
Chinary Ung is a Cambodian born composer who was trained in Western music and 
currently lives in the United States.  His music combines Cambodian folk traditions and 
Western forms.   
 
In the piece Khse Buon, Ung has created a stylistic fusion of contemporary Western and 
non-Western musical languages.  Much of the melodic material, while not quoted 
literally, is drawn from traditional Asian folk music.  This source material is then 
translated and transformed by the viola with the resulting synthesis of new and old 
sounds, Western and non-Western gestures and harmonies, distinguishing the piece.   
 
The hand written score is quite beautiful and shows how Chinary Ung had to adapt 
traditional western musical notation to capture some of the freedom and improvisatory 
nature of traditional Asian folk music.  For example, there are very few bar lines and 
very little sense of meter.  Rhythms are interpreted by the performer based on spatial 
placement on the page.  While it is very clear when simultaneous events are intended 
(such as the attack of notes or changes of volume), durations and speed are often left 
up to the interpretation of the performer.  This can sometimes be daunting to a 
Western classical performer, who often relies on clearly notated rhythms, pitches, 
articulations, etc.  Performers trained in Western classical tradition, very seldom are 
asked to improvise because the paramount goal is usually to give an accurate recreation 
of exactly what the composer has notated on the page.   
 
In the case of Khse Buon, however, that goal is shifted away from the ideal of accuracy 
towards a sense of free expression.  In order to pull off a good performance of this type 
of music, the performer must internalize the notation to a much greater degree so that 
he/she can focus on presenting the material in a way that sounds improvised (even 
though all of the material is fully notated in some way).   
 
The score also contains a number of special effects that aim at imitating traditional folk 
instruments.  There are a number of passages in Khse Buon that involve a decorated 
melodic line played on one string along with another open string acting as a drone.  
There are many passages where the bow is to be thrown against the string and allowed 
to bounce freely as if the instrument were a drum.  The score also asks for a number of 
glissandi – sliding from pitch to pitch rather than clearly articulating each new pitch.  All 
of these devices, which are unfamiliar to the music of Western classical tradition, are 
perhaps a bit shocking at first.  But they are all in service to the expressive intent of the 
composer, and, therefore, they do not intrude upon the music, but rather are an 
integral aspect of this musical style.   
 
One other structural difference that must be understood in order to fully appreciate 
Khse Buon is the idea of teleological vs. non-teleological forms.  In most Western music, 
the phrases proceed in pursuit of an ultimate destination – the musical structure is a 
goal-oriented form that makes its way towards a climax and then recedes to the end.  



This type of musical discourse is so familiar to us because this narrative is embedded in 
our culture.   
 
In Asian culture and in non-Western music, however, one can find numerous examples 
of non-teleological thinking and structure.  The structure of Khse Buon is not a case of 
music progressing from point A to point B, with point B being the logical conclusion of 
the events initiated at point A.  In some ways, experiencing this piece is a bit like 
wandering into a garden where you can explore a number of objects from various 
different perspectives and you can return freely to view those objects in any order and 
from any vantage point.  While the music is fully notated in chronological order, there 
are several recordings of the work available where the sequence of events is shuffled.  
Certain sections are sometimes played before others.  There are optional cuts to omit 
large sections of the music if the performer chooses.  This type of freedom is common in 
non-Western music, but is quite foreign to those who grew up playing Bach, Mozart and 
Beethoven.   
 
A successful performance of a piece like Khse Buon requires the performer to adopt a 
non-Western point of view.  This is one of the most rewarding aspects of learning 
diverse styles of music – it challenges the performer and the listener to re-think their 
own relationship to culture and gives us new perspective that changes not only how we 
view other cultures, but also changes how we view our own. 
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