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Music moves, music excites; music pleases, music
saddens; musiclifts our spirits, music calms our nerves;
music sets our feet shuffling, music sets our blood
boiling. Indeed, the power of music has been universally
acknowledged and exploited since mythological time.

In today’s affluence, music above all entertains,
and the thirst for entertainment islimitless. Witness the
number of record stores, inside of which are miles of CD
racks, the seemingly innumerable radio stations on the
air; live music performed in concert halls, in stadiums,
in clubs, and on street corners; music heard but not
consciously listened to such as those in department
stores and supermarkets, and what comes to us via TV
programmes and commercials. There’s also the music
one tries to avoid in answering machines and computer
games, lifts and fancy hotel toilets. Indeed, compared
withliterature, painting, film, dance, and so forth, music
may be considered the most ubiquitous and inescapable
form of entertainment — simply put, one cannot shut
one’s ears to music. It follows that music is also most
closely identified with entertainment — to many, it is
nothing but entertainment, or at least very little else;
and thus it is for all intents and purposes synonymous
with entertainment. Despite this, and perhaps because
of this, musicis also often considered tobe frivolous and
peripheral to the important things inlife, and therefore
dispensable. After all, it is mere ‘entertainment’.

The perception of what music is and what music
does, and its perceived value or lack thereof, inevitably
follow music into the university. After all, a university
is part of the larger society and all university personnel
alsolivein the larger world. It is only natural that many
university personnel share the perceptions and values
of the larger society.

Yet, the place of music performance and music
composition in a university could be, and should be,
different from that in the society at large, not only
because of the expertise within its Music Department,
butalsobecause of the presumably greater concentration
of intellectual potential in a university as compared to
society as a whole. The university has the responsibility
and the means to offer music that explores new listening
expectations rather than perpetuates routine ones,
challenges old listening habits instead of submitting to
them, and inspires rather than merely maintains the
status quo in style, taste and value. After all, the
educational mission of the university is to explore,
challenge and inspire, in whatever discipline, be it

science, medicine or the arts. Music in the university
should fit into this mission, albeit in a unique medium
different from other activities in the university. Such
music may justifiably be considered to be more than
mere entertainment, but to be Art as well. Without
belabouring the definition and meaning of Art, we shall
simply adopt the common sense notion that Art differs
from entertainment in being more original, more
challenging and longer-lasting. Art is considered to
haveintrinsic value that crosses generational and cultural
boundaries. Music in a university certainly should also
entertain, but it strives to be more. It strives to be Art.

But music is more than merely a vehicle for
entertainment or for individual aesthetic experience
and creativity. Music, be it entertainment or Art,
inevitably exerts an impact on society at large, and vice
versa: it crystallises how a people see its communal
past;itmotivates a people’scollective vision forashared
future; aboveall, it forges anidentity and binds apeople
into a whole. Among all the arts, music serves this
function particularly well because of the immediacy
and inclusiveness that are characteristic of musical
performance. It is no wonder that songs are often at the
core of political rallies and religious congregations. Itis
also not surprising that according to the Book of Music,
whichreputedly contains the ideas of Confucius,”Music
unites ... through union the people come to be friendly
toward one another.” This function of musicis effective
and powerful both in times of adversity, when people
need to rally behind a specific cause, and in the long
process of building and maintaining a communal,
national, or even transnational identity. The Music
Departmentin a university recognises the potential and
power of music in this regard, and places it at the core
of its mission, of its research and teaching programmes.

However, music by itselfis like the wind: it has the
power to sweep a sailboat to the far shores, but the boat
needs a rudder to guide its course. This all important
rudder is language. As the 3rd Century Chinese
philosopher/musician Xi Kang expounded succinctly
inhis celebrated essay entitled “Music Expresses Neither
Sorrow Nor Joy,” a composer often needs words in
order to communicate with the listener and guide him
toappreciatethemusicasitis intended, whether through
a descriptive title, a song text or program notes. Even
more importantly, musicologists, theorists and critics
serve as an additional driving force in the transmission
and dissemination of compositions. They influence and
shape public opinion relative to the evaluation of



individual pieces and performances: which one is a
masterpiece, which one is second rate, and so forth.
Indeed, they are the helmsmen that manipulate the
rudder.

This is where the university plays a particularly
important role. The faculty members in a university’s
music department are not only musicians, but are also
very good with words. Like other members of the
university, they spend most of their lives reading,
thinking, talking and writing, in addition to musiking.
They are experts in two communicative arts: music and
language. Among their varied research activities—and
writings — is the critical analysis of music, which has
the aim of postulating and establishing, backed by
theoretical arguments, the merits, artisticand otherwise,
of compositions and performances, composers and
performers. They wield the magical wand of words to
argue, persuade, condemn and exalt. Through their
words, they become the main arbiters of artistic success
and failure.

Two examples serve to illustrate the point. In the
European Classical Music tradition, Beethoven’s music
is pronounced by many to be among the greatest. At the
same time, words generated by his music, in the form of
scholarly books, research essays, journalistic articles,
and fictional creations (who hasn’t heard — and been
moved by — the stories behind the Moonlight Sonata or
Fur Elise?) fill shelves and shelves of library space.
Certainly love of his music has induced people to write;
but one cannot discount the fact that reading the words
in which Beethoven is exalted has equally induced
people to love the music.

Another example concerns the perception and
evaluation of Chinese music in modern times. From
early in this century until today, many influential Chinese
intellectuals who received a Western education have
proclaimed that the music of China is backward and
inferior when compared to that of the West. That they
aresincerein theirbelief and honourablein theintention
behind their criticism does not justify their ignorance.
That they were products of their time — a period of
national spiritual crisis in which the Chinese people
seriously questioned their cultural heritage — is no
excuse for their narrow-mindedness. Without
experiencing the great variety of Chinese musicin depth
and without understanding its underlying aesthetic
principles, they merely perceive that a Mei Lanfang
does not have the sheer vocal power of a Domingo; that

a Jiangnan Sizhu ensemble is pitifully modest in terms
of sizealongside the grandeur of asymphony orchestra;
thatthesubtle nuances of gin music palewhen compared
to the architectonic harmonic structure of a Beethoven
piano sonata; that the master-to-disciple method of
training is amorphous and unpredictable compared to
the strict discipline of a Western musical conservatory.

Modern scholars have long taken the position that
musicshould notbejudged by such simplisticstandards
as how loud someone sings, how large the orchestra is,
or how complicated the structure of a composition is;
that music is inextricably connected to the philosophy
and religion, the customs and behaviors, and indeed the
heart and soul, of a people; that comparing the value of
music cross-culturally is akin to comparing apples and
oranges. But that is not the point I want to make here.

My concern here is, rather, to stress the power of
words: how the words of a small number of highly-
respected leaders in society could, and has, affected the
evaluationand perception of Chinese music throughout
the 20th Century. The pen is indeed almighty, not
merely mightier than the sword. Even today I
occasionally have to confront questions asked with
deadly earnestness by someone who knows little about
Chinese music: “Why is Chinese music so backward?
How can we improve it?” I know of people who love
certain kinds of Chinese music, but are almost
embarrassed to admit it. The most prestigious musical
conservatoriesin China today focus their trainingmainly
on Western music, rather than the music of the students’
parents and grandparents. While one may be disturbed
by these examples and worry about the future of Chinese
music, one should be more concerned with the broader
implications: the ignorance of — and indeed antipathy
towards — one’s own musical heritage is merely the tip
ofanicebergof alargerignoranceandloss. The countless
number of words spoken, written and published about
China and the evaluation of Chinese culture must bear
a considerable responsibility for this unfortunate
situation.

Thus, the place of the music department in a
university involves more than merely making music;
more important is the talking and writing about music.
Although what we publish is mainly books and articles
intended for fellow scholars, these writings nevertheless
will exert a broad and long-lasting influence through
several stages of transmission. But we also occasionally
write for newspapers and popular magazines as a way



of addressing the general public directly. And some of
us deliver Inaugural Lectures to our colleagues and
students. Whatever our vehicle, our aimis the same: we
look beyond personal likes and dislikes in music, and
address the broad meaning of music beyond that of
entertainmentand Art. Weassertandinvestigatemusic’s
aesthetic, political and social values in life, society, and
history. We accomplish this by drawing upon our two
parallel trainings: our extensive musical experience
and knowledge, and our proficiency in the use of
words.

We recognise that there are musically and
linguistically trained specialists outside the university
who also write and publish, mainly in the mass media,
and in so doing exert an even more direct influence
upon society through their words. However, being in a
university, professional musicologists enjoy the
institutional support in terms of both its infrastructure
and financial resources, as well asintellectual stimulation
amongst colleagues and students. Most importantly,
we are in the company of fellow scholars from other
disciplines, all trained in using words through which
we can communicate . This may be the most important
function of a university: it offers a forum in which
scholars from cognate disciplines can interact with one
another, aforumthatislacking forindependentscholars.
Such interdisciplinary interaction sharpens our
perceptions, broadens our views, and renders our words
even more powerful and effective. We are especially
privileged, and thus bear a heavier responsibility than
non-university colleagues.

Now what about science? Is there a place for music
in a university that can make a contribution to science?
The study of musicas aphysical phenomenon obviously
involves the science of sound: from the timbral
characteristics of a musical tone to the acoustical
properties of musical instruments and concert halls.
The age of the computer has ushered in the world of
computer and electronic music, with some composers
becoming students of computer science and some
computerscientists venturinginto musical composition.
The above are some obvious examples.

If science is understood broadly as a search for
explanations, and ultimately as the postulation of
fundamental theories that underlie such explanations,
of themyriad physical, biological and social phenomena,
thenIargue that the search for answers to fundamental

questions pertaining to music belongs to the greater
famnily of scientific research, and that such explanations
contribute to our overall understanding of human
individuals and societies. Musicologist John Blacking,
in his now classic book called How Musical Is Man?,
states that the study of music is ultimately the study of
human beings. His premise is based upon two widely
accepted assumptions in musical research: (a) that music
is unique to the human species; and (b) that music is
found universally amongall ethnic groups. The obvious
corollary is that there is something which we may term
musical nature that is found in all human beings, and
that may contribute to a comprehensive understanding
of what makes us human. A fundamental question then
is: “what is this musical nature that all human beings
share?”

Even though all human beings are potentially
musical by nature, they nevertheless produce and
appreciate drastically different kinds of music and
possess different musical abilities. Thus, another
fundamental question is “what makes the music of
different people different?” For example, can musical
style be influenced by geographical and climatic
environments? Because musicis acommunal and social
activity as well as an individual creative activity, any
musical performance must involve social interaction
and organisation. Therefore, is musical development
related to other cultural developments that have social
interaction at their base, such as political and social
systems, language, and religious beliefs? A question
that follows is therefore “what do the musical
characteristics of a people tell us about their culture
beyond the sphere of music?”

Other fundamental questions that throw lightupon
the universality and specificity of human individuals
and societies include those asked at the very beginning
of this talk. Why does music, and what kind, move us
and excite us? Why does music, and what kind, please
us and sadden us? Why does music, and what kind, lift
our spirits and calm our nerves? Why does music, and
what kind, set our feet shuffling and our blood boiling?
Indeed, why, and how, has musiccome toreignsupreme
in our world of entertainment?

The questions posed above are by no means simple.
Musicologists, though equipped with the ability to treat
musical phenomena analytically and technically, are
not trained to formulate such fundamental problems



and to solve them using recognised scientific
methodology. There is also an intrinsic incompatibility
between musical research and scientific methodology,
such as laboratory experimentation, logical deduction,
and mathematical modeling. Music is by definition
performed and heard by human beings in a social
environment; and humanbeings, particularly musicians
and artists of exceptional creativity, are again by
definition unpredictable and irrational — at least
occasionally. Thus music research as a rule cannot be
conducted within a laboratory setting; explanations of
musical behavior may not be fully argued based upon
logical deduction; and theoretical constructs probably
cannot be convincingly represented by mathematical
models.

Despite these difficulties, questionsrelated tomusic
can, and should, be approached in the same spirit as the
study of the physical or biological universe, if not in
exactly the same manner. For music, which is
entertainment and art, has a third function: it offers a
unique window through which we may gain a deeper
understanding of human individuals and societies. We
cannot afford not to exploit this phenomenon in
attempting toachieve ourultimate goal of understanding
the universe around and within us.

One way to overcome some of the difficulties
mentioned above is for musicologists to venture into
other disciplines through self-study or the formal pusuit
of adegree. Some musicologists are well trained in areas
such as anthropology, sociology and psychology in
order to tackle research projects that are considered to
be in the realm of social sciences as much as the
humanities and thearts. Probably an even moreeffective
approach is through collaborative research with their
social science colleagues. Collaborative research between
musicologists and physical or biological scientists are
relatively rare, but by no means non-existent. One
example is the high-profile, and highly controversial
recent research on how certain compositions of Mozart
may affect children’s intellectual development,
specifically mathematical thinking. A more serious
example was the 1990 conference in Stockholm entitled
“Language, Speech, Music, and Brain” sponsored and
organised by the Department of Speech Communication
and Music Acoustics of the Swedish Royal Institute of
Technology. As one of the speakers representing the
area of musicology, I met and exchanged ideas with
colleagues in the fields of linguistics, cognitive
psychology, and neurophysiology. Although no

breakthrough theories were proposed, it was a small
step towards similar future ventures.

A comprehensive university with various faculties,
including the physical, biological and medical sciences,
offersample opportunity for such collaborative research.
After all, the word university is derived from the Latin
root“universus’, whichmeans‘whole, entire, complete’.
It implies that a university encompasses all fields of
knowledge. Butmay it not alsoimply that thiswholeness
and completeness must include a holistic approach to
knowledge and research, one that breaks down and
crosses artificially constructed disciplinary boundaries?

To conclude this talk, Iwould like to use Cantonese
opera as an example. This is appropriate because the
donors of the Kwan Fong Chair in Chinese Music, from
whichIdeliverthislecture, are themselves accomplished
Cantonese Operasingers. In particular, Dr Katie Yangis
among a very small number of truly great artists; she
single-handedly propelled the vocal art to new heights,
andinsodoinginfluenced several generations of singers
and listeners. She may not have written new operas, but
her creativity in vocal style and her long range
significance are no less than those of certain well known
European composers of the 18th and 19th Centuries.

Cantonese opera has been for more than a century
the most important form of mass entertainment
throughout the Pearl River Delta Region, and among
Cantonese-speaking populations in Southeast Asia,
North America and elsewhere in the world. While the
degree of its popularity may rise and fall depending
uponchanging political, social and economicsituations,
and may vary from one locale to another, its vitality is
persistentand unmistakable. Eveninthese economically
difficult times, Cantonese operas continue to be staged
in Hong Kong frequently, more than any other kinds of
music, in state-of-the-art concert halls as well as in
temporarily-built sheds on outlying islands.
Countless amateur singers meet to sing regularly in
clubhouses and homes, and occasionally to perform
publicly as a way of raising money for charitable
purposes. Itis undeniably amajor form of entertainment
today.

Cantonese opera is also one of the most important
genres in Chinese theatre and music from the artistic
point of view. It is important historically because of its
central position in the development of the matrix of
more than 300 kinds of regional opera found throughout



China duringthe past 600 years. Itisimportant nationally
because ofits intimate historical and artisticrelationships
with several other major genres of Chinese opera. It is
important culturally because of its literary content, which
reflects the history, legends and myths of China both
nationally and locally, and because of its relationship
with the Cantonese language. Itis important artistically
because of its rich musical material and its vigor in
creative processes. It is important socially because it
speaks in the voice of and captures the heart of,
Cantonese in a broad range of social classes and
educational levels.

Unfortunately, there are still people who, without
knowing very muchaboutit, denigrate Cantonese opera
as crude and vulgar. Even more sadly, a small segment
of Cantonese opera professionals themselves doubt the
worth of their art. This unfortunate situation arose to a
considerable extent because of casual comments or
formal publication by those who may be eitherignorant
or prejudiced, and who confuse personal preferences to
absolute value. The university is in a position to assess
and assert the value of Cantonese opera, and place itin
its proper position within the larger historical, cultural,
artistic, and social contexts.

From the scientific point of view, Cantonese opera
canalsobe viewed as alivinglaboratory offering unique
data for the investigation of, among other things, the
issue of creativity. My book on Cantonese opera,
published ten years ago, focuses on the issue of the
creative process whereby singers perform on stage.
Imagine a singer having to sing six operas in six days,
each four hours long, with no musical notation and no
rehearsal—and in perfect coordination with her fellow
singers onstage! How in the world does shedoit? To the
accomplished singer it is almost as natural as speaking
and breathing. But to the musicologist it is an example
of exceptional creative capability and ingenuity. Making
this apparently astonishing phenomenon the central
focus of my research, I approached the investigation in
amanner not dissimilar to that of a physicist. What most
people accept as ordinary and natural phenomena in
the physical universe are perceived by the physicist as
mysterious and magical, yet embodying perfect order.
What physicists attempt to do is to explain this order by
positing fundamental theories about it, and in so doing

they enhance our understanding of, and consequently
increase our respect for, the workings of our physical
universe. I approach research in Cantonese opera and
other kinds of music with the same kind of awe and
seriousness, hoping to enhance our understanding of
the mystery of creativity, and consequently to increase
our respect for human ingenuity.

Such understanding will also help us to nurture
and fully develop the power of creativity, notjust musical
creativity, but creativity in general, which is a critical
ingredient thatneeds tobeadded tothe work of scientists,
engineers, politicians, economists and others as they
solve the world’s practical problems. Even more
importantly, the increased respect for humanity that
results from such understanding will hopefully help
motivate scientists, engineers, politicians, economists,
etc. to solve practical problems in the service of peace
and prosperity for all, rather than selfishness and greed.

After many years of study, I certainly cannot claim
to have answered my original research question on
Cantonese opera with anything approaching
completeness, nor did I ever think I would; in fact I
barely scratched the surface of the creative process in
Cantonese opera and of musical creativity in general.
But I believe that by carrying out such studies I have
moved one small step closer to understanding the
mystery that is Art, or even Entertainment, and one
small step closer to understanding the mystery of what
we call ‘the human being.” To me that is the goal and
spirit of Science. Quoting Albert Einstein: “The most
beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. Itis
the source of all true art and science.” I would like to
follow that with “the mystery of art is the beginning of
particularly intriguing science.”

In closing, I want to express my sincere thanks to
theKwanFong Charitable Foundationfor their generous
contribution to the teaching and research of music,
particularly Chinese music, and to the University of
Hong Kong for its strong and multi-faceted support of
music and humanistic studies in general. In this age
when science and technology reign supreme, such
contributions and such support, are exceptional and
desperately needed, and reflect upon the wisdom and
vision of the donors and the University. Thank you.
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