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repid Journeys Lead to Ambitious Wor

MIVIEN SCHWEITZER

LY all composers have had
lattering adjectives hurled at
m, but Ge Gan-Ru was actu-
- deemed insane by Chinese
fter the Shanghai premiere, in
Yi Feng” (“Lost Style), arad-
detuned cello that uses West-
lental techniques to convey
hinese sounds. Yet Mr. Ge, 55,
| far worse abuse while grow-
ng the Cultural Revolution,
survive the brickbats and go
thriving, if highly iconoclastic,
West.

t have a publicist or publisher
achieved the status of expatri-
ns like Tan Dun or Bright
r. Ge, a gregarious, talkative
aughs frequently, prefers to
benefits of his long, unconven-
:0 success. “I feel T am more
1ature, and there is more hu-
y music,” he said over coffee
restaurant near Central Park.
.anity and individualism are
r. Ge's gripping String Quartet
of Baghdad” (2007), given a
; performance by the Modern-
mble on a new release on the

1ovement of the work (a hom-
ge Crumb’s 1970 “Black An-
plified string quartet) is subti-
ling — Living Hell — Barbaric
yss — Threnody.” It lives up to
stions with a cacophonous, mi-
\zy that subsides into a poign-

solemnity, echoed at the end of :

1ovement, “Music From Heav-
esolation,” the final section,
traditional and avant-garde
the strings weep, growl and
til the stark conclusion. His
tet No. 4 “Angel Suite” (also
the Naxos disc) is similarly

vho lives Saddle River, N.J,
1 nonmusical family in Shang-
= studied violin. Sent to a labor
igh school during the Cultural
1e would rise at 5 a.m,, work in
ds until around 8 p.m., then
utes to practice in secret at a
r station that offered electrici-
; a respected violin teacher in
10 took on Mr. Ge as a student
ming his initial reluctance to
g the authorities. Soon after,
s created an ensemble to play
y songs, which Mr. Ge ar-
g both Western and Chinese
istruments.
the Cultural Revolution he en-
anghai Conservatory as a vio-
d switched to composition. As
. to open up, foreign musicians
visited, sometimes leaving
es and tapes. Exposed to 12-
Mr. Ge began composing in

in't feel right. After experi-
h various idioms he said he felt
50 he focused instead on the
ments of Western and Chinese
the vastly different roles of
ibre, pitch and dynamics in
Style” was his first work to fea-
1y distinctive style. Unsurpris-
that the Chinese government
a “Butterfly Lovers” ethos (a
iolin concerto nicknamed the
y Concerto of the East™),
was harshly criticized.

t have composers in Chinese
explained. “The music we lis-
erited, not created by an indi-
nY

1. Ge was invited to New York
1 Chou Wen-chung, a professor
University. He arrived at Ken-

nedy International Airport at night with
$40 (the maximum amount then allowed
out of China), a violin, a box of his scores
and one suitcase. Speaking little English,
he hung around the airport with no idea
where to go. (A bystander took pity on him
and offered him a bed for the night.)

“] was very naive,” he said. “We were

not exposed to any commercial things, so I
thought it was a great opportunity to study
and I never thought about money.” After a
week of subsisting on bread and water, he
eventually found work delivering Chinese
food. :
«It was very tough, but musically it was
even tougher,” he added, describing years
of disorientation at Columbia while study-
ing for a doctorate. He thought about quit-
ting, but needed his student visa to remain
in New York.

n 1989, he and his wife, Vivian Ge, an ac-
cordion player whom he met in the labor
camp, founded a business, now called Peo-
ny: Online, which provides information on
the market for metals. “I thought in six
months I'd be rich and go back to compos-
ing,” he said, adding, “I was not really in-
terested in business, but if T do one thing I
try to finish it After the company became
successful, Mr. Ge began composing again
full time around 2000.

He soon wrote texturally ambitious
works like “Four Studies of Peking Opera”
(2003) for piano and string quartet, in
which he evokes the genre with a prepared
piano, glissandos and pizzicatos and dem-
onstrates considerable gifts as a melodist.
Emotive string melodies are underpinned
by percussion from the prepared piano in
“Aria,” the second movement, which be-
gins in an otherworldly trance and cre-
scendos to a passionate, theatrical climax.

‘Unlike many of his Chinese colleagues
Mr. Ge does not write for traditional Chi-
nese instruments. “To me it’s a label,” he

said, adding that he has lost commissions

because of this. He also doesn’t “chase big
stars” to play his works. “I know if they
play mymusic, it can get more popular, but
T look at it the other way” he said. “I have
more freedom and can write whatever 1
want.” !

The conductor José Serebrier, who re-

Top, the composer Ge
Gan-Ru at his home in
Saddle River, N.J.
Above, Margaret Leng
Tan performing Mr.
Ge's “Wrong, Wrong,
Wrong” (2006), a
melodrama for voice
based ona ;
12th-century poem.
Above right, the CD
cover of Mr, Ge's “Fall
of Baghdad” (2007).
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corded Mr. Ge's “Chinese Rhapsody”
(1992) and “Six Pentatonic Tunes” with the
Royal Scottish National Orchestra on the
BIS label, maintains that Mr. Ge’s music is
“yery approachable.”

“He has all the contemporary sounds
but done in such a way that are appealing
to both sophisticated and unsophisticated
ears,” he added. His music is “immediately
recognizable” and “communicates on all
levels.”

The colorful, propulsive “Chinese Rhap-
sody;” whose timbre is enhanced by com-
plex percussion, demonstrates Mr. Ge’s
prowess as an orchestrator. The disc also
includes Mr. Serebrier conducting the pi-
anist Margaret Leng Tan in the explosive
“Wu” (“Rising to the Heights”). She uses
the piano in a conventional manner and
strikes and plucks its strings to evoke a

_ Chinese steel zither, creating sonorous
timbres within the shimmering orchestral
fabric. A coming disc on BIS features a
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new work called “Shanghai Reminis-
cences.” A

Ms. Tan, a specialist in prepared piano
and toy piano performance, also recorded
the startling “Wrong, Wrong, Wrong”
(2006), a Beijing-opera-inspired melodra-
ma for voice based on a 12th-century
poem, She wails and whispers and accom-
panies herself with an orchestra of toy in-
struments and gadgets.

Mr. Ge “allows me a lot of creative par-
ticipation in the projects and challenges
my own creative resources,” she said, and
that reflects “a certain deep inner confi-
dence on his part.”

“He’s so pragmatic, very Chinese in that
sense, very down to earth and yet creates
these amazing works,” she added. Ms, Tan
said Mr. Ge’s name has not facilitated his
career. “Bright Sheng and Tan Dun are
much easier to remember,” she said. “In
every way he ig as gifted as they are and
deserves the recognition they have.”

“But you know what it's like in New
York: you drop off the map and people for-
get very fast — especially when they
couldn't even remember your name in the

. first place,” she said.

During his years away from the music
scene Mr. Ge tried to forget about compo-
sition, but couldn’t. “It's not for fame,” he
said, “but somehow it becomes a part of
you'!!
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