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年滿60歲的長者、殘疾人士及看護

֊яլԏԉϼЖԜ 28.02.2017 8pm Tuesday
ϼࢱҹหЅКࠟ܈ Lecture Hall, Sheung Wan Civic Centre

人、全日制學生可享有半價優惠。
半價優惠票先到先得，額滿即止。
Limited half-price tickets are available for

節目 Programme
佛朗威廉斯 《生命之屋》 Vaughan Williams The House of Life
女中音: 連皓忻， 鋼琴: 李尚修 Carol Lin, mezzo-soprano; Sheung Lee, piano
拉威爾 《G大調小提琴奏鳴曲》 Ravel Sonata in G for violin and piano
小提琴: 王懷悌， 鋼琴: 熊韋皓 Eric Wang, violin; Stephen Hung, piano
蓋希文《三首前奏曲》 Gershwin Three preludes
克雷斯頓《薩克斯與鋼琴奏鳴曲》 Creston Sonata for Saxophone and Piano
薩克斯: 孫穎麟， 鋼琴: 何欣欣 Timothy Sun, saxophone; Cindy Ho, piano

senior citizens aged 60 and above, people
with disabilities, their minder and full-time
students, on a first-come-first-served basis.

主辦 Organiser

贊助 Sponsors

指定鋼琴 Official Piano

節目查詢 Programme Enquiries: www.ramhkaa.com | info@ramhkaa.com | 5345 5235
票務查詢 Ticketing Enquiries: 3761 6661
信用卡電話購票 Credit Card Telephone Booking: 2111 5999 | 網上購票 Internet Booking: www.urbtix.hk | 2016月12月6日開始售票
Box office opens on 6 December 2016 | 流動購票應用程式 Mobile Ticketing App: MY URBTIX (Android and iPhone/iPad 版 versions)
主辦機構有權更改節目及更換表演者。The organiser reserves the right to change the programme and substitute artists.
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estern narratives of history often hinges on
the concept of a “Golden Age”, a period of
harmonious perfection that is followed by the
Silver Age, the Bronze Age and the Iron Age. In
other words, anything that follows the Golden Age
always pales in comparison. Such a view may seem
overly pessimistic, given the technological advances
that each new period brings forth, but technological
advances does not guarantee a harmonious way of
living. Although such narratives are less prevalent in
Chinese culture, Confucius did talk about a period
in the mythic past where society was run on the
basis of self-discipline, followed by a lesser period
where it was run according to rule of law [Book of
Rites chapter nine, The Conveyance of Rites | 大同與
小康].
In pianism—the world of piano playing—the
Golden Age is represented by the generation of
romantic pianists that includes Liszt, Chopin,
Thalberg, Leschetizky and their disciples. In this
issue of Vantage, you will find several articles
related to great masters of the past. In the cover
story, Mr Choi Sown-Le tells us about his studies
with Michelangeli and Celibidache, and also about
the concerts of Artur Rubenstein, Horowitz and
Gilels. His friend Mr Lau Siu-Ming, with whom we
had a delightful luncheon, is a distinguished actor
and dancer and gave us fascinating commentaries
on wide-ranging topics.

Editor

We are grateful to Professor Raymond Holden from
the Royal Academy of Music for giving us a talk back
in September 2016 on Sir John Barbirolli, who was a
British conductor and alumnus of the Royal
Academy active during the mid-20th Century. We are
even more grateful that he wrote us an article for this
issue discussing his new book on Barbirolli. Another
musician active during the mid-20th Century and one
that collaborated often with Barbirolli was the cellist
Piatigorsky. His autobiography is available for free on
the internet and Sebastian Brook gave us a taste here
of this legendary cellist’s light-hearted character.
Last but not least, we have two student submissions
that deal specifically with the Golden Age; the one by
Chester Leung is on the differences between piano
recitals during the Golden Age and those that came
after, the other by Bibiana Bien is on the differences
in the piano playing.
Our concert series Inspirational Liaisons reached the
conclusion of its first part at the Hong Kong
University of Science and Technology, and will
recommence in February and June with the Encore
concerts. With generous support from Parsons Music
in sponsoring the Shigeru Kawai and Yangtze River
concert grands, the Inspirational Liaisons concerts had
a distinctly different atmosphere to Opus Medtner
from the year before. You can find snapshots of the
concerts on pages 18-19 and the video highlights on
our YouTube channel
http://www.youtube.com/user/VML2015.

Editor: Stephen Hung
Managing Editors: Cindy Ho, Sheung Lee
Design: Ka Ming Wong
Editorial enquiries: Vantage Music Limited, G.P.O. Box 12361, Central, Hong Kong | editorial@vantagemusic.org
General enquiries: info@vantagemusic.org
Publisher and production management: Vantage Music Limited | ISSN: 2413-7022
Vantage is published every four months.
We consider articles and letters submitted for publication but we may not acknowledge or return unsolicited materials.
Concert programmes advertised here are subject to changes without notice.
Opinions and views expressed by individual writers are not necessarily those of the editors nor the publisher.
Front cover: Helen Shum
Other Images: Helen Shum, Hong Kong Festival Orchestra, Chopin Society of Hong Kong, Rod Yu, Thymos Quartet, Wikimedia Commons,
Vantage Music Limited & Young Musicians Series
© 2015-16 by Vantage Music Limited. All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced without the prior written permission of the publisher.
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The Travelling Years
Mr Choi did fulfil his childhood wish of studying in
continental Europe, though it was in Geneva rather than
in Germany. During that stay in Europe, he had ample
opportunities to listen to the greatest of pianists such as
Rubinstein, Richter, Horowitz, Gilels and Michelangeli—“Rubinstein was like the Pope of the piano world.” He
listened to Gilels no less than ten times, and the performance of Mozart’s last piano concerto K 595 at the
Salzburg Festival with the Berlin Philharmonic was
especially impressive—“It was like heaven.”

important part as well and Mr Choi was once a sprint record
holder in Macau. “Sport is important. It teaches you to be
fearless, to have courage. The great violinist Heifetz loved
ping-pong.”

“‘The left hand is the conductor and the right
hand is the chorus.’ Chopin said that. Did you know? …
Seriously, you must make sure to emphasise the
paramount importance of the left hand. Amongst other
things, the left hand stimulates the right brain and the
right brain is the source of creativity.”

A soft-spoken individual, Choi Sown-Le embodies the
traditional Chinese virtue of humbleness, and a sort of
reluctance towards verbal expression. “Talking uses the left
brain. We need to use the right brain more.”

Childhood
Mr Choi was born into a cultural family and grew up in
Macau. Both of his parents taught visual arts and music;
his mother plays the piano and excels at Chinese calligraphy, his late father played some fifteen musical instruments including the piano, accordion, cello, clarinet,
mandolin and guitar. Quite naturally, Mr Choi and his
three brothers were quickly ushered into a musical
education, with elder brother Sown-Wai starting on the
violin, Mr Choi on the piano (studying with Virginia
Kwok and later the Russian pianist Harry Ore, and also
clarinet and alto horn), third brother Sown-Kong on
clarinet and piano, and fourth brother Sown-King on
oboe and English horn. However, music was by no means
their only extra-curricular activity; sports played an
6 Vantage
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Students at music conservatoires were often given
opportunities to attend rehearsals. It was at one of Gilels’
rehearsals that Mr Choi met a German lady who was a
friend of Gilels’ and happened to know Michelangeli’s
concert manager. After playing to them, Mr Choi was
introduced to Michelangeli and enrolled at his Winter
Course in Lugano to have individual lessons with the
Maestro. “Michelangeli always sings when I play and
taught me to associate texture to musical images. I am
gratified to have been to twelve of his performances and
numerous rehearsals. It’s the best way to learn and to get
closer to a great artist. I am really thankful to have been in
contact with this generation of masters. ”

He was playing Chopin nocturnes by the age of nine, with his
father often coaching him on the declamatory aspect of
rubato—his father learnt that from an Italian singer and from
acting. Then it was Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier at the age of
twelve, coupled with harmony lessons taught by graduates from
Beijing’s Central Music Conservatory and the Shanghai Music
Conservatory. The harmony lessons led to compositions,
including a set of variations on Haydn’s “Surprise” Symphony.
He also had lessons with Mr Chen Chien-Hua, a Hong Kong
composer who studied in Vienna and taught him the “harmonics, tone and registers in piano playing.”
During this time, there were thoughts of going abroad to study
in Germany, even though that was more a wish than an actual
plan. When he was fifteen, he passed his ABRSM Grade 8
with outstanding results and was given a scholarship to study at
the Royal College of Music [RCM] in London. However, he
was too young to commence his studies immediately and
instead spent a year in Hong Kong where he had a memorable
time playing at the Hong Kong Schools Music and Speech
Festival and was awarded the Lady Armstrong Scholarship by
one of the jurors Professor Larmar Crowson. Professor
Crowson also gave a recital in Hong Kong as part of the
Festival and Mr Choi subsequently went to study with him at
the RCM.

Michelangeli in an interview with John Gruen in 1977 for
the New York Times:

photo credits : Helen Shum

Choi Sown-Le:
A Life in Music

When he was eight years old, Mr Choi saw a Soviet film which
was translated into Chinese as The Duty of Heaven. It tells of an
old musician who recognised the talent within a homeless child
during World War II and took him under his wings. “Those
people were really respectful of music. Going to a concert was a
special occasion for them and they would polish their shoes
and make sure they look immaculate before setting off.” It was
this realisation of the preciousness of music that gave him the
motivation to become a professional musician.

Vladimir Horowitz was another pianist special to Mr Choi.
After his triumphant return to Moscow, Horowitz revisited
Hamburg in May 1986—it was one of the first cities he
performed at after making his debut in the West in 1925.
Mr Choi happened to be studying in Germany at that time,
and when he got on a train and arrived at Hamburg, he
could see fans here and there holding up placards saying
“Tickets needed for Horowitz Recital.” Somehow, he was
fortunate enough to get one. A week later, Horowitz had
another concert in Berlin, and Mr Choi took another train
journey there to listen to the entire programme again.
When Horowitz died in 1989, his legendary Steinway went
on a concert tour around the world, played by different
pianists in each city. The piano came to Hong Kong in 1996
and the honour of playing it was given to Mr Choi, who
delivered a typical Horowitz programme of Scarlatti,
Mozart, Liszt, Rachmaninov and Chopin.

“I do not play for others—only for myself and in the service
of the composer. It makes no difference to me whether
there's an audience or not. When I sit at the keyboard, I am
lost. And I think of what I play, and of the sound that
comes forth, which is a product of the mind. Today's young
musicians are afraid to think. They do everything in order
not to think. Animals are better off. At least they possess
instinct. Man has lost his instincts—he has lost contact
with himself. Before an artist can communicate anything,
he must first face himself. He must know who he is. Only
then can he pre[pare] to make music!”

Arturo Benedetti Michelangeli, from Mr Choi’s private collection
taken by Timpe in Munich
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Mr Choi as a Conductor
Apart from pianists, Mr Choi’s time in Europe also
brought him to the renowned Bruckner conductor Sergiu
Celibidache, with whom he spent two weeks learning
conducting in Mainz. “There was once when during an
interval between classes, Celibidache sat down at the
piano without the students noticing, and started playing
the whole introduction of the third movement of Brahms’
B-flat major piano concerto; the piano sounded like an
orchestra with a cello solo, as if he was conducting…What
a treat!”
Mr Choi’s interest in conducting took roots in his
childhood; his father ran an orchestra at school, and Mr
Choi himself was already thinking about conducting an
orchestra when he was sixteen. “We shouldn’t just go to
piano masterclasses. Masterclasses of other instruments
teach you much more things … The voice is always the
most perfect instrument we have, next is the winds, and
then strings, and piano comes last. Singing is the sound of
nature. The pianist must feel and relate to these sounds of
nature instead of being confined to a piano sound.”
He now runs an orchestra in Hong Kong—the Hong
Kong Symphonia—and collaborators at the orchestra’s
recent concerts include the Austrian pianist Jörg Demus,
French pianist Cyprien Katsaris and Russian violinist
Maxim Fedotov. Demus, now 88 years old, worked with
the most celebrated singers such as Elizabeth
Schwarzkopf and Fischer-Dieskau. He and Mr Choi have
a mutual admiration of each other’s work: Demus
commented that their collaboration in Mozart’s last piano
concerto (the same one that Gilels played at the Salzburg
Festival that impressed Mr Choi so much) brought him as
close to Mozart as he had ever been. Mr Choi on the
other hand, praised Demus for his valuable input in
coaching the orchestra (Demus is also a conductor and a
composer).
The Russian violin virtuoso Maxim Fedotov is, again, also
a conductor. He and Mr Choi met at a Korean music
festival, which subsequently led to the concert in Hong
Kong last September, with Mr Choi conducting the
Mozart D minor piano concerto from the keyboard and
then Fedotov playing the Shostakovich A minor violin
concerto. The concert was a great success according to our
colleagues who attended.

8 Vantage
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Mr Choi with Celibidache at Mainz University

Mr Choi as a Composer
As mentioned above, Mr Choi’s first composition dated back
to the teenage years when he was taking harmony lessons.
This aptitude for creativity was always present in the
household, with his father often making fun-to-play
violin-piano arrangements for Mr Choi and his elder brother.
One of Mr Choi’s biggest composition projects is writing
incidental music for a group of plays documenting the
uncertainty during the Sino-British negotiations on Hong
Kong’s sovereignty: Ebb (1984, directed by Gerald C. C.
Tsang and Yuen Lup-fun), The Evacuation Order (1985,
Gerald C. C. Tsang and Yuen Lup-fun), and the Fate
Symphony (1986, Lam Tai-hing, Yuen Lup-fun). This was at
the time when Mr Choi just returned from his studies in
Europe, and for the third play Fate Symphony, the playwrights
took inspiration from Mr Choi’s performance of Liszt’s piano
transcription of Beethoven Symphony No. 5. A more recent
project was for a documentary about the painting Macau: Back
to Common Roots by Lok Hei.

Education
Having so much first-hand and up-close experience of such
an illustrious generation of pianists including Michelangeli,
Gilels and Horowitz, we asked Mr Choi for his insights:
“Back then there really was a German school and an Italian
school, a French and a Russian, each with distinctive hand
shapes. The Germans in particular focused solely on music,
and the Italians were the ones that really worked on technique
and a singing tone.”

For Mr Choi, a teaching that really focuses on music would
actually need to bring in also history, literature, drama and
geography. “Music is the sentiments of historical ‘personage’
and these sentiments have their source in the geographical
situations and spirits of the different nations.” For that reason,
he often organises tour groups to Europe for students to
experience the historical and geographical background,
visiting the birthplaces of Bach, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven,
Schubert, Chopin and Liszt, so that they can feel the
environment, the country and understand the composers’
feelings.

Mr Choi’s advice to pianists

“My advice to piano students and to more advanced pianists:
start composition without delay, no matter how many pages
you write, 5 or 500, you will get the feeling of the birth of a
masterwork, you can trace, to feel how the works of the great
composers evolve.
“On one occasion, a mother was preparing her eighteen
year-old girl to enter a conservatory, and she asked, ‘Apart from
majoring in piano, what else does she need to reinforce her
study?’ ‘Study singing and composition’ was my answer.
Eventually she studied both subjects for two years.”

Upcoming Engagements
Later this year, Mr Choi will be traveling to Seattle to play
the Tchaikovsky concerto with the Northwest Symphony
Orchestra on 10th February. Later in the year, he will be
playing an all-Brahms piano recital, including the Handel
Variations which he hasn’t performed before—“It’s a family
request.”
Moments to Share

In 2010, Mr Choi was giving a Chopin recital at the Macau
Cultural Centre, a day before Mr Fou Ts’ong plays the
Mozart piano concerto K 488 at the same hall.
Mr Choi invited Mr Fou to attend his recital, and the next
day before Mr Fou’s rehearsal with the orchestra, he rang Mr
Choi to ask him about the condition of the piano in the hall.
Mr Choi said it was not an excellent one but alright. After
the performance of the K 488, Mr Choi went backstage to
congratulate Mr Fou, whose first comment was:
“I admire your legato playing and your pianism…It is quite
impossible to play legato on this piano; you seem to have the
habit to override very difficult instruments…”
Interview by
Cindy Ho and Stephen Hung
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Luncheon with

Mr Lau Siu-Ming and Mr Choi Sown-Le

Mr Lau in the 1979 film The Butterfly Murders 蝶變

Mr Lau is a notable actor in Hong Kong and also one of the first generation of ballet dancers and
choreographers here. Born in 1931, he made his way to France working in a cruise ship and studied
dancing in Cannes. He has known Mr Choi’s for 30 years and always attends Mr Choi’s concerts.

Mr Lau:

…The market has developed to such a
state that, once upon a time, a director would take three
years to finish a movie and now it’s one month. You make
a profit by being fast, and at the same time the investor
don’t mind if you make a loss, as that loss counts as
‘valuable contribution’ to the film industry.
I went to Suzhou with Mr Choi in the early 90s,
and attended a Pingtan performance (評彈, a bardic
art-form local to Suzhou and Shanghai). It was at a very
run-down venue with only two tables and a dozen people
in the audience and a lantern that swings back and forth
above our heads. The bards were an old couple; we went
backstage to meet them afterwards and asked them about
their art, they said: “This is the end. We can’t bear it
anymore.” They were sent to Suzhou from Shanghai, but
there was no hotel accommodation. Instead they had to
sleep backstage. During the economic boom in the 90s,
nobody cared about these traditional forms of entertainment. The market evolved. It is now dominated by mass
media and social media. If you don’t adapt to the market,
you become derelict—that is what happens to artists who
are so dedicated to their art that they become incorruptible by modernity.

10 Vantage
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These days, if you want to be famous, you don’t need
to do well in exams, you don’t need to specialise in anything.
Back then, in Cantonese opera, you have to train and train
and train before you can get your voice beyond the 30th row.
Now? You have technology—put a mic on and you can be
heard even outside the auditorium.

Mr Choi [aside]: Actually I went back to Suzhou

two years ago and listened to a lady about 30 years old
performing Pingtan. It’s becoming recognised again with the
institutionalised training.

Mr Lau:

In this day and age, you need to be smart, to
know where the gap in the market is.
Mr Choi is a performer who has a great track record,
one who should be much more recognised, but he is not as
lucky as Lang Lang and the others. You always find him
struggling, trying to put a concert together.

Vantage:

great success.

Mr Lau:
repertoire.

Yet the last concert in September was a
I think that was down to the choice of

Mr Choi: Even then, there wasn’t enough time for
rehearsals.

Mr Lau:

That is beside the point. Art doesn’t
sympathise, art doesn’t forgive. But Mr Choi’s talent is that no
matter how chaotic things might turn, there is always a line of
thought within, a line that shines through regardless of
everything around it.
You have to take risks. You have to be adventurous.
You have to have guts, and guns, gunpowder. It’s like Chairman Mao’s saying, a regime is born from guns and gunpowder.
The same is true of great music. Otherwise, even though the
audience would applaud your effort, it won’t be for touching
their hearts. There are a billion people who know how to
write, but does that make all of them calligraphers?

I was listening to the radio on my way here and
they were playing Schubert’s Ave Maria. 3 minutes of
music, and it made my tears come out. It doesn’t matter
that I made 33 episodes of a TV series, because that 13000
minutes of acting cannot do what Schubert’s Ave Maria
does in 3 minutes. The only things those 33 episodes can
do, are making you feel bored and annoyed. That's why
being musicians, you ought to take every opportunity—as
performer, lecturer, juror, teacher—to spread the gospel of
music. Wherever you go, you should not hold back but
share with the audience your strengths and your faith in
music, so that they can be benefitted.
A performer constantly has to struggle and has to
have indomitable fighting spirit and never be satisfied.
This is even more so for dancers. Being a dancer means
you have to train without stopping. If you stop for three
days, you will not dare to go on stage. The legs will simply
fall apart.

Mr Choi [aside]:

Mr Lau was a very good
dancer and choreographer. He worked in Paris in the
1960s and was good friends with Rudolf Nureyev. There
was once when he was on stage in Portugal, his teacher
was so bewitched watching Mr Lau that he forgot to
make his own entrance.

Mr Lau:

Now, now, don’t talk about me—we are
here to talk about Mr Choi.

Vantage:

Mr Choi, can you tell us more about
Celibidache and his recordings?

Mr Choi:

He taught me first and foremost
about space, and also the flexibility of time. His recordings
came late in his life, as he was sceptical about the merits of

stereo sound, and so in preparing the recordings he had to
be meticulous to recreate a live surround sound through the
stereo channels. But even then, it is still no match for a live
performance in a concert hall. It’s like salon photography—people opt to take black and white photos, because
colour photos distort the real image whereas black and
white photos give more space for re-imagination. It’s the
same with stereo recording—it distorts.

Mr Lau:

I would disagree here. Colour photos are
still better than black and white. I recently took a photo of
the colour change in the dying moments of a leaf, and that
imagery cannot be represented in black and white. 葉老之
殘比蝶顏. It is even more colourful than a butterfly.
Were you talking about the conductor who came?

Vantage:

Demus.

No, that was Celibidache. Not Jörg

Mr Lau:

You know, I went to see Demus give a
piano masterclass here. He was like the Kung Fu masters of
the old days. Absolutely brutal. Those masters, they don’t
need to touch you—just being around you is enough to
make you feel so exposed, because they know exactly where
your weak spots are. A masterful pianist sits at the piano
and knows exactly how to touch, stroke or strike the keys.
This is called precision.
In Kung Fu, each master has his own secret
technique. The disciple who convinces the master to divulge
and to teach unreservedly will become the master’s successor. The same is true in music. Each piece of music has its
own secret which will not reveal itself unless you get to
know the circumstances of its birth. If you uncover that
secret, you will become the true heir…
Adapted by
Stephen Hung

Concerts

You Have Missed

An Evening with Gabrielle Yuen
3 September 2016
Rhythmic
Gabrielle Yuen, cello | Rod Yu, piano
City Hall Recital Hall
“Beethoven was a genius.” That was the overriding
thought when listening to Ms. Yuen and Mr. Yu playing
the F major cello sonata. I have tried that piece a few
times myself but never had an opportunity to hear a live
performance as an audience, and many of the writings
which I originally thought as nonsensical suddenly
became so crystal clear, such as the way he passes the
very end of a phrase from the cello to the piano, and the
contrapuntal quasi cadenza in the first movement, and
also the outburst in the minor key in the second movement. That was quite sublime.

Whitacre conducts Whitacre &
The Passion of the Earth
20 & 30 August 2016
Hong Kong Festival Orchestra
Tsuen Wan Town Hall Auditorium,
City Hall Concert Hall
These two concerts are, without any doubt, the most spectacular I have
ever seen. The stage management was ingenuous throughout. Starting a
concert with an a capella choir singing from the wings of the balcony
might not be the most adventurous thing in the world, but it was
effective—ingenuous—and the choir maintained a beautifully soothing
sound in Whitacre’s Lux Aurumque. His Godzilla Eats Las Vegas was
extremely entertaining, and the imitation of “a tiny terrier barking
bravely” was most convincing, almost a laugh-out-loud moment.
The second concert was a collaborative project on The Rite of Spring and
Tchaikovsky’s Pathétique with choreographers Ronny Wong and Malvina
Tam, together with their dance company Heel Off The Line Dance.
Allow me to stress this again—the stage work was ingenuous. In The
Rite of Spring, by elevating the dancers onto the choir stalls combined
with some clever bits of lighting, curious shadows were cast onto the
sides of the stage wall, sometimes mesmerising, sometimes haunting.
The dancers were often playing on the edge of the choir stall and later
on the edge of the stage, a symbolism that fitted very well with Stravinsky’s music. The change of colours in the lighting would have been
hugely beneficial for students who wish to increase their palette of tone
colours, but sadly the concert seemed to be poorly attended.

12 Vantage
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Debussy was no less a genius than Beethoven. The
part-writing in his cello sonata was equally attractive,
and the piano—the Bösendorfer—was so interesting.
It makes a sound similar to the late 19th, early 20th
Centuries pianos such as a Broadwood, an Erard or a
Pleyel. Debussy maybe would have preferred a Steinway, but I know Ravel kept an Erard in his house. To
hear that kind of old piano sound coupled with the
cello’s serenading left me an impression of the stereotypical laid-back style of the French.
Ms. Yuen and Mr. Yu also played Schumann’s Adagio
and Allegro and Barber’s cello sonata, which, on first
hearing, was at times like having a cello line added to
Chopin’s Ocean etude.

Lukáš Vondráček Piano Recital,
2 October 2016
Chopin Society of Hong Kong
The Joy of Music
City Hall Concert Hall
The criteria of why we go to concerts are many. One
of the advantages of live concerts over CD recordings
is the impression of freshness. Freshness brings
something unpredictable. Unpredictability comes from
something unknown. Therefore it was most fascinating
for the Chopin Society to bring in four relatively
unknown figures to give full-length recitals within days
of each other. Although each of them are winners of
major competitions, they carry unknown factors as
opposed to how acquainted we are with the styles of
Perahia, Argerich and Maisky.
Of these four recitals, Czech pianist Lukáš
Vondráček’s was most impressive. The Mozart sonata
K 330 started with a typical delicate Mozart sound as a
point of departure, but as the music developed, the
colours grew outside the box of that typical angelic
sound and carried with it something forbidding.
Another reason we go to concerts, or to listen to
music in general, is that we wish to be moved
emotionally. It is a strange thing to say out loud, as it
implies we have some sort of emotional deficiency, so
usually this works at a subconscious level. But when a
Mozart sonata starts to move you, it becomes quite
rewarding.

For the second half, Mr. Vondráček played the Brahms
F minor sonata, an early work that epitomises Brahms’
tendency to make an orchestra out of a piano. Mr.
Vondráček has the right physique and a good sound
for Brahms, and he also has the brain and the heart to
go with it. The climax of the whole piece was clearly
conveyed in the slow second movement, and the way
he split the hands to sneak in an inner-voice was
magical and again ingenuous. Words cannot do justice
to encapsulate a performance such as this—let us hope
that Mr. Vondráček will come again to Hong Kong
soon.
Giovanni Ruscello
giovanni@vantagemusic.org
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students have, from the beginning of their studies, a
comprehensive curriculum which includes learning the
instrumental disciplines, musical training and collective
practices. During graduate school, many courses are offered
by the institution: the instrumental disciplines, chamber
music, string orchestra, symphony orchestra, jazz, baroque
music, contemporary music, improvisation, analysis, writing,
harmony, music history and many more. These courses are
completed with a final exam.

6.

We are aware that Orchestre de Paris is one of the
best orchestras in France and that you are also players of the
orchestra. Could you please tell us the process involved for
music graduates to enter the orchestra, e.g. basic educational
background, audition process, etc?

Introducing France’s Thymos Quartet

With Thymos Quartet’s upcoming tour of China in May 2017,
we invited the ensemble to share their experience about music:

1.

What does Thymos mean?

The signification is the breath of the soul. It is a reference to
an old Greek philosophy.

2.

You have been collaborating with renowned pianist
and conductor Christoph Eschenbach since 2005, when he
was director of the Orchestre de Paris. How did this
collaboration start?

Thymos Quartet played at the Théâtre Mogador in Paris in
September 2003 the Lyric Suite by Berg and the first quartet
by Zemlinsky. After this concert, Maestro Eschenbach
invited the Quartet to perform at the Ravinia Festival in the
U.S. Since this time, our collaboration has continued with
many projects (recordings, concerts, tours, etc.).

3.

That also led to the CD recordings with Maestro
Eschenbach in 2011 and 2015 for works by Dvořák and
Schubert. Could you please tell us more about playing
music/performing with him together? Anything special
about these CDs you can tell the readers of Vantage
magazine?

These recordings were an intense and enriching experience.
With Maestro Eschenbach, Thymos Quartet and our sound
engineer and artistic director, François Eckert, we created a
kind of artistic laboratory. Both of these CDs were recorded
14 Vantage
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with singers, Salomé Haller and Adriana Kucerova. It was
very interesting to work with sound and to find a good
balance to create a subtle atmosphere. Maestro Eschenbach
is very demanding with himself and with the others.

4.

Are there any future recording projects you have in
mind for Thymos Quartet?

In January 2018, it will be the release of our new recording
on Schubert with the Label AVIE in London, recorded with
Maestro Christoph Eschenbach, piano, and Yann Dubost,
double-bass. We have been invited to play in the concert hall
of the Philharmonie de Paris for the International Biennale
of String Quartet.

5.

As most of our readers are based in Asia, could you
please tell us about the application system to study at music
conservatories in France, especially for entering the
prestigious Conservatoire de Paris and Conservatoire
National Supérieur Musique et Danse de Lyon? What was it
like while learning music at these places?
In France, of all the conservatories, there are only two
institutions, Conservatoire de Paris and Conservatoire de
Lyon, with the mission to train future professional musicians
and they are superior music institutions. Before entering, the

An academy of Orchestre de Paris was set up by two
conservatories in the last few years and allow other students
to work with us for three sets during the musical season.
Preparation of the orchestra is also practiced in some
conservatoires. The technical and artistic level required for
orchestral instrumentalists has continued to rise and it has
become impossible to integrate into a professional orchestra
without practice. The process for the audition is set up for
three rounds (concertos and orchestral excerpts) with about
200 candidates for one place.

7.

Could you please tell us more about being string
players in Orchestre de Paris? How often do you
perform/rehearse with the orchestra?

We work on a programme a week and repeat daily (6 hours
per day). The work of the strings is a work on the sound
balance, correctness, the bow strokes, vibrato and musical
homogeneity.

8.

Given that the members of Thymos Quartet also
have to play in orchestra with a busy schedule, what is it that
keeps this commitment going in addition to the orchestral
work that you do?

The string quartet is like a string orchestra but with only
four members! We like to find ourselves as a small group to
discover beautiful chamber music repertoire. The fun we have
playing together naturally leads us to want to play also
outside the orchestra to explore concert halls in France and
worldwide, it’s rewarding and exhilarating!

9.

In May 2017, Hong Kong will be the first stop of
your tour in Asia. Which other cities will you be performing
at? And what will your concert programmes be? Why did
you choose these pieces?

Thymos Quartet recording with Christoph Eschenbach and Yann Dubost

10.

Could you tell us more about the programme in
Hong Kong and anything special about it? (Puccini’s
Crisantemi, Schumann’s Piano Quintet and Brahms’ Clarinet
Quintet)
Puccini loved the string quartet, and he composed this elegy
overnight. This is a very lyrical piece, full of poetry and a
vibrant atmosphere. It was such a success that Puccini
ushered it into the last act of the opera Manon Lescaut.
Schumann’s Piano Quintet is very special because it’s the
first romantic work for this combination of instruments.
Unlike most piano quintets (usually for violin, viola, cello,
bass and piano) it’s written for piano and string quartet (two
violins, viola and cello). It’s a romantic masterpiece whose
model was adopted by many composers after Schumann’s
time. The peculiarity of the quintet by Brahms is that
normally it’s played with a clarinet! For this concert we will
play with saxophonist Hanchao Jiang who will play on a
score transcribed for his instrument. Very often in this work,
the saxophone is treated in majesty, either solo or in
dialogue.

11.

How did you get to know the saxophonist Hanchao
Jiang, with whom you will perform the Brahms?
Hanchao Jiang is a very brilliant saxophonist and he’s a
friend of our violinist Anne-Sophie Le Rol. Their encounter
dates back a few years ago where they played chamber music
together. They carried on their musical way together and to
continue their collaboration internationally.

In Hong Kong we will play Puccini’s Crisantemi, Schumann’s
Piano Quintet and Brahms’ Clarinet Quintet. In the other
cities, including Shanghai, Beijing and Hangzhou, we will
also play a Mozart Divertimento, Beethoven’s String Quartet
Op. 131 and Ravel’s String Quartet. We chose this
programme simply because it’s beautiful! Puccini’s
Crisantemi is not played yet very often but it’s such a nice
piece, we want to play it for the Chinese audience.
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Saxophonist Hanchao Jiang on creating the perfect chamber
music performance:

Thymos Quartet recording with Christoph Eschenbach and Yann Dubost

12.
Question for each individual member:
• What really inspired you to become a professional

musician?
• What was your musical training experience when you
were young? Did you practise a lot? Did your parents
encourage you to learn music? Or was that due to friends
who played music? What was your motivation while being a
young music learner, e.g. awards, winning competitions,
performance in front of a crowd, or any other reasons?
Gabriel Richard (violinist) : Music is an expression of
freedom. I grew up in a family of musicians. It was an
immersive environment. It was a lot of work all the time and
still is. But it is a real passion.
Anne-Sophie Le Rol (violinist) : The passion for music! It’s
a universe that we never stop learning and knowing. There
are a lot of works, often ignored or played, but also creations.
It's a real wealth! I think it’s an art that endures in time and
which is accessible to everyone. The quality and the
requirement of work also appeals to me, it teaches to be
demanding with ourselves and to excel.
Music penetrated my childhood. My mother listened to
much classical music when she was pregnant. I guess it has
affected my vocation. My parents always helped me, I owe
them a lot. Having done a lot of swimming championships, I
loved the competition and especially the adrenaline it gives,
and I feel the same adrenaline when I perform on stage. Of
course, I practised a lot to get to that level today.
What motivates me in music, it’s the strong emotions that
we have the ability to create and provide.
Nicolas Carles (violist): My inspiration came from my
parents, father violist, composer and mother violinist. When
I was a child, I attended the various concerts which they
gave and we had rather a happy life. But it was really difficult
to work with my mother who was very demanding.
Necessitated to get there, at 11 years old, I practised 3-4
hours a day and my music skills grew until my family
affirmed my talent! The best motivation was to be able to
play and to share with musicians and friends about chamber
music, orchestra and the music creation.

16 Vantage
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“They form an ideal string quartet,
in which each of them is a strong
individuality and yet their
ensemble is perfect.”

For many classical music performers, to achieve perfection in
a chamber music ensemble is no less demanding than
performing in a concerto with a full orchestra. Irrespective of
how many musicians that are involved in the chamber music
performance, every member is equally important and
exposed. For the best performance, each member needs to
have a solid training and have a mutual understanding of
each other, sharing the same passion about music while
being flexible when collaborating with the others. Reaching
a good mutual understanding within the ensemble is not
straightforward and only once that is fulfilled, there comes
the possibility of conversation and blending. Conversation
takes place during the development of the music when
different musical parts interact with each other, exhibiting
harmonies, phrasing and responses. The blending of sound
from different instruments fused with personalised musical
interpretations and emotions, altogether, manifests the
musical performance. This resembles a chemical reaction,
creating power beyond imagination. To me, however, while
mutual understanding and conversation are fundamental for
a chamber ensemble to perform good music, the blending
among the musicians and, especially, with the audience is the
key to a perfect performance.

Christoph Eschenbach
About Hanchao Jiang:
About Thymos Quartet:

Delphine Biron (cellist): At first I loved the sound of cello.
Then my teacher, Mrs Danièle Merand, really taught me
everything she knew. It motivated me to have the privilege
to be the link between a composer and the public and my
position at the Orchestre de Paris is a wonderful place to do
this. About being a professional musician, as the saying goes:
“choose a job you love and you will never have to work a
single day in your life”. It is also the opportunity to
transcend the everyday life. My time at Conservatoire was
very intensive and my teacher gave me the sense of what
hard working was. I worked after school when I was young,
every day about 2-3 hours. Then at the Conservatoire, it was
about 5-6 hours a day. My parents love music, we always
listened to a lot of music at home. My brother, who is now a
professional violinist at the Orchestre National de France,
began to learn violin two years before me, so I naturally came
to learn music and playing duos with him during our
childhood. I realised playing music was what I always
wanted to do in my life.

“An introspective and insightful artist with exceptional artistic level.”
- Conductor Bian Zushan

2001

Thymos Quartet was formed by four musicians
who won distincive prizes at both the Paris and
Lyon Music Conservatories

Hanchao is currently the deputy head for Shanghai City
Philharmonic Symphonic Wind Orchestra.

2005

Performed at the Ravinia Festival (Chicago) with
pianist Christoph Eschenbach

2002

2007

Performed at the International String Quartet
Festival (Luberon)

2011

CD release of works by Dvořák with pianist
Christoph Eschenbach and soprano Adriana
Kucerova on the AVIE label

2012

Performed at the Cité de la Musique string
quartet biennale

2013

Tour of Brazil

2015

Recording of works by Schubert with pianist
Christoph Eschenbach and double-bass Yann
Dubost on the AVIE label

2017

Tour of China

1988

Classical saxophonist Hanchao Jiang was born

2009

Graduated from Conservatoire à Rayonnement
Régional de Musique de Saint-Etienne

2013
2017

Won Gold Prize in Shanghai Spring International
Music Festival Wind Section Competition

Graduated with a B.A. and a M.A.in music
performance from the Superior Conservatory of
Music of Geneva
Tour of China with Thymos Quartet

Hanchao has been invited to collaborate with a number of
renowned conductors, composers and orchestras in recitals,
concertos and orchestral concerts internationally, including
Gábor Takács-Nagy for Frank Martin's Cinderella, Jean
Deroyer for Sergei Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet with
L'Orchestre de la Suisse Romande, Gottfried Rabl for Pei
Lu’s Shanghai Rhythm Concerto world premiere with
Shanghai Symphony Orchestra, Benoît Willmann for
contemporary ensemble, Gleb Skvortsov for Jacques Ibert’s
Symphonie Marine and Timothy Salzman for Paul Creston’s
Saxophone Concerto.
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The concept of organising a concert series about musical friendship has been cultivated for more than a year.

The entire production, the choice of repertoire, name of the series and the theme of the individual concerts
are the result of a great team of dedicated performers of this series. Inspirational Liaisons is not only a
description that sums up the collaborative relationship for the composers but also among the performers.
We are grateful to have Parsons Music to sponsor us the official pianos for the entire concert series in Hong
Kong. The encore of the Inspirational Liaisons will take place in February at the Hong Kong University of
Science and Technology and Sheung Wan Civic Centre and in June at New Yorkʼs Carnegie Hall.

Organiser:

Sponsor:

Offical Pianos:

A Life Lived Musically:

absorb new material was boundless and his passion for its
dissemination was inexorable.

The Wri�ng of Barbirolli:

A Chronicle of a Career
Encouraging gifted young artists, working with

outstanding musical minds, accessing treasured cultural
artefacts and interpreting compositions that are the
greatest expression of the human spirit are but a few of
the great pleasures and privileges of a life in music. But if
that in any way suggests that a musician’s life is an idyll
straight out of a romantic novelette then I have created a
completely false impression. It is also the product of
unceasing hard work, the will to overcome constant
professional challenges and the certainty that uncertainty
is a daily hazard of professional life. Of course, unjustified
self-assurance is also the first step towards a fool’s paradise
and should be completely discouraged. Constant
searching, questioning and study should be the defining
qualities of any great artist. These attributes were certainly
true of Sir John Barbirolli. So it is hardly surprising, then,
that as a musician growing up in far-off Australia he was
my musical hero and artistic role model.
My earliest encounters with Barbirolli, or J.B. as he was
affectionately known, were his recordings of Brahms’s
orchestral works with the Vienna Philharmonic. These
discs never left my turntable and the impact that they had
on me was nothing short of sensational. The magnificence
of the orchestral playing, the intensity of the
interpretations and the grandeur of the musical content
have always been shining examples to me to this day. The
recordings continue to amaze and to thrill me and they
remain central to all that I do musically. Only after
meeting and becoming friends with J.B.’s widow, the
marvellous, yet formidable, oboist Evelyn Rothwell, did I
learn that these discs were largely a bitter disappointment
to him. Only his recording of the Third Symphony
matched his very exacting standards and, perhaps to my
credit as a novice musician Down Under, this was, and still
is, my favourite disc from the set. Nevertheless, these early
musical experiences whetted my appetite to learn as much
as possible about this truly great and good man.
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Having stopped performing publicly as a
conductor after a severe back injury in 1990, I was able to
devote more time to my passion for Barbirolli’s music
making. After completing my PhD at the University of
London (Richard Strauss and his Mozart Renaissance) in
1994 and the publication of my first book for Yale
University Press (The Virtuoso Conductors) in 2005, I released
a compilation of Barbirolli’s writings in 2007. That book,
Glorious John, was published by The Barbirolli Society in
association with the Royal Academy of Music. It was
intended to be a companion piece to Michael Kennedy’s
famous biography of the conductor, Barbirolli: Conductor
Laureate, and to be the second of a trilogy of books devoted
to the maestro. Following the publication of my second
book for Yale University Press (Richard Strauss: a Musical
Life) in 2012, I was able to complete the third part of the
Barbirolli trilogy: Barbirolli: a Chronicle of a Career. This was
a labour of love that quickly proved to be a challenge of
“near Herculean proportions”, to quote a recent on-line
review of the book.
A workaholic with a passion for all things musical, Sir John
was Britain’s most versatile and, arguably, most influential
performing musician. No other executant in the country’s
history can lay claim to being principal conductor of one of
its major orchestras for twenty-seven years, music director
of two prominent American orchestras, an opera conductor
of distinction, a recording artist with major companies for
fifty-nine years, a solo cellist, a chamber musician, an
arranger, an orchestrator, a broadcaster, a teacher, a writer
and an orchestral musician. The breadth of his activities was
staggering and the impact of them was profound. Even
today, I am often told by older listeners and performers that
“I learned my music from John Barbirolli.” His ability to

The sheer volume of performances that he gave would be
unthinkable today and the commitment with which he gave them
was unwavering. He loved challenges and he was always at his
best when battling against the musical odds. For those very
reasons, it seemed essential that his activities be chronicled both
critically and comprehensively.
But charting Barbirolli’s remarkable career was far from easy. Had
he been a major Central European conductor my task would have
been considerably simpler. I would have had access to
well-organized orchestral and operatic archives that would have
provided the materials that I needed for this book both
effortlessly and efficiently. Sadly, in Britain and the United States,
such archives have yet to be established universally and those that
do exist are often managed by devoted and talented archivists
whose budget is minimal at best. Much has been lost and much is
perishing. No institutional archives exist for British opera
companies that operated before World War Two, the archives of
the Scottish (now Royal Scottish Orchestra) and the Hallé
Orchestras are both paper-based and much of the Houston
Symphony Orchestra’s archive was lost in a flood.
In teasing out the material for the book, I had to cross-reference
the archives of orchestras, opera houses and recording companies
with which Barbirolli worked as well as the extensive and
comprehensive collection of his letters, articles, programmes and
reviews held at the Royal Academy of Music. I also used his
engagement books, which are part of my private collection, and
the personal diaries and recollections of those who attended his
concerts and who worked with him. Inevitably, some
performances have slipped through the net but, thanks to modern
technology, when they come to light they will be posted on the
websites of the Royal Academy of Music and The Barbirolli
Society.
By combining the information in this book with that found in
Glorious John and Mr Kennedy’s wonderful biography a clear
picture of Barbirolli’s performance aesthetic emerges. For the
interested amateur, the trilogy allows a sneak peek behind the
scenes of the music profession while, for the professional
musician, it acts as a comprehensive reference tool. But, perhaps
more importantly, it leaves neither group in any doubt that
Barbirolli’s was a life lived musically.

Raymond Holden

Professor of Public Engagement
Royal Academy of Music
London, 2016

Professor Holden gave a lecture on Barbirolli to the members
of the RAMHKAA in September 2016 in Hong Kong.
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Bastian Brook’s
Bookish Corner

Having suffered plenty in his life, there is a certain degree of
numbness when he describes the things he experienced. Occasionally, though, we see a heroic and passionate personality. He was
thrown out of the family for speaking out against his sister’s
marriage. Some years later, he saw Nadja again:

Cellist - by

Gregor Piatigorsky
(1903-1976)

W

e are taught to read up on composers’ biographies, so
that we have a rough idea about the historical person who
wrote the music we play. We know, for example, that Bach
was religious but also loved his beer; Beethoven was deaf
and had bad temper; Brahms had a crush on Clara
Schumann, et cetera. There is, however, relatively less
attention given to the biographies of performers. Their
lives seem less connected to ours, especially the ones who
are no longer alive, who are unable to sustain a
devoted group of followers. This is not to propose
that we start worshipping dead performers
again, but simply, there is something quite
awe-inspiring in these musical figures who
lived in an age where there is no social media,
where the price of cellos are not yet astronomical, where the greatest soloists would start out
from playing in orchestras and salons instead
of being launched into a stellar career by competitions and agencies.
Piatigorsky’s autobiography provides an
excellent taster of the kind of treasures that
is waiting to be explored within the lives of
past musicians. And it’s available for free
and online at www.cello.org/HEAVEN/cellist/index.html.
First and foremost, Piatigorsky knew how
to tell a story—his voice is always captivating, and it matters not whether he was
talking about how he and his father fended off
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thugs in the Ukrainian countryside, or about how he carried
his cello across the river when defecting from the Soviet
Union. He loved pranks, and this light-hearted attitude
towards the adversities of life is perhaps the source of his
charm. Having became principal cellist of the Bolshoi Theatre
Orchestra in Moscow at the mere age of fourteen, he struggled to lead a section of older and established musicians:

I soon learned why there was resistance from
older members of the orchestra: Every
promotion took years, and no matter how
small, it was cause for an important
celebration. Obviously many were reluctant
now to watch a youngster ahead of them from
the start. To win their respect, I had to do
something.
At one performance, having a long rest in my
part, I put my bow on the music stand,
leaned back in my chair, and rested.
Suddenly I grabbed my bow, pretending to
make an entrance. The entire section
promptly came in at the wrong time,
while I, not having touched a string,
glared at them. After a few more no less
malicious jokes on my part, wonderful
relations with my colleagues were firmly
established.

Her deep-sunk eyes, her hollow, ashen cheeks
reminded me so little of my giggling, beautiful
sister. She spoke late into the night of her ill-fated
marriage, her misery, and the cruelty of Dmitri
and her in-laws, but mostly she spoke of her baby,
which was deformed and did not live long. She
showed me snapshots of her wedding and I said she
looked beautiful as a bride. "Did you ever see Father
cry?" she asked. "I did—I saw it. When you left, and
then again at my wedding."
Early the next morning while Nadja slept I rushed
to her house. Confronting Dmitri and his parents,
I made them sign a confession of their mistreatment
of my sister, and not until all three scribbled their
names under the most crudely composed document
did I leave. When later I showed it to a lawyer, he
said it was a masterpiece and Nadja was as good as
divorced.
Unsurprisingly, it is when Piatigorsky talks about the cello that
excitement seems to seep out. After defecting from the Soviet
Union, he arrived in Germany, at first in Berlin to study with
Hugo Becker, and then in Leipzig with Julius Klengel:

I moved into the Hartung boarding house, where
many of Klengel's students stayed. It was inexpensive and the landlady, Frau Hartung, didn't mind
our practicing at all hours of the day. Even those
students who lived elsewhere came often to
Hartung's. They did so on the advice of Klengel,
who wants us to learn from each other. His system
was simple. He would remark, "Schneider's vibrato
is marvellous." Everyone would come to "spy" on
Schneider's vibrato. To Schneider he would say,
"Auber's trill is the best." It worked. The students,
though jealous, learned from each other and made
progress. I marvelled at Klengel's art of teaching by
really not teaching. At lessons one seldom heard
suggestions or discourses on music from him. He let
a student play a piece to the end and said, "Fine" or
in a severe case, "Watch your left arm, young man."
…

…A "cello paradise" indeed. Day in, day out, an
orgy of scales and exercises. Cello everywhere,
everyone a cellist. Schneider, Benar Heifetz, Auber,
Jascha Bernstein, Honegger, Baldauf, and more-all
a beehive on the verge of drowning in its own
honey, the honey of music by Volkmann, Lindner,
Romberg, Popper, Davidov, Duport, Klengel, and
Grutzmacher. A relentless drill, a tedium of overhauling and overcoming one weakness, only to
have others creep in, to multiply themselves like
microbes and form new diseases. I fought them
with determination and when in the process I
tasted some progress or stumbled on a new idea I
gained new courage.

There are countless other anecdotes of Schnabel, Horowitz,
Jascha Heifetz, Nathan Milstein and Menuhin and his
prodigious sisters, all of whom he met later on in life, and also
stories about his Stradivarius cellos. It is this interesting mix
of 1) reading the life of a person who lived through two world
wars, and 2) looking at music through the perspective of a
great musician, that makes this a worthwhile read.

Sebastian Brook

sebastian@vantagemusic.org

JAN 2017 | Vol. 2 No. 2 | Vantage

23

Music Matters
HarvardX:
MUS24.2x First Nights—Messiah
www.edX.org
Professor Thomas Kelly

Many of our readers may have attended or even sung in
Handel’s Messiah during Christmas—a tradition that
transcends over 270 years. The HarvardX course
“MUS24.2x First Nights—Messiah” by Professor
Thomas Kelly gives an outline of the various
elements surrounding the premiere of this
famous oratorio. The course is very well
structured. Together with interactive
quizzes, the journey of learning is very
enjoyable.
The course consists of four lessons.
In the first lesson, Professor Kelly
explained some key musical
concepts required for the course,
such as homophonic and
polyphonic textures. He then
offered a glimpse into the
historical backdrop of music
performance in Handel’s time.
Through lectures and quizzes,
course participants were able to
tell how an oratorio differs from
an opera.
The second lesson elaborates
further the structural components
in opera and oratorio: the types of
recitative (secco) and their accompaniment,
different types of choruses (fugue, anthem and duet)
and also the constructions of arias (introduction, sequence
and conclusion).
In the third lesson, the Harvard Baroque Chamber Orchestra
played the Messiah’s overture to illustrate the musical
concepts described in the previous two lessons. Modern day
violins were compared to those used in Handel’s days. Oboes
were also present in the orchestra although they were not in
the Messiah’s original scores. Nevertheless, he also mentioned
how modern oboe differs from those in the mid-18th
century.

There is currently a movement to replicate the sound that the
original audience would have heard when the
compositions were first performed. Personally, I think it is
constructive to look back the past, especially with present-day
technological advances, perhaps we can be inspired to create
innovative musical styles.
The fourth lesson is dedicated to the premiere of Messiah in
Dublin on 13th April, 1742 at Fishamble Street Music
Hall, which has now become a hotel named after
Handel.
Professor Kelly also discussed interesting
contrasts and similarities between music
in Handel’s days and today. The
audience in Handel’s time preferred
long concerts (the Messiah itself
is over 2 hours and 30 minutes)
and they were attracted by new
works. The premiere was, in
fact, a full house. In Handel’s
days, audience would clap
their hands whenever they
liked and they would talk to
each other during the
performance. Concerts were
regarded as not only a
musical event but also a
social one. In a classical
concert of our modern time,
such audience would very
likely be warned and could be
asked to leave the concert hall.
Concert-goers of our time are
far more disciplined.
Professor Kelly also offered a vivid description of
the performers and key personnel involved in the
premiere—names of the main vocalists, members of the choir,
the conductors and their stories. These details were extracted
from a number of historical sources.

This course on Handel’s Messiah was such a great success that
Professor Kelly also created “First Nights” courses for other
composers: “Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo and the Birth of Opera”,
“Beethoven’s 9th Symphony and the 19th Century Orchestra”,
“Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique and Programme Music in the
19th Century”, and “Igor Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring:
Modernism, Ballet, and Riots”. Interested readers are highly
recommended to try these courses.
Kelly Kim
Kelly@vantagemusic.org
Portrait of Handel attributed to Balthasar Denner Public domain via Wikimedia Commons
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Psychomusicology

Concert Diary (Hong Kong)
7 Jan 2017 (Sat) 3pm
Four Hands Piano Recital by Sandra Poon & Timothy Kwok
The Celeste Series
All Saints’ Church, Mongkok, Hong Kong
Piano Sponsored by Tom Lee Music

Music Learning for Older Adults
Being friends with many active performing musicians, the

idea of learning a musical instrument is appealing. Especially
when I experience rounds and rounds of applause towards
the end of a concert, the urge of having my own recital is
tremendous. But, I am not a teenager, nor did I learn music
during my childhood. How challenging will my music
learning process be? Is there any strategy to make it more
efficient?
A recent survey (Reifinger Jr., 2016) on the learning of
music performance skills by older adults seems to offer
answers to my questions. I have yet to reach its category of
“older adults”, which is defined as people who are aged 45
years or older. But aging is a continuous process and I am
not sure when I shall start learning musical instruments—this article is valuable for preparing myself.
We first take a look at the characteristics of an old age adult
in music learning, especially in areas related to music
performance. We shall also look at some of the adaptive
strategies for old adults.
Characteristics of old aged music learners
There are some advantages (though limited) for being an
adult learner. The life experience often means they can make
a fair assessment of their tuning, expression and accuracy. In
general, adult learners are more self-motivated and more
disciplined on practising their instruments, attending lessons
and completing homework.
However, there are some considerable shortcomings for
adult learners. They often hold a negative view about their
playing. A study found that 40% of the test subjects were
not sure if they play well until they receive their teachers’
feedback. Moreover, more than 50% think that the only
solution is to practise over and over again.
Research from the field of psychology seems to suggest that
there is a sensitive period for music training in childhood.
Comparing to later-trained musicians, young musicians can
develop certain enhanced musical abilities. These include
more responsive physical movement, better auditory
rhythmic synchronization, coordination of the hands,
timing accuracy and dynamic variations in expressive
performance.

There are other aspects of music performance that change with
age. Older adults tend to prefer slower tempos when given a
choice. For most, the ability to maintain a simple steady beat
remains functional through old age until around 85 years old
(Turgeon & Wing, 2012). But for music involving complex
beat divisions, e.g. semibreves along with demisemiquavers (a
ratio of 1:32), it is likely to pose a challenge for older adults.
These complex rhythms demand working memory which
deteriorates with age. In addition, older people are more
prone to distractions that render even less working memory
available for the task at hand.

A study (Fraser, Li & Penhune, 2009) found that taking
breaks between practice sessions seems to improve the
learning process, e.g. better response time for older adults.
Further research should look into this for devising an
optimal practice and rest schedule.

Older adults respond slower to visual stimuli, e.g. notations in
music scores. With advanced experimental techniques,
researchers discovered that most of this latency is between the
time when one sees the stimulus and the production of signals
in the brain to command the corresponding physical actions.
This response time is affected by a person’s age, general
intelligence (Deary, Liewald & Nissan, 2011) and other
situational factors (Heitz, 2014).

There are of course limitations to generalise the above to fit
all scenarios. There is a limited amount of research literature
on older adults’ music learning, probably due to the
challenge of getting large enough samples of older adults
interested in music performance. Most of the research
findings were derived from experiments with musically-untrained older adults. Individuals with previous music
learning experience may behave differently.

Strategies for older adult music learners
First of all, for an effective music learning, it is important to
have access to practice facilities, appropriate exercises and to
receive proper instructions, i.e. have a good teacher.

After reading the article, I certainly felt more upbeat about
learning a musical instrument. Perhaps one day I shall be
ready for my own recital.

Older music learners should also be adaptive to their physical
abilities. For example, they should select repertoire according
to one’s abilities and make adjustments, e.g. a slower tempo,
different fingering or bowing etc.
It is also important to practise and take lessons more often to
enhance efficacy. Researchers have investigated various
contributing factors to a successful music performance,
including general intelligence, specific skills and practice. By
far, practice is the single-most important factor and improvements do occur regardless of whether one starts learning music
later in life or earlier. Moreover, Dr Reifinger emphasised the
importance of deliberate practice. Music learners should
formulate goals, regularly monitor the progress towards
reaching those goals and employ different means to maximise
the benefits from practice sessions. Previously-untrained adults
may also achieve a good performance standard by using
effective cognitive strategies developed through deliberate
practice.
For sight reading, rather than reading notes one at a time, the
advice is to read notes in short series, to play them as a single
integrated unit and to recognise the patterns from these
individual movements.
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Professor Reifinger also reminds us that different instruments require different techniques. Difficulties encountered
in learning one musical instrument does not mean one is
bad at music in general. Learners could explore different
instruments of interest.

Nikita Niconov
Email: nikita@vantagemusic.org
Deary, Liewald & Nissan (2011). A free, easy-to-use,
computer-based simple and four-choice reaction time
programme: The Deary-Liewald reaction time task.
Behaviour Research Methods, 43, 258-268.

4 Feb 2017 (Sat) 2pm

Piano Recital by Anson Tang
The Celeste Series
Green Leaf Artist
All Saints’ Church, Mongkok, Hong Kong
Supported by Arts with the Disabled Association Hong Kong

11 Feb 2017 (Sat) 7pm

After Dark
Duo recital by soprano Colette Lam and pianist Nicolette Wong
Classical Music in a Classic Building
The Helena May, Garden Road
Organised by The Helena May and
supported by Vantage Music and RAMHKAA

18 Feb 2017 (Sat) 8pm
Jonathan Scales Fourchestra
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU
23 Feb 2017 (Thu) 7:30pm

Inspirational Liaisons Concert Series - Encore
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, HKUST, Hong Kong
Organised by The HKUST Center for the Arts and
supported by Vantage Music and RAMHKAA

28 Feb 2017 (Tue) 8pm

Inspirational Liaisons Concert Series - Encore
Lecture Hall, Sheung Wan Civic Centre, Hong Kong
Organised and supported by Vantage Music and RAMHKAA
(continued on page 29)

Fraser, S. A., Li, K. Z. & Penhune, V. B. (2009). A comparison of motor skill learning and retention in younger and
older adults. Experimental Brain Research, 195(3), 419-427.
Heitz, R. P. (2014). The speed-accuracy tradeoff: history,
physiology, methodology, and behavior. Frontiers in Neuroscience, 8, 1-19.
Reifinger Jr., J. L. (2016). Age-related changes affecting the
learning of music performance skills for older adults.
Psychomusicology: Music, Mind, and Brain, 26(3), 211-219.
Turgeon, M. & Wing, A.M. (2012). Late onset of age-related different in unpaced tapping with no age-related difference in phase-shift error detection and correction. Psychology
and Aging, 27, 1152-1163.
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Concert Diary (Hong Kong)
Moonlight gleams over the harbour. The
streets are silent, except for the odd vehicle swooshing by.

18 Mar 2017 (Sat) 2pm
Cello & Piano Duo by Joanne Kim and Cindy Ho
The Celeste Series
All Saints’ Church, Mongkok, Hong Kong
Supported by RAMHKAA

Yet, behind closed doors, drawn curtains, and hushed
voices, souls are awakened. With another day in the past,
this is �me for dreams and reﬂec�on. Imagina�on, desire,
and lust all thrive in the s�llness of the night.

26 Mar 2017 (Sun) 3pm
Nikolai Lugansky Piano Recital
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

In this voice and piano recital, �tled ‘A�er Dark’, soprano
Cole�e Lam and pianist Nicole�e Wong will explore many
themes inspired by nigh�all.

1 Apr 2017 (Sat) 2pm

Darkness falls.

They will present se�ngs of Verlaine’s poem Clair de lune
by both Debussy (his earlier version) and Fauré, of which
the former uses the piano to depict nature and the la�er
focuses on the masqueraders and dancers in the minuet-like accompaniment. Against the beau�ful landscape of
moonlight shining in the woods in Fauré’s La lune blanche
luit dans les bois, the topic of remembrance will be visited
in Debussy’s Apparition. In Sleep, Cole�e will convey Ivor
Gurney’s wish to escape from reality and live forever in his
dreams.
Undoubtedly, love is a theme that cannot be ignored when
exploring music that is evoca�ve of the night. A sense of
yearning will be portrayed in Strauss’ Die Nacht, as the
protagonist is anxious that the night will steal his beloved.
In his other song An die Nacht, there are sexual overtones
as the text conveys a bride’s wedding night:
‘Bjelbog’s spear, Bjelbog’s spear
sinks into the heart of the drunken Earth,
which, with a blissful gesture,
dips a rose
in the womb
of dark desires.’

Vocal Recital by Enico Luk, counter tenor
The Celeste Series

Accompanied by Megumi Tanno

All Saints’ Church, Mongkok, Hong Kong

7 Apr 2017 (Fri) 8pm
Jean Rondeau Harpsicord Recital
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU
21 Apr 2017 (Fri) 7pm
Rayson Huang Lecture Demonstration by Prof. John Butt
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU
23 Apr 2017 (SUN) 3pm
Bach’s St John Passion
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE) & Die Konzertisten
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

In addi�on to these songs, Nicole�e will bring you a few
piano pieces that, though not nocturnes, illustrate a sense
of dreaminess for her. Presen�ng some preludes by Rachmaninoﬀ and Scriabin as well as an etude by Chopin, she
aims to pit wis�ul dreams against reveries, to express
nostalgia as well as hope.
Join them on February 11 for an evening of music that will
serenade you into the night!
N.W.
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Student Submissions
Concerts a�er the Golden Age
In the Golden Age, a typical concert would consist of

Liszt’s fantasies, Chopin’s waltzes, or movements from
Beethoven’s sonatas. Nearly 200 years later, the modern
concert would feature the same pieces, yet with drastically
different audience behavior. How did that happen?
In his 2008 monologue, Kenneth Hamilton visualized the
Golden Age as a lost age of “luminous individuality and
conceptual grandeur,” where “pianistic giants roamed the
earth.” Specifically, he was referring to the heyday of
pianism, starting from Franz Liszt’s legendary concert
with Sigismond Thalberg in 1837, and ending with the
death of Ignacy Paderewski in 1941.
One of Hamilton’s areas of interest within the Golden
Age is how they gave concerts, especially Liszt. Liszt’s
concerts were unsurprisingly exemplary of Golden Age
practices—popular pieces would be played, sometimes by
other composers, but mostly self-composed. The climax of
the concert, however, would be a free improvisation on
themes suggested by the audience. In Liszt’s case, an urn
would be placed in the hall to collect audience
suggestions, and the maestro would play through them
one by one, choosing suitable themes to improvise based
on the level of audience applause.
Thus, concerts of the Golden Age would center around
the performer as composer-pianists, who premiered their
own works and improvised on popular tunes. The audience
would also respond freely to the pianists, jeering at boring
performances and applauding immediately after bravura
passages—one reason the ritornello/rondo form was so
popular at the time was because audience applause usually
covered the repetitive tutti repeats!
The modern concert, in contrast, adopted hugely different
mannerisms. While repertoire largely remained the same,
the act of improvising was lost in the concert hall, and
concert etiquettes now demand the audience to be silent
at all times, only applauding at the end of each piece.
What changed?
Hamilton mentioned the advance of recording technology
as one cause. The change from the concert to the
gramophone as one of the major means of appreciating

music, he argued, naturally leads to the decline of audience
participation. After all, one is hardly expected to respond
emphatically when listening to recordings, no matter how
superb the performance is.
Other writers have expressed different views. In the article
Deus Ex Musica, music critic Alex Ross proposed
Beethoven as the unwitting culprit contributing to dead
composers crowding out the living ones on concert
programs by the genius and addictiveness of his work. The
turning point was the ‘Eroica’ Symphony, which was so
enthusiastically received that it was re-played a week after
its premiere by popular demand, setting a precedent for
the rest to follow.
On the pianistic scene, Beethoven left a comparable, if not
superior, legacy. His 32 piano sonatas now form the
cornerstone of the piano canon, and there seldom is a
concert pianist who hasn’t studied his works. Beethoven’s
compositions became the yardstick to which past and
future works would be compared, and according to Ross,
“Beethoven himself assumed the problematic status of a
secular god.”
Elsewhere, Ross pointed to external factors that also
shaped the concert world. After the French Revolution,
the middle class replaced the aristocracy as major
concertgoers. This rise of the bourgeoisie, as he referred to
in Why So Serious, elevated the public concert from mere
entertainment into a symbol for the social and cultural
elite. By inventing and upholding various concert
etiquettes. the concertgoers were, in addition to enjoying
music, also reaffirming their bourgeoisie status.
Contending with this change, concert organisers framed
the concert as an intellectual journey, programming more
familiar pieces and providing explanations in the form of
programme notes.
This change in concert etiquette had material influence on
the composer, sometimes even predating the widespread
adoption of such manners. For example, piano composers
of the Golden Age wrote sonatas with increasingly
integrated movements, departing from the Mozart/Haydn
model where each movement can be performed separately,
as were customary in their time. Another oft-quoted

example is that of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9, whose
opening ten bars of pianissimo were written nearly 100
years too early to enjoy the anticipating pre-concert hush
it rightly deserved.
Since the 1900s, however, avant-garde music gradually
arose as a rejection of the middle class and its use of music
as social status signifiers. Borrowing from the parallel art
movement, musicians of the avant-garde were concerned
with advancing music as an abstract form, rather than
music that can appeal to the masses. Evidently, this did
not go well with the audience, who stuck to the
masterpieces of the Golden Age, thus creating a divide
between modern compositions and concert repertoire.
Critics frequently bemoan the ‘sacralization’ of classical
music, and while it may be tempting to blame stagnation
of the concert on the rise of the bourgeoisie, one should
remember that they did usher in new forms of musical
expression. Just imagine the ethereal-sounding flute in
Debussy’s Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun unfolding to a
chattering audience, and you would appreciate the modern
concert as it is.
Chester Leung, 22

YMS 2016 Masters of Miniatures I - Teaching Ar�sts

YMS 2016 Masters of Miniatures II - Teaching Ar�sts

YMS concert Masters of Miniatures I on 10 September 2016 at City Hall

Performance class with Tra Nguyen on 29 October 2016

Sponsor:

Offical Piano:

YMS concert Masters of Miniatures II on 17 September 2016 at The Helena May
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Two Recordings of
Chopin Ballade No. 4
I

gnaz Friedman, recorded 1922, Ignaz Friedman: Liszt &
Chopin. NI 8805. CD. Nimbus Records. 1996.
Krystian Zimerman, recorded 1987, Chopin: 4 Ballades;
Barcarolle, Op. 60; Fantasie in F. 4230902. CD. Deutsche
Grammophon. 1988
Different pianists in different times have different playings
and interpretations of a piece of music; here is an overview
of two recordings of Chopin’s 4th Ballade played by
famous Chopin interpreters Ignaz Friedman (1882-1948)
and Krystian Zimerman (1956-).
To start with, Zimerman plays in a modern style and
therefore sounds more natural to our ears. His playing has
a clearer melodic line compared to that of Friedman’s, the
tempo is quite straightforward with a large range of
dynamic changes while keeping the phrasing clear and
smooth, therefore the music feels more melodic. The
timbre is rich too because of his use of the pedal, and the
left hand is not only used for producing chords, but also
for supporting the right hand melody, as in the G-flat
major phrase where the left hand plays octaves and the
right hand has sustained chords. Although Zimerman
plays in a relatively straightforward tempo, he still uses a
lot of rubato, especially at the end of the phrase, which
makes it more smooth.
Like Zimerman, Friedman also uses rubato at the end of
phrases, although his time-taking is more exaggerated, to
the point that the music sounds about to stop. To
compensate, Friedman uses more accelerandos to keep the
music flowing. For example, when there are four consecutive semiquavers, he plays the first semiquaver longer,
while the other three are pushed faster. Also, there are a

lot of hand-splitting techniques used throughout the
whole piece; people nowadays do not play like that often
but it still has its uses. For example, if the left hand is
played first, the timbre becomes richer; it’s just like playing
the bass note of a chord louder will give us a richer sound
as we can get more support from the bass, and if the right
hand is played first, the sound will be thinner. These
techniques are usually used at the start of the phrase, or
the strong beat of the bar. Apart from colouristic effects,
splitting the hands can also mark out the polyphonic
writing. For example, if the left hand’s phrase ends in the
middle of the right hand’s phrase, we can play the last
note of the left hand a bit earlier to let it end quietly and
to prevent it from landing on a strong beat which will
tend to be loud and might interrupt the right hand. This
also happens at the G-flat major phrase mentioned earlier.
Apart from splitting the hands, Friedman also arpeggiates
the accompanying chords which helps to iron out the
exaggerated rubato, because with the notes spread out, we
can make accelerandos and ritardandos smoother.
Different pianists use different methods to make the piano
sing. According to Kenneth Hamilton in his book After
the Golden Age, Friedman played like what the pianists in
the Romantic Period wanted; his teacher Theodor
Leschetizky’s Chopin Nocturne recording also uses
similar techniques. However, the piano-roll technology
used in Friedman’s recording was hard to produce much
dynamic effects, and without the detailed changes in
dynamics it might seem like there is too much time-taking. Although this seemingly overuse of hand-splitting
techniques had already been warned against by teachers in
the Romantic Period, it doesn’t mean we need to avoid
hand-splitting completely because still, hand-splitting
produces different effects to phrases that isn’t necessarily
bad and isn’t necessarily achievable otherwise.
Bibiana Bien, 14
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YMS 2017 Spring Recital
It is a statistical fact that when there are more than

started writing ballades, scherzos, capriccios, rhapsodies,

twenty-three people in a room, more likely than not, two of

songs, songs without words, scenes from nature, scenes from

the twenty-three people will share the same birthday. It

childhood. The Romantic period abandons the tight-knit

should come as no surprise, therefore, that amongst the 50 or

structures of the Classical style established by Mozart, Haydn

so most well-known composers in music history, many of

and Beethoven. Instead, with the emphasis placed on the

them share the same year of birth. The eminent conductor

romance—the story—itself, much is left to intuition, to

Sir John Eliot-Gardiner talked about the “Class of 1685”

fragmentary thoughts, as in the numerous pieces in the

who each led drastically different careers, including the likes

Kinderszenen that lacks a proper perfect cadence, often

of J. S. Bach (1685-1750) who devoted his life to church

closing with only half of a full-stop or even with none at all.

music, Handel (1685-1759) who wrote mainly operas and
Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757) who worked at the Spanish

For Mendelssohn and Liszt, the spirit of the romance

court writing virtuosic keyboard works.

manifests itself in their fascination with the supernatural.
One of Mendelssohn’s greatest masterpieces is the incidental

Similarly, there was another cluster of composers born in and

music to Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream where he

around 1810, namely Mendelssohn (1809-1847), Chopin

depicted the flight of the fairies so convincingly. That

(1810-1849), Schumann (1810-1856) and Liszt

lightness of touch kept coming back throughout his music.

(1811-1886). Like the class of 1685, these four composers

Liszt on the other hand took in a much broader range of

led different lives: Mendelssohn was the prodigy growing up

inspirations, from tales of the infernal hell to the sanctity of

in a sheltered middle-class environment, Chopin the sickly

Saint Francis talking to birds, and of the other Saint Francis

poet exiled from his country, Schumann who lived inside his

walking on water. The shadow of Goethe’s Faust was always

literary fantasies and died in a mental asylum, and Liszt the

hovering somewhere around his music, and his transition

extravagant mystic who lived longest and had more time

from the flashy virtuoso to the verge of priesthood carries

than the others to find his own place in the world.

much metaphysical weight.

Chopin and Schumann were pioneers of the Romantic

Today, when we say somebody’s music is romantic, we are

tendency towards the miniature, sometimes taking this to

referring to its lush harmonies and warm tone colours like

the extreme in the Preludes, Kinderszenen and the Carnaval

Wagner’s operas and Brahms’ symphonies. But we should not

with music lasting only eight bars or even just eight notes.

forget its root in literature, in telling a story; a spirit that is

Writing 30-50 piano sonatas was no longer the norm.

shared by this first generation of romantic composers.

Chopin wrote only 3, Schumann and Mendelssohn also,
while Liszt wrote a single, albeit monumental, B-minor
sonata. Instead of writing one colossal sonata after another
like Beethoven and Schubert did, these children of 1810
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