainland 

China and a shift from low wage earners to entrepreneurs. There are numerous 

studies focused on the first and second waves of Chinese immigrants, but there 

have been few studies focusing on the third wave of immigrants. Among the valuable 

studies on the third wave, the focus pertains to the major cultural city centers (West 

and East coast cities). However, there is a lack of research on Chinese immigrant 

culture among non-traditional immigrant centers (those outside of the West and East 

coast cities), which deserves to be explored in more detail. 

This thesis examines the cultural characteristics of third wave Chinese 

immigrants through observation, interviews, and research on the musical activities of 

the Houston Chinese Traditional Music Group (HCTMG) in Houston, Texas. I seek to 
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understand the role of these musical activities and the influence among a specific 

generation of Chinese immigrants who were born in the late 1950s and 1960s. This 

research focuses on their attitudes toward early cultural and musical education and 

influence of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), as well as the feeling of nostalgia 

represented by their music as they negotiate life in the United States. Methods of 

research include observing the group’s musical repertoire, playing music alongside 

them, staying with group member’s families, and conducting interviews with the 

musicians in HCTMG. I argue that HCTMG, unlike similar groups established on the 

West and East coasts of the United States, is not interested in presenting “authentic” 

or “new” Chinese music to their audience, and music performance does not provide 

any significant income. Instead, this group creates music for reasons of nostalgia, 

which is intimately connected to their collective memory of the Cultural Revolution. 

Furthermore, they experience a complex and ambivalent form of nostalgia 

through expressing contradictory feelings regarding the Cultural Revolution. Their 

music, the reactions among the group members, and particularly the leadership of 

their conductor and artistic director Zhang Xin, present conflicting emotions about the 

past and the present. On one hand, these Chinese immigrants fiercely criticize the 

political movement launched by Mao Zedong and carried out by The Gang of Four1 

to the detriment of many people. On the other hand, they reminisce about that 

unique time by performing the music they listened to and learned during the Cultural 

Revolution, thereby subconsciously accepting its ideology and artistic aesthetics. 

1 Gang of Four, known as 四人帮, was a political faction led by Jiang Qing composed of four Chinese 

Communist Party officials, which were Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, and Wang Hongwen. They 
wielded power during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) and executed large scale political 
persecutions throughout the country. In 1980, the Gang of Four was subjected to a show trail and 
convicted of anti-party activities. 
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Nostalgia is a key topic in this thesis. It has become one aspect of the 

academic inquiry into the cultural identity and psychological condition of immigrants. 

Malcolm Chase and Christopher Shaw provide the following definition: 

Nostalgia is experienced when some elements of the present are felt to be 
defective and when there is no public sense of redeemability through a belief 
in progress…It may be intrinsic to the life-experience of individuals, as they go 
through the shifting perspectives of childhood and adulthood.2 

Seemingly, nostalgia is a feeling about the past in the present. However, it is 

somehow different from simply rekindling memories; it is the imagined past as well 

as the imagined future, as Malcolm Chase and Christopher Shaw further discuss, 

“Nostalgia becomes possible at the same time as utopia. The counterpart to the 

imagined future is the imagined past.”3 The imagined past for these Chinese 

immigrants is their time spent during the Cultural Revolution. The term “imagined,” 

here, perfectly represents their contradictory feelings. This dark period of Chinese 

history traumatized the psyche of an entire generation of Chinese, particularly young 

adults, yet this suffering also endows these immigrants with a feeling of tragic 

heroism. These contradictory emotions continue to influence this Chinese immigrant 

generation’s lives and distinguish them from their forerunners as well as 

descendants. 

Svetlana Boym’s statement is apt concerning nostalgia as “a sentiment of loss 

and displacement, but it is also a romance with one’s own fantasy. Nostalgic love 

can only survive in a long-distance relationship”4 The “long-distance relationship” in 

this setting encompasses both geographic distance and chronological distance. This 

2 Malcolm Chase and Christopher Shaw, “The Dimensions of Nostalgia,” in The Imagined Past History 
and Nostalgia, ed. Christopher Shaw and Malcolm Chase (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1989), 15  
3 Ibid., 8.  
4 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), xiii.  
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generation of Chinese immigrants has been living in the United States for 

approximately twenty years. Their music is an attempt to bridge the distance of time 

between the present and their long-lost youth. Andreea Deciu Ritivoi contributes 

meaningful insights to the research on nostalgia with his book, Yesterday’s Self: 

Nostalgia and the Immigrant Identity. Nostalgia, he writes, “[is] defined [as] a medical 

condition developed by people who were away from home and yearned to return but 

were somehow unable to do so.”5 This definition goes back to the 17th century when 

the German term heimweh, translated as "homesickness,” was first used by the 

Swiss physician Johannes Hofer to describe what he believed to be a condition 

suffered by Swiss mercenaries in France and Italy. He associated symptoms, such 

as fainting, high fever, indigestion, stomach pain, and even death to the malaise. 

However, the modern view is that nostalgia is an independent, and even positive, 

emotion that many people experience often.6 However, Ritivoi’s research is based 

on the assumptions that “the environment shapes self-identity, to a point that a 

person is largely a product of the world in which he/she lives, and that people can 

change, sometime even radically, without necessarily compromising their sense of 

who they are.”7 Ritivoi states: 

The pluralistic view is concerned with the preservation of the immigrant’s 
original identity and goes so far as to suggest that communication with the 
culture of origin can play a significant role in allowing a person to function well 
in the host culture.8 
This approach supports one of the points in this thesis, stating that attitudes 

toward one’s country or origin, are sometimes expressed in considerably 

5 Andreea Deciu Ritivoi, Yesterday’s Self: Nostalgia and the Immigrant Identity (Lanham, MD: Rowman 
& Littlefield, 2003), 3.  

6 George Rosen, “Nostalgia: A Forgotten Psychological Disorder,” Clio Medica 10/1 (1975):28–51. 
7 Ibid., 1. 
8 Ibid., 4. 
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complicated emotions that significantly influence immigrant life in their host country. 

This thesis deals with the complexity of emotions that characterize the cultural 

experiences of a specific generation. For this post-Chinese Revolution generation, 

Chinese music represents not only a fond memory, but a contradictory recollection. 

The focus of music-making during this time served the purpose of promoting 

revolutionary ideas. However, this same music was their emotional sustenance, 

because in spite of this, music was virtually the only easily accessible source of 

happiness during the Cultural Revolution. It was one of very few ways of expressing 

emotion and escaping from the harsh reality of that period. 

Feelings of nostalgia resonate among this generation of Chinese immigrants 

and is particularly focused on experiences which so influenced their lives in the past 

and remains with them in the present. Back in China they are often referred to as 失

落的一代 “the Lost Generation.” However, as sociologist Gobin Yang has argued, 

this experience gave many of them “a tinge of glory, making it the ideal material for 

nostalgia,” which he also characterizes as a form of “cultural resistance.”9 In a 

sense, a collective sharing of those experiences of the past – whether it is through 

music-making, conversations, or other forms of expressions – allows for a unique 

cultural bonding and further articulation of their experiences that continues even 

though they are no longer living in China. The revolutionary spirit these Chinese 

immigrants learned in their adolescence during the Cultural Revolution may be lost 

to history and efforts to erase it, lives on in among this generation. The music of that 

era is forever imprinted upon their lives and cherished in their memories and through 

9 Guobin Yang, “China’s Zhiqing Generation: Nostalgia, Identity, and Cultural Resistance in the 
1990s,” Modern China, No. 3 (July, 2003): 270-71. 
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which they connect to that history and experience. The revolutionary musical 

aesthetics, which are representative of ideological meaning and propagandized 

purpose, has become central to the collective memory of this generation. This 

acceptance of the past by Chinese people who experienced is considerably 

controversial. 

Making Chinese music was influenced by revolutionary ideology learned 

during their adolescence and is a cherished reminiscence of their youth. In this case, 

nostalgia indicates the reminiscence of the Red Time10 that has disappeared from 

China’s political stage. The Cultural Revolution and its art are now considered a 

taboo topic avoided by current political leaders, and viewed as a stain on Chinese 

history, harshly criticized by the Chinese people. The Contemporary Revolutionary 

Beijing Opera, for instance, rarely performed in the public. Although China has 

chosen to bury this bleak period of history, the memories of those who lived through 

the Cultural Revolution cannot be so easily erased. In particular, memories of this 

time are seen and heard in HCTMG’s repertoire and the orchestration style 

determined by their conductor, Zhang Xin. In their music, one hears a contradictory 

and complex expression of a longing for the past infused in contemporary 

performance. 

Martin Stokes contributes an insightful work with regards to nostalgia in his 

book, The Republic of Love: Cultural Intimacy in Turkish Popular Music.11 It is a 

cultural history of Turkish popular music from the 1950s-90s.12 The history of this 

10 Red Time is synonymous with revolutionary time, particularly indicating the Cultural Revolution and 
used pervasively in Chinese literature, art, and media.  
11 Martin Stokes, The Republic of Love: Cultural Intimacy in Turkish Popular Music (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2010).  
12 Ibid., 8.  
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period is recorded in the music and reflected by the lives of its popular stars. He 

argues that “Nostalgia for these musicians, mediates public engagement with 

Turkey’s long liberal ‘moment.’ Far from sanitizing the past, this nostalgia continues 

to pose complex and lively questions about public life at a popular level.”13 Music 

plays a vital role of recreating a space that not only allows people to reminisce an 

imagined past, but also to rethink and question the present as a means imagining 

the future. 

In China, the zhiqing were known as the educated youth, or the “sent-down” 

youth, who were exiled to remote, rural areas typically far away from their 

hometowns from 1962 to 1979 during the Cultural Revolution. Approximately 16 

million youth were displaced and sent to rural and impoverished villages – clearly a 

“generation lost.” In 1980, the Central Committee of the Communist Party decided to 

end the movement and allow the youth to return to their families in the cities. Deng 

Xiaoping had already launched a new policy called, “Reforming and Opening Up,” 

which reoriented China’s fundamental national policy from focusing on class struggle 

to economic development. After ten years of progress under the new policy, many 

Chinese people acquired wealth, but this also resulted in unemployment, social 

inequality and a new obsession with consumerism. However, this progress brought 

capitalism back to China along with new business ventures, which enriched many 

lives. During the Revolution, Mao Zedong focused on class struggle as a means for 

eliminating social inequality. He referenced it in many speeches as one of the 

“people’s enemies,” which was supposed to be annihilated after the establishment of 

the People’s Republic of China and therefore reinforced during the Cultural 

13 Ibid., 3. 
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Revolution. This was also the main national policy emphasized by Mao Zedong 

during his reign. 

Guobin Yang’s work is a valuable contribution regarding the experience and 

memories of the zhiqing generation in the 1990s.14 In the 1990s, the generation of 

zhiqing, now in their 4th or 5th decade of life, experienced these social changes, 

making them question modern social values and evoking nostalgia about for a kind 

of lost identity, deep sense of community, humanity and pride in work acquired during 

the Cultural Revolution. From the end of the 1970s and into the 1980s, many artistic 

works, were known as “the literature of the wounded,” because they tended to focus 

on criticizing the Revolution and representing the traumatized generation of the 

zhiqing. However, Yang says that there was a significant wave of artistic works and 

exhibits about the lives and experiences of the zhiqing during the 1990s that 

expressed a different kind of nostalgic response based on dissatisfaction with the 

changing conditions of contemporary Chinese social, economic and cultural life.15 

Wang Yuetang, a member of HCTMG and who plays the erhu (a Chinese 

spiked fiddle) who is also part of the zhiqing generation, expressed this feeling of 

loss in the following quote: 

That was a weird time for us. Some people got rich but they didn’t have good 
educations and they believed in nothing but money. In the Cultural Revolution, 
we believed in Chairman Mao; we believed there would be no exploiting class 
in China anymore; we believed that the new country is going to be the best 
country in the world. We believed many good things and we had a kind of 
spiritual feeling about our lives and our country. But now we are lost. People 
are making more and more money than before, but our spirit is gone. People 
only believe in money. We were poor, but rich in mind; now we are rich, but 
poor in mind. This feeling sometimes emerged in my mind now. Though we 
have a good lives in the United States, we don’t have any spirit. America is a 

14 Yang, “China’s Zhiqing Generation: Nostalgia, Identity, and Cultural Resistance in the 1990s,”: 267-
296. 
15 Ibid., 269-70. 
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great country, but this is still not my home, I cannot feel that. Sometimes, I 
thought maybe China would give me the feeling of home, but turns out it is 
not. This feeling is not just happening on me, many of Chinese immigrants like 
my age have the same feelings. I think this is the reason we have a lot of 
“common language” in music.16 

The word “lost” has two meanings here. First, the loss of “spirit”, or an 

ideological belief, after the Cultural Revolution, particularly indicates the time since 

the 1990s when Chinese government emphasizes on developing market-oriented 

economy causing them to dislike or be disappointment in the ideology of this new 

generation. Second, the experience of coming back to the cities by the sent-down 

zhiqing, complicated their send of home and country. 

It is important to explore here Yuetang’s use of the term “sprit,” which refers to 

a collective sense of fulfillment and pride in having lived a life devoid of material 

possessions and greed. It refers to the old traditions and social order and a utopic 

new world in which there is no exploitation and oppression. After thousands of years 

of feudal regime, colonial rule, and involvement in near-continuous wars since the 

early 18th century, China’s political sovereignty and economic development suffered 

a huge setback. Advocated by Mao Zedong, the revolutionary spirit ignited a hope in 

the country and indeed helped China’s Communist Party win the Civil War (1945-

1949) and became the solitary ruling party. During the Cultural Revolution, this kind 

of revolutionary spirit highlighted and continuously praised by Mao and the political 

authority, and this spirit has become the unique memory of this generation. 

In this case, the remote and indigent villages to which the zhiqing were exiled, 

the cities and homes they left behind for many years, and the typical middle-class 

style houses in the suburbs of Houston, represent three very different ideas of home 

16 Interview with Wang Yuetang in Houston on November 29, 2016. 
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and country. 洋插队, “sent-down abroad,” is a term used by many Chinese people in 

the 1990s, ironically, to describe the situation of the third wave of Chinese 

immigrants now living in the United States. While sociologist Min Zhou and many 

other sociologist have described many Chinese immigrants in the United States as 

“perpetual foreigners” based on race and ancestral roots, I am using this term to 

describe the unique position of the zhiqing who have experienced a lifetime of 

displacement and as outsiders in both China and the United States.”17 

Music, as Yuetang reminds us, is a way to articulate the past, the present, and 

the future together and through the one form of expression from which they can draw 

pleasure and happiness throughout all those disruptions in their lives. Performing 

and listening to this music is a unique form of generational nostalgia that most 

certainly goes beyond simply remembering the past, it fills the spiritual void and 

expresses a unique notion of Chinese identity. 

1.1 Literature Review 

This project builds on immigrant studies in general and the experience of 

Chinese immigrants. Above all, it connects with studies of music among Chinese 

immigrants in the United States. There is a great amount of scholarly literature 

concerned with Chinese immigrant studies. However, there is little scholarly literature 

on Chinese immigrants in Texas. The Folklore of Texan Cultures, edited by Francis 

Edward Abernethy and Dan Beaty, introduces the first and second contingents of 

Chinese immigrants; these Cantonese laborers came from the California gold rush 

17 Min Zhou, Contemporary Chinese America: Immigration, Ethnicity, and Community Transformation 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009), 223.  
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and the construction of the Continental Railway and settled around San Antonio and 

Houston.18 Edward Eugene Briscoe’s article “Pershing's Chinese Refugees in 

Texas,” recounts the specific historical moment that 527 Chinese immigrants were 

brought to Texas from Mexico in the early twentieth century.19 Those Chinese 

immigrants joined the military and supported the U.S. Army due to a shortage of 

labor for the construction of Fort San Antonio. The U.S. government issued these 

Chinese refugees a certificate of identity, allowing them to come to the United States 

to work under the jurisdiction of the War Department. Edward C. M. Chen and Fred 

R. von der Mehden focus on a second generation of Chinese immigrants, usually 

called American-born Chinese, living in Houston.20 In their article, “Chinese in 

Houston,” they discuss the political, economic, and cultural characteristics that the 

postwar Chinese immigrants presented. However, resources pertaining to the third 

wave of Chinese immigrants in the Houston area are extremely limited. 

Immigrant studies provide a foundation for this ethnomusicological study. 

Alejandro Portes and Rubén G. Rumbant, for example, contribute an analysis of 

American immigrants in the book Immigrant America: A Portrait.21 Portes and 

Rumbant consider three immigration phases in U.S. history: The Great European 

Wave, 1880-1930; Retrenchment, 1930-1970; and Rebound, 1970-2010. As one of 

the most important immigrant components in the United States, it is not surprising 

that the three Chinese immigration expansions occurred separately during these 

18 Francis Edward Abernethy, The Folklore of Texan cultures / editor, Francis Edward Abernethy; 
music editor, Dan Beaty (Austin: Encino Press, 1974).   
19 Eugene Briscoe Edward, “Pershing's Chinese Refugees in Texas,” Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly 62, No. 4 (1959), 467-488. 
20 Edward C. M. Chen and Fred R. von der Mehden, Chinese in Houston (Houston: Center for the 
Humanities, 1982). 
21 Alejandro Portes, and Rubén G Rumbaut, Immigrant America: A Portrait, 4th ed. (Oakland: 
University of California, 2014). 
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three phases. It shaped, and was influenced by the broader pattern of immigrant 

waves in the United States. Portes and Rumbant explain the formation of these three 

immigration waves through analysis of domestic, political, and economic 

environments in China, as well as the diplomatic policies in America at the time. 

Portes and Rumbant noted the emergence of “professional immigrants,” that 

is, those who migrate for professional jobs as opposed to as refugees or laborers. 

These immigrants are ethnically, culturally, and socially distinct from former 

immigrant waves. Professional immigrants are the largest group of the third Chinese 

immigrant wave represented in Texas. Portes and Rumbant write that, 

“[P]rofessional immigrants are among the most rapidly assimilated linguistically and 

culturally.”22 This is because their education levels and occupations have enabled 

them to better assimilate into American mainstream culture and society, without 

needing the support of immigrant communities. English is not a barrier. Most 

professional immigrants have passed the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign 

Language) or GRE (Graduate Record Examinations) before traveling to the United 

States; English fluency helps them to assimilate into American middle-class society. 

Chinatowns are no longer the main working and living space for professional 

Chinese immigrants, but only a small portion of their lives. Chinatown is the place for 

shopping for Chinese products, eating Chinese food, and benefiting from Chinese 

featured services, such as Chinese traditional medicine, Feng Shui consultation, or 

Asian style manicures. The majority of their time is spent in what we would consider 

mainstream America because they work for American companies. Professional 

immigrants hold relatively high-level positions in their companies, as increasing 

22 Ibid., 36. 
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economic ties between the United States and China offer good opportunities for 

bilingual workers.23 They also maintain relatively close relations with their families, 

friends, and colleagues in their homeland, since they are able to travel between the 

Unites States and China more freely and frequently.24 They switch cultural 

environments conveniently by choosing cultural products in their homes. For 

instance, the music they listen to, the TV programs they watch, and the movies they 

choose mainly are Chinese products. Many of the Chinese immigrants’ families have 

TV players that can play the same TV shows and movies at the same time as 

mainland China. Chinese New Year Gala, for instance, the most important TV show 

that celebrates the traditional Chinese New Year, is available on their TV at the 

same time as China. The new Chinese cultural fashions can be seen in the Chinese 

immigrant families immediately, for those whose memories are imprinted by the 

influence of the Cultural Revolution, music is almost the only thing that they would 

not change. 

Revolutionary music is intentionally avoided in the mainstream media. 

Revolutionary films, Operas (referred to as “Model Operas”), literature, and paintings 

vanished with the end of the Cultural Revolution. But Chinese immigrants preserved 

music which expressed the spirit of the Revolution; it embodies a longing for and a 

need to reconnect to those formative years of their unique experience. Since 

professional Chinese immigrants are not professional musicians, but learned and 

practiced music during the Cultural Revolution, their music does not connect to the 

Chinese academic music style that developed in the conservatories in the post-

Cultural Revolution in China. By contrast, many musical groups in New York, Los 

23 This is based on the field work of this thesis. 
24 Ibid., 36. 
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Angeles, and San Francisco feature the music of the pre-Cultural Revolution or 

contemporary conservatory-style music with a Western classical influence. Not so 

among the members of HCTMG and we will see in later chapters. 

The study of immigrant culture intimately relates to the concern of cultural 

identity, which focuses on cultural heritage and transmission. Homi Bhabha, one of 

the most influential scholars in the movement to redefine post-colonial and minority 

cultures, emphasizes cultural hybridity instead of the narrow perspective of originary 

ethnic traits. In the book Location of Culture, Bhabha states that 

What is theoretically innovative, and politically crucial, is the need to think 
beyond narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those 
moments or processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural 
differences.25  

With the term “beyond,” Bhabha indicates that ethnic heritage no longer 

dominates people's characteristics; rather, change and modification through 

experiences shape a nondeterministic cultural identity. Bhabha’s theoretical model is 

useful for the study of Chinese immigrant music. By interrogating social and cultural 

experiences, one may ask, “Why is the music presented in this way?” or “Why are 

people making music in this way?” – which is a crucial step beyond simply 

questioning “what,” “who,” and “how.” 

In a few resources from Chinese scholars who focus on immigrant issues, 

Yang Fenggang contributes an insightful work in this area. In his book, Chinese 

Christians in America, Yang discusses three identities among Chinese-American 

Christians: Chinese identity, American identity, and Christian identity.26 These three 

25 Homi Bhabha, Location of Culture, (New York: Routledge, 1994), 2. 
26 Fenggang Yang, Gui Yi, Tong Hua, Die He Shen Fen Ren Tong – Bei Mei Hua Ren Ji Du Jiao Yan 
Jiu, (Chinese Christians in America: Conversion, Assimilation, and Adhesive Identities) (Beijing: Ethnic 
Press, 2008). 
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identities mirror the struggle, negotiation, resistance, persistence, and compromise in 

Chinese immigrant history. Yang writes, “Many of the contemporary Chinese 

endured several grave disasters, war, social instability, political movements, and 

natural disasters. Many of those who emigrated to another country either were 

physically or emotionally reluctant to leave their country.”27 

Therefore, to escape hardships and pursue happiness, these Chinese 

gradually depart from their “special political belief[s]” and strong consciousness of 

“homeland,” and begin their journey to the West. From reluctant emotions, one can 

feel the hesitation, confliction, loss, perplexing, remorse, and unwilling moods among 

these Chinese immigrants. However, their success, failure, satisfaction, and 

disappointment in the new continent reflect not only the cheerfulness from achieving 

the “American dream” and the frustration of being lost in the “American dream,” but 

also the reminiscence of their homeland. This forms a special interweaved condition 

as American but maintaining a “Chinese heart.”28 This emotional condition makes 

many feel homeless. In this case, sharing a collective memory helps them find their 

“homeland” in their heart. These collective memories also reside in their musical 

memories. 

This thesis builds on past studies of Chinese immigrant music and culture in 

California and New York City conducted by Ronald Riddle, Su Zheng, and Debora 

Wong among other scholars. One group of scholars, such as Su Zheng and Ronald 

27 Ibid., 7. “许多当代中国人,在战争、社会动荡、政治 运动、自然灾害中经历了不只一次深重的灾难。

许多中国人被迫加入无论是身体上还是精神上都不情愿的移民行列。”——Translation by Yuxin Mei 

28 This term is literately translated from Chinese term 中国心, which is from a popular song called 我

的中国心，”My Chinese Heart” This song, sung by Zhang Mingmin, a Hong Kong popular singer, was 

phenomenally prevalent in the early 1980s. This term conveys the meaning of Chinese soul or spirit, 
which highlights patriotism. 
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Riddle, established an approach to Chinese immigrant music based on the 

researches on New York and Los Angeles metropolitan areas. Su Zheng’s book, 

Claiming Diaspora: Music, Transnationalism, and Cultural Politics in Asian/Chinese 

America, is an outstanding work that explores the musical and cultural histories and 

phenomena of Chinese immigrants in New York. Many professional musicians and 

artists who came to New York, recognized as a global metropolis that provides a 

place for diverse music and arts. New York City draws more Chinese immigrants is 

because of its more globalized status. As Zheng explains: 

[S]ince the 1980s, New York City has gradually assumed the most important 
place in Chinese American musical life. This change was brought about by 
both the shifting patterns of Chinese immigration and the ascendance of New 
York to the status of a global city, drawing an immense transnational influx of 
capital, artists, cultural productions, agencies, and political power.29  

Zheng divides these professional musicians into two categories: those 

specializing in Western music and those specializing in traditional music. Some of 

them joined mainstream American musical organizations by gaining further training 

in America, and some became largely engaged in private music teaching within 

Chinese American communities. Also, many professional musicians have to give up 

their music careers due to economic necessary. Many of them must work in jobs 

unrelated to music, as cleaners, waiters, waitresses, or vendors. Unlike New York, 

Houston barely provides opportunities for those professional musicians who want to 

pursue a professional career in music. In my research, the HCTMG addressed in this 

research is a non-professional music group; making music provides neither a 

successful career nor economic profit for the group members. 

29 Ibid., 110. 
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Kyle Jeffcoat also has focused his research on Chinese immigrant music in 

New York City. His thesis, “Negotiating the Modern National Orchestra on 

Transnational Terrains: A Comparative Study of Two Modern Chinese Orchestras in 

America,” concentrated on the study of two major Chinese Orchestras – Chinese 

Music Ensemble of New York (CMENY), and Chinese Music Society of North 

America (CMSNA).30 Jeffcoat provides a detailed and specific analysis of these two 

Chinese immigrant musical organizations based on field work. Jeffcoat compares the 

music style, performance characteristics, and the receptions of the two Chinese 

music organizations, which reflects the musical tradition and cultural traits of the 

Chinese immigrants who live in New York City. 

Ronald Riddle’s study of the Chinese opera and music clubs in San Francisco 

is considered pioneering research in Chinese immigrant music. He recognizes that 

Chinese opera is a traditional reminder and cultural symbol used by American-born 

Chinese who brought the cultural relics of their homeland into their American cultural 

dynamic.31 Unlike the relatively rich studies focusing on the East Coast, 

contemporary Chinese immigrant music studies on the West Coast are very rare. In 

order to gain credible information, I interviewed two musicians who have lived in Los 

Angeles since 1996. They are retired from the China Conservatory of Music in 

Beijing and started running private Chinese traditional music schools in the same 

year in Los Angeles. The enormous number of Chinese immigrants and American 

born Chinese in Los Angeles provide the basis for their success. The musical groups 

30 Negotiating the Modern National Orchestra on Transnational Terrains: A Comparative Study of Two 
Modern Chinese Orchestras in America, National Digital Library of Thesis and Dissertation in Taiwan, 
accessed April 10, 2014. http://ndltd.ncl.edu.tw/cgi-
bin/gs32/gsweb.cgi/login?o=dnclcdr&s=id=%22098NTNU5612058%22.&searchmode=basic 
31 Ronald Riddle, Flying Dragons, Flowing Streams: Music in the Life of San Francisco’s Chinese 
(Westport: Greenwood Press, 1983), 223-24. 
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and organizations in the California and Washington State largely present the music 

style of contemporary Chinese conservatory style. 

A second group of scholars has produced studies of musical performance and 

cultural consumption among Chinese immigrant communities. Debora Wong, for 

example, considers that “performance is a site of cultural production rather than 

reflective of social realities”, and she concentrates on performance and the 

performative in relation to Asian Americans as a broad group, especially in diverse 

urban centers.32 Thus, from the angle of performance studies, Wong’s book, Speak 

It Louder: Asian Americans Making Music, sheds light on questions of “What is the 

music of Asian Americans?” and “How are they making music?” 

Examining the sounding environments that the Chinese immigrants live in is 

another major component of research in this thesis. Sound studies have increasingly 

drawn the attention of ethnomusicologists recently, because it provides various 

angles to observe and understand the intention and purpose of music making and 

sound making. Sound making reflects people’s living, cultural, and social 

environments. Furthermore, sounding environment embodies people’s cultural, 

educational, ethnic, moral, aesthetic values and backgrounds. 

The sound environment is embodied through listening. What the Chinese 

immigrants listen to and listen through/in are major areas of concern in this thesis. 

Undoubtedly, language is the most important issue for immigrants. For most 

immigrants, speaking the language of their adoptive country is the basic requirement 

for assimilating into mainstream society. However, they maintain their native 

32 Debora Wong, Speak It Louder: Asian Americans Making Music (New York: Routledge, Taylor and 
Francis Books, Inc., 2004), 4. 
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language in their private sounding environments. Fran Tonkiss believes that 

preserving one’s own language environment relates to memory recall. 33 

In addition to focusing on listening to, listening through/in is another major 

concern in this case. If listening to is about recalling memories, then listening 

through/ in reflects imagination. Don Idhe contributes valuable work in his book, 

Listening and Voice, Phenomenologies and Sound.34 He considers that one’s 

“auditory experience” forms “auditory space” in which people share their 

experiences, emotions, and memories.35 From this point, one can understand that 

immigrants share their collective memories by listening through or listening in the 

sound they make and create. The research on sounding environment that the 

Chinese immigrants live in is discussed in detail in Chapter 4 of this thesis. 

Literature on the topic of the Culture Revolution is substantial, however, for 

this thesis, I will focus on the academic resources of zhiqing and youth in the Cultural 

Revolution. The Cultural Revolution was a vital political movement that changed, 

shaping the entire country and the lives of the people who experienced it. Today, the 

Cultural Revolution has been referred to as the “Ten-Year Chaos” or “Ten-Year 

Havoc” and criticized by Chinese political authority, mass media, intelligentsia, and 

much of the populace. The Cultural Revolution was officially launched on August 8th, 

1966, with the passing of the "Decision Concerning the Great Proletarian Cultural 

Revolution." Mao Zedong claimed that "a great revolution that touched people to 

their very soul and constitutes a deeper and more extensive stage in the 

33Fran Tonkiss, “Aural Postcards: Sound, Memory and the City,” in The Auditory Culture Reader, ed. 
Michael Bull and Les Beck (Berg: Oxford University Press, 2003). 

34 Don Idhe, Listening and Voice, Phenomenologies and Sound (Albany: State U of New York, 2007). 
35 Ibid., 212-213.  
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development of the socialist revolution in our country" by Mao Zedong. Mao further 

declared that: 

Although the bourgeoisie has been overthrown, it is still trying to use the old 
ideas, culture, customs, and habits of the exploiting classes to corrupt the 
masses, capture their minds, and stage a comeback. The proletariat must do 
just the opposite: It must meet head-on every challenge of the bourgeoisie [...] 
to change the outlook of society. Currently, our objective is to struggle against 
and crush those people in authority who are taking the capitalist road, to 
criticize and repudiate the reactionary bourgeois academic "authorities" and 
the ideology of the bourgeoisie and all other exploiting classes and to 
transform education, literature and art, and all other parts of the 
superstructure that do not correspond to the socialist economic base, so as to 
facilitate the consolidation and development of the socialist system.36 

The “old ideas, culture, customs, and habits” collectively known as the “Four 

Old,”37 representations of the cultural products and legacies of bourgeois, were 

destroyed throughout the country. 

Many youth volunteered to live in the remote and isolated countryside to work 

as peasants, farmers, or laborers, at the beginning of the movement. They 

volunteered participation because their ideology and worldview aligned with the 

enthusiastic patriotism advocated by Mao’s thoughts. Furthermore, they believed 

that there would be more employment opportunities in the remote countryside 

because prior to this, many citizens had moved to urban areas for work and they 

thought that there were few jobs left for them in the cities. 

However, the intense physical labor and the arduous living environment 

chilled the revolutionary fervor of the zhiqing; the hardship and isolation made them 

36 “Decision Concerning the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, adopted on August 8, 1966, by the 
CC of the CCP (official English version),” The Róbinson Rojas Archive: The Political Economy of 
Development, accessed March 27, 2017, http://www.rrojasdatabank.info/16points.htm.  
37 The term "Four Old" first was used in the article “Sweep Away All Monsters and Demons,” on 
People’s Daily edited by Chen Boda, on June 1, 1966.  
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question the Cultural Revolution.38 The zhiqing found happiness only in visiting their 

families maybe once a year, and in enjoying the limited cultural products such as 

films, music, or literature available to them. However, these products also served as 

propaganda for the Cultural Revolution. Gu Xiong39 recalls his life as a zhiqing: 

Watching movies was a rare event, something that happened once or twice a 
year… Only a very limited number of films were screened in those days, 
including the Soviet film Lenin in 1918…. Because of the tight controls on 
culture and art, very few works were performed. Each local region organized 
its own “Chairman Mao’s Thought Entertainment Group” to put on local 
productions of the model theatrical works selected and promoted by Mao’s 
wife, Jiang Qing. My brother and I joined our regional group, which toured and 
performed in various villages. Although the peasants knew more than we did 
about farming, we distinguished ourselves with our superior artistic talent and 
earned their respect…We were always hungry, but we ate well – there was 
meat at every meal – so this was the best possible life at the time.40 

Like Gu Xiong, most zhiqing joined the local chapters of “Chairman Mao’s 

Thought Entertainment Group,” where they could have not only better food and the 

respect from the peasants, but also relief from the hopelessness of their daily lives. 

Those who had any proficiency in art, music, painting, dance, or Chinese operas, 

would be admired and respected by the peasants, who had very few opportunities to 

access arts before the Cultural Revolution. They were able to travel around the local 

areas and visit other zhiqing. They associated this happiness with the revolutionary 

music, which was one kind of the small amount of music that they played, listened to, 

and enjoyed. 

Clearly, the Cultural Revolution impacted the zhiqing’s life in negative and 

traumatic ways. However, there were a few benefits. Sociologists Xueguang Zhou 

38 Gu Xiong, “When We Were Young: Up to the Mountains, Down to the Villages,” in Art in Turmoil: 
The Chinese Cultural Revolution 1966-1976, ed. by Richard King, Ralph Croizier, Shentian Zheng, 
and Scott Watson (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2010), 110. 
39 Gu Xiong, is a multimedia artist from China. He is currently teaching at the University of British 
Columbia.  
40 Ibid., 114-115. 
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and Liren Hou found out that more zhiqing had attained college education before 

they went to countryside than the urban youth who did not experience the “sent-

down.” Additionally, these sent-down zhiqing tended to be more economically 

successful than those who were not sent away after the Cultural Revolution.41 Based 

on the data analysis and field research, Zhou and Hou note that there are two 

possible reasons for this outcome. First, the experience of living and working in rural 

areas may have provided zhiqing a capability, which helped them to smoothly 

relocate to urban areas when they came back. Second, the sent-down experience 

also fostered zhiqing’s unique life perspectives, which may strengthen their 

perseverance and risk-taking attitudes. According to Zhou and Hou, the sent-down 

experience, adaptability of relocation, sociability, and learning capability, not only 

benefited the zhiqing’s lives in China, but helped them assimilate in the U.S. life as 

the third generation of Chinese immigrant.42 This discussion is relevant to my thesis 

since the director of the HCTMG as well as many performers and audience members 

are of this generation. This experience is central to their choice of repertoire, 

performance style and mode of articulating a collective nostalgia for a Chinese 

identity not shared by all Chinese today. 

1.2 Three Waves of Chinese Immigration to the United States Impact Musical 

Expression 

In 1976, with the fall of Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, the leader who 

succeeded him began a new chapter in the country. Deng ended the Cultural 

41 Xueguang Zhou and Liren Hou. “Children of the Cultural Revolution: The State and the Life Course 
in the People’s Republic of China,” American Sociological Review 64, No. 1. (1999): 12-36.  
42 Ibid., 32. 
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Revolution and reopened the National College Entrance Examination (NCEE), which 

had been suspended during the Cultural Revolution. Millions of zhiqing returned to 

their hometowns and joined or rejoined colleges through taking the newly reinstated 

NCEE. They became the first college and graduate school students of the Post-

Cultural Revolution generation. Many of them where the first to obtain opportunities 

to study abroad and the United States was the most desired destination. Due to their 

educational backgrounds and professional experience, these new arrivals gradually 

became a large part of the third generation of immigrants to the United States, often 

characterized as “professional immigrants.” 

According to the U.S. Migration Policy Institute and the Geographic Boundary 

Change Notes of the U.S. Census Bureau (which tracks immigration statistics in the 

United States), over the last twenty years, large numbers of Chinese immigrants 

chose to settle in Texas. Specifically, many Chinese have moved to the Houston and 

Dallas-Fort Worth metropolitan areas since the 1990s.43 This can be explained by 

Texas’s relatively low cost of living compared to New York or California, and its 

ability to offer more opportunities for immigrants to join the middle class. Note that 

Figure 1.1 shows that the Houston metropolis has the largest number of Chinese 

immigrants in the Southwest.44 

43 “Geographic Boundary Change Notes on the United States Census Bureau” Migration Policy 
Institute of the United States, accessed January 10, 2014, 
https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/boundary-changes.html 
44 “Chinese Immigrants in the United States,” Migration Policy Institute of the United States, accessed 
January 10, 2014, http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/chinese-immigrants-united-states. 

23



Figure. 1.1. Top concentrations by metropolitan area for foreign born from China,
2009-13.  

Why would Chinese immigrants choose Houston as their destination instead 

of the more established Chinese immigrant centers on the West and East coasts? 

There are reasons why Houston, as the most important metropolitan area in the 

southwestern part of the United States, plays a significant role in attracting 

increasing numbers of Chinese immigrants. 

Economic growth is the most important reason. In Figure 1.2 below, we can 

perceive that the economic GDP contribution by states is a convincing explanation 

that Texas possesses considerable economic attractiveness for those who are 

seeking stable employment.45 In fact, Texas is fairly somewhat better than New York 

and California in GDP growth. 

45 “Gross Domestic Product by State: Third Quarter 2016,” U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, 
accessed March 10, 2017, 
https://www.bea.gov/newsreleases/regional/gdp_state/qgsp_newsrelease.htm.  
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Figure. 1.2 

Meanwhile, the Houston Metropolitan Area indeed is the economic center of 

Texas and even the Southwest. 

Figure. 1.346 

46 “Gross Domestic Product by Metropolitan Area,” U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, accessed 
March 10, 2017, 
https://www.bea.gov/newsreleases/regional/gdp_metro/gdp_metro_newsrelease.htm. 
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Undeniably, energy, manufacturing, aeronautics, and transportation are the 

mainstream industries, as well as the health care sector with the foremost medical 

institutions. Thus, since the 1990s, an increasing number of Chinese immigrants, 

particularly the “professional immigrants,” who work in petroleum, manufacturing, 

medicine, and other industries, chose Houston as their second hometown mostly 

because of the improving economy and comparative lower living costs. After 

struggling for more than twenty years with their economic and social status, 

Houston’s Chinese immigrants gradually integrated into the economic and social 

mainstream and became a financially secure middle class, which is able to choose 

their employment and personal life. However, the dramatically difference of lifestyles 

between China and the United States has a gap that isolated their youth from their 

adult time. The gap is the imagined past of their youth and the reality of America. 

The have achieved the American dream and successfully integrated into the social 

mainstream, but the former, the unique collective experience in their youth 

complicates their nostalgic feelings. 

By holding comparatively higher educational backgrounds than previous 

Chinese immigrant generations, third wave Chinese immigrants are better able to 

fulfill their American dream of assimilating into mainstream American culture.47 Due 

to the Cold War, China, a country governed by Communist Party, was isolated from 

the Western world for almost a half century. Thanks to the “Reforming and Opening 

Up” policy, many young Chinese people gained the opportunities to study outside of 

China. Making a living in order to support a family back in China is no longer the 

primary reason immigrants travel thousands of miles to come to the United States. 

47 Portes, and Rumbaut, Immigrant America. 
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Additionally, the new, relatively unrestrictive political environment in China has 

reduced the number of dissidents during recent decades. 

In order to understand this newest wave of Chinese immigrants, this study 

examines music making and performance among immigrants in Houston as an 

expression of cultural memory and nostalgia as well as a means for expressing an 

identity that brings the past into the present. The first wave of Chinese immigrants to 

the United States sought to create a familiar space in an alien environment through 

the familiar melodies, rhythms, and timbres of music. Cantonese folk songs, for 

instance, expressed the feeling of sadness as a result of being separated from 

family, and hometown. Chinese women who married immigrant laborers, called Gold 

Mountain wives, sung folk songs from their hometown, Canton area, expressing the 

sojourner’s sentiment. Below are lyrics from a song recorded in Chinese American 

Voice: From the Gold Rush to the Present Los Angeles by Gordon Chang: 

In the second reign year of Haamfung, a trip to Gold Mountain was made. 
With a pillow on my shoulder, I began my perilous journey. 
Sailing a boat with bamboo poles across the seas, 
Leaving behind wife and sisters in search of money,  
No longer lingering with the woman in the bedroom,  
No longer paying respect to parents at home.48 

This song expresses the sentiment of leaving home and family behind. 

The first Chinese immigrant generation came to the United States to escape 

the destitute domestic economy in China, which was the consequence of the 

disastrous First Opium War (1839-1842), followed by the Second Opium War (1856-

1860). As war reparations, the defeated Qing Government had to pay a tremendous 

amount of the compensation to the United Kingdom, and this destroyed China’s 

48Gordon Chang, , Him Mark Lai, and Jude Yung, Chinese American Voices: From the Gold Rush to 
the Present Los (Angeles: University of California Press, 2006): 7 
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domestic economy. The Gum Shan, or Gold Mountain in California, ignited the hope 

of improving the economic condition among the poor people. Even today, San 

Francisco is still called Jiu Jin Shan, Old Gold Mountain, by the Chinese. The severe 

economic predicament “encourages” immigrants to undertake a perilous journey in 

search of money to save their families from poverty. Those Chinese immigrants were 

primarily illiterate and working as the lowest laborers, constructing railways, or 

working in mines or factories. The most essential music activity was singing 

Cantonese folk songs and the Cantonese Opera, a folk opera which originated in 

Guangdong, where the majority of the early Chinese laborers came from. They 

believed they would save enough money to go back to China eventually; they never 

considered the United States as their home or where they would spend the rest of 

their lives.49 Singing Cantonese folk songs and Cantonese Opera reminded them 

that they had not forgotten their hometown and helped fuel the hope of reunion with 

family. 

The second wave of Chinese immigrants settled in the early Chinatowns of 

San Francisco and Los Angeles, as well as the East Coast. There were also those 

who preferred to live outside of Chinatowns both on the East and West Coasts, and 

aspired to assimilate into the mainstream of the United States.50 However, the 

ethnomusicological research focused on the third generation on the West Coast are 

extremely rare. Los Angeles, for instance, has a considered number of Chinese 

music groups and orchestras because of the huge Chinese immigrant population. 

49 Min Zhou and Mingang Lin, “Cong Xin Yi Min he Xin Hua Ren Yi Min Ju Ju Qu Kan Mei Guo Hua 
Ren Yi Min She Qu de Bian Qian,” (The Review of the Changes of the Chinese American Immigrant 
Community from the New Immigrants and the New Chinese Immigrants Centers), Cultural Geography 
17 (2003): 115–120; Zhu Ping, Chao Longqi. The New Exploration of the Reason of the Early Chinese 
Immigrants’ Migration. Journal of Yantai University Philosophy and Social Science Edition, 23, No. 2, 
(2010): 106–110. 
50 Zheng, Claiming Diaspora, 55-56 
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The music they prefer to practice and perform is closely following the contemporary 

music style which is the Chinese conservatory style. 

Organized by All American Youth Federation and associated by Cornel 

School of Contemporary Music and China Conservatory of Music, Muse International 

Festival for instance, attracted various Chinese musicians and groups both from the 

United States and China to perform traditional and contemporary Chinese music in 

Los Angeles. These performances are professional and feature the conservatory-

trained style. Actually, many of the institutions in Los Angeles are founded by 

professional musicians who came from China since the later 1990s. 

Chinese immigrant musical organizations, such as the Chinese Music 

Ensemble of New York (CMENY) or the Chinese Music Society of North America 

(CMSNA), researched by Kyle Jeffcoat are the most representative musical groups 

that actively perform in the Northeastern United States. Their main musical activities 

and behaviors serve, above all, to express cultural identity. The music style 

represented by the music groups in New York, for instance, is the style of the early 

1950s and the Chinese music repertoire after the 1980s, which considered 

“authentic” Chinese music by the group members. This repertoire excludes the 

music style from the middle 1950s to the end of the 1970s, which is the period when 

multi-political movements occurred in mainland China. During this period, China was 

isolated from the international stage in politics, economics, and culture. Even 

common communication between family members who lived inside and outside 

China became difficult. The Chinese government, mainly through Mao’s policies, 

profoundly damaged Chinese traditional culture. Mao’s art guideline – “Make the 

Foreign Serve China; Make the Past Serve the Present” – dictated that art fulfill the 

needs of class struggle and should benefit the proletarian class. Music’s purpose, he 
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believed, is for celebrating the triumph of the proletariat. Mao’s oppressive cultural 

policy did not change until the end of the 1970s. It is not difficult to understand that 

music from this period is excluded by those music groups of the traditional Chinese 

immigrant centers in the East and West Coasts which are normally organized by 

non-mainland Chinese immigrants. 

In order to attract a Western audience, Chinese music groups in New York 

are interested in presenting the music style combined Chinese traditional music and 

Western music elements. This music style, so called New Music, features 

conservatory style of the late 1980s in mainland China. Much of modernized Chinese 

traditional music was created which is influenced by Western musical aesthetics and 

culture, due to an increasing number of Western music works introduced into China. 

Unlike the combination of the Western music with traditional Chinese music in the 

1960s and 70s, which was emphasized on “Make the Foreign Serve China,” this 

time, Chinese traditional music accepted the Western music completely. 

Compositions, for instance, apply Western compositional methods to music played 

on traditional Chinese music instruments. Much of the absolute music appeared and 

broke the tradition of program music in China.51 Many composers incorporate 

Western harmonic and music structures into Chinese music, which is melody 

dominated. Chinese scholars consider this “new music style” a result of 

Westernization, and they named it 西风东渐 – a Western wind in Chinese style. 

Immigrants in the traditional Chinese immigrant centers, such as New York, 

prefer the so-called new-music ensembles, which Zheng explains: 

51 Here I am referring to absolute music in opposition to program music, that is, music that has no 
program or storyline attached to it. 
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The music composed by these Chinese American composers includes 
orchestral works for conventional Western symphony orchestra or opera, 
chamber music for various new-music ensembles, experimental works for 
unconventional instruments, music for Chinese instruments, and compositions 
for mixed ensembles of both Chinese and Western instruments.52 

Zheng also states that along with the Chinese ensembles, “the activities of 

these Chinese American composers have made New York one of the most important 

strongholds for the development of both Chinese and American new music.”53 In 

contrast to what is typically performed by Chinese immigrants in New York and 

California, HCTMG plays music that represents different cultural aspirations. 

HCTMG emphasizes neither their national identities, nor their identity as a minority, 

nor the interest in new-music experiments. Rather, after achieving a stable middle-

class life, its members typically use musical activities to share the unique 

experiences of their youth during the Cultural Revolution and to emotionally 

communicate with contemporaries through music. 

Chinese immigrants did not come to Texas due to economic or political 

pressures at home. In fact, many of them travel between China and the United 

States freely for work and business. For example, one of the members of the 

HCTMG volunteered works for a particular educational institution for autistic children 

both in China and the United States. He travels between the two countries at least 

once a month. Geographic boundary is no longer a barrier impeding him to visit or 

return to his homeland. The internet and social media also allows for a more 

convenient and economical communication between countries. 微信 (Wechat), for 

instance, produced by Tencent Inc. in China, has about 650 million active customers

and connects Chinese users around the world. Breaking geographical limitation, the 

52 Zheng, Claiming Diaspora, 150. 
53 Ibid., 155. 

31



internet indeed contributes significantly to connecting Chinese throughout the 

world.54 Chinese immigrants watch and listen to Chinese TV programs along with 

people in China simultaneously. However, the influence of a globalized culture and 

the economic oriented policy reinforced by the current Chinese government has 

removed the memory of the musical arts of the revolution from the lives of 

contemporary Chinese people. 

1.3 The Houston Chinese Traditional Music Group (HCTMG) and Statement of 

Research Problem 

According to Zhang Xin, the current artistic director and conductor of the 

HCTMG, the Taipei Economic and Cultural Office (TECO) in Houston initially 

founded a group with the purpose of helping Chinese immigrants from Taiwan to 

maintain their connection to Chinese traditional arts. TECO provided financial 

support, including the purchase of Chinese instruments, secured rehearsal space, 

performance venues, and supported additional Chinese cultural activities. It was the 

first traditional Chinese music organization performed in Houston. However, due to 

the lack of involvement of professional musicians, the development of the group 

stagnated. The situation did not change until several professional and amateur 

musicians from mainland China began to participate in the group in the early 

1980s.55 

Over the past twenty years, as the participation of mainland Chinese 

musicians in the group has increased, Taiwanese participation has decreased. This 

54 “Tencent Announces 2015 Third Quarter Results,” Tencent Home Page, accessed January 7, 2015, 
http://www.tencent.com/en-us/content/at/2015/attachments/20151110.pdf 
55 This information mentioned here is based on first field work in November, 2013. 
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fluctuation in membership caused the group to disband and reestablish itself several 

times over the years. Most recently, HCTMG was officially reestablished in 2010 and 

began to hold regular rehearsals and performances in the Houston area. Nowadays, 

HCTMG has more than twenty active regular participants and an additional fifteen 

musicians who participate in major concerts, to support the wind, string, and 

percussion sections. These musicians, invited by conductor Zhang Xin, are 

professional musicians and music major students, who play violin, viola, cello, horn, 

flute, and percussion, actively performing in the Houston and Dallas area. 

The importance of this research relates to ideas about music performance 

and practice; to understand this I focus on four aspects of musical activities and the 

sounding environment in which these Chinese immigrants from HCTMG live. First, I 

studied the group’s repertoire – which specific music pieces they selected and why. 

Second, I examined the group’s organization, since the Chinese orchestra presented 

by HCTMG typically represents the characteristics of the reformed Chinese 

orchestration established in the 1960s. Third, I observed attitudes toward performing 

traditional music, which represents the early music education and experiences of the 

group’s director, and many of the performers during the Cultural Revolution. The 

concept of “traditional music” has changed in the last half century in China, due to 

the influence of the artistic policy “Make the Foreign Serve China, Make the Past 

Serve Present” and followed the political movement of “Destroying the Four Old” in 

1966. The “Four Old” – Old Customs, Old Cultures, Old Habits, and Old Ideas – 

were considered anti-proletarian, which needed to be swept from people’s lives and 

minds. Traditional music, including folk music and elite music, were considered as 

the products of the Old Cultures and Old Ideas, which needed to be criticized and 

discarded. With the pervasive propagandizing of the revolutionary art, a new 
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“traditional” music combining Western elements, Western orchestration, but 

exclusively conveying revolutionary thoughts, was established. Traditional music had 

been replaced by the new “traditional” music. This is the “traditional music” typically 

presented by HCTMG. Fourth, I researched the sound environment associated with 

the members’ daily and family life. What the Chinese immigrants listen to and listen 

through/in significantly embody these people’s cultural attitudes toward their past 

and present. 

The Cultural Revolution not only impacted politics, economics, and the culture 

of China, but more significantly, it changed an entire generation’s moral views and 

cultural attitudes. Like many Chinese, third wave immigrants in the United States 

(including those in Houston) have criticized the violent persecutions and social 

destruction China experienced during the Revolution years. However, in an ironic 

twist, many of them remember those years with a sense of longing and nostalgia. 

They use the music featuring the influence of the Cultural Revolution to memorize 

the spirit they had in the past and lost in the present. It is this dialectic of emotions 

that underscores this research project. HCTMG’s philosophy, repertoire, 

instrumentation and presentational features are deeply linked to these opposing 

emotions. 
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CHAPTER 2  

HCTMG COMES INTO ITS OWN 

2.1 The Early Erhu Group 

In 2006, Peng Zhuoxi, an erhu player and a work-from-home Chinese 

immigrant who came to Houston in the early 1990s, had been playing for fun with 

three other erhu players. After a while they decided to form a group and play for the 

community. Their main purpose of this group was neither to acquire financial benefit 

nor promote Chinese musical culture. The initial idea was simply to help his second 

child, who was diagnosed with Autism at the age of 4 to participate in normal social 

activities. 

Peng’s son displayed musical talent at a very early age. He started practicing 

cello at eight-years-old and joined the Houston Second Youth Orchestra when he 

was fourteen. Even though the boy’s musical talent was recognized by his musical 

instructors and the conductors of the orchestra; his unstable behavior – murmuring 

all the time, never paying attention to the conductor during performances, and hardly 

communicating with other orchestra youths – isolated him from others during the 

rehearsals and performances. Considering this situation, Peng tirelessly tried to find 

a solution to help his son communicate with others and obtain more opportunities to 

learn and understand the world in which he lives. At a dinner with friends, Peng said 

that he hoped he might be able to bring his son into the group and a way to help him 

become more socialized. This idea was warmly supported by his friends and three 

friends officially created the group together. Later, more erhu players from the 

community were added. Besides Peng, the members included Yang Wanqing, Xin 

Lei, and Yang Jiahua. Yang Wanqing and Xin Lei worked at insurance companies, 

and Yang Jiahua was working at an energy company until he retired two years later. 
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A few months later, Wang Yuetang, who had worked at the Houston Medical Center 

as a data researcher since he emigrated from China in 1995 joined the group as 

well. 

A shared passion for the erhu allowed each of them to reach a consensus of 

creating this larger group quickly. Peng Zhuoxi, Yang Jiahua, and Xin Lei all received 

musical training when they were working as zhiqing. The repertoire they learned 

were Contemporary Beijing Opera, revolutionary songs, or revolutionary ballet 

music. Some of them, like Wang Yuetang, escaped from the “sent-down” because 

they did not reach the minimum age of sixteen; only those older than sixteen could 

become a zhiqing. However, staying at home did not mean he would have an ideal 

life since all the schools, from elementary to universities, had to suspend normal 

teaching. Students were only taught Maoism, and therefore, the youth stayed at their 

homes freely and purposelessly. However, many of the young kids listened to music 

from the many radio programs, which, of course, were only the revolutionary arts. 

Wang Yuetang was one of them. He picked erhu as his first musical instrument, 

since erhu is comparatively inexpensive and more portable than other instruments. 

Unlike Wang Yuetang, other group members (Yang Wanqing, Yang Jiahua, Xin Lei, 

and Peng Zhuoxi) learned and practiced music when they lived in the villages as 

zhiqing. 

In 2008, the five erhu players became a performing group and called 

themselves the Houston Erhu Ensemble. They regularly performed for the Chinese 

community for more than a year. However, they realized that the music they played 

was very limited, and the style of the performance was monotonous. They started 

seeking other professional musicians to help them improve their performance. 
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2.2 Zhang Xin Taking the Position of Art Director 

After a couple of months, Xin Lei brought exciting news to them: he found a 

professional erhu player and conductor to help the group. The professional musician 

he recommended was Zhang Xin. Zhang was born in Shengyang, the capital of the 

Liaoning Province in Northern China, in 1953. He started learning and practicing 

erhu when he was in middle school, and he actively participated in the school music 

group for three years. In his adolescent and young adult years, he encountered the 

Cultural Revolution. 

During the Cultural Revolution the main cause for the persecution of Chinese 

intellectuals was that these individuals —“Capitalist Roaders” as they came to be 

known—liked the idea of capitalism more than communism. In 1969, Zhang and his 

family, his parents and three siblings, were exiled to the Kuandian Man Minority 

Autonomous District, the area on the border between China and North Korea, 

because his father was considered a Capitalist Roader by political authorities. For 

more than ten years after their exile, Zhang's family became farmers in the remote 

and isolated mountain area. In 1970, because of his music specialty, Zhang was 

selected to be a music accompanist to work in a traditional opera group in the 

Kuandian area. After one year, he was chosen to become a soldier to serve in 

military performing troupes based in Shenyang. Though Zhang was not zhiqing, his 

experience during in the Cultural Revolution was very similar to zhiqing. 

In the ten years of the Cultural Revolution, the Revolutionary Model Opera, 样

板戏 called Yang Ban Xi, firmly occupied the cultural stages – music, plays, movies, 

and other art forms – in the whole country. Therefore, the only music allowed to be 

performed was music from the Revolutionary Model Opera and its related musical 
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works. The Revolutionary Model Opera, mainly indicates the Eight Revolutionary 

Model Operas, which includes The Legend of the Red Lantern (Beijing Opera), The 

Taking of the Tiger Mountain (Beijing Opera), Sha Jia River (Beijing Opera), The 

Harbor (Beijing Opera), A Surprise Attack of A White Tiger Regiment (Beijing 

Opera), The Red Detachment of Women (ballet), The White Haired Girl (ballet), and 

Sha Jia River (Beijing Opera symphony). 

The Revolutionary Model Operas were promoted by the “Gang of Four,”

particularly by Jiang Qing. These operas were based on stories from the 

“revolutionary period”, which depicted the victory of the proletarian and socialism 

during the War of Resistance Against Japan (1937-1945), the Civil War (1945-1949), 

and the Korean War (1950-1953). These operas no longer performed the traditional 

stories or folklores – emperors, kings, generals, chancellors, handsome scholars, 

and beautiful ladies, or myths and legends—instead, they extoled heroic workers, 

peasants, and soldiers, the representatives of the proletarian. This was under the 

demand of Mao, “Make the Past Serve the Present.” Figures 2.1 and 2.2 illustrate 

the distinctions between traditional Beijing Opera and Revolutionary-style Opera. 

Notice that the traditional costuming and make-up, an art form unto itself that goes 

back many years, has been replaced by the uniforms of the People’s Liberation 

Army. 
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Figure 2.1 Traditional Beijing Opera: The Legend of White Snake56 

Figure 2.2 Revolutionary Beijing Opera, Taking of the Tiger Mountain57 

Musically, the Revolutionary Model Opera presented the last part of the 

guideline—“Make the Foreign Serve China.” Contemporary Beijing Operas adopted 

Western orchestration combined with traditional Beijing Opera instrumentations to 

56 “The Success of the Reproduction of The Legend of White Snake,” Sina Entertainment, accessed 
November 27, 2015, http://ent.sina.com.cn/j/2010-09-30/23533103077.shtml 
57 “Inside China: the Reproduction of Taking the Tiger Mountain,” BBC China, accessed November 
27, 2015, 
http://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp/comments_on_china/2014/12/141231_column_tiger_mountain_x
uke 
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create a new style of Beijing Opera. This “new” musical form required the musicians 

and composers to become specialized in Western and Chinese musical systems. 

Zhang Xin was one of these musicians. Zhang regards this period as an important 

developmental phase of his musical career as he explains below: 

I cherish that time, even though we could only play Yang Ban Xi, but it gave 
me many great opportunities to practice my musical techniques, and I must 
thank the tightly scheduled performances; it is because of that that I can 
pick up my music after more than fifteen years of interruption in musical 
practice upon arriving here. I studied Western harmonic theory and 
orchestration, the theory of music analysis and composition. The entire 
system was introduced from the Soviet Union since the 1950s, and 
practiced it with my performances. It was a great time for me.58  

His words reflect a special connection with his musical experience during the 

Cultural Revolution. That attention to rigorous practice and almost military-style 

training had its benefits and is an experience typical of many of today’s successful 

musicians and composers in China who lived during this time. 

Zhang unreservedly criticizes the Cultural Revolution on any occasions. He 

even wrote an article and published it in Southern Chinese Daily News criticizing a 

new work entitled “Ask the Sky and the Earth: A Cantata for the Sent-down Youth”,59 

which was performed by a Houston-based Chinese choral group calling themselves 

the “Sent-Down Abroad.” He said that “there was nothing good but sadness and 

tragedy among zhiqing” and any kind of reminiscence of zhiqing is idolizing the 

Cultural Revolution. However, as director of the HCTMG he arranges the music 

utilizing the Revolutionary-style of orchestration, combining western and Chinese 

traditional instruments. 

58 Interview with Zhang Xin, in Houston, November 1st, 2013 
59 This Cantata, composed by Huang Dongling and the lyrics by Su Wei and other writers, is the 
musical work of the commemoration of the forty-years of send-down. The premiere was in 
Guangzhou, China, 2008.  
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In 1976, Zhang retired from the military and became a government employee. 

He later worked as an art critic at the Art Theory Academic Office in the Liaoning 

Province. In 1989, because of his involvement in the Tiananmen Square Protest and 

the government saw this as a criminal act, Zhang lost his job lived life as a fugitive. 

In 1992, Zhang finally received a U.S. visa and came to Houston. 

When Xin Lei asked Zhang to become the group’s director, Zhang gladly 

accepted without any hesitation. As director, Zhang helped them set up regular 

rehearsals every Friday night and gave erhu private lessons as well. On other days, 

Zhang rearranged Chinese ensemble music for this small erhu group, which includes 

Wang Yutang, to improve their technique and enrich their performing styles. Figure 

2.3 is of the erhu section rehearsal led by Zhang Xin. Zhang will often give 

individualized coaching to some of the erhu players. 

Figure 2.3 The erhu section rehearsal. Photo taken by Yuxin Mei. Houston, 
November 12, 2013. 

After several months, Zhang introduced other musicians and instruments such 

as pipa (four-string lute), guzheng (zither), yangqin (hammered dulcimer) and dizi 
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(bamboo flute) to this group. Peng’s son, of course, became the first cello player to 

join the group. Zhang also invited many members of the Taiwanese music group. 

This group had not very been very active because there are very few Taiwanese 

musicians, either professional or amateur, living in Houston. However, under 

Zhang’s direction, the Taiwanese group joined them. Besides the group simply 

getting bigger, many of those Taiwanese members brought many instruments to the 

group as well. Some of the instruments were even purchased by the Taiwanese 

government. 

However, the harmonious atmosphere did not last very long. Gradually, 

political and cultural differences emerged and made these Chinese, coming from the 

two sides of the Taiwan Strait, tense during rehearsals and performances. 

Taiwanese members became absent from rehearsals and performances, and 

eventually disappeared from the group entirely. Zhang Xin recalled this dramatic 

event when I interviewed him for the first time in Houston. He expressed ambivalent 

feelings. On one hand, he expressed that he regretted that those Taiwanese group 

members left the group because of the political bias; on the other hand, he firmly 

believed in mainland China’s political strategy towards Taiwan. Actually, the 

fundamental divergence between mainland Chinese and Taiwanese is that the 

former believe that Taiwan is part of China, while the latter consider Taiwan an 

independent country. When Taiwanese group members implied or articulated their 

independent status, it provoked dissent among mainland Chinese members. 

The Taiwan issue, indeed, has almost always been the most sensitive political 

issue in China. The Chinese government has been vehemently promoting and 

propagandizing the policy of a Single China in which Taiwan is a part of China but 

with different political and ideological systems. This political strategy has been 
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assimilated into various artistic forms—music, Chinese Operas, dance, paintings, 

literature, and films—pervasively, especially during the Cultural Revolution. Almost 

forty years isolated from each other, ingrained biases and divergences have become 

deeply rooted into Chinese and Taiwanese peoples, with the Houston music group 

as a microcosm echoing the political drama. Culture always echoes politics and that 

is no surprise. 

HCTMG moving forward has not been impacted by the absence of the 

Taiwanese members. On the contrary, an increasing number of new and young 

players joined this group, because of the enthusiastic promotion of Zhang Xin. Zhang 

contacted many musical clubs and groups in Houston, such as private piano 

schools, string-instrument studios, dance clubs, and choruses in Chinese 

communities, and he recruited various musicians, both professional and amateur, 

including yangqin, erhu, guzheng, pipa, as well as some Western instruments, such 

as cello, violin, viola, bass, flute, oboe, and horn. 

Figure 2.4 The 2015 “Yellow River” Fall Concert of HCTMG. Photo taken by Sun 
Jingjing, Houston, 2015. 

43



This is not a typical Chinese ensemble or orchestra, but this is the exact 

orchestra formation for Contemporary Beijing Opera. 

Figure 2.5 The revolutionary opera music ensemble rehearsal. Photo taken during 
the Cultural Revolution.60  

It’s no surprise that the repertoire and instrumentation has been profoundly 

influenced by the Chinese Revolutionary style given Zhang’s own musical training 

experience. Figure 2.4 and 2.5 obviously prove this point. This Chinese-Western 

hybrid orchestra was “innovated” in the Cultural Revolution, by following Mao’s artist 

guideline – “Make the Foreign Serve China.” This orchestration style is rarely seen in 

China now, but Zhang followed this tradition. 

60 “Gui Dong Art-Light Cavalry,” Chenzhou Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference, accessed March 20, 2015. http://www.czszxw.gov.cn/zx/10843/content_415163.html 
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This current version of HCTMG aim to create a space to share their music to 

benefit the Houston’s Chinese community as a means of remaining connected to 

their Chinese culture and heritage. Since then, they have established two official 

concerts in the spring and fall every year with the full orchestra and smaller salon-

style performances, such as erhu ensembles and plucked instrument ensembles. 

After seven years as a professional organization, HCTMG has more than thirty 

regular members, including several professional musicians, and various guest 

performers, including many American and European musicians. In January 2015, 

HCTMG performed a Chinese New Year’s concert, in which more than seventy 

musicians performed fifteen pieces in the program. In the concert, they invited the 

Consul of Houston Chinese Consulate General to attend the concert, which marked 

that HCTMG had become one of the most important cultural representatives of 

Houston. The music performance, the activities, and the relationship among the 

participants consist of a micro-stage on which the group members express their 

emotions about the past in China and the present in the United States. 

Music is one of the important ways in which the Chinese immigrant 

community remains connected. However, the music is not just a tool for 

entertainment, but also a vehicle to express and echo their nostalgia within their 

current lives. Music-making for the members of HCTMG and their audience 

collectively articulates the zhiqing ambivalent attitude toward Chinese modernity.61 

The collective memory of HCTMG members, and their experience as zhiqing, 

distinguishes them from other generations. The emotion towards the Cultural 

Revolution for these immigrants is complicated and contradictory. None of them are 

61 Guobing Yang, 278. 
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of the opinion that the Cultural Revolution provided any benefit for China, but they 

believe that art, particularly music, from the Cultural Revolution has its own value 

that needs to be preserved. Playing this music and the nostalgia they and their 

audience feels when listening to it provides a means of remaining connected to their 

unique past and making a part of the present. 
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CHAPTER 3 

GOING TO THE FIELD 

3.1 The First Observation 

On November 1, 2013, after a four-hour drive from Denton to Houston, I 

arrived at my destination, Zhang Xin’s house, around midnight. Zhang’s house is 

located on the east side of Houston, close to the old Chinatown. The house is small 

but cozy, decorated with Chinese paintings and calligraphy. Zhang was waiting for 

me alone because his wife, an inpatient nurse at MD Anderson Cancer Center, was 

on night duty. Zhang prepared a midnight snack – zheng baozi, steamed stuffed bun, 

typical in Northern China – for us. During the late meal, Zhang spoke briefly about 

the history of HCTMG, his life in China, and some of his personal struggles in 

American society. When I asked him about his true reasons for quitting his job in 

China and fleeing here, he remarked: 

After the Tiananmen Square protests, I realized that I had to leave. 1995 was 
my first time setting foot on the U.S. soil; I have worked like a slave since then. 
But I am so proud of myself because I brought my family here only one year 
later. In those twenty years, I worked in a Chinese restaurant, in delivery, for 
different companies, as a vendor and my last job was my Chinese craftwork-
knife store. I have done everything but music. But I met Xin Lei couple years 
ago, and he invited me to help them to create a Chinese music group, so 
eventually I am making music again; I thought I would not play Chinese music 
anymore.62  

Zhang’s passion for Chinese music infects me. It ignites my curiosity and 

desire to see what he and his compatriots in Houston are making of Chinese music. 

Moreover, after our midnight chat I became aware of how different Zhang Xin’s 

concept of traditional music was from my own. From his discussion, seemingly, 

Chinese traditional music indicates the music from the 1960s to the 1990s. Zhang 

62 Interview with Zhang Xin, in Houston, November 1st, 2013 
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believes, traditional Chinese music should feature the revolutionary style, which 

highlights national and ethnic identities. This music features the revolutionary 

heroism that describes the Chinese people’s struggle for the independence of their 

country from colonization and to modernize their political system. This heroic spirit is 

a critical part of their national and ethnic identity. These lofty political and spiritual 

beliefs influenced the whole generation who lived through the Cultural Revolution. 

Zhang Xin calls it is the “true spirit” of the Chinese tradition, which he says has been 

lost. The spirit is so significant that it becomes the core values that binds these 

Chinese immigrants together to share in their collective experience. For HCTMG, 

music is an efficient tool that brings them back to an honorable past from their largely 

materialistic present. 

Zhang considers any music before the Cultural Revolution to be 

unprofessional or just folk music by amateurs. After the 1980s, Chinese traditional 

music, taught in the conservatories is considered professional, but highly 

westernized. Erhu music, for instance, has been adapted from the violin repertoire. 

One example is “The First Erhu Rhapsody” composed by Wang Jianmin in 1988 

placing more emphasis on virtuosic playing. This challenged the program music 

tradition in Chinese music. Later, an increasing number of such violin works were 

adopted for erhu and gradually evolved into a new style, now aspired to by many 

contemporary erhu performers. Zhang, however, criticizes this style, remarking that it 

“went too far away from the tradition, and only focused on the so-called ‘new 

techniques.’” Thus, he affirms his belief that traditional Chinese music is the music 

that embodies China’s traditional values and aesthetic thoughts. Zhang believes that 

traditional Chinese music should reflect the Chinese spirit, energy, and soul (精、

气、神). Folk music, which before the 1950s, was regionally-specific and lacked the 
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national ideology and contemporary perspectives. The music in the twenty-first 

century, on the other hand, stubbornly stuck to a Western avant-garde style, which 

abandoned the traditional aesthetic values—clear and beautiful melodies, simple 

rhythm, and contemplative. Thus, he is engaged in preserving and retrieving “his” 

traditional music in the performances of HCTMG, which is that of the Cultural 

Revolution. Living in the United States and working to obtain the American dream, 

these Chinese immigrants “are filled with a strong sense of longing for the warmth, 

fellowship, and passionate feelings experienced in the past.”63 It is that “spirit” that 

many of the music have been talking about. Music from the past opened a time 

tunnel bringing them back to those simultaneously passionate and harsh years. 

On the morning of the second day, we arrived at the Land Park Commercial 

Building to visit the rehearsal. Around 9: 20 am, the rehearsal started. It unfolded in 

two stages: first the chorus rehearsed; then the instruments with the chorus. The first 

piece was “Zang Hua Yin” (The Chant of Burying Flowers), which is a famous choral 

piece in China. Zhang is also the conductor and responsible for the rehearsal with 

the chorus. There were six tenors, four mezzos and six sopranos in the chorus. 

Zhang used the erhu to help the chorus keep on pitch. But it is hard for a conductor 

who is playing an instrument to also conduct, so Yang Wanqing, another erhu player, 

took an accordion from the storage room and accompanied the chorus. Later, Zhang 

told me that Yang started practicing accordion at the time when he was zhiqing. His 

first teacher was an exiled accordionist from the Soviet Union who was living in a 

northern Chinese village. 

63 Guobing Yang, 284. 
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The rehearsal was going smoothly, even though it was the first rehearsal of 

this piece. When the singers took their first break, Zhang Xin and Wang Yuetang 

shared with me that some of the singers are professional musicians, and that there 

are many choral groups in Houston. 

Figure 3.1 The first section of the rehearsal of “Zang Hua Yin.” Photo by Yuxin Mei, 
Houston, November, 2013 

At 10 am, the Chinese instrumental musicians came in and joined the 

rehearsal. The chorus and instruments together, however, did not go smoothly 

because the orchestra was evidently lacking several musicians, such as the pipa, 

zhongruan (four-string plucked instrument), dizi and suona (Chinese double-reed 

horn) players. In addition, the percussion section was only recently arranged by 

Zhang and none of the percussion section players were professional musicians. The 

percussionists continually made mistakes, but Zhang Xin appeared very patient and 

helped them practice repeatedly. 
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Figure 3.2 The second section of the rehearsal of “Zang Hua Yin.” Photo taken by 

Yuxin Mei, Houston, November, 2013. 

At the second break, Zhang Xin asked me if I would like to join their rehearsal 

to help the pipa section, so I took my instrument to join them. The group uses the 

numbered music notation system, which has been the primary and most popular 

notation system in China since 1904. 
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Figure 3.3 Excerpt of the erhu music from “Ye Shen Chen.” Photo taken by Yuxin 
Mei, Houston, January, 2014. 

The musical score in Figure 3.3 consists of two parts: one is the melody 

above and the other the music for the erhu (with the red mark). Zhang made this kind 

of music score for the group members. It differs from the format I am used to using 

when playing Chinese music, where only the individual instrument melody is given to 

each player. However, in Zhang’s amateur group, the overall melody is given along 

with that of the instrument. It really helps the amateur musicians because they can 

follow the melody to play their own music parts and it helps them to not get lost, 

which typically happens for these players who are not familiar with counting 

measures or recognizing the conductor’s gestures and signs. 

Figures 3.4 is an excerpt of the musical score arranged by Zhang for violin on 

top and below it for erhu from a pipa concerto “Hua Mulan.” The original version of 
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this concerto is for pipa solo and Chinese orchestra, which has no western 

instruments, except cello and double bass. The violin part is derived from the erhu 

music. In the erhu music, it is still with the melodic line. This piece also features 

viola, cello, double bass, flute, trumpet, oboe, and clarinet along with other traditional 

Chinese instruments. 

Figure 3.4 Excerpt of the violin music from the pipa concerto “Hua Mulan,” Photo 
taken by Yuxin Mei, April 10, 2017 

The orchestration by Zhang, has been criticized by many professional 

musicians and even some of HCTMG’s members. They say this style is not authentic 

Chinese music, nor is it western music, but that it is neither “fish nor fowl.” Once I 

asked Zhang about his orchestration and he pointed out that “this is a new tradition 

of Chinese music.” This style of westernized Chinese orchestra is a typical method of 

composition commonly used in contemporary Revolutionary operas. Tradition, here, 

is complicated and has multiple layers. This is another example revealing the 
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ambivalent attitude about the Cultural Revolution. As previously mentioned, Zhang 

fiercely attacked the Cantata commemorating the send-down generation movement 

performed recently on the one hand, but on the other he himself is preserving the 

Revolutionary spirit in his own arrangements for the group. 

After the third break, we started the second musical piece, Hunting Tiger up 

on the Mountain,64 which is derived from a Yang Ban Xi, the Revolutionary Model 

Opera. It is music for pipa solo and orchestra, but since the pipa soloist was absent, 

it made the rehearsal more difficult. Besides the solo section, another important 

music role is the horn, which was performed by an eleven-years-old boy. This piece 

is characterized as being in the Beijing Opera style, which is full of rubato and 

frequent switches of tempo and rhythmic patterns. These changes confused the boy 

and he got lost on several occasions. Even though he played at half the original 

tempo, the conductor was still very patient to help him to correct it. I privately 

suggested that the conductor add another instrument to help the boy, but he 

declined. 

Zhang told me that he wishes more and more that the young generation—who 

are known as ABC by Chinese community, American Born Chinese—should 

understand and appreciate Chinese music and that the best way to attract them is by 

letting them join the music group. Therefore, he called off the audition, which used to 

be part of the process of recruiting musicians, and encouraged group members to 

64 Taking Tiger Mountain by Strategy 智取威虎山 is one of the Eight Revolutionary Model Operas 

played during the Chinese Cultural Revolution. The story is based on the novel Lin Hai Xue Yuan (林

海雪原) by Qu Bo. The novel is based on the real story of a famous battle that happened in 1946 

during the Chinese Civil War. This piece pervasively performed during The Cultural Revolution in 
China, and the music was known and spread throughout the whole country.  
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bring their children to the concerts and rehearsals. Now, there are at least six 

teenagers playing in the group, and, interestingly, all of them play Western 

instruments, including clarinet, flute, viola, horn, cello and double bass. Zhang 

rearranges the music for every piece, adapting it for Western musical instruments. 

A dramatic moment happened while rehearsing the Hunting Tiger up to the 

Mountain. When they had to stop several times because of the mistakes made in the 

percussion section by Yang Jiahua. Zhang was very unhappy with that. He even 

shouted at Yang, saying, “Everybody could make this mistake, but not you!” Later, 

Zhang added “this music is part of our lives, it flows in our blood!” Yang was very 

humbled and he apologized repeatedly, murmuring “Yes! It is! It is! How could I, how 

could I!” Others, like Wang Yuetang, Yang Wanqing, and Xin Lei poked fun at him, 

laughing loudly and saying, “How could You! Look at You!” 

I was shocked. Why could Yang not make this mistake? The Taking of the 

Tiger Mountains was very popular, no doubt, but why so vital for them? I thought 

back to my family, and a similar experience that my parents had, but I have never 

seen them express such vigorous emotions. My parents are Beijing Opera 

performers and both were the lead performers of the Contemporary Beijing Opera 

troupe. However, as far as I can recall, they rarely discussed the Contemporary 

Beijing Opera’s music with such dramatic feelings. They love Beijing Opera, 

however, it is only part of their careers and artistic accomplishments. Why, then, is 

this music so deeply and emotionally embedded into the lives of Zhang and his 

colleagues? My whole project was ignited by this question caused by Zhang Xin. 

During break, Zhang and I had a very short conversation that evoked another 

question in me. Zhang and I have different understandings of and ideas about the 

concept of “Traditional Music.” Zhang applies many Western instruments and 
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arranges the music to adapt to the instruments. On the one hand, the music that he 

selected for his program is concentrated in the period from the 1960s to 1990s. His 

repertoire rarely includes folk music, which is the most important part of the Chinese 

traditional music system. On the other hand, he does include repertory featuring a 

“new” Chinese musical style, made popular in the 1980s by various ensembles such 

as Silk String Quintet or Plucking Quintet—the former created by Hu Dengtiao and 

associated with Shanghai Conservatory and the latter formed by Liu Dehai and 

connected with China Conservatory—that marked the first climax of Chinese 

traditional music after the Cultural Revolution. Traditional music for Zhang and the 

other group members, however, is the music that has the mark of the revolutionary 

characteristics. This is distinguished them from other Chinese music groups on the 

East and West Coasts. 

3.2 The Second Observation 

I have been thinking and trying to find out why they choose this musical style, 

and what the cultural meaning is behind their music activities. Answers became 

increasingly clear after my second visit to HCTMG. This time I visited the erhu 

section rehearsal, which was at one of the performer’s homes. They practiced a dizi 

concerto, “Chun Dao Xiang Jiang” (The Spring of Xiang River). As usual, Zhang 

conducted the three-hour rehearsal, with the help of the principal of the erhu section. 

“Chun Dao Xiang Jiang” is a representative dizi solo music composed by Ning 

Baosheng in 1976. This piece did not draw the attention of dizi performers until the 

late 1980s, because people were fascinated with using the word “spring” to express 

their joyfulness of the end of the Cultural Revolution. Spring, here, is a metaphor of 

new hope of the country. In the early 1990s, “Chun Dao Xiang Jiang” entered the 
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repertoire of most dizi players. But ten years later, this piece and other music in the 

same style, which is characterized as the antiquated style—post-Cultural Revolution 

style—gradually faded away from the stage, while the various new dizi performing 

techniques were invented and new musical styles emerged. Zhang programs this 

piece often, and it is the one most frequently performed in the group’s repertory. 

During the section rehearsal, I asked the dizi player about the reason that she 

performs this piece so frequently, and he implied that this piece caters not only to 

Zhang’s taste, but also that of other “older” players and the audience. 65  

Figure 3.5 Dizi solo “Chun Dao Xiang Jiang” performed by Li Zequan at the 2015 
Spring Concert. Photo taken by Sun Jingjing, Houston 2015. 

Wang Yuetang told me the reason they like “Chun Dao Xiang Jiang,” or that 

kind of music in general: “This is the music that we heard, sang, learned, and 

enjoyed all the time when we were young. This is not only the music we love, but the 

music we used to immerse with. Look at us, the old fellows, only this kind of music 

could give us the sweet memory of our youth,” he said. From his words and 

particularly from his emotional expression, I realized that this music is not only their 

65 From 2014 to present, Dizi solo “Chun Dao Xiang Jiang” is continually performed on the HCTMG 
concerts.  
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sweet memory, but more significantly, their collective memory of the turbulent 

revolutionary years. 

In order to understand the purpose of organizing this music group, HCTMG, 

we need to keep in mind the significant role of music and the specific musical 

influences of the collective memory of the 1960s. Wang Yuetang says: 

Music was our only hope when we were living in remote mountain 
areas and the countryside, and is my only hobby in America now. I can 
tell you, but you may not truly understand how, when we lived in a 
strange village suffering from famine, loneliness, homesickness, 
exhaustion from hard labor and a prison-like living environment, the 
most beautiful thing was the music, especially, Yang Ban Xi. Everyone 
can sing, can perform Yang Ban Xi, it was the only way to make 
ourselves laugh and sing, and the only moment we might not suffer 
from the horrible feeling of homesickness. All of us have been living in 
the United States almost twenty years or more; Chinese music is our 
antidote of nostalgia. This is the main reason the conductor, Zhang Xin, 
and the old guys, like us, want to create a music group, which is a 
space where we can share our memories, speak Chinese, eat Chinese 
food, and talk about our youth.66 

I cannot stop thinking about his words, their “memories,” the intangible and 

powerful force attracting them to come together, even though from others’ views, 

those memories seem so ghastly and excruciating. But music, as they said, was the 

only antidote, which was their relief from the pain and suffering. 

After the erhu section rehearsal, the group members gathered in the host’s 

kitchen to help the two cooks—the wives of Wang Yuetang and Ma Jin—set up the 

dinner. They brought their food together and created a Chinese feast featuring 

various regional flavors. They told me that this is part of the rehearsal, and they 

really enjoy it. Indeed, gatherings always end with food in China. Without eating and 

chatting together, the rehearsal is not perfect. The group members cherish this 

66 Interview with Wang Yuetang in Houston, November 12, 2013. 
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opportunity to share their food, and their lives. Music, like Chinese food for them, is 

their memory and their nostalgia. 

Figure 3.6 Wives were preparing the food. Photo taken by Yuxin Mei. Houston, 

November, 2013. 

3.3 Going onto the Stage with HCTMG 

For an ethnomusicologist, participant-observation is the most valuable and 

significant opportunity to observe, experience, and evaluate the projects that we 

research. My identity as a Chinese music performer allowed me the opportunity of 

not only participating in the musical activities, but more importantly, immersing 

myself as an insider, while observing objectively as an outsider. As the guest 

performer, I was invited by Zhang Xin to perform a pipa and saxophone duet with my 

schoolmate, and as the principal pipa performing the other ensemble pieces on the 

Chinese New Year’s Concert of HCTMG in 2014 and 2015. 

On January 10, 2014, the Chinese New Year’s Concert was performed at the 

Anderson High School Performance Center. The dress rehearsal was held four 

hours before the concert. Not all the performers were punctual at the dress 

rehearsal, because some of them were still working in the afternoon and Zhang 

looked anxious. Wang Yuetang, for instance, was called to work on Saturday 
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afternoon by his office manager. When he arrived at the performing venue hurried 

and rushed, Zhang even shouted at him, saying, “Hurry up! Hurry up!” I wondered 

how these group members could abide Zhang’s tenacious and even obstinate style 

of leadership. I expressed my curiosity to Wang. His answer was profound:  

All of us respect Conductor Zhang very much. He is so talented and so 
passionate about Chinese music. For us, this group is our ‘nostalgia 
club,’ but it is his career for him. Conductor Zhang should have had a 
very successful career in China, according to his background, however 
it has been wasted for some reason. His passion affects us and 
influences us. Certainly, we are not professional musicians, nor have 
we wanted to make money or present Chinese culture from our 
performances. We do not have those aspirations, of course. Now we 
have a comparatively stable life, and our children already have their 
jobs, their lives, so this moment, for us, is the perfect moment to realize 
our dreams that we had and savor our lives, especially our 
reminiscence of China. Conductor Zhang can help us to achieve our 
goals, so we’ve never complained about his being so severe. On the 
contrary, we are sincerely thankful to have Conductor Zhang. He 
strives to promote this group and improve our musical techniques so 
vigorously and he has not gained any financial benefit from this. As you 
may notice, the style of the leadership of Conductor Zhang looks more 
like the leaders in Cultural Revolution, which is fiercely criticized by 
Conductor Zhang. Sometimes we thought this is pathetic, since the 
behaviors he presents that turns out he hates a lot. But he could not 
realize it.67 

Wang’s words indeed answered a question that had been on my mind for a 

long time. The Chinese immigrants, considered the “Model Minority” —gained higher 

education, possessed successful careers, received stable incomes, low crime rates, 

and maintained high family stability—for thriving in the United States, they struggle to 

assimilate into the mainstream of society. They endeavor to acquire higher education 

and pursue ideal work positions. They spend most of their income assisting and 

encouraging their children to seek a more respectable social status. On the other 

hand, without severe financial pressure, the immigrants have the necessary free time 

67 Interview with Wang Yuetang, January 10th, 2014 
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that allows them to revisit their lives in the two countries. In order to realize their 

American dreams, many of them sacrificed their Chinese dreams, which may have 

been the chance of developing their musical talent or some other pursuit. Thus, 

making music is the ideal vehicle for commemorating their younger years and 

indulging in the haunting nostalgia. Music is not only a hobby, but also the collective 

memory for those Chinese immigrants who experienced the dramatic political 

movements. 

The figures below are some of the rehearsal and concerts of HCTMG. Yet 

they are not professional musicians, but the deep emotion and passion on Chinese 

music are demonstrated evidently. 

Figure 3.7 Zhang Xin was conducting the dress rehearsal of the 2014 Chinese New 
Year Concert. Photo taken by Nina Tang. Houston, January, 2014. 
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Figure 3.8 Zhang Xin was conducting the dress rehearsal of the 2014 Chinese New 
Year Concert. Photo taken by Nina Tang. Houston, January, 2014. 

Figure 3.9 Zhang Xin was conducting the dress rehearsal of the 2014 Chinese New 

Year Concert. Photo taken by Nina Tang. Houston, January 2014. 
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Figure 3.10 The dress rehearsal of the 2014 Chinese New Year Concert. Photo 
taken by Nina Tang. Houston, January 2014. 

Figure 3.11 Wang Yuetang and the erhu section rehearsed. Photo taken by Nina 
Tang. Houston, January 2014. 
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Figure 3.12 Xu Ruiqing Rehearsed erhu solo piece. Photo taken by Nina Tang. Houston, 
January 2014. 

Figure 3.13 The brass section in the dress rehearsal. Photo taken by Nina Tang. 
Houston, January 2014. 
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Figure 3.14 Zhang Xin performed the Jinghu solo “Ye Shen Chen” in the 2015 
Chinese New Year Concert. Photo taken by Sun Jingjing. Houston, January 2015. 

Figure 3.15 Zhang Xin conducted the 2015 Chinese New Year Concert. Photo taken 
by Sun Jingjing. Houston, January 2015. 
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Figure 3.16 The 2015 Chinese New Year Concert. Photo taken by Wang Yuetag. 
Houston, January, 2015. 

Figure 3.17 The 2015 “Yellow River” Fall Concert. Photo taken by Wang Yuetang, 
Houston, October, 2015.  
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Figure 3.18 The 2015 “Yellow River” Concert in 2015. Li Tiemei and Li Yuher duet 
from Yang Ban Xi, The Legend of the Red Lantern. Photo taken by Wang Yuetang. 
Houston, January 2015.  

These pictures display only a few moments from the concerts that I performed 

with the group in 2014 and 2015. The conductor’s passion and the obsession of the 

group members are conveyed vividly. Their emotions affect not only themselves but 

also the audience. After the concert, I interviewed a young man, who is an American 

born Chinese from a middle-class family. His Chinese is not very fluent, so the 

conversation was mostly in English. 

Q: How was the concert do you think? 

A: It was pretty good. I liked it. 

Q: Are you familiar with Chinese music? 

A: No. But my parents sometimes play Chinese music at home. 

Q: Do you like the music they played? 

A: Yes. Some of them. 

Q: Then, is there any music they played you don’t like? 

A: Beijing Opera, I think. (Laughed) 

Q: Why?  

A: The timbre is too sharp to fit my ears. 
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Q: But there are three pieces that were adopted from Beijing Opera music in 

this concert. Are you okay with that? 

A: Yes, I like them. But I think they are quite different. 

Q: Do you know why your parents are so fond of Beijing Opera music? 

A: They told me that they only listened to Beijing Opera when they were high 
school students in China. 

Q: Are you interested in any Chinese music instrument? 

A: Oh yes! I like erhu. It sounds very soft and the music is full of Chinese 
flavor.  

Q: Will you continually come to the group’s concerts in the future? 

A: Sure! You know my parents they really like this group. I can see the special 
feeling from their faces at the concert. I want to know about their past in 
China, since I’m not going back to China with them regularly.  

Q: Do they go back to China every year? 

A: Yes. Very frequently. At least once a year. My dad even went to China 
twice in the last six months, because his company wanted him to develop the 
market in China. 

Q: Is there any difference between a Chinese music concert and a Western 
music concert? 

A: Well. Here (Chinese concert), the audience looks like they know and 
understand the music very well. You know, when they played the piece called 
Taking the Tiger Mountains I can see many of the audience were very 
excited, my parents especially. (Laughed) 

Q: Have you heard this piece before? 

A: Oh yes, many times. My parents always play that piece. It looks like it was 
very popular in the 1960s in China, right? 

Q: Yes, it is. It is one of the representatives of the Contemporary Beijing Opera 
masterpieces.  

A: It is really fascinating! 

...... 

Memory, again, is the keyword here. The music that was pervasive in their 

younger years is the haunting nostalgia within their Chinese dreams. Making music 

is not the purpose for the Chinese immigrants nowadays, but the method that 

conveys the collective nostalgia and the negotiation of the American dream. 
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CHAPTER 4 

LISTENING TO THE SOUND WE MADE 

4.1 Two Layers of Listening 

In previous chapters, we focused on the aspect of music making among these 

Chinese immigrant musicians and how they perform it for their community. However, 

listening also plays a significant role in their daily lives. Their listening habits and 

preferences allow them to express a more intimate type of collective nostalgia, 

another means for articulating this unique form of Chinese identity that merges the 

past with the present. 

Listening, as a vital perceptual function, makes us know, understand, 

experience, and imagine the world we live in. Listening is not only a function that 

helps us access the outer world but, more importantly, is a subjective action that is 

both selective and motivated. Historian Elizabeth Foyster notes that listening is “a 

crucial part of the everyday.”68 David Hendy argues “senses such as listening have 

always been a part of our private domestic life, our thoughts, our feelings, our 

memories as well.”69 Besides listening to, another layer of listening is listening 

through.70 Here, I would also use “listen in” to reinforce the condition that people 

immerse in the sounding environment they created for evoking the “imagined past.”71 

What we listen to embodies the cultural, historical, social, and economic environment 

in which we are immersed. What we listen through is the concept that is beyond 

“listening to.” Listen through concerns the imagination. In this chapter, I will examine 

68 Elizabeth A Foyster and Christopher A. Whatley, A History of Everyday Life in Scotland 1600 to 
1800 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), 217. 

69 David Hendy, A Human History of Sound and Listening (London: Profile Books, 2013), 103. 
70 This is inspired by a seminar discussion conducted by Louis Meintjes on October 21th, 2015.  
71 This was suggested by Dr. Steven Friedson after discussing the precise usage of “listen through” in 
the thesis.  
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how immigrants living in a different cultural and social environment construct a 

sounded niche in their living spaces which allows them to experience a unique 

imagining of home, place and connectedness. 

Listening records and embodies our history. However, due to the limitation of 

technology, we have lost most of the history of listening. Various sound study 

projects have tried to recreate a sounded history by extensively and systematically 

studying the written archives. Initiated by John Hope Franklin Humanities Institute at 

Duke University, the Soundbox, an online sound study, for example, is an 

extraordinary exemplification of historical sound recreation. As part of Soundbox, 

Rebecca Geoffroy-Schwinden recreates the soundscape focusing on organ culture 

in 18th century Paris. In this study, Geoffroy-Schwinden “historically and culturally 

situates hearing and listening in eighteenth-century Paris by re-imagining how we 

might present sonic artifacts to better understand auditioning subjects within pre-

recording technology soundscapes”.72 People, however, may be curious about the 

intention of this study, questioning whether it would be relevant to the study of music 

in the present. This study not only represents a sounded history of 18th century Paris, 

but also contributes to a vanished part of the history of Paris. What is the 

significance of the vanished portion that can be heard or listened to, to our history? 

Why is it so meaningful for people today? David Hendy gives us a credible 

explanation. He writes that understanding listening is crucial in understanding not 

only ourselves, but more significantly, the relationship between human beings and 

the world. 

To trace the story of sound is to tell the story of how we learned to overcome 
our fears about the natural world, perhaps even to control it; how we learned 

72 “Organs of the Souls,” Sound Box Project, accessed October 27, 2014, 
http://soundboxproject.com/project-organs.html   
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to communicate with, understand and live alongside our fellow beings; how 
we have fought with each other for dominance; how we have sought to find 
privacy in an increasingly busy world; how we have struggled with our 
emotions and our sanity.73  

The object of listening is the echo, or the index, that mirrors our social strata, 

cultural characteristics, and personalized uniqueness. What we listen to is 

determined by our experience, education, and culture. Teenagers living in the West 

would never have an interest in listening to Beijing Opera, if they haven’t had any 

experience with Beijing Opera or Chinese traditional culture. Likewise, Chinese 

peasants living in the remote mountain areas would never desire to listen to Big 

Band Jazz. These two extreme examples indicate that what we listen to vitally 

depends on cultural, social, economic, educational, and geographic determinants. 

Furthermore, what we choose to listen to and what we do not, reflects the personal 

and collective experience as well. 

For those people who are adults living in different geographic and cultural 

environments, listening activities are more complicated and indicate multiple layers. 

Immigrants are a typical example. They listen to the sounded environment they live 

in both actively and passively. Language, undoubtedly, is the most passive choice for 

them. In their work environment, they must communicate in their second language 

which is English; they listen and then translate inside. However, the process might 

be an immediate action, even subconscious, they communicate within the other 

language and sounding cultural environment, and can hardly avoid it. This dominant 

auditory environment pervasively and inescapably impacts their daily lives. 

However, the listening experience they gained while they lived in their 

homelands never disappeared from their lives. In fact, the desire for recalling 

73 David Hendy, A Human History of Sound and Listening, 103. 
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auditory memories is ubiquitous among immigrants. Fran Tonkiss explains that 

“Speaking the same language is always a first requirement of ‘assimilation’, but the 

city as polyglot soundscape is a space in which differences remain audible and 

translations incomplete.”74 Indeed, the current auditory environment for immigrants 

helps form a relationship which is acceptable and resistant with the society that they 

live in. On one hand, the immigrant tries to assimilate into the cultural and social 

environment by being conditioned to the auditory environment; on the other hand, 

they preserve their own auditory memories related to their own cultural experience 

and identity. “The relation of sound to memory is audibly present in the moment of 

‘recall’, the melding of space, sound and memory there in the concept of ‘resonance’; 

a movement in the air like sound you can touch” as Tonkiss deems.75 

Furthermore, Tonkiss notes that “hearing has its own relation to truth... (and) 

likewise involves a special relationship to remembering.”76 This is emphasized by 

the notion that hearing might “be the sense of memory.”77 By recalling these auditory 

hints, we would remember not only the music we listened to, but also with whom, 

during what particular time, in what special places. 

Listening through/listening in focuses on the process of listening, rather than 

the result of what we listen to. Indeed, what we listened to is not only the important 

part, but what is more important is that we need to answer these questions: why we 

listen and the memory recalled, what emotion evoked, what sentiment immersed in, 

and what imagination created. 

74 Fran Tonkiss, “Aural Postcards: Sound, Memory and the City,” in The Auditory Culture Reader, ed. 
Michael Bull and Les Beck (Berg: Oxford University Press, 2003), 305. 
75 Ibid., 307. 
76 Ibid., 307. 
77 Ibid., 307. 
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If we consider “listen through/in” as a process, then, we would believe that 

imagination is its result. Imagination is the objective of “listen through/in.” We have 

the experience of writing a paper, or studying and we tend to stay in the environment 

that we are familiar. If people are used to studying with a group, then they would try 

to stay at the environment with background noise, such as in cafes instead of the 

comparative quietness of home. A familiar-sounding environment could provide aura 

space in which people feel comfortable and safe. The familiar-sounding environment 

helps people to imagine that they are not in an alien place and there is no 

unexpected interference disturbing what they are doing. The imagination, actually, is 

also an auditory experience. 

Don Idhe provides a detailed discussion on auditory imagination in his book 

Listening and Voice, Phenomenologies and Sound. He suggests that 

In the most general terms, auditory imagination as a whole displays the same 
generic possibilities as the full imaginative mode of experience. Within the 
active imaginative mode of experience lies the full range from sedimented 
memories to wildest fancy.78 

A popular song, which was pervasively played in the past would evoke the 

memory of our adolescence; an old movie would remind us of the first date with 

someone whose face is blurry; a train’s whistle brings us back to the small town we 

lived in many years ago. All of these memories, however, would not stop but 

continually intertwine and interact, and finally form the “wildest fancy.” 

I believe this auditory imagination is quite universal. As Idhe suggests “In spite 

of what historically has been a massive lack of philosophical attention to the 

phenomena of auditory imagination, the development of its possibilities, particularly 

78 Don Idhe, Listening and Voice, Phenomenologies and Sound (Albany: State University of New 
York, 2007), 131. 
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in music, is worthy of investigation.”79 In further discussions of “auditory imagination” 

by Idhe, he emphasizes that “inner speech” is the variation mode of auditory 

imagination. “Inner speech as a form of auditory imagination hides itself.” We are 

linguistic beings. Unlike outer speech, which functions for communication and 

expression in general, inner speech seems more elusive. However, Idhe provides a 

theoretical explanation: 

Thinking in a language, inner speech, though hidden, is also familiar. And as 
in the case of all familiar phenomena the familiarity itself is a bar to 
thematizing the phenomenon. Inner speech is an almost continuous aspect of 
self-presence. Within the “contingency” of human language it is focally 
embodied in thought as an imaginative modality of spoken and heard 
language. As an accompaniment to the rest of experience it is a most “inward” 
continuity of self-presence and the hidden familiar presence of an experiential 
polyphony.80 

Inner Speech, first of all, is a language, which is for communication. However, 

the objective of the communication is ourselves. Furthermore, in many 

circumstances, inner speech could be related to, intruded on, or replaced by auditory 

experience. “But it also remains the case that there is a certain constancy to one or 

another form of auditory experience.”81 Additionally, inner speech would finally form 

an auditory space, as Idhe explains: 

Note finally that inner speech as an auditory phenomenon in the imaginative 
mode may again portray a general feature of auditory space. In concentrated 
thinking, for example, thought in the form of inner speech may appear to fill 
the consciousness. I am “engrossed in” my thought; it surrounds me—just as 
auditory space surrounds me and may, in the striking sound of a symphony, fill 
my being.82 

This “auditory space” is not always being personalized. In certain circumstances, it 

could be collective sharing with the people who have the same auditory experience. 

79 Ibid., 134. 
80 Ibid., 134. 
81 Ibid., 212. 
82 Ibid., 213. 
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In this chapter, I will use the research on the Chinese immigrants in Houston 

area to investigate their sonic environment and to explore the cultural significance 

behind the sounding curtain. 

4.2 The Sound Niche 

I have visited Wang Yuetang’s family three times, during 2013-2015. Their 

current house is located on the south side of Houston. It is a typical American middle 

class property, around 3000 to 4000 square feet, with a front and back yard. It has 

four bedrooms, one large living room, and a middle dining room. The decoration 

style inside the house, on the contrary, is quite different. A large Chinese calligraphy 

painting occupied the main wall in the living room, and other Chinese flavor paintings 

hang in other rooms. Other than the leather sofa, the coffee table, the dining table, 

and the desk in the study room are all modelled on the furniture of Chinese style. 

During my first visit, I met their son, a twenty-four-year old young man who is 

currently studying at University of Texas at Austin. He came to the United State when 

he was ten, but his Chinese is surprisingly fluent. He explained to me that his 

parents only speak Chinese in their house and “kind of hate to speak English when 

they stay at home” he said. Wang Yuetang told me that 

My house is Chinese soil, speaking English is forbidden in my house! English 
is a tool I have to use while we are working, but Chinese is part of our lives 
that we cannot abandon, if we speak at home we look like fake westerners. 
Speaking Chinese is comfortable and natural for us.83 

Most of the group participants speak English perfectly. They have been 

studying, working, and living here for more than twenty years on average; therefore, 

83 Interview with Wang Yuetang, Houston, November 3rd, 2013 
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speaking English should not be a problem for them. But thinking about Wang’s 

words, they don’t speak English in their own space. 

During the dinner, Wang was interrupted by a video phone call from China on 

his smart phone. Wang is using “WeChat” talking to his family in China. Actually, 

WeChat is the most significant and vital communicating tool among Chinese 

nowadays. 

Wang’s wife said “it (Wechat) is more convenient than Facebook. We can set 

up group chat and talk about our children’s stuff, especially, we can chat in Chinese 

through Wechat.” Indeed, Wechat has the function that people can leave voice 

message or make voice and video phone call for free. Thus, for those busy Chinese 

mothers, they always communicate through voice message on Wechat without the 

trouble of typing. 

Wechat is very popular among Chinese both inside and outside China. It, of 

course, is dominant among Chinese speakers. We cannot see that there is a 

geographic or linguistic barrier between China and the rest of the world in the 

internet world now. To a certain extent, Wechat gathers Chinese of the whole world 

sonically. Wang Yuetang, as with other immigrant users, communicates in Chinese 

freely, despite the geographic distance. On Wang’s Wechat, she has at least seven 

different groups. One is HCTMG, others are his family groups, alumni groups, and 

some Chinese restaurants. This cellphone application transfers Chinese 

language/sound/information all over the world, and it creates a sonic space in which 

Chinese “live.” 

The other day, I visited an erhu section rehearsal, which was held in another 

erhu player’s home. When the erhu section rehearsal ended, those erhu players 

stayed and started preparing for lunch together. I sat in the living room, listening to 
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the sounds from the kitchen—the sounds of chopping, cutting, washing, steaming 

from the pressure cooker, food creaking in the pot, laughing and chatting—every 

sound is familiar. All of the sounds bring me back to China, to the normal Chinese 

family’s kitchen, to the place which I do not feel I am living in a foreign country, as 

they said, it sounds like being at home. I have never realized that the sound in the 

kitchen represents cultural and social meanings in such a profound way. Later, in the 

regular rehearsal, the sound environment plays an even more important role. This 

space is their auditory space in which every sound needs to present Chinese 

characteristics. This is more convincing when I met Lu Weiping. 

Lu Weiping, an IT senior engineer, works at IBM Company. Weiping is 

passionate about erhu after coming to the United States. He currently lives in Frisco, 

a small town near to Dallas. He was invited to play concerts with HCTMG many 

times recently. Unlike other group participants, Weiping started learning music on the 

violin, instead of Chinese instruments. He was sent-down, as a zhiqing, to a rural 

village from his hometown, Chengdu, when he was fifteen-year-old, during the 

Cultural Revolution. As the youngest zhiqing, he joined the Mao Ze Dong Xi Xiang 

Wen Yi Xuan Chuan Dui, (Chairman Mao’s Thought Entertainment Group) a small 

music group, performing music and traveling with the group within the Chengdu area 

for five years. During the performing time with the group, Weiping was getting 

familiar with some Chinese instruments, erhu, particularly. 

After finishing his PhD in Texas, he started his career at Microsoft in Seattle 

and after five years, he obtained a higher position in IBM and moved back to Texas. 

Weiping has a very stable and sufficient income. He began practicing erhu since he 

came back to Texas from Seattle. Erhu is his passion, no doubt. He practices erhu 

two or three hours every day, sometimes even during his working trips. He describes 
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erhu’s sound as the sound of nostalgia. He said “Erhu is our language, Chinese 

language. Erhu sounds more like Chinese than any other instrument. I love violin, 

but erhu, now, is my life. Only erhu can take me home. There is no choice for me, I 

only have the Chinese ears that only listen to Chinese music.” 

Making sound in Chinese for those Chinese immigrants, which I studied in this 

project, is creating a sound niche in which people imagine that the sonic space 

provides a spirit home for cultural nostalgia. The word, niche, here, implies the result 

of the negotiation of cultural identity. This Chinese immigrant community assimilates 

into the mainstream of American society, having stable and respectable jobs, gaining 

higher education degrees, and living middle-class lives—economically, and socially. 

However, the immigrant identity draws a boundary isolating them from the 

mainstream culturally. This isolation makes them never identify here, the United 

States, as their home. Living within the environment of otherness, the choice of 

escaping or evading from the mainstream culture for these Chinese immigrants is 

very rare. They cannot choose what they see, however, they can choose what they 

listen to and what they listen through/listen in. Through sharing the experience of 

listening together, the homelike aura—the auditory niche—is formed. In this niche, 

people would not feel being isolated and marginalized by sharing a collective 

auditory imagination. 

Another purpose for choosing the term “niche” here, is that the auditory space 

does possess political objectives. Niche is defined as “A comfortable or suitable 

position in life or employment” from the Oxford Dictionary. “A comfortable or suitable 

position” in this case, implies the result of negotiation and even compromise. Unlike 

other ethnic sound studies, conducted by Andrew Eisenberg, for instance, Kenya’s 
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Muslims claim and define their religious and political territory through sound.84 These 

Chinese immigrants create a sound space in which the auditory imagination is not 

only apolitical but more profoundly, release them from being sojourners. 

84 Andrew Eisenberg, “Islam Sound and Space: Acoustemology and Muslim Citizenship on the 
Kenyan Coast”. in Music, Sound and Space: Transformations of Public and Private Experience. ed. 
Born, Georgina (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Making music for the members of HCTMG is a significant and distinctive 

cultural practice. They are not keen to create new music, or present their cultural 

identity to the Westerns. They only focus on the music that they learned in their 

youth and that continues to influence the rest of their lives. Music is not only part of 

the memories from their youth, but more importantly is the key that is able to unlock 

the sealed emotions of the turbulent and complicated period (the Cultural 

Revolution), engraved on the collective minds of the whole generation. 

5.1 The Collective Memories: Zhiqing 

The participants of HCTMG belong to the third Chinese immigrant 

wave/generation. Mainly they have experienced The Cultural Revolution that has 

shaped and impacted their worldview and the formation of their aesthetic 

preferences. Later, the policy of Reform and Opening Up gave them an opportunity 

to study in the United States. As members of this generation of Chinese immigrants 

of the United States, the participants of HCTMG completely integrate into the U.S. 

social and economic mainstream, and enjoy the middle-class life style. 

Comparatively, discretionary private time and family economy provide more 

opportunities for them to enjoy the music that have been accompanying them since 

they were adolescents. Sharing the same experience at a young age, they also 

share the same cultural and music memory—mainly the experience of the Cultural 

Revolution—even though they lived in different regions in China. Nowadays, the 

collective memory for these Chinese immigrants is the revolutionary spirit. 

80



In other words, these young people, who had at least a middle school 

education, should have become scholars, artists, doctors, scientists, musicians, 

officers, or workers contributing their knowledge and skills for establishing and 

developing science, education, art, or industry. However, they contributed all their 

green years to the most hostile environments—the barren mountains, the infertile 

soil, or the abandoned villages. The pervasively propagandized revolutionary arts, 

which expressed the revolutionary spirit, profoundly influenced this generation. 

Revolutionary music, the most convenient and economical entertainment, became 

the most important artistic form that helped them heal their hopelessly homesick and 

escape from the exhausting physical labor. This particular music, was not only the 

entertainment but also the method of social communication in the remote areas. 

Mao Ze Dong Xi Xiang Wen Yi Xuan Chuan Dui, or Wen Gong Tuan, also 

known as the Performing Arts Propaganda Team or Chairman Mao’s Thought 

Entertainment Group was the most common and important performance organization 

that actively provided music performance for the zhiqing and the local residents. 

Many of the Performing Arts Propaganda Teams were constituted by zhiqing 

themselves, who were amateurs normally, and professional musicians were very 

rare. The zhiqing, on one hand, enjoyed music performance; on the other hand, the 

activities of the Performing Arts Propaganda Team provided more opportunities to 

travel locally. These performance tours gave the zhiqing opportunities of meeting 

with and visiting their zhiqing friends, as well as temporarily released from the severe 

labor work. It is not difficult to perceive that music preserved the most beautiful 

memories within the zhiqing’s grueling work and hopeless life. This music became 

the main or perhaps the only resource of musical education that influenced the whole 

generation. The music they listened to, learned, and practiced stimulated zhiqing’s 
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revolutionary passion and spirit that came from the admiration of their parents, 

because these works glorified the fighting for the new country in which their parents 

or their grandparents might have participated. Additionally, these excellent works 

crystalized the art of the best talent and famous musicians of the country, and 

furthermore, cultivated the artistic and spiritual lifestyle that came from the outside 

world for those zhiqing who lived in primitive and savage environments. 

Additionally, music was one of the few arts, entertainments, and educations 

the zhiqing could access when they were exiled to the remote areas. The music’s 

content was considerably limited though, only including the music from Yang Ban Xi 

(Revolutionary Model Operas) and other revolutionary songs. However, this music, 

which might seem monotonous and propagandistic for others, possesses the unique 

memory for the zhiqing. 

Unlike their parents’ and grandparents’ generations, who underwent and were 

involved in the War of Resistance Against Japan (1937-1945),85 the Civil War (1945-

1949), or the Korean War (1950-1953), this generation born in the middle of the 

1950s and 1960s became the first generation of the New China, a peaceful time. 

Therefore they are called the “Contemporary of the Republic.” 

The stories that their parents or grandparents fought against Japanese 

invaders and the incompetent government, Kuomintang (Chinese Nationalist Party 

1894- ), which was considered as the representative of the bourgeoisie and feudal 

class, were still vividly recalled and spread among the zhiqing. The new generation 

of the new country admired the heroic and thrilling histories of their parents and they 

desired to experience the overwhelmingly provocative revolutionary life. In contrast, 

85 Later became the largest conflict in the Pacific War during WWII 
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the new regime, reinforced the strength of propaganda because the government 

confirmed that the challenge and threat of ideology came from the rest of the world 

was the most vital issue that the government and the people needed to face. 

According to Mao Zedong’s the Guiding Principles for Literature and Art—Make the 

Past to Serve the Present, Make the Foreign Serve China86—all of the forms of arts 

need to represent and serve the stance of the proletariat and its values. Those arts 

can be divided into two categories in general: the celebration of the victory of the 

proletariat and propaganda of socialism and communism, and the criticism of 

capitalism and imperialism. Unavoidably, due to these values, the diversity of art and 

thoughts was destroyed. 

However, one cannot deny that the merit of the art itself, during the period of 

the 1950s and 1960s, was the most important and the first apex of artistic production 

after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. Artists and musicians, on 

one hand, were eager to express their patriotic emotions, but they feared presenting 

suspect works on ideology and mediocre artistic value, which would be judged on 

their ideological faith and loyalty to the country. To a great extent, these works, 

including music, traditional operas, films, paintings, literature, and others, still 

possess great artistic value today. Zhou Yang87 and Lin Mohan88, the influential art 

critics and art theorists, assert that the arts of the Cultural Revolution reflect the 

highest level in the twentieth century in China, even though they were contaminated 

86 The slogan was first appeared in “The Instruction and Comments to the Students of China Central 
Conservatory” 1964, by Mao Zedong. The slogan means Chinese arts should critically assimilate and 
inherit the foreign and traditional cultures. 
87 Zhou Yang or Yang Chou (November 7, 1908 – July 31, 1989) was a Chinese literary theorist and 
Marxist. He was one of the main founders of the League of the Left-Wing Writers in 1930. 
88 Lin Mohan (January 10, 1913 - January 3, 2008), was a Chinese art critic, art theorist, left-Wing 
activist, and official of the Ministry of Culture of the People’s Republic of China.  
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by the political conspiracy of the Gang of Four. Wu Ziling89 deems that “Indeed, it is 

not enough that we analyze Yang Ban Xi only based on the political dimension: after 

all Yang Ban Xi does not equal politics; it had been polished and refined almost ten 

years by the most brilliant play writes, directors, performers, and stage designers.”90 

Ulrich Gregor, a German film historian, describes Yang Ban Xi: “these stage opera 

films properly express formulating the ideological world through the fantastic and 

beautiful dancers’ performance, music, and painted sceneries.”91 Indeed, the arts of 

the Cultural Revolution are the result of the collective wisdoms and contributions, or 

it can be considered as a product of the nationwide system. It is reasonable to 

understand that the music and other arts created during the Cultural Revolution are 

still vital to the zhiqing, even though they maintained the obvious and indelible 

ideological marks characteristic of the era. 

5.2 The Dream and The Reality 

The experience of being involved in Up to the Mountains and Down to the 

Countryside Movement as the zhiqing and the Cultural Revolution indicates that 

HCTMG participants have persisted in the same arduous labor. After arriving in the 

United States, they have experienced the challenging process of integrating into the 

U.S. cultural mainstream. They continually play the role of “a model minority” —as if 

to claim that anybody can succeed in American society, regardless of their 

background or skin color. However, only the immigrants could understand that their 

success came at a price. The reality is questionable. When we celebrate the huge 

89 Wu Ziling (1969-) is a Chinese literature and art theorist and critic.  
90 Wu Zilin Yang Ban Xi Zai Ping Yi (Re-Discussion of Yang Ban Xi) Hanjiang Forum. No. 3, (2013): 
17-22. 
91 Ulrich Gregor, The History of World Film (Beijing: China Film Press, 1987), 94. 
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advancement in the United States archived by Chinese immigrant, we also need to 

notice this phenomenon is a paradox of “Model Minority” and “Perpetual Foreigner”. 

The same life experience formed the collective memory and emotion for all of their 

lives. The special emotion needs a particular outlet, here, music starts. Thomas 

Turino points out that 

Some anthropologists have suggested that the arts are central to human 
evolution and human survival...Music, dance, festivals, and other public 
expressive cultural practices are a primary way that people articulate the 
collective identities that are fundamental to forming and sustaining social 
groups, which are, in turn, basic to survival.92  

Seemingly, the participants of HCTMG—the typical representatives of the 

third Chinese immigrant generation, the professional immigrant—have not struggled 

with the problem of survival as the first and the second immigrant generations have 

literally. However, surviving is a different task for them. 

They are not suffering the hardness of the insufficiency of living well anymore, 

since most of them already became middle-class, the members of the mainstream of 

U.S. society. They are not considered as the diaspora who emigrated mostly 

because of fighting for the freedom of economy, but for realizing their self-value. In 

this case, the issue of survival is not the problem of acquiring life’s necessities or 

presenting cultural identities to Western society, but seeking their cultural roots for 

themselves. These cultural roots are particularly special and unique because they 

echo a collective memory that can recall a unique period that impacted and changed 

the whole destiny of the generation who was born in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Experiencing a turbulent, or so to say a “unique,” adolescence and a 

considerably similar music experience to their peers, likely formed their collective 

92 Tomas Turino, Music as Social Life: The Politics and Participation (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2008), 2. 
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dream—the aspiration of the spirit of their parental generation and specific 

patriotism. Political propaganda caused turbulence lasting almost twenty years. After 

twenty years of settling down in the United States, the collective experiences, the 

familiar living conditions, and the same memories bring this generation together to 

evoke their generational nostalgia through making music. 

Through musical activities and sound making these immigrants have been 

able to reminisce zhiqing in a way they could not without music. Turino points out 

that “Intentional listening to a performance or to recordings can create a flow of 

experiences. Listening can create an imaginative experience as well as draw one 

deeply into one’s own life and history through indexical musical signs.”93 The music- 

making of HCTMG exactly verifies the point that Turino articulates here. Music or 

sound they made creates an “auditory space,” in which these Chinese immigrants 

recall their collective memories and heal their nostalgia, a kind of collective wound. 

Music, compared to other artistic forms, is particularly different. Unlike films 

and traditional theatrical works, the contents that music conveyed are not direct and 

straightforward. For this reason, revolutionary music provides less ideological 

information and political connotation than other arts, such as films, literature, 

paintings, or traditional operas. Consequently, the music from this time has been 

preserved. In addition, due to the limited availability of media during that period, the 

zhiqing mainly relied on radio and live performance. In other words, music was the 

most accessible entertainment and educational tool used by the government. Music 

impacted people’s daily lives, formed their world view, and cultivated their artistic 

taste. 

93 Ibid., 21. 
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Additionally, ziqing focused passionately on the revolutionary art/music, their 

attitude towards tradition was extremely opposite for the generation. According to 

Mao’s guidelines, “Make the Foreign Serve China, Make the Past Serve the 

Present,” musicians created various methods to achieve the goal—Make Foreign 

Serve China. Yang Ban Xi, for instance, is a proper model exemplifying how Western 

music served the traditional Chinese opera. The traditional Beijing Opera ensemble, 

including jinghu (a two-string fiddle, the leading accompanying instrument of Beijing 

Opera ensemble), jing erhu (a two-string fiddle), yueqin (four-string plucked 

instrument), sanxian (three-string plucked instrument), and percussion section, 

typically cooperated with Western orchestra in Yang Ban Xi. 

Figure 5.1 The cover of the recording of the Revolutionary Orchestra: Sha Jia Bang 
(1972).94 

94 The Album of Revolutionary Orchestra Sha Jia Bang, Hu Dong Bai Ke , accessed Janary 10th, 
2015, http://tupian.baike.com/doc 
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Meanwhile, Chinese traditional and folk music had been damaged and even 

fatally destroyed, to a certain extent. Various and diverse folk music and traditional 

music, such as religious and secular ritual music, traditional intellectual music, guqin 

(Chinese zitar), for instance, represents Chinese traditional aesthetics, were 

repudiated by the political and cultural authorities. They believed that much Chinese 

traditional music reflected feudal and decadent thoughts which would corrode the 

proletariat. Therefore, traditional music, including a tremendous amount of folk 

music, was considered part of the “Old Culture,” which was one of the “Four Old” that 

the government forbid people to perform, practice, and study. This considerably 

Westernized and de-traditional “new” music trend directly influenced the young 

generation, which became the main members of zhiqing. This is presented explicitly 

in HCTMG’s music chosen by Zhang Xin. 

HCTMG features the music from the Cultural Revolution, as well as the early 

1980s. Music in China in the 1980s was more than the period before, but still 

maintained the traits of revolutionary and political propaganda. Therefore, the 

definition of tradition is quite different in HCTMG. Chinese traditional music for them 

indicates the music that was composed from the 1950s to the 1980s. Tradition, for 

HCTMG, implies the Four New – “New Ideas, New Culture, New Customs, and New 

Habits” – that established a new Chinese musical system, which features 

revolutionary spirit. The new Chinese musical system reflects considerably 

Westernized and de-traditionalized musical thoughts. The methods and the musical 

aesthetics of the new Chinese musical system, influenced by the artistic thoughts of 

the Cultural Revolution, truly embody ideas of Westernization and the rupture of 

traditional music, including folk music and elite music. Ethnomusicologist Qiao 

Jianzhong defines the difference between the Old and the New Chinese traditional 
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music as “The so-called Old music is the traditional music that has been preserved 

from ancient time; the New music is the general name of the music that was 

influenced by Western music, and composed by professional musicians.”95 

Unsurprisingly, the repertoire of HCTMG contains a large amount of music 

composed in the Cultural Revolution and the 1980s, though a few young members 

prefer to perform music composed after the 1990s. This phenomenon, de-

traditionalized and an inclination towards Western musical tradition, is a microcosm 

of the attitude towards traditional culture of the generation that was born in the red 

time. 

5.3 The Past and the Present: There and Here 

These three Chinese immigrant generations represent not only the economic 

and political changes, but also reflect the vicissitudes of the culture between China 

and the United States. The first Chinese immigrant generation sung their 

hometown’s folk music to remind themselves that the goal of returning to their homes 

eventually, reflecting their isolation of the social and cultural identities in the United 

States. The musical activities presented by the second Chinese immigrant wave 

engaged in embodying the claim of cultural and Chinese traditional identities. 

Specifically, identifying “authentic tradition” is still a significant cultural phenomenon 

in the New York area, where many of the second wave of Chinese immigrants 

settled. 

95 “The Study of Traditional Chinese Music of the Twenty-Century,” Home-Institute of Ethnic 
Literature, Chinese Academy of Social Science, accessed April 7, 2014, 
http://iel.zhongyan.org/news_show.asp?newsid=2014 
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Contrastingly, the musical activities of HCTMG represent different cultural 

aspirations. Unlike their Chinese immigrant predecessors, members of HCTMG 

claim neither the sojourn identity, nor their identity as a minority in the United States. 

Rather, its members typically use musical activities to evoke the emotion that is 

contradict and complicated. This twist feeling about their unique experience can truly 

be understood and affected by themselves who experienced the unique time. 

For members of HCTMG, music, particularly from the Cultural Revolution, is 

the unique memory of their homeland that they cannot or, to say, they do not want to 

abandon because it is one of the most significant and distinct cultural memories that 

they cherish. Music, for these Chinese immigrants, is the path that directs the “home” 

imprinting in their minds. 
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