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Abstract: Piano performance is a richly expressive art form that elegantly conveys the
aesthetic charm of musical compositions. Chinese classical music, with its ancient roots and
extensive heritage, is given fresh vitality when adapted and creatively interpreted on the
piano. This process not only preserves its distinctive beauty and aesthetic significance but
also introduces new artistic dimensions. By exploring the essence of Chinese classical music
and its interplay with piano artistry, this paper highlights four key aesthetic dimensions
harmony, emotion, artistic conception, and innovation as they emerge in piano
interpretations.
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1.0 The connotation of Chinese classical music

Chinese classical music is a unique flower in traditional Chinese music culture and an
important part of traditional Chinese aesthetics. Chinese classical music is renowned
worldwide for its simple and elegant melodies, beautiful and touching tunes, rich national
style, and multiple aesthetic connotations. Due to its unique musical language, diverse
expression techniques, rich aesthetic tastes, and profound cultural heritage, it has formed an
artistic system that is completely different from Western music and has its own characteristics,
occupying an important position in world music culture. As a Western musical instrument, the
piano is deeply loved by people all over the world for its wide range, rich timbre, and
extremely high expressiveness, and is hailed as the "King of Musical Instruments." Piano
performance is an artistic expression form that integrates multiple elements such as
technicality, artistry, nationality, and creativity. In the context of firmly upholding cultural
confidence and promoting China's fine traditional culture, the adaptation and creation of
Chinese classical music and its reproduction in piano performances have innovated the
artistic expression methods of music and achieved an organic unity of content and form. This

is a model of the integrated development of Eastern and Western music art. This not only
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provides a new way of expression for the inheritance and development of Chinese classical
music but also offers a new platform and carrier for its dissemination, endowing it with a
brand-new artistic life. In the long-term creative practice, Chinese composers have boldly
absorbed the creative methods of Western music, constantly enriched the creative approaches
and techniques with national characteristics, and explored a path suitable for the development

of Chinese piano music.

1.1 The Concept of Chinese Classical Music

Chinese classical music is a category of music that originated from ancient court music. It is a
form of musical art that has emerged and been created during the five-thousand-year
development of Chinese civilization, guided by mainstream Chinese cultural thoughts and
reflecting the influence of ancient Chinese philosophy, moral values, and aesthetic concepts
on music culture. It is a full expression of the inner emotions of ancient ancestors, embodying
the musical culture and aesthetic feelings of the Chinese nation. The pentatonic scales of
Gong, Shang, Jue, Zhi, and Yu form the pronunciation system of Chinese classical music.
Chinese classical music features a rich variety of musical instruments, such as the pipa,
guzheng, erhu, sheng, and di, and instrumental performances have become an important part

of Chinese classical music.

1.2 Characteristics of Chinese Classical Music

Chinese classical music is based on the pentatonic scale (Gong, Shang, Jue, Zhi, and Yu),
emphasizing the expression of emotions and advocating the beauty of elegance, tranquility,
restraint, and harmony. It is based on the theory of the five tones. Chinese classical music is
based on the pentatonic scale, which is different from Western music based on equal
temperament. It emphasizes the expression of different musical scales in situations, emotions,

and moods, endowing musical works with unique musical language and emotional color.

(2) Pursue the beauty of harmony. Chinese classical music pursues the aesthetic principles of
moderation and harmony. The elements such as notes, timbres, dynamics, and rhythms in
musical works are meticulously designed and organized, forming the unique monophonic
system of Chinese classical music, featuring a melodic direction that is both ascending and
descending, a dynamic variation that is both strong and weak, and a rhythmic rule that is both

fast and slow.

(3) Attach importance to the expression of emotions. Chinese classical music focuses on
psychological feelings, pursuing true life, sincere emotions, and delicate and rich expressions.
Through factors such as notes, timbre, rhythm, and playing techniques, it presents the true

meaning of life, insights into life, and the beauty of things more vividly and profoundly,

2



touching the audience.

(4) Emphasize the creation of an artistic conception. Chinese classical music emphasizes
creating a poetic and picturesque atmosphere to evoke the audience's associations. Through
the variations of elements such as melody, tone, lyrics, and music, it showcases the inner
meaning and artistic conception of the works, evoking people's thoughts on nature, society,
and life, and enabling the audience to experience the artistic conception of natural beauty,

social beauty, and human nature through their ears and senses.

(5) The application of traditional Chinese musical instruments. The instruments used in
Chinese classical music are diverse, mainly including three categories: wind instruments,
bowed string instruments, and plucked string instruments. These traditional instruments have
unique timbres and expressiveness, making musical works richer and livelier.

2.0 Analysis of Piano Performance

Piano performance is a comprehensive artistic expression form that integrates multiple
elements such as technique, aesthetics, and creativity, presenting musical works perfectly to
the audience.

2.1 Expressiveness of the piano instrument

The piano is one of the Western musical instruments with the widest playing range. It is
highly expressive from low to high notes, reaching 6 to 7 octaves, covering almost all tones
in the field of musical instruments, and can imitate and adapt other musical forms. Each note
is played with different dynamics, speeds, and timbres, ranging from soft and delicate to
strong and powerful, from bright and cheerful to deep and low, from quiet and reserved to
passionate and unrestrained, providing the performer with a vast space for imagination and
expression. The piano can play multi-part musical works. Playing multiple parts
simultaneously can present a richer harmonic effect, enhancing the layering and integrity of
the musical work. The piano also features a rich array of sound effects, including arpeggios,
trills, triplets, glissandos, and staccato. By precisely controlling the position, force, and speed
of the fingers, as well as the rational use of the pedals, the performer can express a variety of
sound effects, such as bright, cheerful, soft, and passionate, adding more means of expression
to the music. In addition, the piano can achieve effects such as emphasis, tempo variation,
and note coherence through playing techniques like strumming, rolling, and contour lines,
making musical works more layered and personalized. The rich expressiveness of the piano
instrument enables it to rival a symphony orchestra, allowing it to play vivid, complex,
diverse, and grand musical pieces, such as concertos and chamber music works in classical

music.



2.2 Characteristics of the timbre of piano performance

(1) Rich timbre. Due to the unique resonance device and string vibration mechanism of the
piano itself, as well as the player's precise control over the intensity, speed, and key touch
position of different notes, piano performance has a unique aesthetic effect and sound
characteristics. The timbre produced is sometimes melodious and sweet, sometimes roaring
and angry, sometimes soft and gentle, and sometimes passionate and unrestrained, with an

extremely broad space and extensibility.

(2) Ample volume and sound effects. From soft tones to intense strong tones, the piano can
express different sound intensities over a wide range, enabling the performer to accurately
control the expression of music and the presentation of emotions according to the composer's

intention.

(3) Excellent resonance effect. The resonance effect is an important component for enriching
the timbre. When playing a string, the adjacent strings will resonate. This resonance effect
adds richness, layering, and continuity to the piano's tone, allowing each note to maintain a

full and long-lasting sound effect.

2.3 The aesthetic implications of Chinese classical music in piano performance

The artistic practice of Chinese classical piano music involves the processes of primary
creation and secondary creation. Primary creation refers to the composer's adaptation and
creation of Chinese classical music, providing the pianist with musical score texts in the form
of material records. Secondary creation is the process by which a pianist, relying on their own
playing skills and artistic cultivation, transforms a work into an artistic form that can be
perceived by the auditory organ. The second creation of a pianist is not merely about
imitating or replicating the composer's score text. It requires integrating one's own
understanding and emotions towards the work, fully exerting the performer's playing skills
and artistic characteristics, and achieving the re-creation of the work. To maximize aesthetic
value, aesthetic experience, and aesthetic effect in the process of re-creating piano

performance art, it is necessary to follow the organic unity of fidelity and creativity,

historicity and modernity, technicality and artistry.




3.1 The Beauty of Harmony

The Chinese nation reveres nature and advocates harmony. Confucianism and Taoism have
exerted a tremendous influence on traditional Chinese culture. The beauty of moderation in
Confucianism emphasizes the beauty of the mean, which is reserved, moderate, and
harmonious, while Taoism pursues the beauty of harmony and integration, that is, "forgetting
the self and the object and the unity of heaven and man." Therefore, the harmonious beauty of
Chinese classical music is mainly reflected in two aspects: on the one hand, the melody of the
music should be in harmony with the emotions it expresses. Chinese classical music pursues
the natural integration of lyrics and music, emphasizing the ingenious and delicate
orchestration among different instruments. Through gentle and simple melodies, smooth and
varied rhythms, and meticulous performance, it achieves a perfect unity between the lyrics,
music, and the emotions they convey. On the other hand, the content expressed by music
should be in harmony with the surrounding environment. Chinese classical music works
advocate the sounds of nature, emphasizing the ever-lasting mood and the vibrant artistic
conception. Through depicting the ethereality, vitality, and magnificence of nature, they
express the harmonious unity of human beings and nature. As the "King of Musical
Instruments," the piano, in its integration and development with Chinese classical music, has
retained the charm of the national pentatonic scale and the linear melody characteristics of
Chinese music. It has also drawn on the traditional Western musical genres and harmonic
patterns, perfectly demonstrating the fusion effect of the profound traditional Chinese culture
and the development of modern music, and has formed a piano music creation approach with
Chinese characteristics. When performing Chinese classical music, the performer should
combine the sound effects of piano playing with those of traditional Chinese musical
instruments. By using different timbres, key touch methods, and playing techniques, they can
imitate the sound effects of traditional Chinese instruments such as the guqin, pipa, guzheng,
sheng, and xiao, and create a classical atmosphere with imagined sound effects to showcase
the colors of classical music. This integration enables piano performance to retain the
classical charm of China while fully leveraging the inherent characteristics of the piano,
achieving a harmonious unity of the two. At the same time, when choosing the timbre, the
performer should also consider the changes of different notes and phrases, as well as the
connection between notes, to ensure that the changes and transitions of timbre during the
performance are natural and smooth, forming a harmonious and unified timbre.

The piano piece "Three Stanzas of Yangguan" was composed by Mr. Li Yinghai in 1978
through the adaptation of a guqin piece. It is a three-part ensemble piece that is a good
interpretation of the beauty of harmony. The melody of "Three Stanzas of Yangguan" is
simple and natural, pleasant but not overly sensual, expressing the heavy feelings of parting
in a friend's heart and highlighting the noble sentiments of ancient scholars who are simple,
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unadorned, reserved, and transcendent. Piano music and guqin music share the same artistic
conception. By drawing on the unique musical characteristics of guqin music, they fully
express the sentiment of parting. This piece of music imitates the techniques and timbres of

nn

the guqin such as "scattered tones," "pressed tones," and "overtones," and employs methods
like appoggiaturas and branched-tone musical polyphony. It expresses the profound artistic
conception of the guqin music through the sound of the piano. This piano piece retains the
basic structure of the original ancient piece "three stanzas," and showcases the unique tone
quality and charm of the piano through the technique of repeated playing: the musical layers
and melodic structure of the first stanza are mainly characterized by simple and elegant
musical performance, while at the same time imitating the "scattered sound" playing method
in the guqin. The second piece, while retaining the characteristics of the original piece,
further deepens the theme of the music. That is, it adopts the "pressing" technique. When
played, the rhythm is stable, the timbre is ethereal, and the melody is smooth, revealing a
graceful charm and allowing the musical melody to develop in a progressive manner. The
third act is more forceful and faster, thus bringing the entire piece to a climax. Meanwhile,
the piece adopts a harmonic structure of variations at the musical level to highlight the perfect
integration of ethnic tones and the piano. When playing "Three Stanzas of Yangguan" on the
piano, one should maintain a melodic singing line, pay attention to the direction and
undulating between the notes, and play out the temperament and timbre of the guqin, which is
fast but not impetuous, slow but not empty, calmly and unhurriedly, vividly presenting the

ancient people's sentiment of reluctant parting.

3.2 The Beauty of Emotion

The essence of an artistic work lies in the expression of emotions, and emotions are the
fundamental attribute of piano performance art. Chinese classical music emphasizes the
expression of emotions. Whether it is expressing feelings through scenery or depicting scenes
with emotions, it is a kind of psychological emotional outpouring and a cultural cultivation
pursued by Chinese scholars. For instance, through the depiction of natural scenes such as
"morning rain," "light dust," "willow color," and "ancient path," "Three Stanzas of Yangguan"
conveys the poet's reluctance to part with his friend. Piano performance has a unique
advantage in expressing emotions. It can present the diversity and complexity of emotions in
music through rich tonal changes, dynamic control, and playing techniques. The piano
performance of Chinese classical music can convey the emotional beauty that the composer
intends to express more vividly and truly. Pianists can fully exert their subjective initiative,
deeply explore the ideological intentions and spiritual connotations of musical works, and
enhance the effect of emotional expression. Firstly, through the application of playing
techniques, musical cultivation, cultural background, and personal playing style, the

performer integrates their emotions into the music, expressing genuine and pure emotional
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experiences, and conveys them to the audience in a delicate and precise way. The audience
listens to the pianist's performance, generating emotional resonance and soulful
communication with them, fully experiencing the vivid characters and emotions in the work.
Secondly, the structure, melody, rhythm changes, and moderate volume of music play a
significant role in the emotional expression of piano performance. During the performance,
through delicate and ingenious changes in timbre and technical handling, rich emotional
sustenance and artistic conception creation can be presented. The audience is drawn into an
emotion different from the real world by the musical images of piano performance and the
body language of the performer, experiencing the emotional impact and spiritual enjoyment
brought by music. Additionally, the personal experience and emotional state of the performer
can also influence their playing style and emotional expression. Suppose a pianist had a
painful experience in his youth—when he plays a sad and desolate piece, he may be more
devoted and more emotional. When the performer is in a state of joy and excitement, he will
play a cheerful piece of music with passion and vitality, immersing the audience in happiness

and beauty.

3.3 The Beauty of Artistic Conception

The beauty of artistic conception is the soul of Chinese classical music. Most of the classical
music in China is composed of works by scholars and literati, emphasizing the depiction of
literary quality and artistic realm. Through musical works, the content is told, emotions are
expressed, and an artistic atmosphere is created, allowing the audience to feel as if they were
there and let their imagination run wild. The piano has rich expressiveness and a highly
three-dimensional tone, which can interpret the beauty of the artistic conception of Chinese
classical music. The performer precisely adjusts the timbre, volume, and sound duration of
each note through timbre control and delicate fingering to create a specific artistic conception.
For instance, a soft and delicate timbre and a long sustain can create a serene, peaceful, gentle,
and beautiful atmosphere, while a strong and powerful timbre and a powerful sound effect
can create a passionate, solemn, and majestic ambiance. Through ingenious arrangement and
performance, the performer enables the changes in the melody, rhythm, and harmony of the
music to effectively evoke the emotional resonance and imagination of the audience. For
instance, by using dynamic musical transitions, rapid changes in notes, or the rise and fall of
intervals and other techniques, a tense, intense, or joyful atmosphere can be created, thereby
guiding the audience into a specific emotional experience. Meanwhile, Chinese classical
music emphasizes the delicate handling and varied application of rhythm. Performers can
create a rich variety of rhythmic forms through the control of playing speed and force as well
as the handling of note lengths. The changes in rhythm make music more vibrant and
influential, providing an important means to enhance the artistic conception. For instance, the

rhythm can be accelerated or slowed down to create continuous or interrupted note intervals,
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enhancing a dynamic or serene atmosphere. In addition, the application of harmony can make
music fuller and more harmonious. The interweaving of harmony and melody brings
multi-layered expressions to music, allowing the audience to deeply feel the rich aesthetic

implications.

"Sunset Flute and Drum" is a piano solo piece adapted and composed by Li Yinghai from a
pipa piece in 1975. By adopting Western harmonic major and minor scales and integrating
traditional Chinese pentatonic scale tonality and harmonic music techniques, it demonstrates
a unique musical expressiveness. The composer, taking ancient pipa pieces as templates, uses
variations, extensions, different textures and harmonies, as well as the unique wide range and
characteristics of the piano, to present a series of poetic and picturesque landscape cultural
scenes, making the entire work like a romantic poem or a freehand landscape painting. The
adapted piano piece "Sunset Flute and Drum" combines the elegance and lyricism of the East
with the rationality and rigor of the West. It retains the charm of classical music while
reflecting the spirit of the times, absorbing the artistic essence of both Eastern and Western
music cultures. It is a classic piece that praises the magnificent landscapes of the motherland
and depicts the gentle spring breeze, the connection of mountains and waters, the moon over
the eastern mountain, and the singing of fishing boats at dusk. Li Yinghai, with his unique
creative techniques and solid theoretical foundation in music, combines Chinese classical
music with Western piano music to create piano music works with Chinese characteristics,

highlighting the unique charm of Chinese music.

3.4 The Beauty of Innovation

Chinese classical music has held an important position in Chinese culture for thousands of
years. Its elegant and profound, ancient and refined tunes are outstanding cultural relics of the
Chinese nation. The combination of the content of Chinese classical music and the form of
piano performance is an important form of innovation in Chinese classical music. It not only
inherits the essence of traditional Chinese music culture but also caters to the concepts and
needs of modern people. In his adapted "Sunset Flute and Drum," Li Yinghai employed
techniques such as ornamental notes and finger-changing on the same note to imitate the
timbres of traditional Chinese instruments like the guqin, pipa, flute, and xiao. This not only
retained the style and characteristics of the ancient piece but also enriched the timbre and
playing techniques of the piano. By applying the free tempo, flexible rhythm, and national
charm of traditional Chinese music to shape artistic images, a touch of Oriental charm is
added to the piano piece, making the musical connotation and emotions it expresses richer
and fuller. The adaptation and creation of Chinese classical music should focus on the
development of melody, the arrangement of harmony, and the arrangement of texture, etc.,

organically combining the colors of Chinese classical music with Western music genres to
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showcase the continuous beauty of the integration of traditional culture and modern music.

There is a certain connection between traditional Chinese musical instruments and Western
keyboard instruments. Pianists not only need to faithfully interpret the works in accordance
with the composers' wishes but also need to creatively reproduce them based on their own
insights and performance styles. They actively enhance the integration and mutual learning of
Eastern rhythms and Western techniques. Through the comparison of exquisite playing skills,
precise key touch, and accurate pedal usage, they creatively interpret unique and multicultural
classic works. The taste reveals a charming aesthetic connotation. Meanwhile, through the
training of piano playing techniques and the artistic pursuit of music performance, as well as
the elevation of the structure and emotional expression of the work, the performer integrates

technical means with artistic goals, forming a unique musical experience.

Chinese piano music is deeply rooted in the fertile soil of Chinese culture and art, endowing
piano music with a unique Oriental charm and artistic connotation. At the same time, it has
also given new artistic life to Chinese classical music. Piano performance is rich in aesthetic
thoughts. Studying the aesthetics of Chinese classical music in piano performance is
conducive to the integrated development of traditional music and Western musical

instruments, the enhancement of national pride and cultural confidence, as well as the

continuation and promotion of traditional Chinese culture and art.
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