Russian Musicology. 2026. No. 1

ISSN 3034-3836 (Online)

B History and Theory of Music [ I

Original article

UDC 7.036+78.021.4+785
https://doi.org/10.56620/RM.2026.1.033-044
EDN JHDBCIJ

The Role of Mentality in Understanding Musical-Theoretical Definitions
(On the Example of Timbre and Texture Analysis
in the Works of Chinese Musicologists)

Cui Xiwen', Alexandra V. Krylova?

L2Rostov State Rachmaninov Conservatoire,
Rostov-on-Don, Russian Federation
leuixiwen2027@gmail.com™, https://orcid.org/0009-0009-0077-902X
‘naukargk@mail.ru, https.//orcid.org/0000-0003-3718-0810

Abstract. The article considers the problem of mutual enrichment of research practices of Russian and
Chinese musicology as a result of mastering the methods of music analysis developed within the framework
of different scientific paradigms. The starting point of the discussion was the thesis that representatives
of different cultures, characterised by different mental consciousness, have significant differences
in the perception of artistic phenomena. The article considers the expressive means of music from this point
of view — in particular, in terms of texture and timbral colouring — suggesting that the understanding
of the meaning of timbre-textural sound colours by the European ear and the ear of representatives
of Eastern cultures (China, in particular) is not the same. This appears to be due to differences in mentality,
a significant characteristic of which, in the latter case, consists in the visual-figurative type of thinking as
conditioned by the Chinese language system, especially its written hieroglyphic form, which presupposes
the brain working with images. The visual-figurative type of thinking, in turn, determines the priority
of painting among the arts. The special techniques of painting described in ancient sources were aimed at
creating either deep, dense, multi-layered colours, or transparent single-layer dots and thin drawn lines.
The orchestral sonorities created by Chinese composers, possessing various phonisms, are perceived as a
transfer of the techniques of Guohua ([ i) monochrome painting onto the musical fabric; as such, Chinese
musicologists take the latter into account in the analysis of orchestral works. The experience of studying
the timbre-textural features of Guo Zurong’s piano concertos using this method as featured in the present
work reveals its viability, allowing for a deeper understanding of the national type of musical thinking
of Chinese composers.
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Annomayua. Ctatbsi NMOCBALIEHA IPOOIeMe B3aUMMOOOOTallleHNs] HayYHbIX MPAaKTUK POCCUHCKOTO U
KHMTalCKOTO MY3BIKO3HaHMSI B PE3y/bTaTe OBIAJACHHUS METOIMKAMU aHAJW3a MY3bIKH, BbIpaOOTaHHBIMU
B paMKaxX pa3HbIX HayyHbIX mapaaurM. OTIpaBHOW TOYKOM pacCyKIAEHMHM CTal Te3UC O TOM, 4TO
MIPEJICTABUTENN PA3HBIX KYJIBTYp, XapaKTepHU3yeMble pa3HbIM MEHTAJIbHBIM CO3HAaHUEM, MMEIOT
CYILIECTBEHHBIE OTIMYMS B BOCHPHUSITUM Xy[AOKECTBEHHBIX SBICHUN. ABTOPBI CTAaTbU MPEUIAraloT B3IISHYTbH
C 3TOM TOUKH 3pEHUsI Ha BBIPa3UTENIbHBIE CPEJCTBA MY3bIKH, B YaCTHOCTU Ha (PAKTYpy U TEeMOPOKPACOUYHOCTb,
BBICKa3bIBasl MPEITIOIOKEHHE, YTO TOHUMaHUE 3HAaUCHUH TeMOO-(aKTyPHBIX KPACOK EBPOMEHCKIM CIIyXOM
U CIYXOM IpEeJCTaBUTENIe BOCTOUYHBIX KYyIbTyp (B yacTHOCTH, Kurtas) HeoquHakoBo. OOyCIOBIEHO 3TO
MEHTaJbHBIM CBOEOOpa3ueM, 3HAUMMOM XapaKTEpUCTHUKONH KOTOPOTO SIBISETCS BHU3YyaJbHO-0Opa3HBIN
TUI MBIIUICHUS, TPEIONPENCIEHHBI CUCTEMON S3bIKa, €r0 MUCHbMEHHOW Hepormuduueckoit Gopmoii,
npeamnoiaramooumeid padory mosra ¢ obpasamu. BusyanabHO-0Opa3HBIM THUIIOM MBIIIIEHUS OOYCIIOBJIEH,
B CBOIO OY€pE/b, IPUOPUTET KUBOIMUCH B Psily UCKyccTB. ONMCAaHHBIE B APEBHUX MCTOYHHUKAX OCOOBIE
npuEéMbl M300pa3UTEIbHON TEXHMKH ObUIM HaIlpaBJIEHbl Ha CO3JaHUE JINOO NITyOOKOro, «IIJIOTHOTOY,
MHOTOCJIOITHOTO IO TEKCTYpE LIBETA, MO0 MPO3PAYHBIX OJHOCIONHBIX MSATEH U TOHKHUX JIMHUN PUCYHKA.
Co3aBaemMble KUTaHCKUMHU KOMIIO3UTOPAMH OPKECTPOBBIE 3BYYHOCTH, 00JIaal0e pa3HbIM (POHU3MOM,
BOCIIPUHMMAIOTCSl KaK IEPEHOC Ha MY3bIKaJbHYIO0 TKaHb NPHUEMOB MOHOXPOMHOW >XMBOmHMcH l0Oxya,
a KMTalCK1e My3bIKOBE/Ibl YUUTHIBAIOT [TOCJIEHEE B aHAJIN3€ OPKECTPOBBIX COUMHEHHUM. OCyIIeCTBIEHHBIN
B CTaTb€ OMBIT M3y4eHUs TeMOpO-(PakTypHBIX ocoOeHHOCcTel (oprenuanHbix KoHIepToB [0 L[3yxyHa
MOCPE/ICTBOM JIaHHOW METOIMKH PACKPBIBAET €€ >KM3HECIOCOOHOCTh, MO3BOJISIONIYIO IITyOXe MOHATh
HAIlMOHAJIBHBIM TUI MY3bIKAJIbHOTO MBIIIJIEHUS] KHTAHCKUX KOMIIO3UTOPOB.

Knrwouesvie cnosa: mentanutet, TeMOp, GpaxTypa, )kaHp popTrenruanHoro KoHuepra, l'o L[3yxyH, Texauka
xkuBonucu [ oxya, MeToavka aHanu3a
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Introduction

In contemporary discourses, there is active
interaction between the Russian and Chinese
schools of musicology. This is undoubtedly a
two-way process. On the Chinese side, it is aimed
at studying the music of Russian composers
and mastering the analytic methodology that
has developed in the Russian musicological
school. The musical culture of the PRC,
in turn, is today the focus of attention
of scholars from all Russian conservatories,
both in its traditional forms and research into
the works of contemporary composers.
Meanwhile, the successful approaches taken
by Chinese musicologists in terms of studying
their own musical culture, especially in terms
of analysis of melody, timbre, texture, and other
aspects of musical language, has the potential
to enrich the tools used in Russian academic
and pedagogical schools, even potentially
transforming existing research approaches.
The article will discuss the specifics of these
unusual (for Russian musicologists) methods of
analysis, as well as considering the underlying
cognitive paradigms that form their basis.

The Role of Mentality
in Different Understandings
of the Meanings of Artistic Phenomena

Reflecting on the question of the assimilation
of European genre models of instrumental
music by Chinese composers, one involuntarily
recalls the idea expressed almost two and
a half centuries ago in the work An Essay
on the Origin of Languages, as well as on
melody and musical imitation by Jean-Jacques
Rousseau that all forms of national music owe
their main features to language. [1, p. 238] This
thesis, which is based on the phonosemantic
structure of a given language, appears to be

profound and true in the context of modern
linguistic research, confirming that the national
way of thinking is recorded in the national
language of representatives of a particular
culture. [2, p. 765]

In the process of long-term historical
development of traditional societies, which
include China, a stable mentality is formed,
which is characterised by “a collective mental
state, a way of thinking and behaviour common
to a people or nation.” [3, p. 34] National
mentality should be understood as “a mindset,
a set of intellectual, emotional and cultural
characteristics, as well as value orientations
and attitudes characteristic of a particular
social or ethno-national group, as well as
an entire people.” [4, p. 39] This explains
the fundamental differences in the perception
of art by representatives of different national
cultures, since art creates artistic models
of the world and personality, forming a picture
of the world in accordance with the experience
stored in the cultural memory.

Due to this factor, understandings
of the same artistic phenomena and artefacts
among representatives of different peoples
cannot be assumed to be the same. Let us
take Indian dance as an example. While for
a European, the perception of this spectacle
may be limited to the plasticity of movements
and general decor, for a representative of a
corresponding ethnic group, it is an open book
that can be read through bodily symbolism'
(Il. 1, a—d).

If we look at the expressive means of music
from this point of view, we may proceed from the
assumption that the same musical phenomena
associated with them can be perceived and
interpreted  differently by representatives
of different cultures. To a large extent, this

' The symbolism of Indian dance is formed by universal graphic symbols: the circle — beauty and strength
emanating from the feeling of unity, the triangle — creation, preservation, etc. See more details: [5].
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a) Triangle

c) Circle

d) Rectangle

Il.1. Symbolism of Indian dance [5, p. 203-204]

relates to the timbral vibrance and semantics
of instrumental timbres.

Discussing the communicative properties
of timbre, Anna Limitovskaya notes the role
of timbre stereotypes, citing as an example
the signal quality of the trumpet, the pastoral
quality of the oboe, the hunting “sphere” of the
French horn, etc. [6, p. 80] However, timbral
symbolic associations in different cultures may
not coincide (similar to the mismatch of colour
semantics) or have additional connotations.
Evgeny Nazaykinsky offers an explanation
for this. He points to the multi-layered nature
of musical meanings conveyed by timbre,
which, in his opinion, “cover both the individual,
personal life experience of a person, ... and the
social, historical, normalising experience.”
[7, p. 160] Let us assume that, due to this multi-
layered nature, the perception and understanding
of the meanings of timbre-textured colours by
the European ear and the ear of representatives
of Eastern cultures (China, in particular)
differs in a similar way to the differences
in the perception of Indian dance.

On the Role of Visual-Figurative Thinking
in Chinese Culture

These differences, which are clearly
manifested in the work with the texture and
timbre of the symphony orchestra — a borrowed
European “instrument” — in the works of
Chinese academic composers, are determined by
a mental uniqueness, a significant characteristic
of which is the visual-figurative type of thinking
inherent in Eastern cultures. The fundamental
role of visual-figurative representations is
determined, in turn, by the language system,;
however, not so much by the phonosemantic
system, as by its written form. Maria Rubets

2 Reflecting on the characteristics of Chinese painting, researchers note a similar difference in the interpretation
of meanings by representatives of different cultures: “The artistic image in Chinese painting contains practically no
random details and can be correctly read only in the context of a certain cultural tradition. In the same pictorial image,
a Chinese person and a European will see different meanings.” [8, p. 132]
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writes that “hieroglyphic writing as such, when
perceived, presupposes the brain’s work with
images: a hieroglyph is not an alphabetical
word, it does not require letter-by-letter reading,
and it does not even always contain a phonetic
component. A hieroglyph is a reflection
in writing of some perceptual image, concept
or entire situation, in contrast to an alphabetic
word, in which the phonetic expression most
often quite accurately corresponds to the written
one.” [9, p. 8]

The visual-figurative type of thinking that
determined the specificity of hieroglyphic
writing also preconditions the special role
of painting in Chinese culture in terms of
organically incorporating text fragments (I1. 2).’

Il. 2. Wu Youhuo. Streams and Mountains with Cascading Waterfolls.
Qing Dynasty

Vera Belozerova notes: “The main
graphic elements of Chinese painting have a
calligraphic genesis and analogues described
in treatises.” [11, p. 355] Ancient techniques
of drawing with ink and Indian ink were based
on the transmission of the finest nuances
of colour, the variability of which, with
the dominance of only two colour principles
— white and black — was achieved through
special methods of applying paint to the surface
of the sheet (Ils. 3 and 4).
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Il. 3. Wang Zhen.
Ink Drawing of a Lotus (1925)

* Noting the inseparability of the connection between painting and calligraphy as the main directions in Chinese
art, Oksana Ovsyannikova and Natalia Tagiltseva write: “Every artist in China is simultaneously both a calligrapher

and a painter.” [8, p. 132] See also: [10].
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Il. 4. From the book A Word on Painting from the Garden
with a Mustard Seed Vol. 1I; Plum, Orchid,
Bamboo and Chrysanthemum (2002)

Analysis of Timbre and Texture
of Musical Works by Chinese Composers
in Comparison with the Guohua
Painting Technique

The roots of traditional Chinese painting
go back to the 2nd-3rd millennia BC.
The importance of this practice is captured in the
word itself, where gué (&) is the state, and hua
(1) is a painting or picture. Obviously, the name
captures the deep cultural significance of this
practice. Wang Wei writes: “Chinese painting
reflects the spirit of the people of the Celestial
Empire; it expresses the people’s consciousness
like nothing else. Its main objects are the
manifestation and glorification of the soul and
feelings, expressed through composition and that
which is ‘not visible to the eye,” which is located,
as it were, between the lines.” [12, p. 154] Over
the centuries of its existence, a detailed technique
has developed. The Guohua painting techniques

described in ancient sources — ink splashing, ink
layering, broken ink and others — were aimed
at creating either a deep, “dense,” multi-layered
colour in texture, or transparent single-layer dots
and thin line drawing.* This principle of working
with the colour and texture of paintings is close to
the phenomena of background and relief in terms
of the density or sparseness of the musical fabric.
Let us recall Evgeny Nazaykinsky’s words on
the inextricable connection between texture and
timbre in the creation of sound colour. “Texture
as a configuration of musical sound is determined
... not only by the lines of voices and the outlines
of sound masses,” the scholar noted, “but also
by sound colour and phonic brightness.” [14,
p. 74-75] Timbre, in his opinion, “serves as the
basis for the colouristic texture.” [Ibid.] Let us
pay attention to the presence in the musicologist’s
definitions of concepts close to painting, such as
lines and sound arrays.

Confirmation of this is the existence
in Chinese musicology of works in which
the textural and timbre techniques used by
Chinese composers are considered in direct
parallel with the aforementioned technique
of traditional Chinese painting. Their authors
offer a unique, ethnically distinctive method
of analysing the musical texture of works
in comparison with the techniques of applying
paint to parchment described in ancient treatises
on painting.

Thus, in the study of the symphonies
of the outstanding Chinese composer Guo
Zurong, carried out by Tu Zhijie, the analysis
of texture is realised through analogies with the
techniques of Guohua writing. The researcher
explains the use of this method of texture-
timbre analysis, which 1is unconventional
for European musicology, by the fact that in
China “there are many compositional rules
of ‘ink painting,” which can be relied upon

4 Techniques for working with brush and ink are discussed in detail in the work of Tu Nan: [13].
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in the structural understanding of orchestration,
arrangement and use of timbres.” [15, p. 106]
The author argues for this approach according
to the multiple analogies between the coloration
of painting and sound. He emphasises that
“...the arrangement and transformation of
timbres, as well as the regulation of strength
and other techniques, can be clearly represented
in the score through various phenomena of
density (‘thickness’) or sparseness (‘thinness’)
of the interweaving of voice,” [Ibid.] arguing
that the fullness or transparency of sounds
1s analogous to the texture of the application
of paints in Guohua painting.

The analogies between painting and music
in Chinese culture are also based on the fact that
drawing, like a piece of music, was understood
procedurally. One of the most important
compositional rules of Guohua painting
is kai he (JT&, opening and closing). This is
explained through the similarity of the drawing
to a musical work: the painting “must have an
introduction (kai — opening), development
of the theme and conclusion (he — closing).””

Let us take as an example the scroll
Grapes and Squirrel by Qi Baishi (Il. 5).
“The composition begins at the top, where
the grape vine begins its movement,
unfolding like a musical theme. This is ‘kai.’
Then comes the development — the bunches
of grapes create a rhythm, leading the gaze.
And finally, at the bottom of the painting there
is a small squirrel, which seems to place a full
stop on the composition and thus complete it.
This is ‘he’.”®

Tu Zhijie’s analytical experience, which
examines the techniques of forming musical
fabric through the prism of painting techniques,
corresponds to the cultural paradigm. Of course, Il 5. Qi Baishi.
one could consider such an approach to be Grapes and Squirre/(1952)
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> Chinese painting as discussed by Artem Savichev. 11 golden rules of composition in Chinese painting (Guohua).
URL: https://dzen.ru/a/Z6-3rYdw{Bgc7QLI (accessed: 16.11.2025).
¢ Ibid.
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purely experimental, but a closer examination
reveals that this is not so.

In an article devoted to the analysis of Wen
Deqing’s string quartet, Po Mo 1I, researcher
Ding Chun applies the same comparative
analysis method. The musicologist shows how
the composer, in an effort to maximally expand
the space of timbral expressiveness, imitates
“the dynamic process of drawing technique,
the play of ink colour and the techniques
of their application in painting with the help
of such methods as transparency and density
of texture, as well as changes in dynamics and
timbre.” [16, p. 92] It is no coincidence that the
title of the work — Po Mo II — corresponds
to a special technique of applying ink in thick
layers to create the impression of volume
in Guohua painting. Analysing the orchestration
techniques in Yang Lishan’s work Desert at
Dusk, another researcher Gong Huahua also
thinks of orchestral texture as sound painting
and interprets its structure and development as
a result of the use of Guohua techniques. [17]

Let us dwell on a specific example to explain
the specifics of the textural and timbral thinking
of composers and researchers who are bearers
of the Chinese mentality. One of the methods of
applying ink to the surface of the scroll in Guohua
painting practices is ink splashing,” which can be
single-layer, double-layer, or multi-layer.

In considering the implementation of this
technique in relation to the symphonies of
Guo Zurong, Tu Zhijie writes: “...to imitate
the two-layer paint on paper after splashing
the ink, the orchestra i1s divided into two
main sound groups of equal strength, which
play alternately and stand out among other
instruments by their absolute sound advantage.”

7 “Po mo fa J&57% (“method of splashed ink”) —

[15, p. 164] Analysing the development of the
first movement of Guo Zurong’s Symphony
No. 17, the author highlights the technique
of “two-layer ink splashing” as dominant.
He notes that the first layer is made up of high
timbres, while the second combines mid and
low (Example No. 1, see mm. 50-54), and “two
sound groups echo, intertwine with each other,
forming bold strokes, the sound of ‘ink’ is heavy,
similar to strong colour contrasts.” [Ibid. ]

By applying this method to the analysis of
Guo Zurong’s piano concertos, we discovered a
similar technique for creating a sound fabric. Thus,
in the first movement of the Piano Concerto No. 2
(mm. 232-245) the sound groups of woodwinds
and strings are formed into two separate layers,
which dominate over other timbres. Their
alternation forms a dialogue similar to the
alternation of configurations achieved by the
technique of double layers of ink in Guohua
paintings (cf. Example No. 2 and Il. 6).

The musical fabric is designed differently,
appealing to ‘“the method of accumulating
ink” (ji mo fa f&2%72%).® In relation to musical
texture, it was examined by Ding Chong in the
article “Traditions of Chinese Calligraphy and
Guohua Painting in Wen Deqing’s string quartet
Po Mo I1.” [16] As was discovered, this
principle is also widely used by Guo Zurong in
the culmination sections of his piano concertos
with the effect of increasing sonority from p to
fnot only due to dynamics, but also due to the
accumulation of energy of ever new layered
timbres. There are many examples of this kind.

The extent to which the considered techniques
of timbre-texture graphics of musical scores are
close to the effects achieved through the Guohua
painting technique can be judged by comparing

the ink solution is applied liberally to the desired area

of the image so that it spreads out, leaving no traces of the brush movement.” [11, p. 366]
8 “Ji mo fa fE587% (“method of accumulating ink”) — the ink is applied in completely dry layers (sometimes
up to 10-25 layers) sequentially from a light tone to increasingly darker tones, which allows the artist to achieve

a special depth of black colour.” [11, p. 366]
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Example No. 1

Guo Zurong. Symphony No. 17
First Movement, mm. 48-54
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Example No. 2 Guo Zurong. Piano Concerto No. 2.
First movement, mm. 232-241

Il. 6. Hong Zichen. Landscape in the Chinese Style of the 17th Century
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Il. 7. Mi Youren. Wonderful Views of Xiaoxiang. Southermn Song Dynasty

them with the paintings of old Chinese masters.
Let us take as an example the scroll Mi Youren
(1074-1153) from the Southern Song Dynasty
Wonderful Views of Xiaoxiang (Il. 7), which
was created “primarily using splashing and ink-
laying techniques, thanks to which images are
formed by the spreading and blurring of water
ink. Contour lines are almost never used. Dense
and transparent, dark and light shades make
the landscape appear and disappear, suddenly
stand out brightly, then plunge into a haze,
creating a mysterious and changeable
atmosphere,” which resembles the exquisite
alternations of transparent and dense textures
with subtle dynamic nuances in the symphonic
and concert works of Chinese composers.

Conclusion

It is impossible to examine within the
framework of this article the full diversity of

textural and timbre techniques that may be
interpreted through analogy with the visual
techniques of Guohua painting. However, even
this brief comparative analysis reveals the
specificity of the national “vision” of textural-
timbre development, whose essence is the
perception of lines, layers, condensations or
rarefactions, etc., from the position of Guohua
techniques, the processual perception of
canvases made within the framework of the root
tradition for Chinese culture. This perspective
seems to be essential for understanding the
method by which Chinese musicologists
analyse sound colouring. And this is important,
since Chinese composers address their
orchestral works primarily to their own people,
relying on the peculiarities of the national
mentality — the totality of mental, emotional,
value orientations and attitudes embedded
in the cultural memory of the ethnic group.
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