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HISTORICAL ORIGINS AND STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT
OF CHINESE VOCAL MUSIC

The article examines the process of formation and development of contemporary Chinese vocal music in the context
of historical, socio-cultural and artistic transformations that took place in the 20th and early 21st centuries. The study
covers the key stages in the evolution of national vocal art — from the preservation of traditional singing techniques
inherited from ancient opera and folk song forms to the integration of bel canto and the creation of an original Chinese
vocal school.

The first decades of the 20th century were marked by a focus on authentic means of sound production and a limited range,
reflecting the aesthetic priorities of traditional culture. After 1957, an active process of adaptation of Western techniques
began, in particular bel canto, which was combined with national traditions. Music schools, in particular the Shenyang
Conservatory, played a significant role in this process. An important component of this development was the ‘school song
period,’ which contributed to the spread of musical literacy and the formation of a new vocabulary for vocal texts.

Special attention is paid to the war period (1927-1949), when music served a mobilising and propaganda function,
as well as the period after the establishment of the PRC, when vocal art became an important tool of ideological policy.
After 1978, under the policy of openness, there was a revival of vocal culture, an expansion of thematic and stylistic range,
and active integration into the global music space.

The regional characteristics of vocal music have been studied, in particular the contrasts between northern heroic
intonations and southern lyrical traditions, as well as the influence of ethnic minorities on the timbre and melodic palette
of the contemporary repertoire.

The materials of the article allow us to trace the patterns of development of Chinese vocal art, outline its unique role
in preserving cultural identity, and identify prospects for further research in the field of musicology and performance
practice, which opens up new opportunities for intercultural dialogue and the formation of a global musical space.
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ICTOPUYHI BUTOKHU TA ETAIIA PO3BUTKY
KUTAMCBKOI BOKAJBHOI MY3UKHA

Y cmammi Oocnioocyemvcs npoyec cmanoeieHHs ma po36UMKY CYYACHOI KUMAUCbKOI BOKAIbHOI MY3UKU 6
KOHMEKCMI ICMOPUYHUX, COYIOKYIbMYPHUX MA XYOOXCHIX mpaHncgopmayi, wo sidbyeanucs y XX — Ha nouamky
XXI cmonimms. Jocniosicennss oxonuoe Kaouwogi emant e8omoyii HAYIOHATLHO20 BOKAILHO2O MUcmeymea — 6i0
30epedceHts mpaouyitiHuxX MexuiK cnigy, YCnaoKo8aHux 8i0 OA6HIX ONepHux i HapoOOHONiceHHux gopm, 0o inmezpayii
OenbKAHMO ma CMEOPEHHS OPUSTHATLHOL KUMALICLKOI BOKATbHOT WKOIU.

Tepwi decsimunimms XX cm. nosnaueni 30cepeodcentsim Ha aBMEeHMUYHUX 3aco0ax 36YKOYMEOPEHHsL Md 0OMENCEHOMY
dianasomi, wo 6i0oopadicano ecmemuyni npiopumemu mpaouyiunoi Kywemypu. Ilicis 1957 poxy posnouascs akmuéruil
npoyec adanmayii 3axiOHux Mexuix, 30Kpema OenbKanmo, sSKuti NOEOHYBABCA 3 HAYIOHATLHUMY MPAOUYiamU. 3Hauny poib y
yvomy Gidiepanu My3uuHi HA8UAIbHI 3aK1A0U, 30Kpema Lllenvancoka KoHcepeamopis. Bajicausor cKiadoso po3sumxy cmas
«nepioo WIKIIbHOI NICHI, WO CNPUAE NOWUPEHHIO MY3UYHOL PAMOMHOCT Ma POPMYBAHHIO HOBOI IeKCUKU BOKAIbHUX MEKCIIB.

Oxpemy ysaey npudineno ocnnomy nepiody (1927—1949), konu my3uxa BUKOHY8ana MoOIi3ayiiny ma nponacaioucmcbKy
Gyukyito, a makosc nepiody nicis ymeopennss KHP, Konu oxanbhe Mucmeymeo cmanio GANCIUSUM [HCPYMEHMOM
ioeonoeiunoi nonimuxu. Ilicis 1978 poxy, 6 ymosax nonimuxu 6i0kpumocmi, 8i00y10¢s 8i0POOANCEHHsL BOKAILHOIL KYIbmypU,
PO3ULUPEHHSL MEeMAMUYH020 Ma CIMUWIICIUYHO20 OIANA30HY, d MAKONC AKMUBHA IHMe2payis y C8imMosuLl My3uyHUll Rpocmip.

Jlocniodceno pecioHanvhi 0cobIUBOCMI BOKATLHOI MY3UKU, 30Kpemd KOHMPACMU MIdC NIBHIYHUMU 2epOiyHuMU
iHMOHayiaMY Ma NIGOEHHUMU JIPUYHUMU MPAOUYIAMU, 4 MAKOHC BNIUE eMHIYHUX MEHUWUH HA MeMOpOo8y ma Mei00uyHy
nanimpy cy4acHo2o penepmyapy.
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Mamepianu cmammi 003601510Mb NPOCMENCUMU 3AKOHOMIPHOCI PO3GUMKY KUMALICHKO20 60KATbHO20 MUCHEYMEd,
OKpeciumu 1020 VHIKAIbHY pOlb V 30epedceHHl KYIbmypHOI I0eHmMUYHOCME Md GU3HAYUMU NePCNeKMUBU NOOATbUUX
00CT0dHCEeHDb Y 2aY3i MY3UKOZHABCMBA Ul BUKOHABCHLKOI NPAKMUKU, WO GIOKPUBAE HOBI MOINCIUBOCTI 0TI MIJICKYIbIYPHO2O

dianozy ma ghopmyeanns 2n106aibHO20 MY3UUHO20 NPOCMOPY.

Knrouosi cnosa: xumaiicbka 60KaIbHA MY3UKA, OEIbKAHMO, HAYIOHAIbHI Mpaouyii, pe2ioHanbHi 0coOIueocni,

MY3UUHA KYTbMYpa.

Introduction. From the perspective of musical
art, vocal and instrumental performance are its two
main forms. At the same time, until the beginning of
the 20th century, there was no concept of «vocal art»
in the modern sense in China, although the country
had been known for its musical performances for
centuries. These performances were mostly based on
court music, singing with dancing, Chinese opera,
and a form of musical art similar to recitative. There
was no single standard for musical performances that
was accepted throughout the country, as Chinese his-
tory consisted of a series of dynasties, each with its
own cultural, religious and social characteristics that
directly influenced the nature of musical practice.

The development of modern Chinese vocal music
is determined by a combination of two main forms
of artistic performance: traditional, based on ancient
Chinese musical practices, and Western, associated
with the bel canto technique. In China, these trends are
referred to as «national» and «bel canto». In a broad
sense, national vocal music encompasses the singing
arts of China’s 56 ethnic groups, including opera, folk
songs and contemporary pop music. In a narrow sense,
it is a modern Chinese vocal school based on bel canto,
but taking into account the specific cultural, linguistic
and intonational characteristics of the country.

Analysis of recent research and publications.
The stages of formation and development of modern
Chinese vocal music have been the subject of scien-
tific research by Zhang Xiaonong (Zhang Xiaonong,
2015), Jin Meilin (Jin Meilin, 2015), Chen Gangyi,
Zhao Chunlei, Yang Shangfei (Chen Gangyi, Zhao
Chunlei, Yang Shangfei, 2017) and others. The con-
nection between classical Chinese poetry and mod-
ern vocal works is highlighted in the works of Zhao
Jiezhong and Yan Hong (Zhao Jiezhong, Yan Hong,
2017), Liu Jiayuan (Liu Jiayuan, 2020) and others.
The historical aspects of the formation of Chinese
opera are analysed in detail by Chen Lei (Chen Lei,
2017), Jin Man (Jin Man, 2018) and others.

The specific features of Chinese vocal art are
reflected in the research of Guan Lin (Guan Lin,
1986), Yang Hua (Yang Hua, 2017), Li Pengchen
(Li Pengchen, 2020) and others. Methodological
aspects of vocalisation form the basis of the works
of Zhou Changjun (Zhou Changjun, 2020), while Ju
Luancheng (Ju Luancheng, 2018) offers a vision of
vocal art through the prism of its national identity.
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Despite the significant number of works devoted
to individual aspects of the Chinese vocal tradition,
there are currently no studies that examine it holisti-
cally and multifacetedly, integrating diverse phenom-
ena into the common historical and cultural context of
the development of the PRC.

Objective of the work. To explore the historical
origins and stages of development of Chinese vocal
music.

The methodological basis is the dialectical and
systematic methodology used in the field of cultural
research. General scientific and logical methods of
analysis, synthesis, induction and deduction, histori-
cal and comparative research of the problem are used.

Presentation of the main material of the
research. The development of modern Chinese vocal
music is a complex, multifaceted process in which
national traditions, socio-political transformations
and cultural borrowings from the West are inter-
twined. Each stage of this development has its own
artistic, performance and pedagogical dominants,
reflecting the general state of Chinese musical culture
in a specific historical period.

At the beginning of the 20th century, in the context
of an active search for cultural identity, Chinese per-
formers consciously rejected the bel canto technique,
which they perceived as a product of Western culture,
preferring singing methods inherited from ancient
Chinese opera and folk song heritage. This technique
involved a narrow vocal range, a sharp, «ringing»
manner of sound, rich in ornamental elements charac-
teristic of traditional theatre. The plots of the works of
this period were mostly derived from folk legends and
historical tales, which made the music accessible to
the listener. The names of Li Bo, Meng Yu, Wang Kun
and other artists became symbols of this era, and their
performances defined the concept of a «national»
vocal style.

From the middle of the 20th century, especially after
1957, a new stage began, associated with the desire to
combine Western and Chinese elements in vocal art.
The «Struggle between Western and Chinese» move-
ment stimulated the formation of the concept of har-
monious integration of local traditions with bel canto
technique (Wu Wanying, 2019). The Shenyang Con-
servatory became the leading centre of this process,
where the country’s first courses in national singing
were organised. Subsequently, other music schools
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adopted this experience, laying the foundation for the
formation of a professional Chinese vocal school.

The third stage began in the early 1980’s, when
China entered a new phase of cultural development
as a result of its reform and openness policy. West-
ern methods of vocal training were actively combined
with ethnic, regional and socio-cultural character-
istics, which contributed to the emergence of works
aimed at a wide audience. Well-known teachers of
this period — Jin Tielin, Meng Lin, and Zhou Wen-
qing — trained a whole galaxy of singers, including
Song Zuyun, Peng Liyuan, Zhang Ye, Yan Weiying,
and Wang Hongwei. Their work became an example
of a new synthetic vocal language that combines the
flexibility and cantilena of bel canto with the expres-
siveness of national intonations.

However, the origins of the process of integrat-
ing bel canto into Chinese musical culture date back
to 1840, when, after the Opium War, Western cul-
tural influences, including church singing, began to
penetrate the country. At the turn of the 19°th and
20th centuries, reformers such as Kang Youwei and
Liang Qichao emphasised the need to study Western
music and art as a means of modernising society. An
important event was the introduction of compulsory
music education in schools in 1912, which marked
the beginning of the «school song period». After the
May Fourth Movement (1919) and the establishment
of the Shanghai National Conservatory in 1927, bel
canto began to spread among professional musicians.
After 1949, it became an integral part of conservatory
programmes, but during the Cultural Revolution, its
development almost came to a halt. It was only in the
late 1970’s, as a result of the policy of openness, that
this technique became widespread again, integrating
into the global music scene (Jiang Ruomu, 2019).

The period of school songs, which became
the foundation for the modern vocal school, was
extremely important in shaping China’s musical cul-
ture. It contributed to the spread of Western instru-
ments, the development of note-reading skills, and
the introduction of new vocabulary into vocal texts,
which enriched the expressive possibilities of the lan-
guage. The themes of these songs covered patriotic
motifs, the glorification of science, geographical dis-
coveries, and the beauty of native nature. The activi-
ties of figures such as Shen Xingong, Li Shutong, and
Zeng Zhimin laid the foundations for the future devel-
opment of Chinese song culture. In the second half of
the 20th century, composer Gu Jianfeng gave this tra-
dition new meaning by combining classical Chinese
poetry with contemporary melodic forms.

The period of war and political upheaval
(1927-1949), which included civil conflicts and the
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war with Japan, was a turning point for Chinese music.
Music became one of the main tools for mobilising the
population, forming patriotic feelings and strength-
ening morale. At this time, two trends emerged: the
«academic school» focused on professionalism and
complex musical forms, and the «school of national
salvationy», which sought maximum simplicity and
mass accessibility. Despite their differences, both
trends had a common goal — to unite the people in the
face of threat. Among the outstanding composers of
this period were Nie Er (author of «The March of the
Volunteers»), Xian Xinhai (creator of «The Yellow
River Cantatay), Zhen Guang, and Liu Ji.

After the proclamation of the PRC in 1949, vocal
art received strong state support, but its themes were
closely linked to ideological principles. In the 1950’s
and 1960’s, the repertoire was filled with works glo-
rifying socialist ideals, the country’s leadership, and
the heroism of the people. At the same time, ethnic
motifs were actively used to emphasise the unity of
nationalities. The Cultural Revolution sharply limited
the repertoire to a few «model» operas and ballets,
but 1978 marked the beginning of a period of revival,
when the themes of songs became more diverse and
international cultural contacts became more intense.

Regional styles play an important role in contem-
porary Chinese vocal culture, forming the country’s
unique artistic palette. Northern China is associated
with heroic, wide-ranging melodies, bright timbre and
clear thythm. Mongolian, Xinjiang and Tibetan songs
are widespread here, distinguished by national instru-
ments and special performance techniques. Southern
China, on the contrary, is characterised by lyricism,
soft and warm sounds, pentatonic melodies, the use
of falsetto and ornamental embellishments. Such
regional diversity not only enriches the performance
repertoire, but also serves as a basis for the synthesis
of traditional and modern interpretative approaches.

Conclusions. The history of the formation and
development of modern Chinese vocal music reflects
a long and multifaceted process in which national tra-
ditions and Western influences have been organically
combined. The initial stages were aimed at preserving
authentic singing techniques inherited from opera and
folk song sources, while later periods were character-
ised by the active adoption of bel canto and its adap-
tation to ethnic and regional characteristics. Historical
events, cultural reforms and the activities of leading
composers, performers and teachers made a signifi-
cant contribution to this process, laying the founda-
tion for the flourishing of vocal art in a new era.

Contemporary Chinese vocal music is a striking
example of cultural synthesis, in which the combina-
tion of a rich historical heritage, regional diversity and
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international musical influences ensures its unique
artistic image. It not only preserves its own cultural
identity but also actively integrates into the global
artistic space, enriching it with unique timbres and
intonations. This experience testifies to the dynamic
development of China’s vocal culture, its ability to
respond flexibly to the challenges of the times while
preserving its national identity.

Prospects for further research in the field of
Chinese vocal music open up broad opportunities for
interdisciplinary analysis and in-depth understanding
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of its artistic and stylistic evolution. It is advisable to
conduct a detailed study of the mutual influence of
regional vocal traditions and Western singing tech-
niques, particularly in the context of contemporary
pedagogy and stage practice. Special attention should
be paid to analysing the creative biographies of lead-
ing performers and composers who have become key
figures in the formation of contemporary Chinese
vocal art, as well as studying the processes of trans-
formation of the vocal repertoire in the context of glo-
balisation.
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