Xinmin Arts Review | Wang Bojun: The Cultural Power That Transcends
Language: Reflections on «Sound of Shanghai»

Understanding the city's cultural depth, witnessing the power of culture, and sensing
the spirit of our time.

“We pieced together the breath of a city through the voices of more than 250 artists.”
When the renowned Cypriot composer and the film's director, Marios Joannou Elia,
spoke these words at the Huiyin Theatre of Xindongyuan, | suddenly realised that what
unfolded before me was far more than an ordinary documentary. It was a sonic
pilgrimage that transcends time, connecting past and present, East and West. As an
international documentary dedicated to the cultural identity of the city and to the
promotion of intangible cultural heritage, «Sound of Shanghai» uses sound as its
structural framework and moving images as its artistic brush. Through the convergence
of sound and image, the dialogue between tradition and modernity, and the creative
empowerment of technological innovation, it constructs a cultural edifice that
transcends language, national borders, and time itself. More than a faithful portrait of a
city's soundscape, the film is a profound exploration of cultural continuity, dialogue
among civilizations, and the dynamic balance between preserving tradition and
embracing innovation. Amid its rich tapestry of sounds, we come to understand the
city's cultural depth, witness the transformative power of culture, and feel the human
warmth of our era.

I. The Fusion of Sound and Image: Transforming the Invisible Soundscape into the
Tangible Soul of a City

For decades, visual imagery has occupied the central role in conventional cinematic
storytelling, while sound has largely served as a supporting element, advancing the
narrative, shaping atmosphere, and reinforcing emotion. Narration drives the plot,
music heightens emotional resonance, and ambient sound merely complements the
visual frame. The relationship between sound and image has therefore long been
defined by a fixed hierarchy, with the image taking precedence and sound remaining
subordinate.
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«Sound of Shanghai» completely overturns this conventional paradigm. It boldly
establishes a new narrative language in which sound becomes the core expressive force
and image its visual counterpart. The intangible world of sound forms the film's
principal narrative thread, while the visual dimension functions as its interpretation and
concrete extension. The result is an organic synthesis in which sound and image coexist
in perfect equilibrium, each enriching the other to create a unified aesthetic experience.

The creation of the film itself represents an extraordinary act of reverence for, and
meticulous documentation of, Shanghai's acoustic ecology. The creative team travelled
to more than 90 locations throughout the city, collecting 6,574 unique sound
recordings and assembling 718 independent audio tracks, together preserving
Shanghai's most vivid, authentic, and multidimensional sonic memory. From the
graceful shuimo singing style of the Kunqu classic «The Peony Pavilion», to the dignified
rhythms of the Sijing Shijin Fine Gongs and Drums tradition; from the bright, expressive
voices and percussion of shadow puppetry, to the gentle crackling sounds of molten
sugar in the making of traditional sugar paintings; from the warm resonance of water
boiling during a traditional tea ceremony to the delicate rhythm of needles weaving Gu
embroidery; from the soft rustle of Haipai gipao silk to the flowing cadence and
dynamic stillness of Tai Chi, every sound arises from everyday urban life, from living
traditions of intangible cultural heritage, and from the city's ordinary yet extraordinary
moments. Each is authentic, vibrant, unadorned, and profoundly moving.

The film poses a profoundly philosophical question: How can a city be transformed into
music? «Sound of Shanghai»offers a poetic answer through an immersive audiovisual
experience. When a city's visual landscape and acoustic ecology become deeply
interwoven, mutually illuminating one another, the city ceases to be a mere
geographical location. It becomes a living organism with breath, warmth, and soul.

Through sweeping aerial cinematography, the camera glides above Sijing's Anfang
Pagoda and its centuries-old streets, capturing the timeless textures of weathered stone
pavements and the distinctive Jiangnan elegance of whitewashed walls and black-tiled
roofs. At an intimate scale, it follows the filmmakers as they carefully record the subtle
vibrations of a shadow-puppet stage and the barely perceptible resonance of ancient
wooden beams. Monumental urban panoramas and finely observed human details
merge seamlessly with a richly layered tapestry of sounds. Their relationship resembles
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the intertwining strands of a DNA double helix, allowing audiences not only to hear
Shanghai, but also to truly see its character, dignity, and humanity.

An equally significant artistic breakthrough lies in the application of Wave Field
Synthesis (WFS) technology by spatial audio producer Xu Zhende and his team. This
pioneering technology transcends the spatial limitations of conventional stereo sound,
replacing the traditional model of passive listening with a fully immersive three-
dimensional acoustic environment. The percussion of the shadow theatre surrounds the
audience with remarkable spatial precision, the intricate rhythms of the Sijing Shijin
Fine Gongs and Drums unfold in richly layered dimensions, while even the faint
vibrations of ancient wooden structures and the gentle breeze flowing through
Jiangnan's historic waterways are reproduced with extraordinary fidelity.

As the filmmakers themselves observe, the ultimate purpose of technology is not
technological display. Its true value lies in allowing audiences to move beyond the role
of detached listeners and instead to inhabit sound itself, becoming immersed in the
living acoustic fabric of the city. Within such an audiovisual experience, language ceases
to be an essential vehicle of communication. No narration is required, no explanatory
text is necessary. The unity of sound and image speaks directly to the human spirit,
enabling every viewer, regardless of language or cultural background, to perceive and
understand the vibrant, living essence of Shanghai.

Il. Bridging Tradition and the Future: Revitalising Millennia of Intangible Cultural
Heritage in the Resonance of Our Time

At a time of rapid global transformation, many forms of intangible cultural heritage face
a difficult dilemma. They are either confined to museums as static relics, detached from
contemporary life, or reduced through excessive commercialisation to decorative
symbols for tourism and cultural consumption, gradually losing their vitality and
relevance. «Sound of Shanghai» proposes a compelling alternative. Tradition is never a
closed chapter of the past, but the very foundation upon which the future is built.
Likewise, intangible cultural heritage is not merely a historical remnant, but a living seed
that continues to grow with each generation. With an approach defined by openness,
inclusivity, and innovation, the film dissolves the boundaries between past and future,
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allowing ancient cultural traditions to rediscover their vitality within the acoustic
landscape of the present day.

The documentary brings together a rich constellation of Jiangnan's intangible cultural
traditions, including Kunqu Opera, Tai Chi, Gu embroidery, gipao culture, traditional
tea ceremonies, shadow puppetry, and the Sijing Shijin Fine Gongs and Drums
tradition. This is far more than a simple accumulation of cultural elements or a stylistic
collage. Rather, it is a profound, sincere, and balanced dialogue between historical
heritage and contemporary artistic expression.

Among these traditions, the Sijing Shijin Fine Gongs and Drums, recognised as a
National Intangible Cultural Heritage of China, occupies a particularly significant place.
Sharing common musical origins with Kunqu Opera, its repertoire embodies centuries of
Jiangnan's ceremonial music, aesthetic values, and cultural memory. It stands as a living
expression of the region's customs, artistic sensibility, and enduring cultural identity.

Within «Sound of Shanghai», this ancient musical tradition is never diluted by
contemporary composition or overshadowed by modern orchestration. On the contrary,
through its encounter with contemporary musical language and Shanghai's urban
soundscape, it acquires new expressive depth and emotional resonance. The dialogue
between tradition and modernity enriches both, allowing this centuries-old heritage to
speak with renewed vitality and to reach audiences far beyond its historical context.

Director Marios Joannou Elia's metaphor for the ancient town of Sijing is deeply
moving: “The stone-paved roads here still preserve the appearance they had seven
hundred years ago. They are both the foundation of history and the resonating
chamber of the future.” History is never a burden weighing upon us, but a firm ground
from which we stand in the present and look toward what is yet to come. Intangible
cultural heritage is not a sealed remnant of the past, but a source of cultural confidence
that continues to speak, resonate, and empower.

The film neither clings to a conservative notion of tradition as something “authentic,
original, and unchanging,” nor does it pursue novelty for its own sake through excessive
experimentation or spectacle. Instead, grounded in deep respect for tradition, it uses
contemporary musical language to reorganise, reimagine, and reinterpret the ancient
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sounds of intangible cultural heritage. In doing so, it allows millennia-old cultural
resonances to converse with modern aesthetics, enter contemporary life, and achieve a
vivid coexistence between historical depth and the spirit of the age.

Behind this balance of preservation and innovation stands the dedication of Zhao Jinyu,
Kungu inheritor and Executive Producer of «Sound of Shanghai». She first encountered
Kungu at the age of twelve and grew up immersed in the soft Wu dialect of Shanghai's
alleyways and the sounds of everyday urban life. The living voices of the city and the
graceful rhythms of intangible cultural heritage had long become among the warmest
memories of her youth. As time passed, many familiar old sounds gradually faded, a loss
that filled her with both reluctance and regret.

When Marios proposed using modern technology to preserve the city's sounds and give
traditional culture renewed vitality, Zhao Jinyu resolutely stepped across disciplinary
boundaries to serve as Executive Producer. She committed herself wholeheartedly,
without concern for personal gain, driven by the desire to preserve the city's cultural
lineage and pass on the beauty of its intangible heritage.

“Because we love it, and because it has meaning.” These simple words express the
original intention shared by all guardians of intangible cultural heritage. In Zhao Jinyu's
view, Sijing is not a static museum town, but a living water town filled with the warmth
of daily life, an unbroken cultural lineage, and enduring vitality. Intangible cultural
heritage is not an exhibit in a display case, but a living culture flowing through streets
and alleyways, woven into the everyday lives of ordinary people.

Guided by this understanding, «Sound of Shanghai» moves beyond the limitations of
static preservation. It allows the light and shadow of traditional shadow puppetry to
intertwine with contemporary visual language, ancient gong-and-drum patterns to
resonate with the rhythms of the modern city, and a thousand-year-old town to break
through the barriers of time through dialogue between past and present. Here, tradition
does not come to an end. Carried by the winds of a new era, it is reborn again and again,
unfolding with renewed brilliance.
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lll. The Convergence of Humanity and Technology: Enabling the Warmth of Culture to
Travel on the Wings of Innovation

For a long time, humanity and technology have been viewed as opposing forces. The
humanities have been associated with warmth, emotion, and enduring values,
safeguarding cultural continuity and human experience, while technology has often
been perceived as rational, impersonal, and purely instrumental, driven by efficiency
and innovation. «Sound of Shanghai», however, demonstrates through its very process
of creation that these two realms are not opposing poles, but complementary forces
that strengthen one another. The humanities provide technology with purpose and
meaning, while technology empowers the humanities with new possibilities for
expression. When cutting-edge innovation takes root in fertile cultural ground, it
becomes one of the most powerful instruments for preserving heritage and fostering
dialogue between civilizations.

The making of the film was itself an extraordinary humanistic achievement, bringing
together the shared passion of an entire city. It was a project of remarkable scale,
involving more than 30 institutions, filmed across over 90 locationsthroughout
Shanghai, and uniting more than 250 artists, performers, educators, researchers,
technologists, and cultural practitioners. Participants ranged from professors and
students of the Shanghai Conservatory of Music to young children, from inheritors of
Tai Chi traditions to performers of Haipai gipao culture, from masters of traditional tea
ceremonies to contemporary jazz musicians, and from university research teams to
specialists from innovative technology companies.

People of different generations, professions, and backgrounds came together through a
shared commitment to a common purpose. Their collaboration was not motivated by
personal gain or public recognition, but by a sincere desire to preserve and celebrate
Shanghai's cultural identity. Quietly and collectively, they devoted themselves to the
project, transforming individual dedication into a powerful expression of cultural
solidarity. In doing so, they offered a vivid testament to the city's human warmth, its
cultural self-awareness, and the enduring strength that arises when an entire
community unites around a shared artistic vision.
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This profound humanistic commitment finds its fullest expression through the support
of cutting-edge technology. The application of Wave Field Synthesis (WFS)
fundamentally redefines the presentation of sound, achieving an unprecedented level of
spatial precision and acoustic fidelity. With extraordinary attention to detail, the
technical team captured and faithfully reconstructed every subtle sonic nuance: the
faint vibrations of ancient wooden houses, the breeze flowing through historic
alleyways, the intricate rhythms of traditional gongs and drums, and the expressive
inflections of operatic singing. Together, these elements create a vivid three-
dimensional sound field that audiences can experience as a tangible acoustic
environment. Technology thus liberates the sounds of intangible cultural heritage from
the confines of a single theatre stage or historic town, allowing them to transcend
geographical and communicative boundaries and to reach wider audiences around the
world with greater subtlety, depth, and immersive power.

Yet the documentary's greatest achievement lies not in its technological sophistication,
but in the humanistic vision and universal empathy that guide its use. Throughout his
career, Marios Joannou Elia has travelled extensively, creating musical works inspired
by cities across the world. It was, however, the soundscape of Shanghai and the cultural
richness of Jiangnan that profoundly moved him. From the moment of his arrival in
China, and in Shanghai in particular, he became convinced that contemporary
technology could serve as a means of preserving the city's living memory while
breathing new life into its traditional culture.

Standing behind shadow-puppet stages and carefully documenting the spaces of
centuries-old houses, he approached every recording with humility, patience, and
complete artistic dedication, employing the most advanced technologies to preserve the
oldest and most authentic voices of popular tradition. This image becomes perhaps the
film's most eloquent metaphor for the relationship between humanity and technology:
technology is the instrument, cultural preservation the guiding purpose, and dialogue
among civilizations the ultimate destination.

Chinese and international artists worked side by side in a spirit of genuine collaboration.

International creators approached the cultural traditions of the East with profound
respect and immersed themselves in Shanghai's local soundscape, while Chinese

713



inheritors of intangible cultural heritage remained steadfast in preserving their
traditions while embracing cultural exchange with openness and generosity. People of
different nationalities, languages, and cultural backgrounds came together without
barriers, meeting one another with sincerity, listening attentively, and enriching one
another through collaboration.

Technology dissolved the barriers of communication, while humanistic values softened
the edges of technological innovation. As a result, «<Sound of Shanghai» transcends the
status of a technological achievement. It becomes a profound dialogue across cultures

and a deeply moving resonance between civilizations that speaks directly to the human
spirit.

Conclusion: Conveying Boundless Beauty Through the Sound Beyond Sound

Looking back upon the documentary as a whole, its three interconnected dimensions of
innovation come together to reveal a cultural force that transcends language itself. The
fusion of sound and image transforms the city's intangible soundscape into something
that can be experienced, perceived, and almost physically touched, communicating
directly with the audience without the need for words. The dialogue between tradition
and the future enables millennia-old intangible cultural heritage to transcend the
limitations of time, ensuring its continual renewal through a harmonious balance of
preservation and innovation. The convergence of humanity and technology liberates
traditional culture from the constraints of conventional transmission, allowing it to
travel across mountains and oceans on the wings of technological innovation and reach
audiences throughout the world.

Languages may be separated by national borders, yet sound knows no boundaries.
Words possess inherent limitations, while human feeling transcends them all. The
graceful melodies of Kunqu Opera, the powerful rhythms of traditional gongs and
drums, the vibrant sounds of everyday urban life, and the dynamic pulse of the modern
metropolis all carry a beauty and expressive power that require neither translation nor
explanation. They speak directly to people across cultures and civilizations, inviting them
to resonate emotionally and, through sound, to gain a deeper understanding of China.
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Language records the present, whereas sound connects past and future. It preserves the
echoes of a seven-hundred-year-old town while simultaneously carrying the vibrant
energy of contemporary Shanghai. In doing so, it also embodies the enduring spirit of
Chinese civilization: open, inclusive, continuously evolving, and inexhaustibly alive.

«Sound of Shanghai» is far more than a cinematic portrait of a city. It is a letter from
one civilization to the world. It reminds us that the most profound forms of cultural
communication are never achieved through didactic explanation or formulaic
presentation, but through sound as a medium and human emotion as a bridge. Rooted
in the authenticity of everyday life, sustained by a living cultural heritage, and enriched
through sincere dialogue, the film transcends barriers, dissolves differences, and
communicates the universal beauty of human experience.

In today's complex and interconnected world, this sonic force, one that transcends
language, time, and national borders, ultimately enables the world to hear the timeless
echoes of Jiangnan, the heartbeat of Shanghai, and the warm, vibrant voice of China.

Source: Shangguan News
Author: Wang Bojun
Section Editor: Hua Xinyi
Text Editor: Shen Yuye
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