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China Gets a Lesson From Beverly Sills

Beverly Sills and Schuyler Chapin with Chinese
hosts—*“Helping a new generation of Chinese
singers in the art of western singing and opera”

By SCHUYLER CHAPIN

19:27 A.M. on Monday, May
18, 1881 the wooden gates of
the Central Conservatory of
Music in Peking, China,

Schuyler Chapin, former general
manager of the Metropolitan Opera, is
presently Dean of the School of the
+ Arts at Columbia University.

China Gets a Lesson
From Beverly Sills

the various officials standing there to
meet her.

As hands were joined in greetings
mdh‘lmdsh.lg. spontaneous applause
burst forth students strolling
about the courtyard. Heads appeared
out of classroom windows, smiles
spread as if contagious, conversation
flew; there was an air of excitement
for this was the day that had been
promised, the day that Beverly Sills
arrived, ready to give of heart and tal-
ents to help a new generation of Chi.
nese singers whose interest and train-
ing might lead to a revival of western
singing and western opera in the Peo-
ples Republic.

Introductions were made all around,
as our party consisted of Miss Sills's
, Peter Greenough; their
daughter, M%; my wife, Betty, and
myselfl. Ow t had been arranged

E

marks so0 many present day-meetings
with the Chinese, we were all made to
feel welcome and ushered into a recep-
tion room where, over the inevitable
mugs of tea, the director of the conser-
vatory, Shao Feng, himself a former
singer and manager of the old
Western Opera Company, spoke of the
difficult times of the past.

ceedings.

Ground rules were set: Miss Sills
would hear any mldenlgumud o
her and pick five or six a master
class. She stressed that those she

to pick would not necessarily

either the best or the worst but those
with problems and strengths common
to the art of professional singing. Be-
fore the morning was finished we
heard more than a dozen students.
the a of the
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Continued from Page 17

transiated by our musical interpreter
Chen-fang Chang, known for some
strange reason as “Kitty " Kitty was a
musician and turned out to have had &

professional career as a singer.
“Kitty" was a nickname she had evi-
dently acquired during those profes-
sional days. Her norma! English was
spasmodic and charmingly unreliable,
but when it came to music she had no
trouble at all. Because of this the
whole room, and even the faces lined
up outside in the courtyard, had little
problem what was
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China Gets a Lesson From Beverly Sills

stage chairs had been set for the direc-
tors of the conservatory, the heads of
the opera and vocal , our
translator Kitty and Miss Sills and my-
self. A large, shiny and fairlv new

“The students,
faculty and visitors
lapped it up.’

Petroff concert grand, mildly cut of
tune, was in place and I wondered —-
why a new Russian planc? I didn't
have time for much speculation as the

They were and talking and
carrying on with the high spirits of an
audience a good time. In
brief seconds the ter was packed

and Yi-shuan Yu, the 70-year-old vice-

" direetor of the conservatory, was in-

with the student, explaining the part
and the particular operas as she went!

of the aria and shaping the student's
interpretation. As with all singers
Miss Zhang had no idea at all what
““Tosca" was all about. Miss Sills ex-
plained the opera, the character of
Tosca and the particular drama of the
aria itself. Combining explanation
with demonstration, Miss Sills soon
had the girl singing with considerable
Italian passion and a free-flowing line.

‘By eye contact
and body language
she conveyed a
different set of
musical values.’

Miss Zhang was followed by bari-
tone Liu Keqing singing an aria from
Mozart's ““The Marriage of Figaro."”
His sound was initially absolutely
wrong for Mozart; he had no sense of
the difference between the Classics
and the Romantics. Miss Sills ex-
plained that Mozart was more rigid,
more mathematical, in his demands
upon whereas Puccini left a lot
of room for emotion. She explained the
requirements for Mozart singers: dis-
cipline and precision. She stressed
that with these elements the emotional
qualities inherent in the music would
take care of themselves.

Mr. Liu then sang the Serenade from
“Don Giovanni"' and even while hav-
ing listened carefully to Miss Sifls's
comments on Mozart failed to grasp
difference between the central

to
. As we walked into the building' character of Figaro and the lover-

lecher Don Giovanni. She explained
. the difference by getting Mr. Liu to

characters became clear and Mr. Liu
asked if he might repeat the Serenade.
In doing it a second time he became
the Don, with gestures and smiles and

seduction in his voice. Once again the
eagerness and talent of the students
was vividly spotlighted; Miss Sills and
Iexchanged glances and began to real-
ize that despite all the difficulties of
getting this trip organized it was turn-
ing out to be well worth the effort.

Our sensational tenor of the day be-
fore, whose name turmed out to be

Zhi, was next up and the qual-
ities that had impressed us yesterday
were now to be discovered by the thea-
ter audience. When he finished his “'La
Bohéme" aria, pandemonium broke
loose. Cheng himself, flushed with a
combination of pleasure and embar-
rassment and because the applause
continued for some little time, man-
aged to take a few awkward bows.
Miss Sills's comments were succinct:
learn repertory.

What we heard and saw emerged
from raw talent. He came from a coun-
try farm community and had been se-
lected by his commune for training.
He was assigned to the Philharmonic
and because of this the conservatory
refused to help him saying, in effect,
that he could not both train and per-
form. The way this situation was de-
scribed to us made it very plain that
neither organization had any use for
the other, and that this poor lad was
caught in the middle. But “*poor lad”
may be a little naive in describing
Wang Chien, who made it very clear to
us that he wanted to study in America.
He stuck to our collective coattails
with the persistence of glue, showing
up for every picture-taking session
and turning up backstage at the con-
servatory when Miss Sills and | had
completed a joint lecture about Ameri-
can musical life. *‘ wonder if thereisa
Chinese word for chutzpah,'* Miss Sills
asked after Mr. Chien had traced us
down in some out-of-way moment in
our schedule, adding that “already
he'satenor!"

a lot less interesting their north-
ern colleagues. After rst students
sang and six had been chosen for a
master class, it was obvious that the

we ex-

Miss Sills was diplomatic, spoke about
singing problems in general, and when

three absolute beginners unexpectedly
appeared on the stage she simply
stated that they all had talent but were
not yet ready for professional com-
ment.

All told we heard something over 50
students between Peking and Shang-
hai and there was little doubt in our
minds that the potential for a rich
Western operatic life is very much on
the Chinese horizon. How determined
the Ministry of Culture is to have such
a life remains a mystery. Certainly
opera will not be a major factor if poli-
tics enters the artistic process, and we
had the feeling in both cities that the
bureaucrats were only too ready to
make all the decisions. But perhaps
the overall problems of the country
will engage their attention and leave

‘Miss Sills had the
girl singing with
Italian passion.’

the musicians and the singers to get on
with their professional tasks in a
proper and creative manner.

Of course the debates are endless
about what the future holds for China.
Some think Den Xiaoping and his col-
leagues, in the rush to repair the dam-
ages of the cultura! revolution, have
unleashed forces within the country
that they will not be able to control.
These forces, foreign technology and
foreign culture, both inseparable,
might form a domination every bit as
powerful as the old-line imperialism of
the "“foreign dogs." And then there is
the possibility that with renewed free-
dom old lusts and ideological scabhs,
barely beneath the surface of the coun
try, may again bring on serious inter-
nal conflict.

But for us in the arts, anl especially

for an outgoing, strong, funny, pas-
te and proud American named

. sipna
Beverly Sills, the contact with Chinese

counterparts showed simply that art
truly does reach out over ideclogy, and
touch the human soul. [



