WORLD PREMIERE RECORDING

GE GAN

2y

RU

o

° 2

~

PIANO MUSIC

Es

-

-
iy ebe Lop b

'

*
]

e W

mﬁﬁ:.

R P e P 192

b.wr

..Mmﬁ“‘.vq.ﬁ




GE GAN-RU (b. 1954)

PIANO MUSIC ¢ 2
12 ETUDES FOR EXTENDED PIANO

YIMING ZHANG, piano

Catalogue Number: GP940
Recording Dates: 5-7 July 2023
Recording Venue: Foshan Youth and Children’s Palace, Guangdong, China
Producer: Ge Gan-ru
Engineer and Editor: Shuai Wang
Piano: Steinway, Model D
Piano Technician: Wu Yang
Booklet Notes: Yiming Zhang
English Translation: Professor Lam Ching-wah
Publisher: Ge Gan-ru, ASCAP
Composer Photograph: Mark Virtucio & Qian Ping
Artist Photograph: Liao Jingbin
Cover Art: Gro Thorsen: City to city, Shanghai no. 1, 12x12 c¢m, oil on aluminium, 2012
www.grothorsen.com

Sponsor: Chinese Piano Music Research Center of Xinghai Conservatory of Music



EE B O0oBENAE

TWELVE ETUDES FOR EXTENDED PIANO
(T E BN ERMER S > #) (2019-23)

No.
No.
No.
No.
No.
No.
No.
No.
No.
No.
No.
No.

. Harmonics (iZ )

. Rhythm on A (A5 L[ 512%)

. Pizzicato (#45%)

. Muted (FH &)

. Glissando across Strings (#il7%)

. Drumming (i3})

. With Soft Plectrums (£ 1)
. With Finger Cymbal (Ffi5i#

9. With Paper (&%)

10. With Rubber Mallets and Magnets (F71% 57 s hEFI B I )
11. With Hard Plectrum (355 /)
12. With Drum Mallets (£5#ifif)

coONO OB B~ WN-=-

WORLD PREMIERE RECORDING

05:06
04:38
04:53
04:21
04:56
05:10
04:49
05:11
05:14
05:24
05:39
05:19

TOTAL TIME: 61:15



GE GAN-RU (b. 1954)
PIANO MUSIC » 2
12 ETUDES FOR EXTENDED PIANO

| first met Ge Gan-ru in his house in New Jersey in 2013, having the opportunity there to play some excerpts of
his Piano Concerto Wu. | was impressed by his highly stimulating comments and his unique musical perspective.
During the conversation, he mentioned to me an idea that had been hovering in his mind for many years. He said
that since Henry Cowell’s Aeolian Harp in 1923, the extended keyboard technique has existed for nearly a hundred
years, which had led to other outstanding compositions, but no one has yet standardised these techniques to
prevent pianists from receiving comprehensive and systematic training in this area. In addition, since the sound
of the techniques in the piano are similar to that of Chinese musical instruments, the standardisation of these
techniques may provide a special way for future composers and pianists, especially Chinese composers and
pianists, to enrich the future development of piano music from another aspect. His piano suite Ancient Music
(1985) was an attempt to develop a new path. For these two reasons, Mr Ge felt that composing a set of piano
études would be a more appropriate form, not only to sort out and summarise the various techniques in the
piano, but also to combine these techniques with actual music composition.

In the following years, | have worked closely with Ge, including recording an album of his piano compositions,
which included his twelve Preludes (available on Ge Gan-ru Piano Music, GP835). When | give concerts on the
Chinese mainland, although the composer is not present most of the time, his Ancient Music and Wrong! Wrong!
Wrong! are among the most frequently performed and popular pieces. This reminds me of the 1983 premiere of
Mr Ge's solo cello work Lost Style at the Shanghai Conservatory of Music, which was obviously unacceptable to
most of the audience. What a drastic difference to the new generation of audiences who are developing such a
broad taste for music with an open mind!

In those years, Ge frequently shared with me his notion of this set of Etudes. His original plan was to compose
twenty-four pieces, dividing them into four groups, with six each. The first group highlights techniques inside
the piano with bare hands, the second with handheld objects, the third with installed external objects, and the
fourth a combination of all techniques. His idea was that in a concert, the interval is scheduled after the second



group, allowing the performer to set up the instrument before performing the third group. Unfortunately, his
idea has not materialised, owing to the practical difficulties anticipated.

Ge is adamant that a composer should have a unique music language, without which the true meaning of
creativity is lost, and one must avoid any temptation to take an easy way of adopting any existing style. He
does not blame some Chinese composers for falling into this trap, as traditional Chinese music is not created by
individuals, but inherited. Its development is very different from Chinese poetry and calligraphy. Apart from the
idea of individuality, Ge is very harsh on his own compositions. Of course, he has worked assiduously to produce
many outstanding works, but he finally endorses very few of these. | realise there are some outstanding works of
his that have never been performed publicly. In addition, he has published hardly any of his works: performers
have to approach him for manuscripts personally.

Ge realised that when working on the Etudes he had encountered complicated issues he never anticipated
when composing for a ‘conventional’ instrument, owing to the inside of the piano not being designed for
these innovative usages. This has led to a certain degree of uncertainty, and the performer may not achieve
the desired effect, even though a piece has been repeatedly played. In addition, Ge’s notion of composition
was inspired by the performing techniques of traditional Chinese instruments, creating a barrier for the pianist,
who is presumably trained in the Western tradition. Yet aesthetically, the beauty of the pieces arise from such
limitations. From 2019 to 2023, the composer and | invested our time and energy in the work: each Etude has
been amended many times, with some of them re-written, leading eventually to the present form. In the event,
we appreciated the happy process of sustained fruitful exchanges. Ge had the habit of sending me a draft of
a piece via email, while | wasted no time in recording the music and returning the sound file on the same day.
| normally received an amended version of the score the next day. There had been, of course, difficulties in
working and communicating from a distance, but it was the desire to complete the project that had kept the
necessary momentum. ‘Never give up’ was our motto, and we were right in treating the work as a milestone in
the history of music.

Since there had been almost daily exchanges between us, | developed the habit of keeping a diary for the
Etudes. The decision to compose only twelve instead of the originally planned twenty-four pieces was made



on 26 September 2020, when Ge confirmed that he would not concentrate on the number, but rather exploit
the full content of individual pieces. Each Etude should have its own characteristics. This set of twelve Etudes is
divided into two groups of six; the first group is based on techniques involving the use of bare hands, while the
second group involves handheld external objects. The following is a discussion of each Etude.

Etude No. 1. Harmonics: The performer engages one hand on the keyboard, while the other hand presses
the points of harmonics on the metal string inside the piano. The Etude highlights the precise locations of the
harmonics, and the co-ordination of the two hands, as well as changing the magnitude of the force applied and
the speed, in order to create an appropriate atmosphere of aesthetics. The piece should be played steadily, so as
to evolve an air of calmness. It is worth mentioning that the ornaments should originally be executed on the beat
— and not after — alluding to the performance practice of J.S. Bach, hence these are written as ‘regular’ notes.
However, the composer re-organised these into ‘small’ notes on 19 January 2021, allowing freer interpretations.

Etude No. 2. Rhythm on A: Uses only the lowest string of the piano, the A string, with the performer touching
various points of harmonics in combination with the use of pedal, generating different pitches and timbres. As
the title suggests, the piece is highly percussive, and hence rhythmically very active, as the composer adopts
the Snake Shedding Skin rhythm of Chinese folk percussion. Structurally, the first and third sections are in the
relationship of retrograde: the first section has a gradual increase in dynamics and density, while the third
section is a development in the reversed order. The second section demands a quick succession of notes on
the keyboard, while maintaining a high degree of evenness and clarity. The prolonged execution of these on
the lowest note on the piano is far more challenging than on the middle or high registers, so the composer has
made several adjustments to my practice and corrected the impossible notes.

Etude No. 3. Pizzicato: The atmosphere is as calm as flowing water. Ge's original idea was to assign the piece
to the second group, with the performer standing at the body of the piano and with the back facing the
audience, beating the strings with the two bamboo sticks of the Chinese dulcimer Yangqin. In reality, this mode
of performance leads to issues of logistics, prompting the composer to instruct the pianist to apply pizzicatos
by the finger nails or the flesh of the finger-tips. The original middle section was a complicated canon, but it has
been simplified after several revisions.



Etude No. 4. Muted: The technique focuses on one hand pressing the root of a string, while the other hand plays
notes on the keyboard. The composer’s idea of muting is not merely for a drop in dynamics, but rather a change
in timbre (the notion of a string instrument). The piece evokes the morning bells and the dusk drums in ancient
China, with their loud and far-reaching volume, akin to the effect of thunder. The composer has also brought in
the effects of patting and overtones.

Etude No. 5. Glissando across Strings: One hand plays glissandi on the strings, while the other plays on ‘dummy’
keys (recalling Robert Schumann’s silent pressing technique), adding the effect of the middle pedal, creating
echoing effects. The technique may seem to be simple, but the focus is on the uninterrupted up and down
motions, precise rhythms and accents, as well as the control of dynamics (such as crescendo or decrescendo).
This would mean careful design of fingering and adjustment of the angle between the hand and strings. The
temperament of this one is like water and wind.

Etude No. 6. Drumming: The performer stands at the crook of the piano, with the back facing the audience,
and moving round the piano, beating various parts of its inside. The composer has invented a new form of
notation by referring to various parts of the instrument as numbers on the score: these include all steel and
bronze strings, metal hinges, metal plates, and wooden frames of the body. The strings may be swept through
or plucked, while the other parts are hit. As the title suggests, the piece is percussive, highlighting timbres
generated from drumming or glissandi. | suggested to Ge that the music reminded me of the narrative singing
piece from Shanghai, Jinling Pagoda. His reply was, ‘it's more akin to rap from America’, referring to the same
style of music from different cultures. The composer has anticipated the danger involved in the performance,
and from my experience, the hands may well be hurt. Yet it is possible to lessen one's pain by trial and error. The
secret is to beat the objects lightly, and maintain a playful atmosphere.

Etude No. 7. With Soft Plectrums: Performance involves the use of handheld guitar plectrums. The main motif of
the piece is based on ascending fourths or fifths from the Chinese folk-song style Xin Tian You of the mountains.
It is worth mentioning that the canonic middle section is performed by plucking using the flesh of the fingers
(without plectrum) — a style similar to Etude No. 3 — so as to create a contrast between the outer sections.



Etude No. 8. With Finger Cymbals: The smooth outer rims of the finger cymbals are used to scrub the strings,
producing the effect of various bird calls. The piece begins with a cadenza of bird calls, and the original idea
was to allow the performer to improvise the passage on the spot, but Ge finally decided to notate the music
precisely. The following passage is built on major triads, with a beautiful melody executed by bare hands.
The performer needs to hold the finger cymbals on one hand, while playing pizzicatos using the other. The
piece evokes the tranquil character of bird calls in the forest, as if there was a clear atmosphere, fresh dew
and rejuvenated plants in the morning. The final passage features notes in the lowest octave, as if there were
interactions with the outside world, or an amalgamation with nature. The most challenging aspect of the piece
is the playing of sustained melodies, and the execution of crescendos (made difficult because of the limited
amplitude of plucking).

Etude No. 9. With Paper: Paper is laid on the steel and bronze strings of the piano in order to create the desired
timbres when the strings begin to vibrate. The piece evokes folk music popular in the south of the Yangzi
River, especially the melodies and tone-colour of the plucked four-string Pipa and the three-stringed Sanxian
performed in the context of the narrative genre Pingtan. Indeed, this was the intention of the composer. There
is emphasis on playing on the keyboard, even though the plectrum is used in plucking strings in the high range
in order to portray melodies of a female singer. Challenges of the piece include the use of the left hand on the
keyboard, and the right hand for plucking, which is made more difficult with the presence of paper on strings.

Etude No. 10. With Rubber Mallets and Magnets: The piece is inspired by the music of Beijing opera, generating
three moods by different means. First, laying magnets on the bronze strings in the lower register so that when
keys are pressed, finger cymbals are slid through steel strings in the middle register (c.f. Etude No. 8), in order
to produce the sounds of a percussion band in Beijing opera. Second, using rubber mallets to scrub parts of
the piano in order to imitate the crying tone of the painted face character found in Beijing opera (or Jing of
the five stock characters Sheng, Dan, Jing, Mo and Chou). The rubber mallet can rub against various parts of
the instruments, such as the inside hinges, the wooden panel beside the keyboard, or other appropriate parts.
This has to be decided by the performer, as instruments can be structurally and acoustically very different.
Third, laying magnets on the strings of the middle and high registers, and moving the magnets across while
pressing respective keys can imitate the somewhat tragic singing of the Dan (female) character. The audience



may imagine the sombre departing scene of the famous play Farewell to Concubine, highlighting the principle
of loyalty, as well as the courage in facing death.

Etude No. 11. With Hard Plectrum: The piece is characterised by an affirmative atmosphere, coupled with an
air of menace and darkness. The first section involves a fairly strong guitar plectrum scraping the lower bronze
strings, almost without pedalling, in order to generate the brisk tone of the Pipa (four-string pear-shaped lute).
The middle section features harmonics produced by bare hands, and there is a recall of the motif of Etude
No. 1, leading to a passage dominated by the weeping tone generated by the imitation of the tremolos of the
Guzheng (Chinese zither). The third section borrows melodies from Ge's composition of 2009, Sword Dance
from the orchestral suite Farewell to Concubine. The climax is created by playing pizzicatos by means of the
hard plectrum on the low strings.

Etude No. 12. With Drum Mallets: Each hand holds a soft and a hard drum mallet respectively, with magnets laid
on certain notes. The first half of the piece features mallets beating the bronze strings, generating the sound of
an ancient ensemble of bells and drums, or a stout drummer beating the instrument hard. The focus then turns
to the keyboard, covering the entire spectrum, from low to high, then back to notes of the lower range. There is
a metallic percussive effect owing to the placement of magnets, leading to a coda that features performing on
the keyboard as well as beating strings with the hard mallet, bringing the entire suite to a boisterous conclusion.

Performers of the Etudes need to realise that in addition to the normal expectation of a professional pianist, one
needs to have a good grasp to several ‘additional’ qualities, namely that of string player in quickly identifying
the precise locations of harmonics, a Guzheng player to readily execute pizzicatos and tremolos, and a skillful
percussionist. These are, of course, only the technical demands of the work. In spite of the humbleness of the
composer naming the pieces as Etudes, it is vital not to ignore their musical and aesthetic features, and it is
most appropriate to regard these as similar works by great composers such as Chopin, Debussy and Scriabin.
The audience may have different connotations when listening to the music — such as morning bells and dusk
drums, bird calls, the music narrative Pingtan, or Beijing opera — yet one has to bear in mind that the work is
not programmatic. Aesthetically, the Etudes are different from Ge's Ancient Music of 1985. Hence these Etudes
have surpassed the level of the mere portrayal of objects. Therefore, when one hears the music effects of bells,



drums, small gongs, Gugin (seven-string horizontal lute), Pipa or Guzheng, these are not the ultimate aims of
the composer, but rather the starting points of musical thoughts. These features can help the composer build
up the character of the composition. The work was premiered by Yiming Zhang at the Xinghai Conservatory of
Music on 16 November 2023.

Yiming Zhang
English Translation: Professor Lam Ching-wah

GE GAN-RU

Towards the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1974, the Shanghai Conservatory of Music (SCOM) undertook the
auditioning of potential students. Ge Gan-ru, who had been sent to receive ‘re-education’ in a labour camp on
Chongming Island near Shanghai, was accepted as a violin student, returning to the city of his birth, Shanghai.
While studying the violin at the Conservatory, Ge developed a keen interest in composition, eventually becoming
a student at the Department of Composition in 1977, under the tutelage of Chen Gang, a joint composer of the
famous violin concerto The Butterfly Lovers. Since the early stage of his career, Ge has challenged himself to
develop a distinctive personal style, which he deems a fundamental criterion for any composer. However, it has
proven a daunting task when put into practice. Ge has always set high standards for his works, hence the reason
why many of his compositions have been put aside, destroyed or are under continuous revision.
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YIMING ZHANG

Yiming Zhang teaches at the piano department of Xinghai Conservatory of Music, and is an expert at the
institution’s Chinese Piano Research Centre. He specialises in the discovery, research and performance of Chinese
piano works. His discography includes Wang Lisan: Complete Piano Works (Naxos 9.70248-50) and Ge Gan-Ru:
Piano Works (Grand Piano GP835), and The Forest, an album of piano works of the Republic of China, was
released in 2018 by China Record Group'’s Beijing Branch. In 2019 he appeared in the documentary film Blank
Offering — In Search of Wang Lisan, directed by Zhou Hongbo and produced by Shanghai Television. Yiming
Zhang has been invited to perform works by composers such as Ge Gan-ru, Ma Sicong, Jiang Wenye, Wang
Lisan, Guo Zurong and Xia Rike in Beijing and Shanghai. From 2017 to 2018 he performed Beethoven’s 32 piano
sonatas at the Shanghai Concert Hall's Musical Afternoon Tea series, and in 2022 gave the recital Variations of
Jade — The Journey of Tang Poetry alongside bass-baritone Shenyang, taking the project on tour in 2022. Zhang
published The Piano Journal of the Republic of China in 2017, and also compiled The Collection of the Republic
of China’s Piano Music. To date, he has authored 43 papers and articles that have appeared in journals such
as People’s Music and Piano Art. He has also translated several books from English to Chinese, including Carl
Czerny's On the Proper Performance of All Beethoven’s Works for the Piano. Yiming Zhang was awarded his
doctoral degree in piano performance from Temple University, where he studied with Harvey Wedeen (piano)
and Lambert Orkis (fortepiano, contemporary music, and chamber music). Before leaving for the United States
in 2006, his piano teachers included Daniel Cheng, Yao Shizhen and Su Bin.

Translation: Lesley Li
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GE GAN-RU . 1954

PIANO MUSIC e 2
12 ETUDES FOR EXTENDED PIANO

Ge Gan-ru, ‘China’s first avant-garde composer’, is regarded as one of the most original
voices of his generation. Composed in close collaboration with pianist Yiming Zhang, 12
Etudes for Extended Piano explores techniques using the hands on the strings and keys
of the piano, as well as employing a variety of objects to create effects that range from
menacing darkness to the kaleidoscopic magic of harmonics, and from skilful drumming
to atmospheres as calm as flowing water. Yiming Zhang continues his survey of Ge
Gan-ru's piano music in this second volume of the composer’s works.

TWELVE ETUDES FOR EXTENDED PIANO
(T EHNENEARTMER RS (2019-23)

No.
No.
No.
No.
No.

EHEEEHHHHHHH
o

ONOGBBHAhWN=-

. 9.
. 10. With Rubber Mallets and Magnets (3715 17 5 B FIE I 2k A7)
. 11. With Hard Plectrum (F5fifi] j1)

. 12. With Drum Mallets (55 1)

WORLD PREMIERE RECORDING

. Harmonics (12 7)

. Rhythm on A (A7%_EIYT7%)

. Pizzicato (33%)

. Muted (FHZ)

. Glissando across Strings (#/7%)
. Drumming (%)

. With Soft Plectrums (Fr% 1)
. With Finger Cymbal (#75%)

With Paper (%)

61:15
05:06
04:38
04:53
04:21
04:56
05:10
04:49
05:11
05:14
05:24
05:39
05:19

TOTAL TIME: 61:15
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