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Abstract 

The Piano Concerto in G Major by Aaron Avshalomov premiered in semi-colonial Shanghai in 

1936 with an experimental movement for piano and Chinese instruments.  The work preceded 

over 400 Chinese-Western “fusion concertos” composed over the past eighty years that mix 

instruments from the two traditions. Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin’s borrowed 

concept of polyphony returns to music here to describe the dialogic processes at play in the 

concerto genre and Avshalomov’s work. Details of the Concerto in G further reveal how Chinese 

and Western traditions are in dialogue musically and culturally within the socio-historical 

context of twentieth-century fusion concertos.  
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The adagio of Mr. Avshalomoff's [was repeated] by 14 Chinese musicians on Chinese 
instruments. The composer had orchestrated the [concerto] movement for the native 
instruments in Western style, using harmony and polyphony. This is the first time such a 
thing has been attempted. . . , the effort was experimental and was made only with the 
idea of delving into the possibilities of using native instruments for modern music. . . It is 
hoped that further experiments will be made along this line, for yesterday's performance 
indicated that it has great potentialities. (The China Press) 

 
 

Modern Chinese culture has developed across disciplines and cultural boundaries over the past 

century based on a creative mixture of Western and Chinese forms like the concerto premiere 

described above from Shanghai in 1936.1 The Concerto in G Major Upon Chinese Themes and 

Rhythms for Piano and Orchestra by Russian-Jewish composer Aaron Avshalomov (1894-1965) 

was the first of hundreds of concerto works to partner Chinese and Western instruments in 

various combinations on the concert stage.2 As the newspaper account alludes to, 

instrumentation, harmony, and polyphony all contributed to a new sense of modernity in such 

cross-cultural fusion. If we consider that similar works by generations of Chinese composers 

have transformed Chinese concert music into a new, twenty-first-century tradition, we begin to 

see the lasting impact of early experimentation in Shanghai from the semi-colonial era on 

constituent genres like the Chinese-Western fusion concerto. 

 As the emerging global power today, China’s modern cultural forms require adaptive 

modes to describe the East-West dialogue that they contain within. Born of an era of global 

inequality, the cultural capital of the new Chinese nation calls into question the terms of dialogue 

that first shaped these forms as the Western model becomes increasingly decentered. Whereas 

“polyphony” in the article above refers specifically to musical texture at play in the concerto 

 
1 “Avshalomoff, Singer Win Big Ovation at Unique Concert.” The China Press. January 20, 1936, p. 5. 
2 Avshalomov used more than one English transliteration for his Russian surname and given name. In this article, 
the more commonly used “Aaron Avshalomov” spelling will be used throughout, with the exception of quotes that 
use “Avshalomoff.” 
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form, its dialogic nuance opens it up to interpretative possibilities that can describe numerous 

types of interactions across texts, cultures, and social strata.  

Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) has gained credence in the West over the past century for 

his contribution to literary and cultural studies via the “dialogical principle,” in which he 

articulates that “all cultural production is part of a social dialogue unfolding in a particular 

historical moment, and therefore it is shaped by and immersed in the social and historical 

context.”3  Decades after his death, Bakhtin’s dialogic conceptualizations of heteroglossia, 

speech genres, and carnivalization have been applied to discourses in widely varying disciplines.  

This article discusses another of Bakhtin’s concepts, polyphony, as it relates to Chinese-Western 

fusion experimentation in Avshalomov’s Concerto in G performed in Shanghai before the 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. 

 In his Problem’s of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin cites Russian novelist Fyodor 

Dostoevsky (1821-1881) as one of the “greatest innovators in the realm of artistic form” for his 

creation of the polyphonic novel.4 Bakhtin borrows the musical term polyphony as a metaphor in 

his literary analysis to describe the validation of multiple, independent consciousnesses in the 

novel apart from the author’s own viewpoint. Here Bakhtin recognizes Dostoevsky’s 

significance beyond literature alone to the wider field of European aesthetics, arguing, “it could 

even be said that Dostoevsky created something like a new artistic model of the world” in his 

recognition of dialogic opposition in all aspects of life.5  Like Bakhtin’s other dialogic concepts, 

the polyphonic metaphor has been useful to commentators in various artistic and non-artistic 

 
3 Michael Chanan, Musica Practica: The Social Practice of Western Music from Gregorian Chant to 
Postmodernism (London: Verso, 1994), p. 39. 
4 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problem’s of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, trans. Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1984), pp. 3 and 34.  The original Russian version was published in 1929. 
5 Ibid., pp. 3 and 42. 
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fields.  Musicologists and ethnomusicologists alike continue to employ Bakhtin’s theories as 

frameworks for analysis.6   

My discussion applies Bakhtin’s concept of polyphony as a mode of pluralistic 

consciousness to a new form of musical composition in the Chinese-Western fusion concerto, 

embodying East-West social and cultural dialogue as a critical development in modern Chinese 

history.  Avshalomov’s Concerto in G Major for Piano and Orchestra was a forerunner to this 

form for its blending of both instrumentation and other musical elements from the two traditions.  

Most significantly, it altered the three-movement structure during its 1936 premiere by repeating 

the second movement in an alternative version for piano and Chinese instrumental ensemble, 

placing indigenous and international performers, timbres, genres, and traditions together for the 

first time on the concert stage of semi-colonial Shanghai.  

 I employ Bakhtinian polyphony as a metaphor to describe the dialogic process in the 

Concerto in G involving diverse cultural perspectives against the tense backdrop of China 

between World Wars. To highlight the intricate web of dialogue at play, I adopt a figurative 

reading of the key features of subject-object decentering, heightened degrees of freedom and 

equal rights among voices, and the concept of idea-heroes in the artistic work. In order to clarify 

how dialogic concepts apply to Avshalomov’s concerto, I will first describe the historical 

circumstances of Russia and China in the early twentieth century. I then review polyphony as a 

musical metaphor in Bakthin’s discussion and how its modified literary concept returns to inform 

our musical perception.  I also describe how aspects of Bakhtinian polyphony are especially 

 
6 See, for example, Anthony Gritten, “Distraction in Polyphonic Gesture,” in New Perspectives on Music and 
Gesture, ed. Anthony Gritten and Elaine King (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011), pp. 99-122; Kristian Hibberd, 
“Shostakovich and ‘Polyphonic’ Creativity: The Fourteenth Symphony Revisited,” in Shostakovich Studies 2, ed. 
Pauline Fairclough (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 190-206; Kevin Korsyn, “Beyond 
Privileged Contexts: Intertextuality, Influence, and Dialogue,” in Rethinking Music, ed. Nicholas Cook and Mark 
Everist. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 55-72; Gregory Marion, “Crossing the Rubicon: Debussy and 
the Eternal Present of the Past,” in Intersections 27/2 (2007), pp. 36–59. 
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suitable to the dialogic processes inherent in the concerto genre.  Finally, I will provide 

background and relevant details of the Concerto in G and discuss how Chinese and Western 

traditions are in dialogue from both musical and cultural standpoints.  The resultant polyphony 

is, therefore, unique to the socio-historical context of twentieth-century musical development in 

China. 

Bakhtin, Avshalomov, and the Russian-Shanghai Chronotope   

This article highlights the work of two Russians who lived through the first half of the 

twentieth century but likely knew nothing of each other. Composer Avshalomov was born in 

Siberia along the Chinese border in 1894, lived much of his life in China, and died in New York 

City in 1965.  Literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin was born in 1895 in European Russia and died in 

the Soviet Union in 1975.  I partner them not only for their shared Russian heritage, but by an 

important literary-musical-cultural link that only began to form during their lifetimes.   

Avshalomov dedicated himself to experimental compositions that wedded Chinese and Western 

music in collaboration with Shanghai-based Chinese artists.  Bakhtin theorized about the 

interaction and creation of new languages as a product of socio-historical interplay and 

represented most distinctly in the novel. The discussion at hand concerns how they intersect via 

the creation of new musical-generic languages across previous cultural divides. On a wider scale, 

it involves Russian and Chinese nations linked by the twentieth-century experience of revolution.  

 In his examination of Dostoevsky’s novels, Bakhtin observes that epochs create 

conditions for new artistic forms to emerge over long periods,7 but the ripening and realization of 

a new form is contingent upon social dialogue appearing in a specific historical moment.  Such a 

space-time relationship is pertinent to Dostoevsky’s novels, as well as our consideration of 

 
7 Bakhtin, Problem’s of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 36. 
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Aaron Avshalomov in 1930s Shanghai. In Bakhtin’s view, the intersection of time and space – 

referred to as the “chronotope” – is central to generic formation in a given historical epoch, 

where “‘time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible’ while ‘space 

becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot and history’. . . However, he is 

not just speaking of various formal temporal and spatial devices which may be said to identify 

different genres, though this is part of it, but also of the relationship which these characteristics 

bear to the cultural conditions in which they arise.”8  

Bakhtin, writing in the early years of Soviet Russia, acknowledges Dostoevsky’s novels 

as the product of the epoch of young Russian capitalism in the nineteenth century.9 The milieu of 

Imperial Russia under which Dostoevsky wrote was very different from those surrounding 

Bakhtin and Avshalomov in the Soviet Union and Republican China, respectively, in the 1930s. 

However, the three Russians were all affected by the monumental socio-political changes 

engulfing their homeland. Dostoevsky wrote of society against the historical backdrop of Czarist 

rule and the ingrained tension between aristocracy, nascent middle class, the Russian Orthodox 

Church, and age-old serfdom. This was a Russia ambivalently identifying itself with Asia to the 

East and Europe to the West, as well as a growing sense of conflict between capitalist pluralism 

and concomitant resistance to the Czarist political system that would eventually lead to the 

Bolshevik Revolution from 1917. Bakhtin entered adulthood through the years of World War I 

and the revolution itself, and he began his career and work on Dostoevsky as the strict socialist 

system took shape in the 1920s. However, he was arrested in 1929, just as his first book on 

Dostoevsky appeared. He spent much of his career in exile and relative obscurity until his work 

 
8 Chanan, p. 45, quoting Mikhail Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, 
trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin, TX: University of Texas, 1981), p. 84.  
The original essay was written in 1935. 
9 Bakhtin, Problem’s of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, pp. 34-36. 
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was rediscovered in the 1960s and he was able to reorganize his materials for posthumous 

publication in the decades preceding the Soviet collapse.10 Avshalomov’s life took a different 

path as a result of his family background, upbringing in northern Asia, and both cultural and 

political developments in China. He was sent to China by his family in 1914 because of the 

outbreak of World War I, and while he did not flee the Bolshevik Revolution as the multitudes of 

White Russians did, he never returned to Russia, spending the rest of his life in search of artistic 

opportunity in China and the U.S.  

Cosmopolitan Shanghai provided the best opportunity for Avshalomov to seize upon his 

unique background.  He moved there in 1931, but he had grown up in a border area inhabited by 

numerous Chinese and had a great deal of exposure to Chinese theater and music as a child.11 He 

also lived in other parts of China in the 1920s, and he had spent many years studying Chinese 

folk tunes as he developed his largely self-taught compositional skills.  Avshalomov first gained 

limited recognition in China and the U.S. before that with his opera Kuan Yin (Goddess of 

Mercy) and the pantomime ballet The Soul of the Chin, both written in 1925, and especially with 

his symphonic poem Hutungs of Peking (also entitled Hutungs of Beiping, 1931-32).  His 

greatest impact on Chinese music would come in his experimental musical-drama The Great 

Wall (Meng Jiang Nü, 1943-45), which received numerous performances in 1945-46, shortly 

before he moved to the U.S. in 1947.12 

Along with his symphonic and dramatic works, the Concerto in G, written in 1935, 

represents an early experiment within a new musical form that developed from that historical 

 
10 Caryl Emerson, “Editor’s Preface,” in Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, xxix-xxx. 
11 See John Winzenburg, “Aaron Avshalomov and New Chinese Music in Shanghai, 1931-1947,” in Twentieth-
Century China 37/1 (January 2012), pp. 50-72.  See also Jacob & Aaron Avshalomov, Avshalomovs’ Winding Way: 
Composers Out of China – A Chronicle (No Location: Xlibris, 2001). 
12 See John Winzenburg, “Musical-Dramatic Experimentation in the Yangbanxi: A Case for Precedence in The 
Great Wall,” in Listening to China’s Cultural Revolution: Music, Politics, and Cultural Continuities, ed. Paul Clark, 
Pang Laikwan, and Tsai Tsan-Huang (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2015), pp. 189-212. 
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period. Originally a conventional concerto for piano and Western orchestra but also with one 

movement arranged for Chinese instrumental ensemble, it, along with an entire subgenre of 

Chinese-Western fusion concertos that followed, demonstrates a dialogicality exclusive to the 

epoch of modern China.  This epoch, beginning in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, is marked first by the intentional adoption of Western cultural forms for the purpose of 

perceived “modernization” in order to strengthen China in response to the threat of Western and 

Japanese colonialism (before 1949), second by the politically motivated galvanizing of mixed 

Chinese and Western forms to serve early PRC nation building under the Chinese Communist 

Party (CCP) leadership (after 1949), and more recently by the internalization of the new, blended 

tradition since the late twentieth-century period of economic reform.13     

Nearly all the fusion concertos to appear in the past eight decades have been composed 

by Chinese composers, and performances worldwide have almost always included either Chinese 

soloists or orchestral players. How is it possible that a non-Chinese composer figures 

prominently in its origins? It is important to recognize the semi-colonial condition of Shanghai as 

the main context in which Avshalomov’s experimentation took place. Before 1949, Shanghai 

was the center for developing modern Chinese music and culture alike, due to its special mixture 

of Chinese and international communities. However, the ignominious source of its 

cosmopolitanism lay in the imperialist practices of the Western powers. The city was regarded as 

a “treaty port” (as a result of China’s loss to Great Britain in the First Opium War of 1842), 

where foreigners of many countries were given special rights outside of Chinese law. It was 

eventually divided into International (mainly British and American), French, and Chinese 

Settlements under separate administrations (though Chinese lived in all areas), and by the 1930s, 

 
13 Internalization here refers to a conscious and unconscious acceptance of previously adopted Western forms as a 
part of contemporary Chinese culture by newer generations. 
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the city housed tens of thousands of international residents, including White Russian and 

European refugees, who had fled the Bolshevik Revolution and fascist regimes.14 The growing 

conflict with invading Japanese forces only added to the intricate ethnic-political profile through 

1945.15 From the 1920s until 1949, the city was also a hotbed of ideological antagonism between 

the nationalist Kuomintang (KMT) government and the CCP. China’s first generation of 

musicians, artists, and writers to be trained in Western styles, often by non-Chinese émigré 

pedagogues, were simultaneously engaged in creative work that supported nationalist struggle 

and political partisanship. The atmosphere was, thus, both oppressive and ripe for cultural 

dialogue as could be found nowhere else. 

Due to its inherently unequal, semi-colonial social structure and the limited but rapidly 

expanding exposure to Western music by Chinese musicians, 1930s Shanghai provided the 

potential for cross-cultural experimentation in the Western orchestral medium, albeit under the 

leadership of non-Chinese musicians before Chinese composers could gain such opportunities. 

The study of Western music on a significant scale in China had only begun in the first half of the 

twentieth century, and while Chinese composers would quickly become prolific in their output, 

the performance of their works remained limited in 1936.16  Avshalomov was part of the sizeable 

Russian community in inter-war Shanghai that had a tangible impact on Western music 

 
14 See Marcia Ristaino, Port of Last Resort: The Diaspora Communities of Shanghai (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2001).  
15 For a description of cultural and administrative conditions in a restricted zone for (mainly Jewish) European 
refugees during the Japanese occupation in the early 1940s, see Yvonne Liao “‘Die gute Unterhaltungsmusik’: 
Landscape, Refugee Cafés, and Sounds of ‘Little Vienna’ in Wartime Shanghai,” in Musical Quarterly 98/4 (2016), 
pp. 350-394. 
16 For a recent discussion of efforts among Chinese musicians toward modern reform along Western and Chinese 
aesthetic models in the 1930s, see Joys Cheung, “Riding the Wind with Mozart’s ‘Jupiter’ Symphony: The Kantian 
and Daoist Sublimes in Chinese Musical Modernity,” in Music and Letters 96/4 (November 2015), pp. 534-563. 
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development in China as performers, teachers, and composers in Shanghai before 1949.17 

However, he was an unparalleled pivotal figure among these in that he systematically 

collaborated with Chinese artists and organizations in his many experimental works that received 

more than fifty performances by Shanghai’s most prestigious Western ensemble – the Shanghai 

Municipal Orchestra (hereafter referred to as the SMO) between 1930 and 1947. He uniquely 

embodied dialogic consciousness in the reality of his own life – in contrast to the fictional life as 

described by Bakhtin – in three key ways: 1) personally, by virtue of his own bi-cultural 

background; 2) artistically, through his cross-cultural compositional process; and 3) socially, 

through his engagement with important Chinese musicians in performance during this critical 

moment in the nation’s cultural development. 

Dialogicality in the Polyphonic Novel 

Social dialogue assumes many related forms in art and life alike, and throughout time and 

space. Bakhtin, in his analysis of Dostoevsky, recognizes new dialogic interaction revealing 

itself at a most fundamental human level in the literary genre of the novel in nineteenth-century 

Russia. Specifically, he identifies a monumental shift in the depiction of novelistic characters 

and their relationship to the author: 

A plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousness, a genuine polyphony 
of fully valid voices is in fact the chief characteristic of Dostoevsky’s novels.  What 
unfolds in his works is not a multitude of characters and fates in a single objective world, 
illuminated by a single authorial consciousness; rather a plurality of consciousnesses, 
with equal rights and each with its own world, combine but are not merged in the unity of 
the event.18 

 

 
17 For a detailed account of Russian musical activities in Shanghai, see Networking the Russian Musical Diaspora in 
Inter-War Shanghai, co-authored by Hon-Lun Yang, Simo Mikkonen, and John Winzenburg (University of Hawaii 
Press, forthcoming). 
18 Bakhtin, Problem’s of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 6. 
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What Bakhtin describes is the destruction of a monologic plane, where the novel would 

serve as a platform for expressing the author’s own position, in favor of a dialogic engagement 

expressed in the polyphonic novel.  Here “dialogic relationships exist among all elements of 

novelistic structure; that is, they are juxtaposed contrapuntally. This is so because dialogic 

relationships are a much broader phenomenon, permeating all human speech and all relationships 

and manifestations of human life – in general, everything that has meaning and significance.”19  

The result is a “new multivoiced world” in Dostoevsky’s novels that incorporates the polyphonic 

concept at all levels and elements as reflective of social dialogue.20    

The recognition of plurality-in-dialogue is a major artistic development that coincides 

with socio-historical forces emerging throughout the globe over the past two centuries. This 

“ultimate dialogicality”21 is central to Bakhtin’s concept of polyphony, affecting the author-

character relationship of Dostoevsky’s novels in several key ways.  First, the monologic plane is 

broken by the intentional process of subject-object decentering.  In a monologic work, the author 

creates characters, most visibly represented by the monologic hero, as objects that serve to 

validate the author’s own subjective voice.  But in the Dostoevsky novel, according to Bakhtin, 

the author’s subject position is removed from the center, becoming one of many possible voices.  

The characters are no longer solely authorial objects.  Instead, they carry someone else’s 

consciousness beyond monologic plot link.  The heroes thus become autonomous subject-

objects, conveying both the design of authorial discourse and subjectivity in their own signifying 

discourse.22 Bakhtin recognizes the uniqueness of Dostoevsky in this respect, observing that “he 

 
19 Ibid., p. 40. 
20 Ibid., p. 8. 
21 Ibid., p. 18. 
22 Ibid., p. 7. 
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was able, in an objective and artistic way, to visualize and portray personality as another, as 

someone else’s personality, without making it lyrical or merging it with his own voice.”23 

 Second, as an extension of the decentered subject-object relationship, not only are 

characters separated in consciousness from the author, they are actually given full validity as free 

voices with equal rights. The polyphonic novel presumes a plurality of free characters existing 

simultaneously with the author.  They thereby limit the author’s subjective power, resulting in an 

artistically intentional system of equally authoritative ideological positions.  In such a novel, 

dialogic oppositions are not only allowable, they are inescapable, even between the author and 

characters.  This is because the author creates not voiceless slaves, “but free people, capable of 

standing alongside their creator, capable of not agreeing with him and even of rebelling against 

him.”24 

 Dialogicality affects the author-character relationship in a third way via the interactive 

portrayal of ideas and heroes.  In contrast to pre-Dostoevsky monologic novels, where heroes 

and ideas are linked by single principles, leitmotifs, or philosophical conclusions, the polyphonic 

hero is represented by a complex of ideas – or what Bakhtin calls “idea-heroes,”25 which serve as 

objects of representation in an unresolvable ideological debate.26 In this, Bakhtin cites a two-way 

process of representation: the hero is artistically represented by the web of idea-forces that rule 

him, while the point of view from which he observes the world represents the pluralistic, 

surrounding social reality.  By creating continuous dialogue via characterization, as Kristian 

 
23 Ibid., pp. 12-13. 
24 Ibid., p. 6. 
25 Ibid., p. 22. 
26 Ibid., p. 24. 
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Hibberd observes, “the polyphonic author ensures that the idea and the agent of its liberation in 

the work, the idea-hero, enjoy a freedom of expression not possible in a monologic work.”27 

 The result is an artistic depiction of opposing ideological camps as a condition of modern 

society, with objective visualization supplanting the personal surmounting of contradictions.  

The characters of the novel reveal the inescapable tension between individual and social 

environment, described by Bakhtin as the “tense life on the border of another person’s 

thought.”28  Each experience of a character is “internally dialogic . . . accompanied by a sideway 

glance at another person,” where every thought “senses itself to be from the very beginning a 

rejoinder in an unfinalized dialogue.”29  The polyphonic novel, according to Bakhtin, becomes a 

universal, open-ended source of social, political, and ideological conflict reflecting historical 

change.30 

Polyphony, Music, and the Concerto 

 By borrowing the polyphonic concept as a dialogic metaphor for Dostoevsky’s novels, 

Bakhtin reveals an equally significant dialogue between the disciplines of music and literature.  

In its most general musical terminology, polyphony refers to music that consists of multiple 

parts, where each part moves, to some extent, independently from the others.31  Bakhtin’s 

application of the metaphor, if viewed literally, is somewhat problematic in that the musical term 

polyphony has a varied history of meanings and connotes different nuances according to places 

and contexts.  In applying it to literature, however, Bakhtin, privileges one figurative notion of 

polyphony that describes not only multiplicity of voice parts but also the inherently equal 

 
27 Kristian Hibberd, p. 200.  
28 Bakhtin, Problem’s of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. 32. 
29 Ibid.  
30 Ibid., p. 38. 
31 See Wolf Frobenius, et al. “Polyphony,” in Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.lib-ezproxy.hkbu.edu.hk/subscriber/article/grove/music/42927 (accessed March 
30, 2017). 
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importance and development of those voice parts as has defined Western European polyphony 

mainly since the early nineteenth century.32 This understanding also mitigates the role of 

harmony, which naturally occurs with the simultaneous sounding of independent voices, as 

subordinate to that of the polyphonic texture in a manner that seems most indicative of 

Renaissance polyphony. Such a hierarchical prioritization of musical elements could be highly 

contentious, depending on the specific musical context at hand.33 Its viability in relation to a 

literary genre would, therefore, be limited to some extent had it been intended for literal 

application.  Bakhtin, however, unequivocally dismisses a literal reading of polyphony in 

crossing musical-literary divisions, noting that the comparison between the novel and polyphony 

is meant as “a graphic analogy, nothing more. The image of polyphony and counterpoint only 

points out those new problems which arise when a novel is constructed beyond the boundaries of 

ordinary monologic unity, just as in music new problems arose when the boundaries of a single 

voice were exceeded. But the material of music and of the novel are too dissimilar for there to be 

anything more between them than a graphic analogy, a simple metaphor.”34 

 Recognizing this inherent limitation then frees us to adopt polyphony as a universal 

metaphor for any expression or exploration of multiple voices within and across texts. As new 

forms, including the novel, develop alongside emerging social forces from one epoch to another, 

they can impact other disciplines and genres.  Dostoevsky’s novels are described as polyphonic 

because they artistically depict the dialogue that permeates all aspects of human speech, social 

relationships, and life.  In this way, the novelistic art form draws from dialogic universality, and 

 
32 Ibid. 
33 Bakhtin criticizes one related claim made by the writer Vasily Komarovich.  Komarovich views Dostoevsky’s 
novels as a teleological harmonization of voices in the manner of contrapuntal voice parts in a fugue.  Bakthin, 
however, states that “the essence of polyphony lies precisely in the fact that the voices remain independent and, as 
such, are combined in a unity of a higher order than in homophony.” See Bakhtin, Problem’s of Dostoevsky’s 
Poetics, p. 21. 
34 Ibid., p. 22. 
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the polyphonic principle becomes applicable to other art forms that also seek to depict aspects of 

social dialogue. Consciousness independence in the manner of novelistic characterization is 

achievable, irrespective of medium, based upon the intention of the artistic creator, be it fictional 

author, sculptor, choreographer, or instrumental composer, to acknowledge multiple subject 

positions of any type. Thus, the musical-literary relationship does not stop at Bakhtin’s analysis 

of Dostoevsky.  Rather, whereas music serves as a metaphor for the Bakhtin literary study, 

Bakhtin and literature return to inform music via dialogicality. This is because in all human art 

forms, as Michael Chanan observes, “intentionally or not, all types of musical icon attract 

connotations which are social and cultural in character; and while the composer may seek to use 

them, they are also liable to manifest their presence independently of the composer’s will.”35  

 Musicologists in recent decades have applied the principle of literary dialogicality to 

instrumental music genres because of Bakhtin’s figurative intent within the wider social sphere.  

Anthony Gritten, for example, draws upon Bakhtinian polyphony for interpreting orchestral 

textures and formal processes in the four concerti of Frederick Delius (1862-1934).  “Such re-

inscription is possible,” he argues, “and parallels conceivable . . . despite differences in medium 

and materials, for the reason that, although polyphony, dialogue, and voice began life as musical 

metaphors, Bakhtin grounded them within a general philosophical aesthetics, rather than the 

medium of literature or genre of the Dostoevskian novel.”36  

 Dialogicality can also be applied to instrumental music at a deeper level because of the 

intertextual nature of artifact and signifier across visual and aural planes. Stephen Benson 

 
35 Chanan, p. 43. 
36 Anthony Gritten, “Delius' Konzerte und der Wert der Vielstimmigkeit” [Delius' Concerti and the Value of 
Polyphony], in Musik-Konzepte 141/2 (2008), pp. 179-198. English translation by Anthony Gritten at 
http://www.academia.edu/3320875/Delius_Concerti_and_the_Value_of_Polyphony 
(accessed January 29, 2018), pp. 8-9. 
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observes, “Sound is never transparent, but rather always and everywhere coded, whether in the 

distinction between the mutually dependent sounds of music and noise, or in the valuation of the 

presence of sound as a sign of both literal and symbolic proximity.”37 As a result of such social 

coding of sound, Fred Everett Maus, contends that “some kind of imaginative activity or 

construction of fiction figures in understanding music.”38 He describes how dramatic actions that 

occur in instrumental genres can be explained by ascribing psychological states to imaginary 

agents, as well as to the composer and performer themselves. “Sometimes it seems appropriate to 

think of the whole texture of a piece as the action of a single agent,” he states. “In other contexts 

a differentiation of agents within the texture may be more natural, conspicuously in concerto 

style, where a solo part interacts with an orchestra, but also in many less extreme contexts.”39  

 In his discussion of Russian composer Dimitri Shostakovich’s (1906-1975) programmatic 

Fourteenth Symphony with sung text, Hibberd associates agency with Bakhtinian polyphony in 

the course of what is effectively an orchestral song cycle. While the presence of written text 

enables a more literal application of dialogicality in the vocal texture, Hibberd identifies 

elements of the author-character relationship vis-à-vis strictly instrumental textures, as well, such 

as with Shostakovich’s use of twelve-note rows to create two different types of symbolic topoi – 

death and living human emotion – in opposition to each other. Personifying the tone row types as 

idea heroes, he states that “in this instance, the triumph of Death over the poet suggests the 

triumph of the idea-hero over the composer – a notion fundamentally inconceivable in a 

 
37 Stephen Benson, Literary Music: Writing Music in Contemporary Fiction (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2006), p. 9. 
See also Arnold Whittall, “Autonomy/Heteronomy: The Contexts of Musicology,” in Rethinking Music, ed. 
Nicholas Cook and Mark Everist (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 73-101. 
38 Fred Everett Maus, “Music as Drama,” in Music Theory Spectrum 10 (Spring, 1988), p. 67. 
39 Ibid., p. 68. 
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monologic work.”40 Hibberd further demonstrates how orchestral timbres scored by 

Shostakovich also help define musical “characters” within the symphony.   

  Polyphony is equally relevant to my discussion of Avshalomov via specific types of 

musical dialogue at play in the concerto.  As Chanan notes, “genres are the historical forms in 

which the artistic utterance is cast.”41 Our consideration of Avshalomov’s work as polyphonic is 

necessarily twofold: it exhibits dialogicality both as a concerto and as an intentionally cross-

cultural work. The concerto genre is distinct from other musical genres because of its inherent 

solo-ensemble relationship. It is dialogic in the duality of this interaction – the solo voice is 

featured in opposition to the “chorus” of orchestral voices. “At the heart of orchestral 

involvement in the concertos is the issue of how they interact with the soloist(s), of what the 

interaction of the protagonists represents in anthropomorphic terms. Ultimately, the rich 

hermeneutic tradition in regard to solo-orchestra relations has its origins in the uncertain 

etymology of the terms ‘concert,’ which derives in all likelihood from the Latin concertare (to 

agree, act together), the Italian concertare (to compete, contend), or the Latin conserere (to 

consort).”42 Equally distinctive is the multiplicity of relationships that exist within this duality, 

since a concerto may feature a single solo instrument, a pair, or a small group of soloists.  The 

multi-timbre orchestra enables even greater variety, where individual instruments, small groups, 

full sections, and the entire tutti ensemble can alternate in dialogue with the soloists.  

 Dialogue is, thus, embedded into the concerto when instruments assume the musical role 

of voices.  But different strands of the music-literature metaphorical relationship are connected in 

 
40 Hibberd, p. 203. 
41 Chanan, p. 44. 
42 Simon Keefe, “Theories of the Concerto from the Eighteenth Century to the Present Day,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to the Concerto, ed. Simon Keefe (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 10. 
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varying degrees of strength, and certain generic features of the concerto relate more directly to 

music-literary crossover. Arguing that the concerto is ultimately dialogic in Bakhtin’s 

polyphonic sense requires imaginative interpretation as described by Maus, since the key 

concepts, such as subject-object decentering, are less coded by word when speaking of composer 

subjectivity in a musical work than of a novelistic author.  This is especially true in the absence 

of sung or spoken text in the concerto.  The inclusion of a written program in the score or concert 

program booklet, as in the case of Avshalomov’s work discussed below, can clarify how the 

composer wishes to convey a literal subject position and assign character roles to various 

instruments. Other musical and historical connotations relating to time and place, especially 

when they reflect heightened socio-political tension as experienced in semi-colonial Shanghai, 

are equally important in conveying various layers of dialogicality. 

  The issue of freedom and equality of voices is similarly re-inscribed because of its 

centrality to the concerto.  Equality here is determined both in terms of composer-performer and 

soloist-ensemble dialogues, and concertos display freedom of voices apart from the composer in 

ways not possible in the novel due to the spontaneity of live performance and the relationship of 

the players.  First, as a solo-orchestral genre performed or recorded live – versus a read literary 

genre – the concerto performers’ voices inevitably have a degree of freedom from the composer 

with equal rights to realize and interpret the score, and the concerto soloist voice carries the 

greatest weight throughout the orchestral genres in this respect, alongside conductor and 

combined orchestral players.  The composer can add greater freedom of voices via such devices 

as cadenzas, improvisational passages, and indeterminate or aleatoric techniques.  Thus, where 

Dostoevsky’s voice becomes just one among the voices of characters given equal status, the 

composer’s voice becomes only partial among the collective voices that realize the score. 
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 At the same time, the importance of voices in relation to each other is more characteristic 

of the concerto genre than most other musical genres.  The concerto has always held a 

metaphorical fascination for musicians and audiences in that it symbolizes the fundamental 

human opposition between the individual (soloist) and the group (orchestra) – sometimes in 

contention and sometimes in cooperation.43 How composers have balanced this relationship has 

changed since the concerto emerged in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, as 

structural conventions have changed, especially from the past predominance of ritornello, 

concerto-sonata, and rondo forms in outer movements of three-movement works to far more 

flexible varieties over the past century.  Overwhelmingly, concertos from every era conclude in a 

tutti passage, which, metaphorically, can carry possible interpretations of monologic concord 

(especially in tonal works that conclude in the tonic key of the concerto)44 or 

dialogic/polyphonic, universal open-endedness (i.e., both soloist and ensemble are together given 

equal weight in the end).  

 The concerto’s individual-group dynamic also overlaps with Bakhtin’s discussion of 

idea-heroes. Nicky Losseff privileges the piano concerto in this respect: 

The dualities and oppositions inherent in the virtuoso piano concerto make it the most 
suitable genre in which to explore the struggle of subjectivity against the external world, 
since the encounter  between lone soloist and orchestra is in more than one sense 
representative of conflict: between the single, elite individual and the group, and between 
a single instrumental part which yet constitutes ‘half ’ of the music against the very large 
collection of colours and timbres which collectively form its complement.45 
 

 
43 Ibid., pp. 7-12. 
44 In movements of tonal works, the tutti texture of the final section or coda often accompanies the simultaneous 
reinforcement of the movement’s home key area, such as by the repeated sounding of Perfect Authentic Cadences in 
that key after experiencing some modulatory “departure” of tonal areas earlier in the movement.   
45 Nicky Losseff, “The Piano Concertos and Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion,” in The Cambridge Companion 
to Bartók, ed. Amanda Bayley (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 118-132. 
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In Losseff’s reading, the piano soloist is simultaneously elite, by possession of virtuosic skills 

and an instrument of projectional strength, and struggling against the collective ensemble voices. 

In this way, individual soloist and orchestra alike act as polyphonic idea-heroes imbued with 

freedom from the composer’s consciousness because they innately counterbalance each other 

and together represent potentially unresolvable differences of consciousness. 

 Depicting the environment of inescapable social struggle, the principle of polyphony 

underpins the concerto through the inherent merging of ideology and artistic form. Wayne C. 

Booth observes how Bakhtin sought a unity between the two means into an organic whole.  

Booth describes this “ideological formalism” as “a unity of effects pursued by an artist, an artist 

whose artistry is defined as a skill with architectonics. Effect . . . is everywhere the end, and 

technical problems are discussed as means to given ends.”46 As the novel was the generic form 

for Dostoevsky casting multiple consciousnesses in dialogue, so too is the concerto unique in its 

own dialogic format of opposition-convergence between the individual and the group.  In this 

manner, for novel and concerto alike, “the form itself . . . is inherently ideological.”47 

Polyphony in Avshalomov’s Concerto in G 

Polyphony also returns to the concerto in new ways, including those imbued with cross-

cultural consciousness emanating from periods of ideological struggle. Avshalomov’s Concerto 

in G is grounded in this new direction. It is a forerunner of what I refer to as “Chinese-Western 

fusion concertos.” Concertos that intentionally mix aspects of Chinese culture with the Western 

concerto model may exist in many types:48  

 
46 Wayne C. Booth, “Introduction,” in Bakhtin, Problems of  Dostoevsky’s Poetics, p. xviii. 
47 Ibid., p xx. 
48 For a detailed analysis of the fusion concerto repertoire, see John Winzenburg, “Spanning the Timbral Divide: 
Tradition, Multiplicity, and Novelty in Chinese-Western Fusion Concerto Instrumentation,” in East-West Musical 
Encounters: Representation, Reception, and Power Politics in Sino-Western Musical Relations, ed. Hon-Lun Yang 
and Michael Saffle (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2017), pp. 186-204.  See also John Winzenburg 
“Heteroglossia and Traditional Vocal Genres in Chinese-Western Fusion Concertos,” in Perspectives of New Music 
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Type 1: Solely for Western orchestral instruments but adding Chinese cultural-musical 

elements such as folk tunes or programmatic themes 

Type 2: Solely for Chinese instruments, with or without other Chinese cultural-musical 

features, based on the Western generic form 

Type 3: For any type of ensemble not including Chinese or Western instruments, based 

on the Western concerto principle, but containing Chinese cultural-musical aspects 

Type 4: For some combination of Chinese and Western solo and/or or orchestral 

instruments, with or without other Chinese cultural-musical features, as follows: 

a) Western orchestra and primarily Chinese solo instrument 

b) Chinese orchestra and primarily Western solo instrument 

c) Mixed groups of Chinese-Western solo instruments and ensembles. 

My research and use of the term “Chinese-Western fusion concertos” since 2004 has 

focused on this last category (4) because of the importance that modern China has placed on 

large-scale adoption of Western instrumental performance, on one hand, and on developing 

traditional Chinese instruments for concert use alongside or in place of Western instruments, on 

the other. Avshalomov is important in that he wrote the first two works of the entire collective 

subgenre: the Concerto in G applies to types 1 and 4b above, and the Chinese fiddle suite Three 

Short Pieces for Erhu and Orchestra (performed 1941) applies to 4a.49 I have documented over 

400 of the 4a type alone since 2004, of which as few as ten were written before 1960, whereas 

over 300 have been written since 1989.50 Avshalomov’s experiments merit special attention in 

 
51/2 (Summer 2013), pp. 101-140. Concertos for predominantly Western solo instruments and orchestras are not 
regarded as “fusion” types here. The numbering of types is by the author for this article only. 
49 Avshalomov’s only other work to mix Chinese and Western instruments was a short piece for the Chinese dizi 
(flute) and orchestra. He also wrote a concerto for violin (1937) and a concerto for flute (1946) with Chinese themes. 
50 See Winzenburg, “Spanning the Timbral Divide,” p. 195 for a detailed, chronological breakdown of concertos. 
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that they are products of Shanghai during the vital inter-war period and that they preceded an 

entire subgenre that acts as an important representation of modern Chinese musical identity.51  

The dialogicality which characterizes fusion concertos exceeds that of Western concertos 

in two ways: by intentionally juxtaposing instruments from previously distinct traditions for 

purposes of timbral experimentation and idiomatic exploration, and by attaching national 

symbolic value to the visual and sonic imagery that results from the juxtaposition. These works 

are further framed as polyphonic because of the general dialogic processes contained within, as 

well as strands of subject-object decentering, freedom of voices with equal rights, and hero-

ideas, all of which inform the discussion figuratively within the wider rubric of cross-cultural 

dialogue, which itself is marked by varying political, aesthetic, and ideological motivations.   

The musical score and performance context of the Concerto in G are imbued with 

dialogicality. Bakhtin’s specific discussion of polyphony as it relates to relationships between 

author and characters in the Dostoyevskian novel serves as a metaphorical vehicle for spanning 

the boundaries of artifactual texts: namely, the multiplicity of voices, where “voice” serves as a 

form of ideological consciousness in an artistic “utterance,” and not merely as the immediate 

perspective of a literary character. In the case of Avshalomov’s concerto, the voices of Russian 

émigré, local and international performers, and both Chinese and Western musical traditions 

resounded in the setting of 1930s Shanghai, where the mixing of artistic languages took place 

between Chinese and non-Chinese, as well as within Chinese reformist circles, amidst the 

tension of semi-colonial power relations. 

 
51 For Chinese scholarly studies on the development of the concerto in China and Avshalomov’s role in it, see Liang 
Maochun, “Bainian qinyun: Zhongguo gangqin chuangzuo de diyici gaochao” [A Century of Piano Music: The First 
Climax of Chinese Piano Works], in Gangqin yishu [Piano Artistry] 5 (2016), pp. 28-38; see also Pu Fang, 
“Zhongguo gangqin xiezouqu chuangzuozhong de minzuhua zhuiqui” [The Pursuit of National Features in Chinese 
Piano Concertos], in Zhongyang Yinyue Xueyuan xuebao [Journal of the Central Conservatory of Music] 4 (1991), 
pp. 59-65. 
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The concerto premiered at Shanghai’s Lyceum Theatre on January 19, 1936, with 

composer Avshalomov guest conducting Shanghai-based, Russian soloist Gregory (Grisha) 

Singer and the SMO.  The late-afternoon performance of 1936 was part of the SMO’s Sunday 

Concert series.  The January 19 program was presented in a common twentieth symphonic 

format, consisting of an overture, concerto, and symphony. However, as seen from the concert 

program, Avshalomov’s works were the featured portion of the concert after the Interval, starting 

with the concerto premiere and concluding with a symphonic dance from The Soul of the Chin. 

(See Figure 1.) 

Figure 1. Shanghai Municipal Orchestra Sunday Concert Program, January 19, 1936. 
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 The high-profile SMO premiere of the Concerto in G Major was rare for a newly 

composed concerto, especially by a Shanghai-based composer. The work was scored for piano 

and a large Western orchestra in three movements (fast-slow-fast), which had long been the 

convention for the concerto genre.  However, the incorporation of “Chinese Themes and 

Rhythms” into the Western genre was still a new concept, especially for large-scale orchestral 

works.  The novelty of the work drew considerable audience praised and attention in Shanghai’s 

English-language press,52 leading to a command repeat performance in February 1936, as well as 

multiple performances over the following decade.53  It was also recorded on Columbia Records 

(Avshalomov, conductor and Singer, soloist) and released in October 1936.54  (See Figure 2.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
52 See “1936 Concert Attendance Sets Record,” in The China Press. February 26, 1937, p. 9; see also “Avshalomoff 
Will Direct at Lyceum: To Lead S.M. Orchestra Playing His Own Compositions,” in The China Press. January 12, 
1936, p. 9. 
53 In addition to the January 1936 premiere, at least five more performances were given with Singer and the SMO, 
including: February 2, 1936; May 23, 1937; February 23, 1941; and March 9-10, 1946. 
54 See “Avshalomoff’s Concerto Now Ready to Sell: Symphonic Recording Is Pronounced Success by Columbia 
Co,” in The China Press. May 17, 1936, p. 9. 
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Figure 2. Advertisement for Avshalomov Concerto in G Album Recording. 

 

 

 Dialogic relationships are formed throughout the work by the expressive substance of 

Avshalomov’s music and the manner in which the Chinese musical materials relate to the 

Western format within and across the movements. I have written elsewhere of his precedence in 

modern Chinese music by virtue of the systematic symphonicization of Chinese materials in his 

scoring of concert and dramatic works for Western orchestra.55 This symphonic language centers 

on fusion techniques combining: 1) thematic material derived from Chinese melodies and 

 
55 See Winzenburg, “Musical-Dramatic Experimentation in the Yangbanxi.” 



New Multivoiced World 
 

26 
 

rhythms within thick textures laden with countermelodies; 2) the anhemitonic pentatonic scales 

that form the melodies being deeply embedded into the harmonic foundation and mixed with 

other late-Romantic (via heavy chromaticism and pitch substitution), modernist-exotic (whole 

tone scales and Greek modes), and hemitonic Japanese pentatonic scales; and 3) orchestration 

techniques using Western instruments to mimic Chinese timbres. 

The Concerto in G follows this process throughout. From the twenty-first-century 

standpoint, where fusion music is now familiar as a global phenomenon, it may seem natural for 

the composer to have developed this approach. Shanghai’s Western and Chinese music circles 

remained highly segregated in the mid-1930s, however, and while the concert audience included 

members from both communities, Avshalomov’s experiment was “alien” enough to necessitate 

extensive elaboration in the concert program:   

While in the first movement motives by Chinese folk songs may be recognized, the 
Adagio is based on an old Chinese melody which is lead through various tonalities, its 
original form untouched.  First announced by the flute it is then taken up by the violins, 
then it wanders from key to key, surrounded by murmuring sound of the solo instrument.  
Having orchestrated it for the western orchestra, the composer has also made a special 
orchestration of the adagio for a set of Chinese native instruments as a homage to the 
unknown composer of this poetic melody of old China.  The third movement of the 
Concerto is crisp and sprightly. There are no original Chinese themes in this Rondo-like 
movement, but in its texture there are woven materials of which Chinese music is made.56 

 

 These notes point to the numerous dialogic elements at play. First, Avshalomov 

incorporates traditional Chinese melodic-rhythmic materials in multiple ways across the three 

movements of the Western form.  He bases the first movement on incomplete fragments of 

Chinese folk tunes, while “the second movement utilizes an old Chinese melody ‘Remembering 

Wangsun’ (忆王孙 Yi Wang Sun) from Kunqu opera, which is repeated in various harmonic 

 
56 Aaron Avshalomov, “Notes upon the Orchestral Works,” in The Shanghai Municipal Orchestra at the Lyceum, 
Fifteenth Sunday Concert Symphonic Programme (January 19, 1936), p. 4.   
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combinations.  The third movement does not directly quote Chinese melodies but instead 

includes materials that Avshalomov composed in the style of the pipa (plucked lute) tune ‘King 

Chu Doffs His Armor’ (霸王卸甲 Ba Wang Xie Jia).”57 

 Second, he structures the three movements on conventional internal designs of 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe: Movement 1 is in sonata form; Movement 2 is in 

ternary form (ABA’); and Movement 3 is in rondo form (ABA’CA’’DA’’’). Within these 

structures, however, key areas are largely comprised of modulating pentatonic scales in shifting 

inversions that overlap with major and minor scales. For example, the tonic key of G major in 

Movement 1 is established by G major pentatonic pitches (G-A-B-D-E) at measure 15, but 

phrases and larger sections are heavily chromatic and generally punctuated by cadences via 

“predominant” and “dominant” motion using substitution chords also comprised of varied 

pentatonic pitches. Thus, the fourteen-measure introduction that precedes the first theme in G at 

measure 15 (above) expands two versions of prolonged “dominant” D major harmony: the 

dissonant orchestral tutti chord in measures 1-2 built on the hemitonic pentatonic scale (F#-G-B-

C-E as a dominant 13th chord without the root and fifth) and the piano cadenza of measures 2-14 

largely based on the D major anhemitonic pentatonic scale (D-E-F#-A-B). Large-scale tonal 

motion frequently leads to solo piano cadenzas that “resolve” to orchestral tutti passages. This 

gives the faint sense of remote functional harmony at the background level, and more heavily 

chromatic pentatonicism is foregrounded elsewhere in the work.   

 Third, Avshalomov utilizes the Western orchestral and solo instruments to mimic the 

timbres and idioms of Chinese instruments based on his advanced orchestration skills and deep 

background researching Chinese folk music in close consultation with traditional Chinese 

 
57 Winzenburg, “Aaron Avshalomov and New Chinese Music in Shanghai, 1931-1947,” p. 65. 
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musicians. For example, in the second part of the first theme area of Movement 1 (m. 19), the 

violins and violas mimic the idioms of the Chinese erhu (two-stringed, bowed fiddle). This is 

achieved by careful indication of slurred notes in combination with embellishments, such as 

acciaccaturas (both stepwise and in leaps), trills, and glissandi, using Western notation but 

requiring idiomatic realization in performance. (See Example 1.) Similarly, in the third 

movement, thematic materials are scored in the style of the pipa in both the orchestral strings 

(via strummed chords) and rapidly repeated notes on the solo piano, which mimics the fast 

plucking motion of the pipa. 

 

Example 1. Avshalomov, Concerto in G Major, Movement 1, Mm. 19-22. 

 

All rights reserved by the Estate of Aaron Avshalomov (BMI). Reprinted by permission of the American 
Composers Alliance, Inc., exclusive publisher; www.composers.com. 
 

 Another overarching layer of polyphony emerges from the concert notes above. The 

context of the SMO performance was considered unequivocally Western in semi-colonial 

Shanghai of the 1930s, and programming a newly composed concerto based upon Chinese 

materials presented a risk to the otherwise conservative SMO. For the composer, however, the 

elevation of Chinese music, beyond mere quotation or stylized reference, to a central theme 
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represented the multiple subject positions he long harbored within himself: though clearly not 

Chinese, Avshalomov’s awareness and appreciation of Chinese civilization was far more than 

that of an uninitiated colonialist.58 It was his intention to add some degree of equality to the non-

Western voice even as he wrote in a Western medium. From a literal standpoint, this composer 

intention in notational scoring cannot completely coincide with authorial intention in novelistic 

characterization. From the figurative standpoint of socio-historical consciousness, however, 

Avshalomov pursued the general aesthetic envisaged by Bakhtin as discussed above: namely, 

that artistic intention in a polyphonic work does not mean denial of its creator’s own viewpoint, 

but rather a systematic expression to the human imagination that multiple ideological positions 

co-exist. 

The systematic incorporation of Chinese folk materials in Avshalomov’s concerto 

establishes dialogicality by adding a “voice” to the Asian tradition that had been essentialized as 

Other by colonial Western civilization and by acknowledging the voice of the anonymous 

Chinese composer(s) of the adagio melody.  (See Example 2.) Unlike the Western art music 

tradition, which has grown to honor a canon of works by sanctified composers, many aspects of 

pre-twentieth-century Chinese music are largely characterized by a dissemination and passing 

down of “standardized tunes” whose original creators remain unknown.  Instead, traditional 

music players contribute to the compositional process by varying the tunes at each performance 

via idiomatic and improvisatory gestures and teaching these processes to students. In this 

tradition, the consciousness of composers is not typically afforded the weight of individual 

recognition in the manner of Western “masters,” and Avshalomov’s homage underscores an 

alternative creative process apart from Western classical music.   

 
58 See Ibid., p. 52. 
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 Avshalomov gave further voice to Shanghai-based Chinese instrumentalists in his 

experimental scoring of the middle Adagio movement. As the following concert notes in Table 1 

describe from the 1936 premiere, upon concluding the final movement of the concerto, the 

middle movement was performed a second time in an alternate version scored for an orchestra of 

fourteen Chinese instruments and solo piano. (See Table 1.) 
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Example 2. Avshalomov, Concerto in G Major, Adagio, Version 2, Rehearsal Figure 8. 

 

All rights reserved by the Estate of Aaron Avshalomov (BMI). Reprinted by permission of the American 
Composers Alliance, Inc., exclusive publisher; www.composers.com. 
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Table 1. Composer’s Note for Second Version of Avshalomov, Concerto in G, Adagio. 

 

 The members of the Chinese orchestra were also listed individually in the program 

booklet.  (See Figure 3.59) Some of them, including pipa and erhu virtuoso Wei Zhongle (卫仲乐 

 
59 The original names of the instruments are listed in the Chinese characters, while the English instrumental names 
are used as an approximate description for those not familiar with Chinese instruments. There are two types of 
Chinese flutes used: the top one is the dizi (transverse flute) and the bottom four are the xiao (vertical flute). The 
“Mouth Organ” refers to the sheng, while the four violins refer to the Chinese erhu (two-stringed fiddle). These are 
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1908-1998),60 were well-known musicians who would become important in China’s efforts to 

develop a reformed Chinese traditional music after 1949.61  Wei was a close associate of 

Avshalomov, and he would be the feature soloist in Avshalomov’s Three Short Pieces for Erhu 

and Orchestra, performed with the SMO in 1941.  In view of the extreme prestige afforded to 

the SMO and the fact that it was almost exclusively Western, where attendance of concerts and 

participation in the orchestra by Chinese only significantly developed in the 1930s, the unusual 

inclusion of Chinese names on an SMO program was a source of pride and validation for the 

Chinese musicians.  Wei himself later declared that performing the Three Short Pieces was “the 

high point of his long and varied career.”62  

The Three Short Pieces, while not the subject of this article, offer another facet of 

dialogicality in response to the Concerto in G. Together, these were the first two works within 

the entire Chinese-Western fusion concerto repertoire. However, they lie in opposition to each 

other in the cultural representation of the solo and ensemble instruments.  The Three Short 

Pieces, also based on Chinese themes but only thirteen minutes in length compared to the thirty-

three-minute piano concerto, are presented less as a virtuosic display and more as an occasional 

piece in the manner of a suite. The fretless erhu, with its small sound box and snakeskin 

resonator, has a distinctive timbre that Chinese audiences closely identify with, but it has a very 

limited projectional capability, in stark contrast to the concert grand piano. For this reason, 

Avshalomov carefully controls the instrumentation and dynamics of the Three Short Pieces so 

 
followed by the yangqin (zither – a hammered dulcimer), pipa (plucked lute), sanxian (three-stringed guitar/plucked 
lute),  
60 Listed as “Mr. Wei Chung-Loh” in Figure 3.  
61 Such efforts included expansion of traditional Chinese music departments in conservatories, and reforms included 
altering the production of Chinese instruments for greater projectional ability, standardization of tuning, and ability 
to play twelve pitches of the chromatic scale. The concept of an orchestra of Chinese instruments based on the 
Western model developed through the second half of the twentieth century. 
62 Jacob and Aaron Avshalomov, p. 20. 
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not to sonically overshadow the solo erhu. Whereas the Concerto in G orchestra includes a large 

wind section in divisi, as well as percussion and strings, the erhu work is for a very small 

chamber orchestra of just five wind instruments, piano,63 strings and light percussion. Like the 

Adagio movement of the Concerto in G, the orchestral dynamic level of the Three Short Pieces 

are largely limited to piano and pianissimo. The first and third movements of the piano concerto 

have a far wider dynamic range, however, pointing to possible tension – which Avshalomov 

shows great awareness of – between solo piano and Chinese instruments in the alternative 

Adagio version, as well as solo erhu and Western instruments in the Three Short Pieces.  

 

Figure 3. Chinese Orchestra Players Listed in January 19, 1936 SMO Concert Program. 

 

 
63 The piano here provides only light, accompanimental figures, without featured solo passages. 
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 Avshalomov’s determination to test this tension in both works was motivated by deeper 

ideological underpinnings which, while not literally mirroring characterization in a novel, 

nonetheless illuminate dialogic processes in the manner of Bakhtinian polyphony that were 

present in the Second Version of the Concerto in G Major. These involve figurative strands of 

subject-object decentering, equality of voices, and hero-ideas more directly related to the essence 

of the concerto genre in the solo-orchestral medium and, to some degree, the conventional three-

movement form itself. 

First, a decentering of the composer’s subject position occurs so that alternative voices 

with their own legitimate forms of consciousness might be represented.  In the case of 

Avshalomov’s Adagio experiment, this emanates from the substitution of cultural-generic 

markers. One visible and symbolic act of substitution involves the orchestral medium. The 

Composer’s Note depicts this musical substitution through the metaphor of “transplanting” 

Chinese music into “Western soil.” The reference to territory highlights the contending subject 

positions in the historical context of inter-war Shanghai, which had been controlled by both 

Chinese and foreign authorities amidst a colonial system described above.64 The concert took 

place at the Lyceum Theatre in Shanghai’s foreign-controlled French Concession.  Within this 

framework, the SMO concerts, centered upon one of the most representative musical ensembles 

of Western civilization, were themselves implants on Chinese territory.  While the Western soil 

that Avshalomov refers to is more directly musical, the wider socio-political context is 

multilayered, involving 1) featured performance of Chinese instruments in a Western musical 

 
64 See Joys Hoi Yan Cheung, “Chinese Music and Translated Modernity in Shanghai, 1918-1973” (Ph. D. Diss., 
University of Michigan, 2008), p. 6. 
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genre, 2) at a Western orchestral concert, 3) to a mixed Western-Chinese audience, 4) in a non-

Chinese-controlled area, 5) of a semi-colonized city, 6) on Chinese soil.  

 Avshalomov also stresses that both versions are “entirely identical” in the transplanting 

metaphor so to dissuade viewers from making qualitative comparisons between the two musical 

traditions.65 The element of supplanting Western orchestral instruments with Chinese ones 

carried aesthetic and ideological consequences, as the ensuing controversy over a concert review 

by Jehovah Marcato in the January 20, 1936 edition of the North-China Daily News 

demonstrates.  Marcato dismissed Avshalomov’s experimental effort, claiming that “Chinese 

music will always remain what it is, what it has been for centuries past. It cannot be altered, 

changed or transplanted, at the risk of making something it is not, or even developed. There is 

positively no room for development.”66  The review invited a backlash of angry responses from 

Western readers in the following days who defended Avshalomov’s attempt to show 

transplantability, noting that both Chinese and Western audience members had shown unanimous 

support.  The “identical” substitution therefore highlights opposing ideological positions within a 

single artistic event. 

 Another act of substitution involves the presentation of a Second version of the Adagio 

after the conclusion of the faster final movement, which fundamentally alters the structural fast-

slow-fast trajectory of the three-movement concerto based on tempo.  No explanation is given 

for why the Chinese version was presented after, rather than before, the third movement.  Since 

the concerto was followed by a Western orchestral work, it does not appear to have been done 

for purposes of changing the stage setting.  It is likely that Avshalomov wished to maintain the 

 
65 It should also be noted that, while both versions follow the same basic structure, there were some minor 
discrepancies between the two. 
66 Marcato, “The Municipal Orchestra,” The North-China Daily News, January 20, 1936, p. 15. 
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integrity of the three-movement concerto format as a self-contained work.  However, with the 

added Second version, it became a four-movement, fast-slow-fast-slow structure at the premiere.  

The structural alteration partly decenters the three-movement convention.  What viewers then 

experienced was a dialogue of two structures: a three-movement work for Western orchestra, 

with an isolated, tag-on experimental Chinese version (a structure of three plus one); and a four-

movement hybrid version that blends Western and Chinese voices into a single work.  

 Second, along with this generic restructuring is a heightened degree of freedom and equal 

rights among voices.  The metaphorical “characters” of the concerto for purposes of this 

discussion – whether soloist, ensemble, cultural tradition, or generic marker – are given the 

status of subjective voices with some semblance of equality within the artistic work when no 

such equality existed in the colonial conditions of Shanghai.  The Composer Note expresses 

Avshalomov’s own position regarding the “technical shortcomings” of Chinese instruments 

playing in the Western symphonic medium (a view that privileges projectional power over 

subtlety) on one hand and the “the loss of that peculiar colour” when Western instruments 

attempt to capture Chinese timbres on the other.  Because his aim is “not to compare merits or 

demerits” of the two instrumental traditions, he imparts a degree of freedom and equality in the 

voices via 1) oppositional ensembles in the Adagio, 2) added weight to the overall inclusion of 

Chinese elements, 3) intentionally altered generic markers (instrumental medium and structure), 

and 4) a piano soloist that pivotally interacts with two distinct ensembles.  

 Third, an aspect of idea-heroes arises in the composer’s stated aim: the “modernizing of 

Chinese music, i.e., trying to bring it up to a standard acceptable to the present generation,” and 

using the Western orchestra to “preserve only [its] spirit.”  In pursuing this goal, the piano soloist 

and ensembles become idea-heroes tied to a particular epoch where tradition and modernity were 
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intensely negotiated in Shanghai’s ethnic mixture.67  Both are represented by a complex of ideas: 

the soloist stands alone in relation to the ensemble, while it also vacillates in three-dimensional 

fashion between Chinese and Western ensembles in the Adagio versions.  Conversely, the 

ensemble variants represent two distinct ethnic traditions carrying out the “identical” dialogue 

with the soloist.  Together, soloist and both ensembles symbolically engage in an unresolvable 

aesthetic-ideological debate between East and West, tradition and modernity, as well as 

colonized and hegemon. They also perpetuate ongoing dialogue that continues into the twenty-

first century: they foreshadow the entire fusion concerto repertoire by creating a new generic 

platform for staging this debate with limitless combinations of solo and ensemble instruments.   

The idea-heroes do not represent two opposing symbolic topoi, such as death and living 

human emotion discussed in the Shostakovich work above. Rather, they present a dichotomy that 

was symptomatic of China’s modernization dilemma. The Chinese musical entities were given a 

chance to stand side by side dialogically with the Western ones, but in a manner that 

simultaneously represented strengthening and weakening of the indigenous agents.  By 

foregrounding the materiality of native musical instruments on the concert program with the 

intent of making them “acceptable to the present generation,” Avshalomov paradoxically hints at 

an inherent need to bring the perceptibly “inferior” native tradition up to the “superior” Western 

standard. Extensive research into Avshalomov’s scores and biographical materials suggest an 

innate ambivalence: he genuinely loved and respected Chinese music, but he held the Western 

symphonic aesthetic in the highest artistic regard. It may be argued, then, that the Chinese 

instruments of the Adagio are at once idea-heroes and idea-antiheroes. Avshalomov’s experiment 

is thus immersed in the historical tension that epitomized Shanghai between World Wars. 

 
67 See Joys H. Y. Cheung, “Divide and Connections in Chinese Musical Modernity: Cases of Musical Networks 
Emerging in Colonial Shanghai, 1919-1937,” in Twentieth-Century China 37/1 (January 2012), pp. 30-49.    
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Chinese traditions are perceived as needing Western-style reform, while the Western models 

cannot alone preserve the desired continuity of Chinese traditions. 

Conclusion – A New East-West Dialogicality 

 The Concerto in G was received enthusiastically by the Lyceum Theatre audience 

that resided in semi-colonial Shanghai,68 but the Chinese version was not repeated at subsequent 

SMO performances.  Nor was it included in commercial recordings made in 1936 or in 1999 

(under the direction of Avshalomov’s son Jacob Avshalomov).  The dialogicality at play here 

might disrupt the integrity of the Western orchestral presentation in only an immediate sense if 

consideration were limited to the single composer and concert experiment alone. Avshalomov 

did not work in isolation, however, and an event of this magnitude could not have occurred 

without a wider network that extended to both Chinese and expatriate spheres. Avshalomov’s 

stated intention is not only to insert Chinese elements into a Western genre, but to use the 

Western concerto form as one possible way to reform Chinese music in order to preserve it.  

Such rationality may be founded upon controversial logic, but his viewpoint was in accordance 

with many of the Chinese artists he was close to during his years in Shanghai, and the Concerto 

in G was one of his many experimental works that served as models for a new generation of 

Chinese musicians to consider in their own negotiation of cultural traditions.69 

The significance and theoretical foundation of Avshalomov’s efforts must not be 

underestimated, for several reasons. First, disruption is neither at the forefront of Bakhtin’s 

polyphonic metaphor, nor is it Avshalomov’s primary intention. Instead, both are concerned with 

open-endedness of multiple voices in any artistic genre as a reflection of socio-historical change. 

 
68 See “Letters to the Editor,” in The North-China Daily News, January 21-22, 1936, p. 2. 
69 For example, see The Yellow River Piano Concerto, arranged for Chinese orchestra by Liu Wenjin, was originally 
composed by the Central Philharmonic Orchestra based on the 1939 Yellow River Cantata by Avshalomov 
contemporary Xian Xinghai. 



New Multivoiced World 
 

40 
 

Second, the dialogic significance for the composer is not to be gauged by the immediate 

appearance of similar works in Shanghai after 1936. Avshalomov established precedence on 

intertextual grounds that have been manifested empirically only in later decades, but as a direct 

product of ongoing historical change. The Second Version was not repeated because Chinese 

instruments were still undergoing acoustical reform in the mid-twentieth century and had not yet 

become an established feature of the modern concert stage of the 1930s. The process of 

developing concert hall projection and adapting playing techniques suitable for larger orchestral 

textures, such as arpeggiations and articulations continued through the middle of the century. 

Chinese and Western instruments were systematically combined in performance in the People’s 

Republic by the 1960s, however, and Chinese composers have continued to score concertos for 

piano and Chinese orchestra in recent decades, as well as those for Chinese solo instruments and 

both Western and Chinese orchestras, which testifies to Avshalomov’s remarkable precedence so 

long ago. These works echo the earlier polyphony, even as they incorporate more contemporary 

musical, technological, and multimedia effects.70 Rather than arguing that Avshalomov 

demonstrates less dialogicality because of the Second Version’s single performance, it would be 

more historically accurate to conclude that he possessed unequalled foresight among non-

Chinese musicians. 

 Avshalomov’s uniquely hybrid identity facilitated his experimental compositions, 

enabling him to fuse Chinese and Western elements and successfully perform intricate 

productions by collaborating with Chinese associates.  Such a background would lend itself to an 

internal dialogue within the composer’s consciousness.  While firmly grounded within the 

 
70 For example, “Illusions” (鏡花水月 Jing Hua Shui Yue) was a four-movement work for amplified piano and 
Chinese instrumental ensemble written by composer Chan Hing-Yan and premiered by the Hong Kong Chinese 
Orchestra with piano soloist Mary Wu and conductor Tsung Yeh in December 2001. 
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Western compositional tradition, he also considered himself partly Chinese and fully devoted 

himself to cultivating and promoting a modern form of Chinese music that would not discard 

traditional elements.  The multiple voices within Avshalomov became manifest in a wider 

dialogic process of his experimental composition, and he followed Dostoevsky’s vision of open-

endedness in his own artistic approach, as is demonstrated by the conclusion to his Composer’s 

Note above: “Or does it??.... This the composer leaves for the audience.”71 

 Polyphony in Bakhtin’s sense presumes a plurality of voices in dialogic opposition as 

part of an unresolved socio-ideological debate taking place at a certain place and time.  The 

complex layering of Chinese and Western voices sounded in the Second Version of the Concerto 

in G embody the cultural-historical forces driving composer, composition, and audience in the 

semi-colonial port.  Whereas Dostoevsky created a new artistic model of the world in polyphonic 

novels, Avshalomov contributed to the emerging multivoiced world of new Chinese music by 

creating a polyphony of subjective voices representing distinct but interactive cultures.  As the 

epoch of colonialism has shifted to postcolonialism and into the twenty-first century, China’s 

modern cultural forms, based on East-West fusion, are reaching across the globe. Consider, for 

example, the Singapore Chinese Orchestra’s “Keyboard Extravaganza” featuring two piano 

concertos and one organ concerto at its July 2017 opening Gala Concert. The occasion across the 

South China Sea is linked by musical-dialogic strands to the earlier Concerto in G premiere, 

where artistic agent, concerto genre, and instrumental traditions coalesced in the chronotope of 

inter-war Shanghai. 

 

 

 
71 Aaron Avshalomov, “Notes upon the Orchestral Works,” p. 5. 
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