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This talk grows out of my current work on the ways that individual and state actors
mobilize sound and visual media to craft contemporary visions of Taiwanese identity.
I focus on Taiwan’s 2022 National Day sound-and-lights show (SLS) as my primary
case study. Through this and other case studies, I show how nationhood, citizenship,
and 1dentity in contemporary Taiwan do not simply comprise an imagined community
of shared history, language, and mythology, but also emerge from a community of
shared feeling.
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SLSs—spectacular shows that project moving images, music, and abstract
lighting onto classical architecture or famous landscapes—have proliferated in recent
decades as tourist attractions at sites as diverse as Greece’s Acropolis and China’s West
Lake. Since 2017, Taiwan’s annual National Day celebrations have also included an
SLS projected onto the Presidential Office Building in Taipei. The 2022 National Day
SLS centered on the theme of Taiwan’s film history, stitching together 25 iconic films
to create a Taiwanese cinematic canon. Underscoring these media was a medley of
classic Taiwanese popular songs from the 1940s to the 2010s, arranged by musical
theater composer Owen Wang.

Taiwan’s National Day SLS is a particularly apt site to read current developments,
debates, and tensions around Taiwanese national identity, as it provides a site where
multiple governmental, semi-governmental, and private actors intersect in the process
of building a statement of contemporary Taiwaneseness. However, rather than focusing
explicitly on the content of the SLS’s narration, images, and films, I suggest that events
like this are designed to elicit emotional reactions from audience members. Drawing
on close readings and interviews with audience members, I suggest that Wang’s score
blends with Taiwan’s world-leading technological prowess and local cinematic
traditions to entrain citizens’ emotional responses to the nation and to forge new
communities of shared feeling.
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David Wilson is a scholar of contemporary Taiwanese and Chinese musical
media. Drawing on case studies from stage, film, literature, and multimedia art
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installations, Dr. Wilson’s current research explores the ways that music forges,
structures, and sustains emotional bonds between citizen and state in contemporary
Taiwan and China.

Dr. Wilson is an assistant professor at Harvey Mudd College in Claremont, CA.
During the summer of 2026 he is also a Research Grant Fellow at the Center for
Chinese Studies at Taiwan’s National Central Library. He has presented his research
at conferences and universities including the American Musicological Society, the
Society for Ethnomusicology, Stanford University, Taiwan’s National Yang Ming
Chiao Tung University, the International Council for Traditional Music and Dance, and
multiple symposia funded by the International Balzan Foundation. He also maintains a
public-facing account of his work in the Substack newsletter Unmusable
(deiwei.substack.com).

David received his PhD in ethnomusicology from the University of Chicago,
where his dissertation was supported by a Provost’s Dissertation Completion
Fellowship. He also received his DMA in vocal arts from the University of Southern
California Thornton School of Music, where he was named the outstanding graduate
of 2016.



