Empire of Emotion:

Musical Sentiment and Modern Chinese Politics from the
Republican Era to the Cultural Revolution

Although significant research in the past 15 years has addressed the social and political role
of the arts in Republican-era and Mao-era China, (e.g., Clark 2008; DeMare 2015; Lee 2014; Mittler
2012; Perry 2012), it remains unclear how music in China came to become such a crucial political
tool for successive Chinese governments during the 20™ century.

Drawing on research in progress from my dissertation project, “Echoes across the Water:
Musical Pedagogies of Citizenship in Modern Taiwan and China,” this presentation sheds light on
music’s role in 20™-century China’s political and nationalist thought. I begin by examining the
writings of music educators such as Xiao Youmei # & #8 and Huang Zi & E, whose writings help
uncover the political and nationalist impulses that shaped Republican-era China’s public music
education. In the latter half of this presentation, I offer detailed case studies of multiple arias drawn
from the so-called model works (yangbanxi £ 47 &), where I suggest that musical epistemologies
widely inculcated through state-sponsored universal education programs came to shape some of the

most fraught political and social events of China’s turbulent 20" century.
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Bio:

David Wilson is a Ph.D. candidate in ethnomusicology at the University of Chicago. His
dissertation focuses on the ways in which transnational circulations of music and media affect
music’s potential as a site for political discourse in modern China and Taiwan. He has written and
presented on diverse topics such as the construction of gender in Chinese model operas, vocalism in
Gustav Mahler’s orchestral songs, and the racial imaginary constructed by the musical playlist for
Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign and inauguration.

From 2022-2023, David’s research was supported by a Fulbright-Hays DDRA grant. He has
previously been awarded a Blakemore-Freeman Fellowship for Advanced Study of East Asian
Languages, a Center for Chinese Studies grant at the National Central Library of Taiwan, and
multiple FLAS grants from the US Department of Education.

David also holds a Doctor of Musical Arts in Voice from the University of Southern
California Thornton School of Music, where he was named the outstanding vocal arts graduate in
2016. He has previously served as an instructor of voice at institutions such as Stanford University,

New York University, and Middlebury College.
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