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MING-HSIU YEN: Breaking Through (2013)

By Ming-Hsiu Yen

“Breaking Through” is inspired by the modern marvel, Hsuehshan (or Snow
Mountain) Tunnel. Built on the Taipei-Yilan Freeway in Taiwan, the tunnel is a
symbol of human ingenuity overcoming great challenges of nature. Construction
lasted from 1991 to 2006 and was plagued by complications from fractured rock and
massive inflows of water. As a result, the Tunnel Boring Machine (TBM), which
formed the tunnel, was buried several times and the project became known as “the
tunnel that grew up in water.” Even more tragic, several workers lost their lives
during construction. When completed, the nearly thirteen kilometer-long tunnel,
bored through the Hsuehshan Range, was the longest road tunnel in East Asia and the
fifth longest road tunnel in the world.

“Breaking Through” begins with a strong,“short-long” rhythmic motive performed
by various drums, symbolizing the gigantic TBM continuously breaking through rock.
In the first section, dissonant chords, piled up and performed by various instruments,
represent the high altitude of the steep Snow Mountain.

The beginning of the second section, marked Dolente (sorrowful) and Adagio,
conveys a mournful tone with low strings playing in fifths and woodwinds playing
weeping, chromatic melodic lines. Through development, these chromatic melodic
lines transform into chromatic scales, representing the water ceaselessly flowing into
the tunnel. Suddenly, the action comes to an abrupt halt, except for the sound of
high-pitched, sustained notes in the violins, like a thin beam of light peering through
the darkness.

The timbres of the glockenspiel and wind chimes, combined with strings playing in
fifths in extreme high and low registers, transcend the frustration of the previous
sections. Woodwinds join with melodic lines transformed from pentatonic scales,
which later transform into repetitive, arpeggio-like patterns to depict the light as it
begins to perpetually flow into the tunnel. Finally, with the development of the
TBM’s “short-long” rhythmic motive, the light overtakes the darkness. The music
ends as if overlooking this modern marvel from the sky.

“Breaking Through” was commissioned by the Taiwan Philharmonic, the National
Symphony Orchestra, for its season opening concert in September 2013.



