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Changing the Form but not the Substance: Strategies
of the Contemporary Dramatic Arias

Shih, Te-yu”

Traditional Chinese dramatic aria is an organic corpus. During its development
saw innovations and changes along with the passing of time, such as the breakthrough
on performing format and ways to sing, the “change of form.” Today, facing the
impact of modernization the performing art of dramatic arias is renewing itself in high
speed in order not to become a cultural specimen. As for how to preserve traditional
traits and appeal to modern audience at the same time, the key is to apply the
“changing form but not substance” theory. This is the strategy of dramatic arias in
modern days.

This article first discusses the techniques of composing music in traditional
dramatic arias, including its mode and form. Secondly, it discusses the techniques of
composing music in modern dramatic arias, emphasizing modernization rooted in, not
at the expense of, tradition. Thirdly, it brings up ways for the modernization of
dramatic arias, including singing tunes, composing tunes, structure of tunes, and
orchestration, etc.

This article focuses on the modernization of the music of dramatic arias: how to
pass on the story line with its inherited tension to better effect, how to adapt to the
demands of modern theatres, and how to appeal to youngsters with better musical
expressions. It aims at better future developments for the performing art of dramatic
arias.

Key words: tradition, modernization, music forms, orchestration.
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