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Hovering in the Air  Concerto for Guzheng and String Orchestra (2011) Yuan-Chen LI

TO THE TUNE OF “CALMING WIND AND WAVES”

        March 7th, on the way to Sandy Lake, we're caught in the rain.  No umbrellas. 

        Everyone runs helter-skelter except me.  Soon the sun shines.

Never mind how rain beats the forest leaves,

just walk at ease, chanting,

bamboo staff in hand, straw sandals

better than a horse.

What's to fear?  

Mist and rain,

one straw raincape enough for a lifetime.

Chill spring wind blows the wine off, 

brisk and sobering, 

on the hilltop a welcome slant of sunlight.

One glance at the cold threshing of the trees

then head home, 

no wind, no rain, no sun. 

                                        ..-Su Dong Po (Su Shi, 1037-1101, Song Dynasty) 

                                        (translated by Mei Shenyou, Diana Shi, and George O'Connell)

Hovering in the Air, a concerto for guzheng and string orchestra, is based partly upon the 

composer's 2007 orchestral work Like a Dream, an Illusion. The concerto's style is characterized 

by luxuriant harmonies, relaxed tempo, and a sense of wandering viewpoint. Against a texture 

of intricately interwoven voices in the strings, the guzheng speaks in a musical language evoking 

its traditional style, using idiomatic playing techniques. Throughout the piece, the guzheng plays 

the role of intermediary, leading or impelling the orchestra into different emotional 

spaces-fulfillment and deference, mutual coexistence-just like the poet, whose imagination travels 

back and forth between the natural world and his own internal world, and finally enters a space of 

simultaneous self-awareness and liberation: then head home, / no wind, no rain, no sun.

Completed in the early summer of 2011, Hovering in the Air was commissioned by conductor 

Paul Ching Po Chiang of the Philharmonia Moments Musicaux and premiered on September 27 

of the same year at Soochow University in Taiwan, with Yeh Jiuan-Reng on the guzheng. Specials 

thanks go to the PMM and the PMM Camelot Players for their close cooperation since 2008; to 

Cliff Colnot, conductor of the Civic Orchestra of Chicago, for his kind help with the orchestration; 

and to the National Culture and Arts Foundation of Taiwan for their generous support. 

                                     (program note translated by Austin Woerner)
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