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Preface
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The suona, also called di1 da2 in Cantonese, is a double-reed horn originating in ancient Persia, where it was known as the sorna.
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Traditional small suona (left) and large suona (right)

The suona can date back to the time of the Achaemenid Empire (550 ~ 330 BC) when it was frequently used in the military.  During the Yuan Dynasty, it was introduced to China and known as the laba, soon becoming popular among the folk people in the 16th century.  The sonorous and bright sound of the suona can create a lively atmosphere, especially suitable for ritual music, such as weddings and funerals.  Besides, it is widely played in the Northern part of China like Shandong and Henan provinces where it plays an important part in their folk music, either solo or ensemble with other musical instruments.

The suona belongs to the blowing family​[1] as a standard instrument in the modern Chinese orchestra​[2], which was first established in the early 20th century with reference to the Western symphony orchestra.  Owing to the lack of the brass family among Chinese musical instruments, the suona was chosen to assume their role, being indispensible to phrases that necessitate power and grandeur.  However, the pitches of traditional suonas are relatively high and cannot cover the low-pitched regions.  As a result, keys that copy those of the oboe and clarinet have been added to the soprano suona, giving rise to the alto, tenor and bass-keyed suonas that fill the gap in the low-pitched regions with output of stable semitones.
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Bass, tenor and alto-keyed suonas (left to right)

In the following, I will show you how to play the suona.  Even if you are an amateur of Chinese music, you can still play some simple songs with enough efforts.  Remember, practice makes perfect!  But the first thing to do, doubtlessly, is to choose a suona.
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Different Kinds of Suonas
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With a history of more than 1 000 years, the suona is distributed all over the world with a lot of variants, which have different specifications, tonalities and playing methods.  There are roughly three major kinds of suonas in China and its neighboring areas, namely:

Minority suonas

Suonas that belong to ethnic minorities but not the Han people in China are classified as the minority suonas, of which notable examples include Surnay of Uzbeks and taepyeongso of Koreans.  They are mainly played in religious rituals and ceremonies, exhibiting strong characteristics of the indigenous people.
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Surnay
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Taepyeongso

Traditional suonas

With the founding of the modern Chinese orchestra in the 1950s, Wu Zhonghu of the famous suona manufacturer Marco Yinzhai in Beijing was commissioned to develop a set of suonas on the basis of heptatonic scale to standardize the tonalities and playing methods of the existing suonas at that time, such that they can be played along with other Chinese musical instruments in orchestral music.  Later, a set of 12 suonas, now known as the “traditional suonas”, were invented, which consist of the haidi (g and f-keys), soprano (e, e♭, d, c, b and b♭-keys) and alto suonas (A, G, F and D-keys).  They all have a range of 18 notes, around two octaves, and are named after the note produced by the 3rd finger hole, similar to the dizi and dongxiao.  For instance, if we blow a suona and produce a D4 note through its 3rd hole, it will be a d-key suona.

The parameters of the 12 suonas are set out as follows:
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Suonas in different keys are arranged in descending order of their body lengths 

Keyed suonas

The difficulty in producing semitones and inability to produce low-pitched notes have called for a reform in the structure of the sunoas, and therefore padded keys were added with reference to the oboe and clarinet.  The keyed suonas are developed on the basis of equal temperament, such that half-closing of finger holes is no longer required and each hole only produces one distinct semitone.  There are four members in this family, including the soprano, alto, tenor and bass-keyed suonas, with their ranges consisting of around two octaves also, from G4 ~B6, A3 ~ D6, E3 ~ A5 and G2 ~ A4 respectively.
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Keyed suonas are arranged in the order of soprano, alto, tenor and bass

Having said that, the keyed suonas are awfully expensive (comparably to the oboe and bassoon), which make them less popular than the cheap traditional ones.  Besides, many suona techniques cannot be applied to the keyed ones, whereas songs are mostly composed for traditional ones.  In this respect, I will introduce the traditional d-key suona that enjoys great popularity among amateurs, and hereinafter it will be referred as the “suona” for clarity.
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The Structure of the Suona
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An understanding of the suona structure will help us to choose and play the instrument.  As such, I will illustrate its structure with the aid of the following schematic diagram:
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And the picture below for the structure of the reed:
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The suona consists of the mouthpiece, body and bell, which are made of different materials.  Their respective functions are described as follows:

Mouthpiece: The mouthpiece comprises the double reed, pirouette and bocal, where we blow air into the body.

Double reed: The double reed is made of Phragmites communis.  It will vibrate and generate sounds upon blowing.

Pirouette: The pirouette is a circular disc made of wood or plastic.  There is a hole in the center that connects the reed and bocal, which secures the position of the reed and provides a support for our lips.

Bocal: The bocal is a metal cone that is thinner at the top and thicker at the bottom.  The reed and pirouette are installed at the upper end, while the lower end is inserted into the body.  The depth of insertion can slightly alter the pitch of the suona sound.

Body: The body is made of hard wood, also thinner at the top and thicker at the bottom.  It looks like a bamboo stick with conspicuous nodes, carved with eight finger holes.

Finger holes: The eight finger holes are vertically arranged on the body, which are given an ordinal number to indicate their order, such that the 1st hole is at the bottom and 8th hole at the top, where the 7th hole is on the reverse side.

Bell: The metal bell is the bottommost part of the suona, which amplifies the sound and affects the pitches of notes in lower positions to a certain extent.

Having understood the suona structure, now let’s learn to choose one for ourselves.
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How to Choose a Suona
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The criteria for judging the quality of a suona are similar to those for other instruments, namely material, appearance, and timbre.

Material

The reed, bocal and body are the requisites of a suona, so let’s start with the reed first.

The reed is the soul of every reed instrument.  Unlike oboe reeds, the material and standard of suona reeds can vary a lot among others.  In theory, an ideal reed should have an even thickness with an inner diameter of around 0.4 ~ 0.8 mm.  It can’t be too hard or too soft, so that it won’t deform much upon pressure.  The reed surface (sheath) should look like satin and shine with luster, on which we can find uniform patterns of fiber in deep yellow color.  The reed should be chosen from the middle segment of the plant, rather from the root and tip.
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Reeds with different diameters and sizes cater for the needs of suonas in different keys

Notwithstanding, it is always advisable to consult your teacher or professionals before buying a reed, or even ask them to buy one on your behalf.  It’s never easy to choose a suitable reed, and you will waste much effort to blow an unsuitable reed that won’t sound well.  As such, my advice is to find an experienced player to help select a reed for you, before you can tell whether a reed suits you or not.

The bocal is preferably made of cupronickel and soft wood that can transmit vibrations quickly with minimum loss of sound due to leakage.  As for the pirouette, wood is superior to plastic since our lips cooperate better with wood in different temperatures, not to mention that wood can absorb moisture in summer and keep warm in winter.
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A pair of wooden pirouettes and cupronickel bocals

The body is usually made of hard wood, but bamboo, copper or zinc are also possible.  Red sandalwood, as always, is the best candidate that can produce solid and bright sound.  However, it is rare and very expensive, so aged redwood and ebony are good alternatives; otherwise, we can seek to choose rosewood that resists wood borers.
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The bodies of suonas in various sizes that are made of different kinds of wood

Appearance

A good suona should only be burnished instead of painted, such that its outer surface seems to have been waxed.  Without any paint, we can examine the body clearly to see whether there are cracks or ruptures, as well as observe the veins and color of the wood.
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The burnished body of a d-key suona (with a small letter “D”) with fine finger holes

The interior of the body should be cylindrical and smooth (without any splinters), whereas the diameter progressively increases from the top to bottom.  It should stand still but not be tilted at any angles when vertically placed on the ground.  The finger holes thereon should be evenly carved and properly spaced, so that they can produce the designated notes correctly.

Timbre
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Key of Suona Length of Body Range of Suona
g 18.7 em D5 ~E7
f 21.0cm C5~D7
e 23.0cm B4~ Cy7
eb 23.7 em Bud ~ C7
d 27.0em A4~B6
< 285em G4~ A6
b 307em Fi4~ Gi6
b 32.7em F4 -~ G6
A 33.0em E4 ~F6
G 379 cm D4~ E6
F 41.5em C4~D6
D 47.8 em A3 ~BS5
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