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Summary

Singing and Western Instruments as Revolution Tools:

The cultural policy of “making foreign things serve China” as seen in the music of
Chinese Model Operas

TENG Shujun

This paper focuses on the performance, such as singing, and the Western instru-
ments present in an officially recognized collection of stage artworks called Chinese Model
Operas (Yangbanxi), which were created during the Cultural Revolution from 1967 to 1976
as part of the essential artistic propaganda campaign to promote the ideology of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP). The Cultural Revolution is well known for its dichotomous binary
structure of “West (Capitalism) vs. East (Socialism)” in the context of the Cold War and, at
the same time, another binary structure of “modern vs. traditional” in the context of the
CCP’s modernist mindset. For this reason, the Model Opera was regarded as the very ex-
pression of Chinese tradition in the Maoist sense, while Western musical forms such as
symphonies, ballets, and concertos—symbols of capitalist culture—were also adopted into
the Model Opera, alongside the revolutionary modern Peking opera.

This complicated relation was expressed as Mao’s cultural policy of "making
foreign things serve China and making the past serve the present." With the complicated
relationship between “West vs. East” and “modern vs. traditional” in the CCP’s ideology
in mind, this paper examines the literary revolution led by Jiang Qing, Mao’s wife, the piano
revolution by Yin Chengzong, an officially recognized leading pianist, and the Peking opera
music revolution by Yu Huiyong, an officially recognized musician and influential politi-
cian. This paper aims to provide the readers with a structural interpretation that offers an
overview of why and how the elements of Western music were adopted in the Model Ope-
ras.

In the Model Operas, singing and Western instruments were employed as revolu-
tion tools, intertwined with political considerations such as creating a party-state-centric
national culture, praising Mao Zedong, and presenting a new socialist life. However, this
paper argues that adopting the approach of "borrowing foreign techniques to serve China"
in the Model Operas cannot be reduced only to a political consideration of instilling the
party’s ideology into the heads of the masses through successful entertainment. Instead, in
the author’s opinion, it profoundly involves the artistic pursuits of musicians. As a result,
contrary to the guiding ideology of the Cultural Revolution, promoting Model Operas also

facilitated the popularization of Western musical forms in China to some extent.
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