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Where there is light in the soul there will be beauty in the person.
Where there is beauty in the person there will be harmony in the home.
Where there is harmony in the home there will be honor in the nation.

Where there is honor in the nation there will be peace in the world.

From The Great Learning, attributed to Confucius

Composer’s Note: “When I set this Chinese proverb to music, I offered myself a delightful
musical challenge. Using the basic building blocks of rhythm, melody, harmony and articulation,
I gave a distinct character to each of the proverb’s five ideals: Light, Beauty, Harmony, Honor
and Peace. Whenever one of these words makes an appearance, no matter how briefly, its

‘musical signature’ is present as well.”

Where there is Light in the Soul
SAB « SEA-070-00
SATB « SEA-070-01
SSA « SEA-070-02
TBB « SEA-070-03

Cover image:
“Landscape with Pavilion and Willows.”
Attr. to Shen Zhou (1427-1509)



Commissioned for SATB Chorus byKantorei, The Singing Boys of Rockford

Where there is Light in the Soul

SATB a cappella

Chinese proverb Elizabeth Alexander
(J =76-88) with lightness and grace
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Where there is Light in the Soul (SATB a cappella) - Choral Score
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About the Text: “In the years since I wrote this song, I have come across other versions of this Chinese text,
but with different words and sentence structures. Some versions contained only three lines, while others
contained five or more! What was going on?

Eventually I could not contain my curiosity any longer. A full day of internet research revealed that this
“proverb” is actually an adaptation of a passage in Da Xué, or The Great Learning, a well-known summary of
the teachings of Confucius compiled in the 1* ¢. BCE by his disciple Zeng Shen (Zengzi). In its original
context this passage is the second half of a palindromic verse, which moves from the wider world to the
individual, and then back out to the wider world. The result is an endless circle of cause and effect.

The text has been translated by quite a few scholars. Here are two of them:

“Things being investigated, knowledge became complete. Their knowledge being complete,
their thoughts were sincere. Their thoughts being sincere, their hearts were then rectified. Their
hearts being rectified, their persons were cultivated. Their persons being cultivated, their
families were regulated. Their families being regulated, their states were rightly governed.
Their states being rightly governed, the whole kingdom was made tranquil and happy.”

James Legge (19" ¢. Oxford University)

“When things are investigated, knowledge is extended.

When knowledge is extended, the will becomes sincere.

When the will is sincere, the mind is correct.

When the mind is correct, the self is cultivated.

When the self is cultivated, the clan is harmonized.

When the clan is harmonized, the country is well governed.

When the country is well governed, there will be peace throughout the land.”

A. Charles Muller (2013, University of Tokyo)

I never discovered who created the translation that I set to music, or why the writing was abridged. But it’s no
mystery to me why this teaching still endures after 2000 years. Its kernel of wisdom is still true. It is the
thoughts and actions of individuals which ultimately shape their families, communities and nations — and
indeed shape the entire world.” - E.A.
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