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The chanting of verses from the King Yalu epic is a common feature at funerals and festivals of the Miao ethnic group. Chen Xinghua
(above left) is one of the few in Ziyun county, Guizhou province, who can sing the epic. PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

Y ang Xiaodong’s
main inspiration is
his uncle, Yang
Changrong, a folk

singer from Guoshiguan, a
remote mountainous village
in Ziyun county, Guizhou
province.

This area, where Yang Xiao
dong, a 28yearold singer,
grew up, is also home to the
Miao people.

Yang Changrong, 60, is a
local celebrity as he is the only
villager who can still chant
verses in praise of King Yalu —
the ethnic community’s
revered ancestor — in the old
Miao language.

The old language doesn’t
have a written text and is
almost forgotten.

China’s other popular eth
nic epics include songs about
the Tibetan King Gesar, the
Mongolian King Jianggar and
the Kirgiz King Manas.

During his childhood, Yang
Xiaodong used to follow his
uncle to funerals, where Yang
Changrong would chant vers
es from King Yalu’s oral epic.

The ritual, which went on
for days to honor the depart
ed, fascinated Yang Xiaodong
and he started to learn the art
form from his uncle at the age
of 13.

Yang Xiaodong completed
middle school in 2005. Like
many other rural youngsters,
he left the poor village for a
better life in the city.

Though he went to Shen
zhen in the south to work, he
couldn’t forget the songs. In
2010, Yang Xiaodong
returned to the village to be a
teacher.

In 2014, he joined the King
Yalu Cultural Research Center,
which was founded by the
Ziyun government in 2009 to
focus on research, translation
and recording of the King Yalu
epic.

“For the Miao people, King
Yalu (the epic) is important —
it is the root of our culture and
is also about our history,” says
Yang Xiaodong over the
phone.

The verses are the remains
of the oral history of the leg
endary King Yalu and chroni
cle how he led his people to
fight in wars.

Due to the country’s rapid

modernization, such folk tra
ditions are fading, especially
because very few Miao people
seem to be interested in carry
ing on with it.

Chen Xinghua, 73, is
among the few members of
the community who can sing
the epic. He learned it as a
teenager from his uncle, Wei
Changxiu.

Like Yang Changrong, Wei
is also the only dong lang, or
singer, in his village, Daha,
located in the same county in
Guizhou.

“It is said that completing
all the verses of the King Yalu
epic takes at least 10 days and
the acts are performed by at
least four people. But now, we
perform a shorter version

because nobody can sing it
entirely,” says Chen.

Invited by rural residents to
conduct funeral rites, Chen
gave over 50 performances in
2016. But he gets paid more in
kind (meals) than cash.

In 2015, Huang Laojin, who
was considered the only dong
lang capable of singing King
Yalu in its entirety, died in

Gejing village in Ziyun county,
aged 99.

Huang was known for his
singing of all six battlefield
scenes from the epic.

“His death is a big loss,” says
Chen.

“I am afraid the tradition
will die someday. I spent my
whole life learning and pre
serving the songs, and they are

priceless to me. I hope to pass
them to the young genera
tion,” he adds.

There are some 3,000 dong
lang among a population of
300,000 in western Guizhou’s
impoverished Mashan area,
says Yang Zhengjiang, direct
or of the King Yalu Cultural
Research Center.

Yang Zhengjiang, himself a
member of the Miao commu
nity, started his research on
the epic after he graduated
from Guizhou Minzu Univer
sity in 2002.

Since 2009, the 32yearold
has interviewed hundreds of
folk singers, including Huang
and Chen, to make video and
audio recordings about King
Yalu.

“Most dong lang are very
old. Once they are gone, the
history of King Yalu and possi
bly even Miao culture will be
forgotten,” he says, adding that
the average age of the dong
lang is 70, which makes the
preservation of this tradition
urgent.

In2009, theepicwas includ
ed in the Statelevel intangible
cultural heritage list.

In 2012, with the help of the
Chinese Folk Literature and
Art Society, King Yalu was
published in Chinese for the
first time.

By 2014, Yang Zhengjiang
helped the county set up 17
teaching and learning centers
across five towns to protect
the folk art. He hopes to do
more in the future to preserve
the heritage.

Besides research, it would
be a good approach to bring
wider attention to the unique
Miao culture by combining
tourism with performances of
the songs of the King Yalu
epic, says Yao Xiaoying, a dep
uty to the National People’s
Congress and vicepresident
of the Guizhou Provincial Fed
eration of Literary and Art Cir
cles.

“I have watched the per
formances of King Yalu several
times. It is about Miao history
and religion. I believe people,
even those who are not from
the ethnic group, will be
enlightened by it.”

Contact the writers through
chennan@chinadaily.com.cn

Homegrown soprano returns to tour China
By CHEN NAN
chennan@chinadaily.com.cn

The year 1984 is unforgetta
ble for soprano Dilber Yunus.
That year, China’s women’s
volleyball team won its first
gold medal at the Olympic
Games, which were held in
Los Angeles.

The same year, while still
studying at the department of
vocal music and opera at Bei
jing’s Central Conservatory of
Music, Yunus won second
prize at the prestigious Mir
jam Helin International Sing
ing Competition in Helsinki,
Finland.

“I became a star in the cam
pus like the women’s national
volleyball team,” recalls Yunus,
who is better known by her
stage name, Dilber.

After finishing her master’s
degree at the conservatory,
Dilber was signed by the
National Opera House of Fin
land in 1988.

Since then, the Kashgar
native from the Xinjiang
Uygur autonomous region
has achieved success overseas,
playing Gilda in Giuseppe Ver
di’s Rigoletto and Lucia in

Gaetano Donizetti’s Lucia di
Lammermoor over her three
decade career.

Hailed as the “nightingale”
from China, the 59yearold
soprano will launch a fivecity
tour in China, including
Changsha (March 23), Wuhan
(March 26) and Beijing (April
8).

She will give solo recitals,
accompanied by Chinese pian
ist Zhang Jialin.

“How time flies! The last
time I gave a solo recital in
Beijing was 11 years ago,” says
the soprano, who will per
form 18 songs in seven lan
guages, including Care Selve
from Atalanta by George Frid
eric Handel and How Fair
This Spot by Sergei Rachma
ninoff.

“Compared with cultural
shock and homesickness
while living and working
abroad, the most challenging
part as a soprano is to master
different languages, such as
Italian, French and German,”
says Dilber.

She also wants to show the
audience that it’s also beauti
ful to sing bel canto style in
Chinese.

So she has decided to per
form seven Chinese songs,
such as Kashgar Girl and
Pamirs, My Beautiful Home
land, in the upcoming recitals.

Speaking about her per
formance, Jyri Lintunen, press
secretary of the embassy of
Finland in Beijing, says: “Dil
ber has a long history with
Finland. It’s great to have her
back in Beijing. We also look
forward to her performance of

a Finnish song in her recital.”
Dilber will perform Dia

mond on the March Snow by
Finnish composer Jean Sibeli
us.

In recent years, the soprano
has traveled back to China
both for performances and to
teach.

She took the leading role in
the original Chinese opera
Visitors on the Snow Moun
tains, produced by the

National Center for the Per
forming Arts in 2014, and has
been teaching at the China
Conservatory of Music, Xinji
ang Arts Institute and Xinji
ang University since 2006.

Starting from around 2011,
she has been busy with a
project commissioned by Xin
jiang’s government, collecting
ethnic folk music and training
young ethnic folk musicians
there.

Speaking about his latest
collaboration with Dilber,
pianist Zhang, who is a pro
fessor at the Central Conserv
atory of Music, says: “She is
passionate about her career.
She is also a sensitive collabo
rator, who cares all the details
of the recital. But what makes

her special is the versatility of
her voice.”

When Dilber learned oper
atic singing after being admit
ted to the Xinjiang Song and
Dance Troupe in 1976, China
had no original Westernstyle
opera then. But her exception
al voice allows her to express
joy, sadness and anger in her
singing without losing techni
cal precision and balance.

Speaking about singers
today, Dilber says: “Chinese
students of vocal music and
opera are different from my
generation. They are now open
to different singing styles.

“I have trained some Chi
nese students and participated
in vocal music competitions. I
am impressed that there so
many young talents in China,
but they need to stick to their
individual characters.”

Reflecting on her upcoming
shows, she says: “During my
life in Europe, I rarely
returned to my hometown
and I often dreamed about the
white poplar trees there.

“I have achieved my goals as
a soprano, and the most
important thing for me now is
to give back to my country.”

Soprano Dilber Yunus plays the lead role in Visitors on the Snow
Mountains. PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

Missing
opera by
Liszt to
premiere

NEW YORK — A rare
opera by Franz Liszt has
been meticulously restored
by a scholar, who described
the work as unique in the
history of music.

The 19thcentury Hun
garian composer was pro
lific and won a feverish fan
base, but he was best
known for his piano pieces
and only premiered one
opera, a oneact work the
prodigy completed when
he was 13.

Sardanapale, based on
Lord Byron’s tragedy Sar
danapalo about the over
throw of a peaceloving but
hedonistic Assyrian king,
was long thought to have
been abandoned.

David Trippett, a senior
lecturer at Cambridge Uni
versity, says he discovered
the manuscript in an
archive in Weimar, Liszt’s
longtime base in Germany,
and spent two years restor
ing it.

“We will never know
exactly why he abandoned
his work on the opera and I
suspect he would have
beensurprised to learnthat
it is resurfacing in the 21st
century. But I like to think
he would have smiled
about it,” Trippett says.

Trippett calls the Italian
language opera — which
Liszt began in 1849 —
groundbreaking as it
blended Liszt’s characteris
tic voice with the compos
er’s newfound discovery of
Richard Wagner, his con
temporary and one of the
defining figures in opera.

“The music that survives
is breathtaking — a unique
blend of Italianate lyricism
and harmonic innovation,”
Trippett says.

Only one act of Sardana
pale survives and Trippett
says that itwasat firstbare
ly legible, with Liszt writ
ing in a shorthand that
only he understood.

But Trippett says he was
able to recreate the piece
as it was clear that Liszt
“worked out all the music
in his head before he put
pen to paper”.

“To retrieve this music,
I’ve had to try and put
myself into the mind of a
19thcentury composer, a
rare challenge and a
remarkable opportunity.”

The scholar plans to pre
miere Sardanapale in June
at the BBC Cardiff Singer of
the World competition, a
leading annual event in
Wales.

“Who else gets to pre
miere a new opera by a
superstar composer from
twocenturiesago?” saysUS
soprano Anush Hovhanni
syan, who is taking part in
a documentary on the res
toration timed for the Car
diff event.

AGENCE FRANCEPRESSE

7:30pm, April 8. Forbidden
City Concert Hall, inside
Zhongshan Park, west of
Tian’anmen Square,
Xicheng district, Beijing.
01065598285.

If you go

To retrieve this
music, I’ve had
to try and put
myself into the
mind of a
19thcentury
composer.”
David Trippett, lecturer at
Cambridge University

CHANTS IN THE HILLS
Members of the Miao community are striving to keep a folk tradition — verses in praise of
King Yalu — alive in the face of China’s rapid modernization, Chen Nan and Yang Jun report.


