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Towards a More Global Choral Curriculum

by Reed Criddle (Utah Valley University)

t has been my honor to visit

Dharma Drum Mountain for three
weeks to study liturgical chanting.
My intention is to collect and
transcribe chants that I might share
with choral conductors in the West
so that they might be shared with
audiences worldwide. My special
thanks to Professor Teng Weijen and
Venerables Guo Kai and Yan Xing
for their dedication and enthusiasm
for this research.

My academic and professional
training is two-pronged. On one
side, I am a music educator and
professional conductor, composer,
and arranger. With a doctorate
degree and master’s degree in
Conducting from the University
of Michigan and the Eastman
School of Music, respectively, I
regularly enjoy performing choral
music from around the world
with my students at Utah Valley
University. In this educational
realm, I strive to expose students
to music of all religious traditions.
My conundrum is that the vast
majority of published sacred

repertoire for choirs is Christian.
In a time when globalization
and cross-cultural exchange is
increasingly at the heart of artistic
pedagogy, the curriculum for
Western music ensembles remains
restricted by a lack of access to
non-Christian music.

My second academic and
professional training is in the field
of Chinese language and literature.
With a Bachelor’s and Master’s
degree in Mandarin Chinese
from Stanford University, I have
worked as a translator at Peking
University, as a teacher of Chinese
language and culture to Asian-
American children, and as a guest
professor at Fudan University in
Shanghai. In this realm, I have
translated ancient Chinese texts
into English and feel compelled
to dig more deeply into the
textual treasure trove of Buddhist
sutras and liturgies to bring their
teachings to the forefront of the
Western public’s understanding of
Chinese Buddhism.

As a result of my dual training,

A Reed Criddle at DDM Wish-Fulfilling Guanyin Hall.

I often find overlap that brings
a synergetic richness to my life
experiences. Every time | arrange
a Chinese folksong for my
university choirs to perform or
teach them how to pronounce the
diction of a Chinese tune, I feel
that I am giving them insight into
a culture that most of them will
otherwise know only superficially.
And now, as I research Buddhist
chant in Taiwan as a U.S. Fulbright
Scholar, my intellectual mind and

my spiritual soul are expanded in
new and exciting ways.

A few questions central to
my research, methodology, and
intended outcomes: What is the
distinction between cultivation
and performance? Is there spiritual
power inherent in the melodies
of liturgical chant? Might it be
appropriate in a Buddhist context
to separate melodies from text for
artistic endeavors? Can chant play
the same role of promulgating the

DILA's Winter Prog

by Maggie Mitchell (University of British Columbia)

Iam a first year Master's student in the Asian Studies department
at the University of British Columbia in Canada, where I study

the Buddhism and East Asian Culture's Winter Program, and to visit

Taiwan for the first time.

Chinese Buddhism. I first became interested in studying Buddhism
as an undergraduate student, and I enjoyed travelling to China and
Japan as part of my studies. | attended the summer version of this
program twice as an undergraduate student, and this year I returned
as a Masters student. I was fortunate to visit DILA this winter for

e

A Maggie (middle) at the conference.

Being Tickled by a Bhuti demon:
Report of the 2017-2018 Winter Program

by Suzanne Burdorf (Ghent University)

was very lucky to be one of the

almost 130 young Buddhist
scholars from all over the world
who got the chance to meet each
other against the beautiful scenery
of Jinshan last January. Over the
course of eight days we were treated
with an intensive program including
a conference, inspiring lectures
by very distinguished professors
on various topics, and with a
great opportunity to hear about
each other’s research in a Young
Scholar’s Forum.

Professor Chen Jinhua showed
us how Buddhism has been an
important factor in the globalization
of commercial networks, whereas
Professor Barend ter Haar invited
us to reconsider issues of orality and
sound, quite fitting at a place named
Dharma Drum Mountain, where,
by the way, also an enormous Lotus
Bell is installed — I happen to love
bells...

From Professor James Robson
we learned that meditation can
confront one with quite difficult

The program featured a conference, lecture series, and students'
own presentations on their research. First, a two day conference on
Chan and Dunhuang studies introduced the audience to a variety of
ways to work with materials from the Dunhuang caves, and allowed
some people to experience an academic conference for the first
time. Three days of lecture series followed the conference, where
we learned from professors Chen, Robson, and ter Haar about three
very different subjects: the role of Buddhism in empire building, the
potential dark side of meditation, and the importance of studying
oral traditions in Buddhism. Finally, students presented their own
work through short presentations. I enjoyed learning about other
graduate student's work and hearing advice from professors on each
panel.

Seeing some familiar faces at DILA, and leaving the program with
new friends, I feel that the greatest benefits of programs like these is the
opportunity to connect with my peers at universities across the world,
especially those in East Asia that [ might not have had the chance to meet
otherwise. The generosity of the staff, volunteers, and students made it
possible for scholars and students from many different backgrounds to
meet and learn from each other.

situations. Beware, for example, of
the Bhuti demon that, when you are
trying so hard to reach insight, starts
to tickle you below the armpits and
calls: “Bhuti, Bhuti!” Professor
Robson’s lectures also offered a
welcome counterweight to the
countless uncritical success stories
of the Mindfulness movement that

became so fashionable in the West.
Much food for thought!

Talking about food, when I took
part in last year’s winter program I
already discovered that in DILA one

-

can expect only the utmost care. The
institute’s extremely kind volunteers
did all they could to keep us well-
fed, dry and warm. After long panel
discussions, the hungry academics

Dharma that Buddhist music plays?
Is there clear ownership over an oral
tradition? How and by whom is that
authority assigned?

As I endeavor to record
interviews with and chants of
Dharma Drum Mountain monastics,
I am reminded of the impermanence
of all things. I am more and
more aware that even something
as canonic as a sutra verse or a
liturgical melody does not remain
unchanged over the centuries.
These means for understanding the
teachings of the Buddha shift with
time, space, and context. Surely
there is a way to bridge the gap
between liturgical chanting and the
performance of Buddhist chant — as
innovative means, or as a vehicle,
for the Dharma.

To this end, I imagine a choral
concert in the United States, Europe,
or even right here in Taiwan,
where Christian Gregorian chants
mingle with Buddhist liturgical
chants to form a more diverse
presentation of global religious
thought. I can envision music
students around the world entering
the world of Buddhist scholarship
through the gate of performance.
By engaging in the songs and
melodies of Chinese Buddhist
tradition, the deep meanings of
Buddhist texts will become part of
their experiential histories and part
of their international lexicon. For
some, this may lead to discipleship,
for others mere intellectual curiosity,
but for all, a greater awareness of
and appreciation for the wisdom of
Eastern religion and its attendant
culture.

I am grateful for this
transcendent opportunity to learn
from those striving to be masters
of cultivation. And I am constantly
awed by the sincerity and kindness
of the nuns with whom I research.
If there is anyone who would like
to contact me to further discuss
these topics of inquiry, I am your
student! I hope to connect with
many scholars of Buddhism,
music, and liturgy. Please do not

hesitate to reach out via email:
reed.criddle@uvu.edu.

A Suzanne (the first one at right side) at the conference.

hurried over to the dining hall for
tasty vegetarian food and delicious
deserts. One can only regret that we
can’t hire these great people to cater
our own events in Ghent!
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