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The History of Pipa Composition in Modern Mainland China

Daiwei LU
Abstract

This study systematically traces the development of pipa (Chinese lute) music composition in
contemporary Mainland China, examining the underlying factors and developmental directions in
historical order. The pipa holds a particularly significant position among traditional instruments in
modern China, actively contributing to the fields of composition and performance. Especially since
1950s, the pipa in China has undergone significant advancements as a musical instrument, diverging
notably from the classical period of the early 20th century, particularly under the influence of Western
music theory.

This study first focuses on the establishment of Society for the Improvement of Chinese Music
(Guoyue Gaijinshé) in 1927, discussing the trends of incorporating Western musical elements into
traditional music during that time and its impact on composition approach of pipa, both at the time
and in subsequent periods. Subsequently, with 1978's reform and opening-up as a pivotal point, this
study examines representative pipa compositions from 1950 to 1978 and the subsequent period,
verifying the characteristics of each era from the perspectives of compositional devices, performance
technique, social environment and thematic elements of composition. Furthermore, it elucidates the
factors influencing the development of these compositions and ultimately delves into the positioning
of contemporary Chinese pipa and the trajectory of pipa music composition history.

As a result of this study, it has become evident not only how contemporary pipa has incorporated
elements from Western music, but also the creative direction of contemporary pipa music has been

revealed.
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