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Rulan Chao Pian (1922–2013)

1947 Began teaching Chinese and Music

Ph.D. in East Asian Languages and Music, Radcliffe-Harvard1960

1922 Born in Cambridge, MA, to the renowned linguist Yuen Ren Chao 
and physician Buwei Yang Chao

1974

1975-

1982

2006

Professor of Music and of East Asian Languages and Civilizations, 
Harvard University

Professor Emerita of Music and of East Asian Languages and 
Civilizations at Harvard University

Frequent visiting professor at CUHK Music Department

Donated lifetime collection to CUHK Library

One of the first ten female full professors at Harvard



Rulan Chao Pian (1922–2013)

Daughter of Yuen Ren Chao (趙元任), 
a renowned Chinese-American linguist, musician

  “In our childhood my sisters and I 
were exposed mainly to Western 
classical music because of our 
father's interests. However, I did 
have some interesting encounters 
with certain kinds of Chinese 
traditional music.”

— Extracted from ACMR Reports, 
Spring 1995

http://evols.library.manoa.hawaii.edu/bitstream/handle/10524/18816/acmr_v08n1_1995.pdf?sequence=1


Rulan Chao Pian (1922–2013)

Pioneering Ethnomusicologist

Applied analytical techniques 
to ethnomusicological studies

• Pioneered the study of Peking 
Opera, Song dynasty musical 
history, and Chinese narrative 
music using rigorous analytical 
methods

• Integrated oral history into 
ethnomusicological research

“My Life as a Drum Singer: The Autobiography 
of Jang Tsueyfenq (As Told to Liou Fang).”  
Chinoperl Papers 13: 7–106, 1983.



Rulan Chao Pian (1922–2013)

Pioneering Ethnomusicologist

• Her 1967 monograph Sonq 
Dynasty Musical Sources and 
Their Interpretation won the 
American Musicological 
Society's Otto Kinkeldey Award

• Still a standard reference on 
Song-dynasty modes and 
notation

Rulan Chao Pian. Sonq Dynasty Musical 
Sources and Their Interpretation. Reprinted. 
Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2003.

Rulan Chao Pian. Sonq Dynasty Musical 
Sources and Their Interpretation. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1967.



Rulan Chao Pian (1922–2013)

• Traveled extensively across 
East Asia with heavy recording 
equipment, documenting 
performances, interviews, and 
cultural events over decades.

Pioneering Ethnomusicologist

Yuzhen Luo, Peking Drum Song
Recorded in Beijing. 

Equipment used by Prof. Pian

Open-reel video recorder Video recorder






Rulan Chao Pian (1922–2013)

Founding Member of 
• Conference on Chinese Oral and Performing Literature 

(CHINOPERL) (1969) 

• Association for Chinese Music Research (1986)



Rulan Chao Pian (1922–2013)

The Scholarly Legacy of Prof. Pian

• Professor Emeritus of Music, University of Pittsburgh

Bell Yung (榮鴻曾)

• Professor of Musicology, University of Michigan

Joseph Lam (林萃菁)

• BA (CUHK); MA (Queen's University, Belfast); PhD (Harvard)
• Honorary Senior Research Fellow
• The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Siu Wah Yu (余少華)

• Emeritus Professor of East Asian Studies, Princeton 
University

• Chancellorial Chair Professor for Innovation in Teaching 
Across Disciplines, University of California, Riverside 

Perry Link (林培瑞)

(From left) Bell Yung, Prof. Pian, Joseph Lam, Siu Wah Yu 

(From left) Perry Link, Prof. Pian



Rulan Chao Pian Collection 
Digitization Project



Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

Overview
Coverage: 1940s to 2000s

Peking Opera 
Recordings

Commercial and non-
commercial recordings 

spanning decades of 
Chinese theatrical tradition

Rare Books & 
Monographs

Spanning ethnomusicology, 
Western musicology, 

Chinese literature, and 
world music

Field 
Recordings

Original ethnographic 
recordings from East Asia, 

capturing performances 
and interviews

Teaching 
Materials

Lecture notes, slides, and 
course materials from four 

decades at Harvard

Musical 
Instruments

18 instruments collected 
globally, used in her 

teaching and research

Personal 
Papers

Correspondence, diaries, 
photographs documenting 

cultural and political history

Guqin, a seven stringed zither

Cassette tapes



Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

Making the collection accessible across the world

Project Goals

Video Collection
Digitized performances, fieldwork footage, 

and interviews accessible online

Audio Collection
Thousands of recordings digitized for 

research and educational use

Manuscripts & Papers
Personal correspondence, research notes, 

and lecture materials preserved digitally

Converted from Open Reel

Manuscript Converted from Cassette Tape
Digitized and available online



Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

Project Scope

Sound & video recordings

3,773

LP records
Vinyl gramophone discs

Compact discs
CD audio recordings

Audio cassettes
Magnetic tape cassettes, 
Open reel sound tape

AUDIOVISUAL 
ITEMS

Video tapes
BetaMax, U-Matic, Open 
reel video, V8, VHS

Open Reel



Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

Documents, images & objects

Project Scope

238,443 NON-AUDIOVISUAL 
ITEMS

Manuscripts & teaching 
materials

93 boxes · ca. 196,000 sheets

Diaries & notebooks

149 volumes · ca. 3,500 sheets

Books & journals

158 boxes · 6,355 volumes

Photographs

ca. 129 albums · 28,265 photos

Slides & microfilms

ca. 4,035 slides · 22 rolls

Instruments, artwork & 
objects
137 items

Diary

Flat drum (Biangu), Cymbals



Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

Chao, Yuen Ren.  The Complete Musical Works 
of Yuen Ren Chao.  Compiled by Rulan Chao 
Pian.  Shanghai Conservatory of Music Press, 
1987.

Includes work of Prof. Pian’s father



Timeline

Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

2006
Prof. Pian signed the initial 
agreement, donating entire 
collection of research, fieldwork 
& teaching materials.

1
Phase 1: Collecting Donation

CUHK Library began end 
processing, cataloguing, and 
digitizing higher-priority items 
from the collection.

20072

The Library received other 
major music donations. 
251 boxes were shipped from 
Cambridge, MA.

3



Timeline

Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

Phase 2: From the gift to digitization

Donation Ceremony of Rulan 
Chao Pian Music Collection

20104 2014
Ms. Canta Pian, Prof. Pian's
daughter, donated the remaining 
papers & instruments and granted 
open-access rights.

5

2015
Large-scale digitization launched, 
backed by the Theodore H.H. 
Pian and Rulan Chao Pian 
Memorial Fund.

6

(From left) Dr. Colin Storey, University Librarian
Prof. Michael McClellan, Music Department Chairman

Ms. Canta Pian, Daughter of Prof. Pian



Timeline

Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

2019
The digitized collection became 
accessible to library users on the 
CUHK Digital Repository.

8

Ongoing
Open access on the CUHK 
network with ongoing article-level 
indexing

9

Phase 3: Scaling up to open access

2016
Archival process of Rulan Chao 
Pian Collection was completed.

7



Digitization
• Material 

preparation
• Scanning
• File naming

1

Processing & 
Indexing
• Image cropping & 

format 
conversion

• Layout 
recognition & 
OCR processing

• Metadata 
indexing 

2

Quality Control
• Data backup
• General CSV file 

checking
• QC with 5% 

sampling
• Error rate check 

and revision 
cycle

3

Data Ingestion
• Final data 

approval
• Data ingestion to 

database
• Checking and 

confirmation

4

Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

Project Workflow



Digitized Collection

Rulan Chao Pian Collection Digitization Project

184,769TOTAL 
DIGITIZED FILES

Manuscripts
110,140 items

Photos
68,300 items

Slides
4,400 items

Audio
1,591 items

Video
338 items

Score

Playing a Japanese biwa, Tokyo, 1958Concert Night before Jiu zhou, 1990Cassette recording for Mandarin Primer



Digital Repository: 
Rulan Chao Pian Collection



CUHK Digital Repository

Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



Rulan Chao Pian Digitised Collection

Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection

https://repository.lib.cuhk.edu.hk/en/collection/rcp 

https://repository.lib.cuhk.edu.hk/en/collection/rcp


Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection

A four stringed plucked lute pipa



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection

Solo music for Korean zither (gayageum) 



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection
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331,753
Total page views

(Jul 2023 – Jun 2026)
Apr 2024

Peak monthly views 
Apr 2026

Peak monthly users 

+73%
Web traffic growth

(Q3 2023 → Q2 2026)

Usage Data
Monthly web traffic and distinct users, Jul 2023 – Jun 2026



Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection

Champion
Words from Chinese teaching sheet 

in Chao romanization 
1,486 views

1

1st Runner-up
A table of Beijing dialect speech sounds 

990 views

2

2nd Runner-up
Yuen Ren Chao’s A System of Tone-Letters

809 views

3

Top 3 Most-viewed items since the beginning
Usage Data



Looking Ahead
The collection provides new opportunities for research, collaboration, and discovery across disciplines and borders.
F O R  R E S E AR C H E R S   |   T H E M E S  T H E  C O L L E C T I O N  O P E N S  U P

F O R  T H E  L I B R ARY   |   O U R  N E X T  S T E P

Dialogue across civilizations
Cultural and musical exchange between East and West

The Chao family legacy
A distinguished lineage within the Chinese literati tradition

Foundations of ethnomusicology
The emerging study of music, with a focus on Asian traditions

Instrument histories
Stories behind the collection's instruments

Diaspora life
Chinese life and culture in the United States

Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection

“Hopefully my donation would also facilitate 
donation of similar kinds, thereby creating 
an open and comprehensive collection on 
Chinese music and related arts.”
— Professor Rulan Chao Pian, 2006

AI-driven digital restoration
Enhancing resolution and quality of the video materials
Proposed "AI-Driven Digital Restoration of Embodied Martial Arts Cultural 
Heritage through the Praying Mantis Master Wong Hon Fan Collection"



Project Benefits – Bringing the East and West 
in music connection

Digital Repository: Rulan Chao Pian Collection



I wish to convey my appreciation to the 
individuals listed below who have played a 
role in the development of the presentation:

Ryun Lee, Vincent Lum, Chiyuri Lai from 
CUHK and Wendy Wong (formerly CUHK)

Thank You!
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