The Structure of Instants d’un Opera de Pekin

The overall structure on Chen’s Instants is laid out in Table 1. He adopted two basic
compositional styles from the Peking Opera in Instants: Sanban and Yaoban. The first of
these, is associated with the variation form called Bangiang Ti in Peking Opera; the overall
tempo scheme of Bangiang Ti is: Sanban (Lento)-Adagio-Moderato-Allegro-Sanban
(Lento). Sanban not only indicates tempo but also involves the frequent use of fermatas,
which have the effect of stretching or elongating the rhythm. Example 1 provides a good
illustration of sanban in the ending measure with its five successive fermatas over sustained
chords. Another style typical in Peking Opera is called Yaoban, in which the melody and
the accompaniment are notated without bar lines, which invites a freely interpretation of
the melodic material. Chen employs this yaoban stylistic feature in numerous places in
Instants. Example 2 demonstrates another way that Chou used this technique, in which we
can hear the influence of both Debussy and Messiaen in the parallel motion of the parts

and the rich vertical sonorities.

Example 1. Qi-gang Chen, Instants d 'un Opera de Pekin, m.242.
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Bb: run (1)

In the C gong mode the following tones can be added to form hexatonic and
heptatonic scales: (1) F: ging jue (i) or he (F); (2) F#: bian zhi ("1); (3) B: bian

gong (Z'E); (4) Bb: run (1H).
Heptatonic scales can be also divided into three different modes:
1. Qingyue (i1 5K): Pentatonic+ (F and B)
2. Yayue (M 5R): Pentatonic+ (F# and B)
3. Yanyue (#&45): Pentatonic+ (F and Bb)

Pentatonic Scales used in Instants

The great examples of pentatonic scales are using in the following ways:

The two main themes of Instants often appear simultaneously, whether fragmented

or in their complete forms. (Example 3 and Example 4).
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Example 3. Fragmented version of the two themes of Instants d’'un Opera de Pekin, m. 4.
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Example 4. Complete themes of Instants d’'un Opera de Pekin, mm. 9-11.

Chen quoted the xing xian melody (B-A-G-E) from the Peking Opera as a primary
motive. After the first three bars, the incomplete versions of themes I and II appear
simultaneously in m. 4. (Example 3). The two themes appear in the complete form four
bars later. (Example 4) Meanwhile, theme II, which is the retrograde of theme I, moves in

contrary motion. However, theme II can be found as early as in the first measure. The
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Chen relies on techniques of both melodic extension and fragmentation [which
Messiaen called, in French, continuation and élimination] to connect the Introduction to
Variation I and Transition I (from m.19-m. 45). Extension begins on the last note of m. 19,

while, fragmentation appears at the end of Variation I (m. 35).

Extension is a traditional way to develop melodic material in the theme and
variation form by keeping some elements recognizably the same and varying others. In
Variation I, for example, Chen more than doubles the tempo, moving at m. 19 from MM
63 to MM 152. He maintains the same rhythmic profile and exact intervallic relationships
(Example 8). This technique is a dramatic shift from the slow and static sense of the
introduction into the passionate forward movement that persists through following

measurcs.

As Example 8 shows, Chen uses the same thematic idea from the complete theme
I, but varies it through ascending chromatically a fifth in the left hand while applying
ornaments in the right hand. In addition to the first note (upbeat) in each passage, other

notes are exactly symmetrical from the central notes.

The soprano melody from complete Theme I (Sharp notes):

C# |B A F# | A B C# |D# |C# | B A F# | A B

Upbeat Central

note

Extension in right hand (Flat notes):
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The splendid Variation 4 may have been inspired by Chen’s own ballet Raise the
Red Lantern (2000) in act III, which was written at the same time as Instants. Performers
should listen to the ballet version first in order to hear the correspondences. Example 22 is
an except from Variation 4 that contains part of the shared melody with the ballet. The
particular passage in the right hand in measures 119 to 120 should be played evenly and
with brilliance. During practice, to go beyond mere technical mastery, disconnecting each
note while playing at a slow tempo will allow the pianist to listen more carefully and project
the lyricism inherent in the melodic lines. In this process of practicing, the performer
should not lessen the level of exertion in order to maintain a consistent level of firm
engagement in the hands and fingers, as well as a relaxed concentration in body and mind,

in order to convey the appropriate level of energy.
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Example 22. Qi-gang Chen, Instants d 'un Opera de Pekin, mm. 119-120.

Different types of touch are also necessary in performing the introduction and the
final passages of the piece. The octave displacement (Example 1 and Example 4) requires
performers to express the subtle relationship between the seemingly disparate notes. To
convey the deeper musical meaning requires above all very careful listening and a
sensitivity to how the sound decays. This understanding helps the pianist form coherent

and lyrical melodic patterns out of the disjunct notes, but this can only happen when the
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