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and realism, the organic and the inor-
ganic. He also favors leather pants and 
black T-shirts, and emphasizes the visual 
as much as the aural. Tan has brought 
hipness to a misunderstood, even feared, 
musical genre, and while some accuse 
him of cultural superfi ciality, he is loved, 
respected and admired on both sides of 
the International Date Line. 

Childhood and Early 
Education
Born on 18 August 1957, Tan grew up in 
Simao, Hunan Province, in south-central 
China. His medical doctor mother and 
food researcher father were transferred 
to the provincial capital of Changsha, so 
Tan stayed with his grandmother in a 
village teeming with Taoists, shamans, 
ghost stories, and rituals—later forbid-
den in the changing political climate. 

Chinese leader Máo Zédōng’s 
(1893–1976) Cultural Revolution lasted 
for ten years (1966–1976), but the effects 
still reverberate. During that time, a 

Summary
The musician, conductor, and contem-
porary composer Tan Dun absorbed the 
sights, sounds, and stories of China’s 
countryside, fi rst from his home vil-
lage, and later from the farming com-
mune where he served during the 
Cultural Revolution, and channeled 
them into music. Now based in New 
York, Tan combines “organic” sounds 
of water, paper, and ceramics while 
blending elements of East and West in 
historical or literary themes and orches-
tration. He has transformed contempo-
rary composition into a popular, edgy 
art form, and remains critically and 
commercially successful.

A s classical music struggles to retain 
audiences, impresarios, program 

directors, and conductors look to con-
temporary music to keep orchestras 
alive. Tan Dun is a China-born, New 
York-based contemporary composer 
who fuses East and West, shamanism 
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b. 1957—Musician, composer, and conductor
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opera troupe’s boat capsized near the 
commune, killing several musicians, and 
the self-taught Tan fi lled an empty slot. 
A few years of on-the-job training and 
touring accelerated his music skills, and 
when the politics changed, he was ready 
for a career in music.

Cultural Revolution policies pro-
scribed playing or listening to any tradi-
tional or Western music; arts lovers were 
limited to the so-called “Eight Model 
Operas” which included one cantata, 
two ballets, and fi ve revolutionary 
operas. Western instruments not confi s-
cated or destroyed were for playing odes 
to Mao. But when the revolution col-
lapsed, Tan was fi nally exposed to com-
posers such as Beethoven and Bach. 
Soon after, he applied to Beijing’s now-
reopened Central Conservatory of Music, 
and secured one of thirty slots among 
thousands of applicants. This graduating 
class is now legendary, spawning com-
positional luminaries such as Zhōu Lóng 

 (b. 1953) and his wife Chén Yí 
(b. 1953). Tan, along with Yè Xiǎogāng 

 (b. 1955), Guō Wénjı̌ng  
(b. 1956), and Qú Xiǎosōng  (b. 1952), 
was known as one of the “Four Talents.” 
And even among this elite group of Third 
Generation composers of New Wave 
music (xı̄ncháo yı̄nyuè ), Tan has 
achieved worldwide recognition.

Musical Career
Tan moved to New York City in 1986, but 
upon meeting fellow composer John 

recognizable legal system ceased to 
exist. Schools were closed while teachers 
and other intellectuals were publicly 
harassed and sometimes imprisoned 
and, in the most extreme cases, killed. 
Red Guards, teenaged paramilitary 
organizations, roamed the streets and 
tore through private houses searching 
for forbidden bourgeois or traditional 
objects. Those with international experi-
ence, ancestry on the wrong side of the 
Chinese Civil War (1946–1949), or “bad 
backgrounds” were subjected to job dis-
crimination, forced relocation or even 
incarceration and death.

Offi cials transferred millions of urban 
teenagers to the countryside to experience 
fi rsthand how the peasants lived. Consid-
ering China’s top-heavy agricultural soci-
ety, this idea had some merit; however, 
terms of service could last over a decade. 
There were no visits home, food was 
scarce, and housing often woefully inade-
quate. “Imagine,” Tan said. “You were told 
to report to an offi ce and made to swear to 
leave your family, to feed pigs, to plant 
rice, for your entire life. I cried. How could 
I do this my entire life?” (Buruma 2008).

Tan was fortunate: Mao’s death in 
1976 cut short his stay in the farming 
commune and rendered his service com-
paratively painless. He spent his time 
charming the farmers by setting Maoist 
texts to their now-forbidden ghost 
operas, and making music by playing 
cooking implements, farming tools, and 
even a three-stringed violin. Then a freak 
accident catalyzed his career. A Peking 
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Tan’s operas Peony Pavilion (1998) and 
Marco Polo (1996) both melded East and 
West; Peony included Kun opera staging 
and Marco used instruments from Medi-
eval Europe and the Silk Road. For The 
First Emperor (2006), which addressed 
China’s national unifi cation under the 
Qin, he collaborated with Chinese-
American novelist Ha Jin on the English-
language libretto. Tan is also known for 
his fi lm soundtracks, most notably direc-
tor *Ang Lee’s  (b. 1954) Crouching 
Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000), which earned 
him Grammy and Academy Awards. 

Infl uence and Legacy
Many Chinese composers combine East 
and West by playing pentatonic (fi ve-tone, 
traditionally Asian) scales on orchestral 
instruments, but Tan draws on academic, 
historical, sentimental, and sensual infl u-
ences. Some critics accuse him of surface-
level interpretations, but his work 
introduces Western audiences to a differ-
ent side of China, and reminds Chinese 
listeners of sights, sounds, and subjects 
they have forgotten, or maybe never 
learned. A prolifi c composer of operas, 
concertos, fi lm scores and symphonic, 
chamber and solo works, not to mention a 
Bach-inspired oratorio, Tan also experi-
ments with technology. His 2002 piece The 
Map: Concerto for Cello, Video and Orchestra 
combined video projections with orches-
tral music, while his Internet Symphony 

Cage, his ideas about contemporary 
composition underwent a permanent 
shift. “What he really pushed me to do 
was to listen to the sounds of nature and 
listen to myself,” Tan says. “If I didn’t 
meet with John Cage, I’m thinking my 
life is different” (Chute 2012). Listening 
has made Tan a master of blending dis-
parate sounds, and for some, bringing 
Chinese sensibilities to life. His “organic 
music” series, which includes his Water 
Concerto (1998), Paper Concerto (2003), 
Earth Concerto (2009), and Water Music 
(2004), as well as more traditional works 
such as his opera Tea: A Mirror of the Soul 
(2002) use natural elements such as paper, 
stones, ceramics, and splashing water. 
“It’s a huge statement from me that 
organic sounds are the most important 
musical instrument,” says Tan. For him, 
organic sounds literally hit close to home. 
“Life is music, and music is my life; if not, 
I don’t think I can master the sounds,” 
he continued. “When I was growing up 
in Hunan countryside, all those people 
doing laundry, washing their rice and 
their bodies in the river, created beauti-
ful sounds” (N. Pellegrini, personal com-
munication with Tan Dun, 2008).

Tan is equally captivated by ancient 
Chinese culture. His fi rst opera, Nine 
Songs (1989), draws on the poetry of Qu 
Yuan, an imperial offi cial from almost 
2,500 years ago and called the father of 
Chinese poetry, who drowned himself 
after falling victim to palace intrigue 
(this tragedy supposedly inspired the 
Chinese Dragon Boat Festival holiday). 

*People marked with an asterisk have entries in this 
dictionary.
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with the status quo and get media atten-
tion; Tan Dun is a typical example. But 
this is understandable, and very good for 
contemporary music,” he continues. “If 
no one cares about it, the genre is going to 
die” (N. Pellegrini, personal communica-
tion with Guo Wenjing, 2008).

Nancy PELLEGRINI 
Stage Editor/Writer for Time Out Beijing/

Time Out Shanghai

No. 1 “Eroica,” for the YouTube Orchestra 
(2009) blended cyber-auditions with a 
concert date at Carnegie Hall, and 
included disc brakes and automobile rims 
in the percussion section. Perhaps his 
greatest legacy, however, is making con-
temporary music popular. “Composing 
contemporary music is a niche market…
so you can enjoy your freedom,” says Chi-
nese composer and former classmate Guo 
Wenjing (b. 1956). “Some are dissatisfi ed 

Album cover for a CD with three of Tan Dun’s compositions. Photo by iClassical Com.
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