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P R O G R A M

Program Notes:
 Composed at the request of Helmut Rilling and the Internationale Bachakademie 

in Stuttgart, as a modern musical Passion in English for Chorus and as a response 

to the 250th anniversary of Bach’s death in 2000, Tan Dun’s Water Passion after St. 
Matthew has enjoyed international acclaim in over 20 performances since its premiere.

 Tan Dun has always had a deeply spiritual foundation in his music, but it is 

profoundly rooted in the Buddhism of his native China. Born in 1957, he and his 

family suff ered through the worst years of the Cultural Revolution, when virtually 

all facets of Western thought and culture were condemned as corrupt. He only 

encountered Bach at the age of twenty, when, after the death of Mao, a friend at the 

Beijing Conservatory took him to a newly reopened church. Th ere he heard Bach’s 

organ music, and most important, chorales from the St. Matthew Passion. Even with 

virtually no experience of Bach or Christianity, he understood that this was music of 

hope and profound faith.  As a composer, he responded to the sense of structure, order 

and form, what he called “architecture in sound.”

Water Passion after St. Matthew (midwest premiere) Tan Dun

     Part I (b. 1957)

  1. Baptism

  2.  Temptations
  3.  Last Supper

    Water Cadenza

  4.  In Th e Garden Of Gethsemane
—Intermission—

     Part II
  5.  Stone Song

  6.  Give Us Barabbas!
  7.  Death and Earthquake

  8.  Water and Resurrection
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Program Notes, continued: 
 Bach is an important presence in his Ghost Opera (1994), a ritual musical theater 

piece for the Kronos Quartet and a virtuoso of the pipa, a Chinese lute.  Th e musicians 

sing as well as play stones, papers, gongs and water instruments.  At the end of the 

work, fragments of Bach intermingle with the sounds of water.  Th is imagery became 

the starting point of the new Passion. Tan says: “So many cultures use water as an 

essential metaphor – there is the symbolism of baptism; it is associated with birth, 

creation, and re-creation.  If you think of the water cycle, where it comes down to 

earth and returns to the atmosphere, only to return – that is a symbol of resurrection.  

I think of resurrection not only as a return to life but as a metaphor of hope, the birth 

of a new world, a better life.”

 Water Passion after St. Matthew begins and ends with the sound of water.  Tan 

goes beyond the traditional telling of the Passion by beginning with Christ’s baptism 

and ending with an evocation of resurrection, suggesting in the words of Ecclesiastes, 

“a time to love, a time of Peace, a time to dance, a time of silence…”  Water also 

serves as a powerful visual image.  Th e stage is defi ned by seventeen transparent water 

bowls, lit from below. Th ese form a large cross that separates the playing areas for the 

two choruses (one of sopranos and altos, one of tenors and basses), the two soloists 

(soprano, bass) and the two string players (violin, cello). Th ree percussion players take 

their positions at three ends of the cross, with the conductor at the fourth. Th e very 

fi rst words heard in the new Passion, “a sound is heard in water,” are echoed by the 

gentlest of drops from the percussionists.  All the performers play pairs of smooth-

contoured stones, specifi ed by the score to be “from the sea or a river.”

 Tan uses a remarkably wide range of vocal style, from the overtone singing of 

Mongolia to what he calls the ‘calligraphic’ high-pitched writing of Peking Opera. 

Th ese techniques are combined with chorale-style four-part writing for the chorus 

and declamatory recitatives for the soloists, which pay homage to Bach’s Passions. Tan 

generally sets the words of Christ with a tenderness and directness that set them apart 

from the otherwise elaborate vocal writing.

 Various cultural infl uences also shape the string writing. Tan draws upon 

instruments that evolved along the ancient Silk Road, from the cello-like Chinese 

erhu to the Mongolian horse-head fi ddle, to the kemanche, a lap-held fi ddle common 

to several Middle Eastern cultures. Although the players use a conventional Western 

violin and cello, they fi nd an extraordinary range of sounds-bent pitches, microtones, 

long melismatic melodies, and an entirely diff erent tuning of their strings in the second 

half.  Th e two solo singers play the xun, an ancient Chinese ceramic fl ute. All of the 

acoustic sounds are subjected to electronic processing; a digital sampler adds another 

source of ‘found’ sounds.

 Th e text is drawn largely from the Gospel According to Saint Matthew, with brief 

poetic refl ections written by the composer.  Th e work is divided into two halves.

Notes by Ara Guzelimian


