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P ia n o M a s t e r c l a s s
Chun-Chieh Yen

O

ne of the most distinctive pianists of his
generation in Taiwan, pianist Chun-Chieh
Yen enjoys a vibrant career of performing

Message
from the Editorial

28 Sep 2018 (Fri) 7-10pm | Hong Kong Flute Academy*
Registration fee: HK$ 100*

T

and teaching across Europe, US, and Asia. Mr Yen

here is a saying that goes “You can never have
too much of a good thing.” Here, we have an
exception. In the past few months, Vantage
had the privilege of getting to know three prominent
musicians: Conductor and pianist Jimmy Chiang; pianist,
harpsichordist and educator Virginia Black; and pianist
Daniil Trifonov.

has performed with many of the world’s major
orchestras such as the Russian National Orchestra,
Staatsorchester Rheinische Philharmonie and
the Taiwan Philharmonic. He also enjoyed
collaborations with conductors including Mikhail
Pletnev, Henry Mazer, Uri Mayer, Shao-chia Lü and
Günther Herbig.
Mr Yen’s debut album on Universal earned him

In July, Vantage Music Artists presented the
grand opening of concert series Viennese Legacy in
Vienna, Austria. During their short stay there, it was
fortunate that Jimmy Chiang, conductor-in-residence
of the Vienna Boys’ Choir, was still in town right before
embarking on his summer vacation. The interview took
place inside the auditorium of the MuTh Theatre, the
principal performing and rehearsal venue of the Vienna
Boys’ Choir, and it ended up lasting for more than three
hours.

the award of Best Classical Performer at the 19th
Golden Melody Awards in Taiwan. In recent seasons
Mr Yen has completed different projects in concerts
including performing Chopin’s complete 27 Etudes
in one recital; premiered Tchaikovsky’s Piano
Concerto No. 2 in Taiwan; world premiere recording
of Qigang Chen’s Piano Concerto “Erhuang” on
Naxos; and giving three different recitals on the
same day in “One Day Piano Festival x 3”.
Mr Yen is currently full time Assistant

Through the connection with the Royal Academy
of Music, UK, we learnt that Virginia Black was in Hong
Kong in June for a piano masterclass and a recital. We
had an interesting conversation with her over a lunch
meeting to discover more about her musical life. We
were simply amazed by her passion in music.

Professor at the National Taiwan Normal
University. He also serves as faculty member at
Music Fest Perugia, Almalfi Coast Music Festival in
Italy and Colburn Piano Festival in the States. He
is also the founder of International Taipei Maestro
Piano Festival. During the past years, his students

Our US correspondent pianist Tamami Honma
hosted a telephone call with pianist Daniil Trifonov who
was coming to San Francisco, California, to perform
Rachmaninov’s Third Piano Concerto. We knew that
Trifonov has a fully-packed international performance
schedule and it was wonderful for him to have the time
to speak to us. Sometime shortly after the interview,
we heard the unfortunate news that he suffered from
injuries during a bicycle accident which happened in
New York and some concerts were cancelled as a result.
Thankfully, he was able to play in California eventually.
The good news is that all the musicians have kindly
agreed to have their stories published in Vantage. We
decided to include all of them in this issue to share
these captivating stories with our dear readers!
From now until the end of the year, there will
be two performances for the two-year concert series
Viennese Legacy. Our readers will be able to get a
preview of the programme as well.
Vantage Music Editorial Board

have won top prizes at international competitions.

Programme includes:
Mendelssohn Andante and Rondo Capriccioso, Op. 14
Schubert Impromptu Op. 90 No. 4 in Ab major
Mussorgsky The Hut on Hen’s Legs (Baba Yaga) and
The Great Gates of Kiev from Pictures at an Exhibition
Liszt La Campanella

*Address: Room 1801, Park Commercial Centre
180 Tung Lo Wan Road, Hong Kong

Organiser:

Acknowledgements:

*Seats are limited and available on a
first-come-first-served basis.
Enquiry: info@vantagemusic.org | 5345 5235
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I n t e rv i ew

with

J i mmy C h ia n g

Vantage Music Artists | Vienna | July 2018

happened when I was a toddler. Seeing my musical talents,
they had me started with the piano.”
Just like other musicians we came across, music practice
at a young age for Jimmy was more self-motivated than driven
by parents. “But it can be hard to define the meaning of ‘drive’.
Now that I am a father as well, I can’t deny the influence
of parents in motivating a child’s learning. I wish they had
pushed me more.” At that time, his school was about an hour
by train from where his father worked. The family came to the
decision that he should live with his aunt during school days
and reunite with his parents only at weekends. “My aunt was
non-musical, but my parents put the piano in her home. She
watched me practise to ensure that I did that long enough.”
The Yip family taught Jimmy not only the piano but also
music theory and composition. He recounted, “I was lucky
at that time. The teenage me was passionate about being a
conductor and Dr Yip suggested that I learnt to compose.
He ended up teaching me first- and second-year harmony,
counterpoint and orchestration.”

Musical Training in Early Years

I

From left to right: pianist Evelyn Chang, pianist Cindy Ho, conductor Jimmy Chiang and violinist Kitty Cheung.

It was a beautiful sunny morning when our Vantage
Music artists and Jimmy Chiang arrived right outside
the Palais Augarten. The Vienna Boys’ Choir (the
“Choir”) is privileged. Its principal residence is located
inside the breathtaking 52-hectare baroque Park Augarten,
a now-state-owned former palace which was granted public
access only in 1776 by Emperor Joseph II.

A shady pathway by the baroque garden in front of the
Palais Augarten led us to the Augartenspitz, at the southeastern tip of the park. A distinctive architectural modernity
emerged – MuTh, the Concert Hall of the Vienna Boys’
Choir1, a steel-and-glass structure in intriguing contrast with
the baroque gatehouse and the Augarten walls. The theatre
had its grand opening in December 2012. From its conceptual
idea to the final form, the whole project took twelve years to
complete.
We settled comfortably inside the 400-seat concert hall,
which is now the Choir’s main performance and rehearsal
venue. The Choir had just started the summer holiday and we
occupied the whole auditorium for an open discussion.

Music When Jimmy Was Young
Jimmy was born into a religious family. His father was a
pastor for the Basel Mission of a German Lutheran church
in Hong Kong (HK). Jimmy recounted, “He is also a music
enthusiast. Recently, he rearranged Bach’s violin double
concerto into a piano solo piece. It is quite amazing for
someone at the age of seventy! My mum was a singer and she
directed choirs in her early years.” Both of his parents were
helping a local children’s choir in the 70s. From there, they
met Dr Yip Wai-hong and became good family friends.
At that time, Mrs Yip taught the piano and Jimmy
became her student. “The Yip family was very supportive of
my musical studies. I even had the opportunity to make music
with the Pan Asia Symphony Orchestra (PASO), which Dr
Yip founded.” The Yips also established a music centre. Jimmy
played the piano with the string players there for rehearsals
and concerts.
As to why piano was chosen, he explained, “My parents
said I was so allured by the piano at home. I often climbed on
the stool and made sound by myself. They also said I could
sing Chinese children songs with perfect intonation. All these

1 Konzertsaal der Wiener Sängerknaben. Interested readers may want to refer to the book Konzertsaal der Wiener Sängerknaben written by its architects for
more details about its development and history of the building.
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The foundation built in music theory and composition
proved to be crucial for Jimmy’s music endeavours. “As a
conductor, you are expected to know the piece inside out,
just like the composer. Knowledge in theory and composition
is the prerequisite in this regard,” he remarked. He even
orchestrated some of the pieces he composed and other piano
repertoire as “exercises” to experiment with orchestral sounds.
He recalled working on Chopin’s Nocturnes and orchestrating
them for the piano and orchestra with the PASO. These were
such wonderful experiences for the teenage Jimmy.
He even tried out his compositions at the church:
“There, I arranged music for a brass ensemble and wrote
hymns for the Christmas shows,” he recollected.
At Munsang College, where Jimmy attended during
his school days, there were many choirs. Owing to his
excellent sight-reading skills, he accompanied and helped to
rehearse a high school mixed choir for the Oratorio category
in school competitions. Later on, he also accompanied the
instrumentalists during his tertiary music education in the
US, ranging from violins to bassoons to even trombone
players. At the same time, with his mounting urge to become
a conductor, he came up with the idea of founding an
orchestra – the Ensemble Amadeus – at the university. For
several years, there were annual concerts where he directed as

well as played as a soloist. He directed the orchestra playing
pieces by Mozart and he played a Mozart piano concerto,
where he directed from the keyboard.
The year after graduation, he left the US for Vienna,
Austria, to focus on conducting under Professor Leopold
Hager at the University for Music and Dramatic Arts Vienna2.

First Conductor Model
There are several influential conductor models for Jimmy.
The first one was as early as in 1990. “My dad brought home
a video of Leonard Bernstein conducting Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony to celebrate the fall of the Berlin Wall. I watched
that and was stunned. I always wanted to be a conductor,
but that exact scene was very captivating.” Then he began his
research on Bernstein – reading his biography, listening to his
recordings, watching interviews and documentaries. Being a
pianist, composer, conductor and educator, Bernstein became
a role model for how Jimmy should prepare himself and what
he would become.

With Professor Leopold Hager at Vienna
We were curious about his impression on Hager. Jimmy
readily replied, “He broke me down into pieces and built me
up again.”
He still remembered how nervous he was the first time
when Hager watched him conducting. “At the beginning,
he was really strict. On day one, he told me ‘You know
nothing; your conducting is zero.’” For someone who just
completed an undergraduate degree in music and who had
been leading an orchestra for some years, such remarks were
disheartening. “An Austrian from Salzburg, Hager has always
been an authority on Mozart and his recordings of Mozart’s
operas are benchmarks,” he explained. That left him with no
choice but to swallow his pride and to begin from scratch.
“That was hard but critical. I must say I am glad that I had
that.” He knew friends who were already conductors in their
early twenties. Yet, he was not envious of them at all: “It was
important to know what one should really be doing as a
conductor. Many think that they are conducting but in reality,
the orchestras are merely playing for them with no regard for
their direction – the orchestras are just enjoying themselves.”

With Seiji Ozawa at Rohm Music Festival
His second mentor was Seiji Ozawa, whom he was introduced
to through Hager and his Japanese colleague, Yuji Yuasa, who
studied with Ozawa previously. “I attended his rehearsals

2 Universität für Musik und darstellende Kunst Wien was established in 1817. Its notable former conductor students included Gustav Mahler, Claudio Abbado
and Zubin Mehta; strings players included Joseph Joachim and Fritz Kreisler. Professor Hager joined a direct line of renowned teachers from Hans Swarowsky,
who taught Abbado, Mehta and Karl Österreicher, just to name a few.
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when he was the music director at the Vienna State Opera.
Hager was later also the chief conductor of the Vienna
National Opera – Volksoper. In 2003, he founded the Rohm
Music Festival in Kyoto, Japan. I went for the audition in
Tokyo and was awarded a fellowship to spend a week working
closely with Ozawa at that new festival.” There were altogether
seven contestants initially. Jimmy was among the top three
finalists to compete for the fellowship. It turned out that the
experience during that week was totally unexpected. “I was
puzzled and confused at a crisis where I didn’t know what
was I doing. I was almost lost during that week – I only learnt
afterwards,” he said.
The festival attracted a lot of attention in Japan. Cameras
and a stage were ready in place for a press conference at the
beginning of the week. Jimmy conducted a movement of
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and thought it went well. Ozawa
took him aside right after the performance and said, “We
need to talk. You are a great pianist but conducting, I just do
not know. I do not know how to help you: it is your arm, it
is dead! You have to change your concept of conducting.” He
had already gone through that with Hager two years ago and
here, once again, he was driven into total despair and could
not help wondering what was wrong.
“On the surface, it appeared that Ozawa did not
really teach me anything. He gave me this idea without any
explanation. Towards the end of the festival, he told Yusas
privately, ‘No worry. One day, he will get it.’” In fact, not

only was this idea enshrined in him in that week but it also
continues today. The impact turned out to be profound.
Later on, Jimmy realised that was exactly the turning
point of his conducting career. He continued to learn after
returning to Vienna and integrated all these things until an
important concept emerged – connection: “A conductor has
to connect with the orchestra, guiding them to walk together.
That kind of connection is spiritual in some sense. Without
that, conductor and the rest would go separate ways. Actually,
that’s what my arm and hand, or baton should do, it’s a tool to
motivate and connect but not just beat and insist my ideas.”
“Most often, the audience don’t notice that because
a good orchestra will deliver a good performance
irrespectively,” Kitty added.
“Members of the orchestra will know, especially those in
Vienna knew this very well,” Jimmy continued.
In 2007, the year after Jimmy obtained his master’s
degree, he won the first prize at the International Competition
of Young Conductors Lovro von Matačić in Croatia, which
was a recognition in his own right to reaffirm his conducting
skills.

Jimmy’s Ideal Conductor
We were also interested in Jimmy’s ideal conductor. “Although
it started off with Bernstein, I must say that changed over the
years. I’m getting into minimalism, styles such as that of Kurt

Masur and Lorin Maazel, who were intelligent and intellectual
but also had the magic. Bernstein was legendary, but I do not
really agree with the way he conducted as I grow,” he said.
With respect to interpretation, he was inclined to the old
masters such as Georg Solti and Wilhelm Furtwängler, “They
seemed to be more open-minded than some conductors with
the ‘new modern’ nowadays. We tend to keep things more
restricted to ‘follow the score’ these days when playing Mozart
or Beethoven.” Instead, he preferred a balance between them
– a certain style should be maintained but there should also
be some liberty with the interpretation.

How to Be an Effective Conductor?
We would like Jimmy to offer some practical tips for our
readers who could be aspiring conductors. “First of all, be
honest and humble. The ensemble members may be worse, as
good as or better than you in terms of musical techniques. But
the principle is to enable everyone to work together,” he said.
He was sympathetic towards the idea that conductors only
need to learn from the conductors but said that the orchestra
is often out of the picture: “It’s like learning Chinese from
Chinese people and then speaking to people who don’t know
the language!” He suggested putting oneself into others’ shoes
and speaking the way others would speak to each other to get
connected: “The orchestra always prefers to have someone
they feel comfortable to work with.”
From playing in the orchestras as a pianist, he also learnt
that a conductor could be a distraction. “At times, I question
myself: am I following the ‘beat’, myself or the orchestra? If I
try to play with everyone else but I’m not with the conductor,
then what should I do? Here comes the problem – as a
conductor, instead of bringing all the musicians altogether,
he or she divides them. Instead, most orchestras in Europe
are trained as chamber groups. Whatever a conductor does,
the priority is to have every sound making members stay
together. If the conductor manages this well, everyone has
fun. Otherwise, the musicians will just ignore the conductor.”
As a savvy violinist who experienced a wide range of
orchestral settings, Kitty echoed, “It could be a kind of self-indulgence. It is a rare thing for a new conductor to come in and
to connect with the orchestra straightaway. Psychologically,
it’s the stick that we are connected to, but not the person. The
concert could go with the stick alone because everybody can
still count, reading the notes and making music – but that
would be a concert without magic. A concert having the magic is beyond the stick; there will be soul-to-soul connections.”
Jimmy added, “The hardest part is how to transfer the
person into the stick.”

8

He taught the Vienna Boys the same idea in case they
worked with someone new. The singers may be “led” here and
there. If in doubt, they all are well-prepared and confident
enough to be guided by the concertmaster and the music.
Above all, the audience will hear a coherent sound and that is
most important.
Nor should a conductor just dictate. “Sometimes, it
is necessary because the orchestra needs the information
such that they can pass on to the others. But it demands
skilful coordination for that to be effective: information
dissemination, processing and reaction etc. Some audience
wonder why the orchestra always plays after the beat or
the conductor appears to move before the orchestra makes
the sound. This is not a trick. In fact, every member of the
orchestra watches the information and then connects with
each other to play – that space is required. A good conductor
knows these things and gives time to present the information.”
The importance of preparation and thoroughly studying
the music should never be overlooked: “If I’m preparing
a recital as a pianist, I can’t just read the music. I have to
practise and memorise the music, hopefully not to even
make a mistake. Likewise, the conductor is expected to
be fully prepared.” He lamented that nowadays many only
prepare something, superficially, only the score, but lack
the background and depth of the piece of art itself and then
instruct people to do things. This is unfair to the ensemble.
His attitude is to study as much as possible such that he can
contribute to the group but not become a burden. People
should feel like they want the conductor there to assist. “The
orchestra will want to ask questions beyond what is already
known or has been done,” Kitty added.
“And the conductor doesn’t need to tell them obvious
things! My teacher often said, ‘Why does one have to point
out that there is a forte? It’s written!’ Perhaps you haven’t
worked hard enough to energise them to focus! You do it
only when you have to convey a specific sound that you
want,” Jimmy pointed out. Moreover, even in international
conducting competitions, he also witnessed that contestants
spoke about obvious things that tended to interrupt a
harmonious collaboration rather than to yield something
meaningful.
It is beneficial for a conductor to create an excellent first
impression to win an orchestra’s trust right at the beginning
but are there any shortcuts for that? “The first rehearsal is
always the most important. An inexperienced conductor
could be very nervous and feel intimidated. But pretending
or acting may not work. People will know but they won’t say
it straight to your face! It depends on the orchestra as well.
Orchestras with young people may be more receptive. For
SEPTEMBER 2018 | Vol. 4 No. 1 | Vantage 9

orchestras in Europe, the background of the members can
be quite mixed. But these things are everywhere; one just
needs to learn through experience to understand how to
deal with it.”
There are exceptions – he heard friends from toptier orchestras telling stories about making comments
to celebrated conductors like “I don’t think you should
conduct like this.” Nowadays, people tend to be reserved.
The conductor might think it was a job well done without
even noticing that the orchestra has a completely different
opinion.

Music As a Career, Anyone?
These days, Jimmy never runs short of meeting music
students from different countries around the world. He
advises students to think twice if they contemplate a
career in music. Opportunities are becoming scarce and
simply not available for everyone. To him, unfortunately,
many regard conducting as a last resort when they do not
seem to have a career of other things or are not capable of
playing other instruments to make a living.
For students from HK thinking of doing music
for the sake of music, Jimmy also tries to manage
expectations: “They have to realise that the international
standard is much more demanding: musicians will be
challenged on details such as the history and tradition of
the music and the ability in articulation.” He appreciated
that HK has a variety of concerts and operas with great
international artists to offer. At the same time, the general
musicianship of students is still far from the breadth and
depth he has seen in Europe.

Reflections on Music Education for HK
We noticed that parents in HK, generally speaking, prefer
their children to excel in academic performance and to
achieve a lot in music. It is understandable for such a desire in a densely populated city. But Jimmy saw the need to
encourage them to go to concerts and to prepare them to
be more open-minded and to put an emphasis on development beyond just the school or examination system to
be somebody ready for the competitive and ever-changing
world.
He also admitted that, for the boys in the Choir,
only a few of them have expressed interest to become

musicians. In one particular case, after four years with
the Choir, a soloist told Jimmy, “I want to be a lawyer or
a medical doctor. But music will always be a part of my
life.” It may sound a bit surprising given the effort spent on
daily practice, and the experience gained while working
with the most established international orchestras and
opera houses – there is a great deal of sacrifice here. In
comparison, we heard of cases in HK when music learners
were so driven to achieve academic results such that they
would stop once they passed a certain graded exam or
reached university. Music would then cease to play a role
in their lives. “I always tell parents the process of music
learning is fundamental for achieving excellence in other
things in life, whether their children become a musician or
not. For instance, they should understand what stamina is
about.”

Conducting Experience in Germany
Jimmy once worked as a Kapellmeister3 at Theatre
Freiburg in Germany. Interestingly, Freiburg, only half
an hour from Basel, was the same city from where the
missionaries of the German Lutheran Church came to
HK. “They befriended my father and used to talk to him
in Chinese. Now I speak to them in German!” he said.
In Germany, the majority of the orchestras are
supported by the government and they reside in their
corresponding opera houses, serving as the opera
orchestra of the theatre. There, the opera seasons
dominate, and the symphonic concerts come in between.
It differs from HK in that the symphonic concerts take
priority and the orchestras play operas occasionally if
needed. “This is the main difference which I wish HK
could manage. That is, to have an established opera house
and the orchestra plays operas as their core service and
concerts on the side,” Jimmy expressed.
Just like any promising conductors, Jimmy
conducted in the opera house and had regularly
conducted the orchestra for concerts including
symphonies, operas and other chamber music with
instrumentalists and singers. Being a Kapellmeister , he led
performances, assisting the singers to learn their parts and
on things affiliated with the theatre. Austrian conductor
Herbert von Karajan also began his career in this way.
Traditionally, by rehearsing with the singers as a répétiteur,

3 Conductor-in-residence. The role of Kapellmeister dated back to the time of Mozart and Bach, or even earlier. It has been a title given to musicians
who lead and organise an ensemble, whether in churches or in theatres or palaces. They write the music, play them and conduct the ensemble and
singers if needed.
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the Kapellmeister ended up learning the whole opera from
piano and then organising rehearsals with the orchestras
to come up with a new production.
Nowadays these responsibilities are divided between
different individuals. For example, the répétiteurs may
only work with the singers but they do not know how to
conduct or work with the orchestra. Conductors could be
asked just to come in, without integrating different parts
but learning the score by themselves.
However, Jimmy was not under pressure to create
productions for commercial purposes. In the Germanspeaking world, and most European orchestras and
theatres, what and how to produce and whom to hire were
decisions made collectively by a committee including the
orchestra, artistic director, concertmaster and even the
stage director. There is a big difference compared to the
system in HK. Conductors are supposed to be assertive
to achieve their way. But in Germany, it is difficult
for conductors, especially those who are young and
inexperienced, to direct the orchestra to do it their way,
even if it is their production.

Working in German Orchestra
Jimmy learnt lots of things about conducting at the
university in Vienna and, still, there were practical issues
that he had to learn through experience, sometimes
in a hard way. Could that be learnt by sitting through
rehearsals when the orchestra was working with other
conductors? Jimmy told us, “German orchestras do not
rehearse for Wiederaufnahme – ‘repeated performance’ or
the shows after première, unless it is a new production, in
which case the principal conductor may request a number
of rehearsals. For new conductors who are asked to dive in
straightaway to do a show, it takes their nerves. You need
someone who has gone through these situations to tell you
the tricks.”
“For the aspiring young generation of conductors in
HK, I would like to emphasise that conducting is not just
about standing up on stage and tell people what to play or
correct their mistakes. Here, in Europe – it’s a job and it’s
important to carry out it well,” he added.

Family First
The years in Germany were tough for the Chiang family.
“Anna’s family is in the US and mine in HK. We basically
started from scratch in Europe; it was like a new root for

us,” Jimmy said. Undeniably, it offered him and his wife,
Anna Baxter, soprano, the opportunity to be exposed to
the operatic world in Germany. Jimmy once worked at
Freiburg and Anna at Lübeck, while their young children
lived in Vienna, the city where they were born. The family
was so far apart that they only had very limited time to
even see each other. “For a year, my parents came to take
care of the children. But, even with that, I was worried as
the kids started showing signs of behavioural issues.” After
staying around two years in Germany, Jimmy and Anna
returned to Vienna without any immediate plans ahead.

Current Role at the Choir
In 2013, Jimmy was appointed the role of Kapellmeister
at the Choir and became the first Chinese conductor in
its five centuries of history. The role fitted Jimmy’s profile
perfectly. It has been a long tradition that it has to be a
pianist conductor who can both conduct and perform
with the Choir at the same time. It also caters well for
the family’s needs. His children are now members of the
Choir and they have the opportunity to travel with their
father and to enjoy touring around the world. The fact
that a parent is always there makes the children feel secure
and comfortable. In 2016, Jimmy made his Carnegie Hall
debut at the Stern Auditorium together with his older son
– something rather rare to happen for a music family!
“It’s a good thing to happen because I have learnt
many new things and I’ve grown through this job. As a
meaningful extension to orchestra and opera conducting,
which I used to do, I’m working with something more
fundamental – human voices and the fact that that they
are children, I am building the generation with my
experiences and concepts. The repertoire of the Choir is
diverse. For example, through working on the cappella
of Monteverdi, the motets with four-part harmonies,
I got better in listening to the woodwinds section in
an orchestra. I also felt that my piano playing style has
changed.”

About the Choir
Jimmy has now been working closely with the Choir
for several years, and his distinctive unique sound that
defined him emerged. “I always like to introduce new
works. With them, we have a wide range of repertoire,
from Gregorian chant to Michael Jackson. For both myself
and the Choir, it’s very important.”
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Two piano solo recitals presented by our dedicated young musicians
featuring favorite works by Bach, Scarlatti, Haydn, Beethoven,
Chopin, Liszt, Mendelssohn, Faure and Debussy

YMS 2018

Piano Solo Recitals
As the boys in the Choir are aged between ten and
fourteen, we wondered what will happen to them after these
years? In fact, it is only in the last decade that the Choir has
established its high school and now it has become a fullblown music high school, which offers normal academic
teaching but focuses on music and specifically on singing.
Before that, once the students’ voices changed, they had to
leave. “Those days, they would have to return to a normal
school. Obviously, it would be hard for them. That was
because they have spent quite some time singing instead
of studying academic subjects. Catching up became very
challenging.” There was also an impact from a psychological
standpoint – the choir members were used to being treated
like stars and prodigies but, all of a sudden, they had to
revert to live an ordinary life. Nowadays, these boys do not
necessarily have to leave their schoolmates. For them, study
with the people whom they are familiar with is an important
emotional support. The high school has female intakes and
there are mixed choirs such that they could continue to sing
for local performances.
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In August, the Choir will take summer residence in
Sekirn to prepare the programmes for the new season and
also to train the new Vienna Boys. It is situated at a charming
lakeside Wörthersee in the southern part of Austria. There is
lots of history there: Gustav Mahler was inspired to compose
some of his great symphonies at his house there. Johannes
Brahms spent some summer months at Pörtschach, on the
opposite side of the lake, where he wrote, along with other
major works, a symphony with the same name. Jimmy will,
of course, have to work there but it will also be a good time
for him to unwind: “It is difficult to find time for exercise but
there I like to hike in the mountains as high as possible and
swim – that gives me energy!”

Reiko Tokoyoda

Candy Lam
Recital I

Gwyneth Suen

Nicoletta Bien

Recital II

3pm 7.45pm

6 October 2018 Saturday

6 October 2018 Saturday

香港大會堂演奏廳（高座八樓）

香港大會堂演奏廳（高座八樓）

十月六日(星期六)
Hong Kong City Hall Recital Hall
(High Block 8th Floor)

Tickets 票價: $80 Free seating

不設劃位

十月六日(星期六)
Hong Kong City Hall Recital Hall
(High Block 8th Floor)
Tickets 票價: $80 Free seating

不設劃位

節目查詢 Programme Enquiries:
www.yms.hk | info@yms.hk | 5345 5235
票務查詢 Ticke�ng Enquiries: 3761 6661 daily 10a.m. to 8p.m.
門票於2018年8月24日開始在城市售票網發售
Tickets are available at URBTIX from 24 August 2018 onwards
信用卡電話購票 Credit Card Telephone Booking: 2111 5999
網上購票 Internet Booking: www.urb�x.hk
Mobile Ticke�ng App: MY URBTIX (Android and iPhone/iPad版 versions)

Produc�on:

Sponsor:

Organiser:

Concerts You Have Missed

1

2

A

Classic Chic Duo and Romer String Quartet
25 June 2018 | 7:30pm
Theatre, Sheung Wan Civic Centre, Hong Kong

4

3

Taiwanese violinist Tracy Janis Tu and cellist Janet Chien
joined Romer String Quartet for the first time in Hong
Kong for a chamber music evening. It was part of a series of
celebratory events for Romer’s 5th anniversary.

A Tale of Two Reeds
17 July 2018 | 8pm
Fringe Dairy, The Fringe Club, Hong Kong

Tu and Chien gave a dazzling presentation of the opening
of the programme – Kodály’s Duo for Violin and Cello from
1914. It was handled skilfully, especially with rapid changes
in tone colour.

The Fringe Club, an over-century old building right in the
heart of Soho in Hong Kong, holds concerts which seemed
to symbolise the fusion of classical and contemporary artistic
elements. The current programme fitted this theme very
well: it began with the trio for oboe, bassoon and piano by
Jean Françaix, followed by a transcription of Schumann’s Six
Studies in Canon form. The second half featured Piazzolla’s
Oblivion and concluded by Poulenc’s trio for oboe, bassoon
and piano.

The Hungarian folk-inspired tune then gave way to
Shostakovich’s trademarks in the next piece which followed.
Shostakovich String Quartet No. 1 in C major was melodic,
charming, delicate and energetic. This four-movement string
quartet was executed confidently by Romer.

Françaix produced many great works on wind instruments, particularly for the double reeds. This one was no
exception: the bright and playful melodies of this four-movement piece were very pleasant for the ears.

The programme ended with the vivid string sextet by
Tchaikovsky. The larger ensemble on stage, taking on a symphonic stature with a fine balance of intimacy and weight,
delivered a fuller and more passionate “Souvenir de Florence”
to the concertgoers.
B
A. (From left to right) Tracy Janis TU, violin; Janet CHIEN, cello.
B. Romer String Quartet (from left to right) Kitty CHEUNG, violin; Kiann CHOW, violin; Eric YIP, cello; Ringo CHAN, viola.
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1. Tony LIU, bassoon; 2. CHAU Lok-ting, piano; 3. Tinny CHEUNG, oboe;
4. Alan CHU, piano

Talented composer Theodor Kirchner was also wellknown as a proliferated arranger. Once, he was a discreet
lover of Clara Schumann in around 1860s. The original six
studies in canon form were written by Robert Schumann

for a pedalflügel or a pedal piano. They followed vigorously
canonical forms and yet manifested a natural and harmonic
combination. Kirchner had them re-arranged into a trio for
the piano, violin and cello, and musicians here adapted that
for the double reeds.
The Argentine tango Oblivion has been arranged into
many different versions, but it was still as refreshing as the
original. Poulenc’s 1926 three-movement trio was an animated charming chamber piece, certainly one of the favourites
for many double reed players. It was a grateful addition to
the programme, contrasting with the rest.
The concert venue offered a sense of cosiness and closeness with the performers. Perhaps that was why it attracted
many young audience – something delightful to see in the
world of classical music.

Kelly Kim (kelly@vantagemusic.org)
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A D ialogue with V irginia B lack
Cindy Ho & Sheung Lee | Hong Kong | June 2018
In June, pianist and harpsichordist Virginia Black visited Hong
Kong. We seized this opportunity to find out more about her and
her views about music.
* CHILDHOOD MUSIC INFLUENCE *
CH: I heard the main influence for you being a musician
was mainly from your parents, who were always interested in
performance.
VB: Yes, it really was to do with performance because they
enjoyed dancing, on ice in particular. My mother was a dancer and
teacher but my father was a businessman. However, they both loved
dancing together, both ballroom and ice-skating dancing, hence they
were performers. They encouraged my sister and me to go into the
worlds of theatre and music, respectively. I did the same as what any
aspiring pianist would often do – entering lots of competitions and
performing quite a lot early on. For me, it was between the age of ten
and sixteen.
CH: I’m curious as to why you chose the piano instead of other
instruments.
VB: I played the violin for a bit but winced at its sound: I hated it!
CH: Oh, no!
VB: And I wasn’t very good at it.
CH: But then, who introduced the piano to you?
VB: What happened was that there was a very famous teacher
in Birmingham (UK). My mother took me to a concert where all her
students, little children, played concertos with an orchestra. And I
thought, I wanted to do that.
CH: Ah, that was the principal inspiration.
VB: Yes. Then I went into my first competition when I was close
to nine years old. I just loved playing to people and was thrilled with
the applause – I am sure you know the feeling! Those were the
big influences. I had decided that I would definitely play the piano
thereafter.
CH: You practised a lot in those days?
VB: I did, in order to get to the Royal Academy of Music
(“Academy”), and I got a scholarship, which was difficult to achieve.
CH: Was the practice more driven by your parents or selfmotivated?
VB: My parents were very happy to support what I was doing even
though they didn’t have a clue about the basics.
CH: So, it was mainly from within yourself; that is really precious. I
heard that you still practise five hours per day.
VB: Yes. I do practise a lot. It’s my way of doing things.
CH: And if you still want to perform…
VB: Yes, that’s the only way. But it’s my passion and really what I
love doing.
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CH: How about practice when you come to Hong Kong to be an
examiner?
VB: Well, just to keep things going, I often practise during lunch
breaks and before the exams start when it’s not the same as my
usual routine.
CH: You come to Hong Kong around six weeks per year during the
exam period?
VB: Yes, that’s right. With two days off each week, I hire a studio
to practise.
* AT THE ACADEMY *
CH: Could you share a bit about your time at the Academy?
VB: It was wonderful that when I went to the Academy I had some
marvellous teachers. One of whom was Gordon Green, who taught
John Ogdon and many other very fine pianists. At the same time, I
started learning to play the harpsichord. I always loved its sound and
was interested in it. I listened to Wanda Landowska, but she was not
my most favourite harpsichordist in the UK. George Malcolm then
taught me for a short time at the Academy.
CH: Both of them taught you?
VB: Yes!
CH: Were they the sources of inspiration for you for the
harpsichord?
VB: I was very encouraged by my harpsichord professor Geraint
Jones who was keen for me to do concerts for him. He was a
professional conductor and performer. I played the Brandenburg
Concerto No. 5 in Guildford Cathedral with the English Chamber
Orchestra, which was a great experience for me at a young age at
that time.
CH: It was fantastic that your teacher was a conductor.
VB: Also, while I was a student, I played my debut recital at
Wigmore Hall; that went really well. In those days, the critics actually
went to the concerts. I was extremely lucky to have very good
reviews in three of the major newspapers – this helped my career
enormously.
CH: Was the Wigmore debut followed by the Southbank debut?
VB: I played many concerts at the Southbank in all three halls,
Purcell Room, Queen Elizabeth Hall for concertos and Royal Festival
Hall for a live broadcast and for a piece written for me by the
composer Michael Nyman.
I did a lot of concerts all over the world, including the Prague
Spring International Music Festival – a very big day for me! I played
in Paris several times at a summer festival there. I performed in
Germany as well.

CH: How amazing! How was the performing career scene in those
days? It seems to me that it’s more competitive nowadays.
VB: I was lucky that I was playing the harpsichord at the time
when original authentic baroque instruments were being made. The
harpsichord as a solo instrument wasn’t really that known – there
were Wanda Landowska and George Malcolm but there wasn’t
much else. You could say that one of my colleagues, Trevor Pinnock,
and I developed a different way of playing the harpsichord, which
had a lot to do with tiny amounts of rubato, articulations and overholding notes to make a singing sound. The technique to make the
harpsichord sing is very difficult but it was also very exciting.
CH: Was that an era when people began to explore harpsichord
music?
VB: Yes. And people began to go to harpsichord solo concerts.
Before that, the harpsichord had always been known as that tinkly
sound which kept playing at the back of the orchestra. That wasn’t
my scene; I didn’t want to do that.
CH: In that regard, you were a pioneer!
VB: Yes, exactly! Actually, Principal Jonathan Freeman-Attwood
did address me as a pioneer when I left the Academy. I had almost
forgotten!
* ON HARPSICHORD TECHNIQUES *
CH: You mentioned in the radio interview that one of the
challenges of playing on a harpsichord is to create the illusion of
making the loud and the soft. Given the instrument’s limitation, how
can you make it more moving compared to an interpretation on the
piano?
VB: You can do what I call the mini-rubato, the tiniest amount of
movement within a bar, within a beat even; it can suddenly sound
much more expressive and actually, as I mentioned before, overholding notes is more than legatissimo, it is holding down two notes
at once but releasing the first one before progressing to the next
one.
CH: Was it a new technique you developed?
VB: It comes with your wish to make the instrument as expressive
as possible. If you listen to some of my recordings playing the
harpsichord, that’s what I’m trying to do.
CH: This technique, the rubato…
VB: And the articulation – you can make an accent easily by
shortening the note just before it. It’s a lot to do with the air between
notes that make something musically clear. It’s a different musical
language.
CH: It sounds quite difficult to me!
VB: It’s actually very difficult. But my students at the Academy
did well, they caught the idea. Because it’s such a challenge. One
of the reasons that I wanted to go back to the piano, which I did,
was because, in my harpsichord performance classes, we say all the
time, “No pianist would ever know the amount of effort we put into to
making a phrase on a harpsichord, in making it sing, making musical
sense and making a shape”. Going back to the piano, there are many
things that it can do but that a harpsichord can’t – you can get louder

and softer and use the pedal!
CH: That’s much easier!
VB: Yes. The thing that isn’t easier is of course all the ornaments.
The Rameau pieces have particularly difficult ornaments – my CD of
these pieces played are coming out in September by the way.
CH: When I was listening to your other interview, it struck me that
when we play baroque music we tackle it from a pianist’s perspective
nowadays and think of it with lots of interpretations and articulations.
VB: And that’s the trouble. Pianists often think they have to imitate
the sound of a harpsichord, which is absolutely not what we want.
For instance, the second movement of Bach’s first partita, that’s
where we will be over-holding for the first beat and then gradually
making the notes slightly disconnected in order to get the feeling of
an up-beat on the fourth beat. I heard participants played that in an
international competition with every single note short – it sounded
terrible! Because they thought that sounded like a harpsichord! Every
harpsichordist would be desperately holding on and making it sing
and all the rest of it.
But what came from my harpsichord playing is that you don’t need
to make every single detached note exactly the same. You can have
very long detached notes for the first within a bar or a short one for
the end of the bar. As in the G major French suite, a courante, what
we do at the harpsichord is to over-join the first two beats and then
detach, just very slightly, the semiquavers in the third beat to bring
about the feeling of dance. There are many other examples.
CH: So how do we decide what notes to join and what to detach
on the piano?
VB: Well, obviously, you can’t join all the notes together, or
otherwise there’d be no shape. But it depends. You do join notes
together if they are consecutive. It’s the melody that sings. But, if it’s
an accompaniment or a broken chord, detached is better. So, for the
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methodical piano students, who go as far as detaching them, they
need to go one step further and choose among an infinite choice of
detached notes to give it more shape.
I enjoy giving lectures on playing baroque music on a piano –
that is what most pianists find difficult: What to do, how to articulate
and how to shape the phrases. I can talk about how I play it on
harpsichord and how one switches to the piano while keeping the
shaping that works for the music.
CH: Our readers would love to hear this!
VB: It is rewarding to see how this subject interests piano
teachers. I’ve spoken in conferences to piano teachers about these
difficulties.
CH: Many of my students have asked how they should do that.
They only listen to recordings and their understanding is limited. They
don’t know the reason behind why things are done in certain ways
and they just imitate.
VB: Same with the masterclasses. I usually play at the end,
because it’s no good to just talk about “this is how you do it” – they
need an actual demonstration.
* ON PLAYING NEW REPERTOIRE *
CH: Nowadays, you return to the piano with the repertoire you
have learnt on the harpsichord mainly. Do you explore new repertoire
now?
VB: Yes. My younger son, Oliver Davis, is now a renowned
composer, particularly famous in the ballet world, where he writes
music and has been commissioned. For instance, just recently, the
San Francisco Ballet commissioned him. He’s written new pieces for
me.
CH: He’s into the ballet music, possibly because of influences of
his grandmother?
VB: It’s in the genes, I’d imagine. He just writes in the style that
fits the ballet. People have choregraphed to his music and he’s also
been commissioned to write.
Now, for me, going back to Beethoven is new. I look forward
to playing the Tempest. Afterwards, I’ll be playing in Italy for two
concerts. Each of these programmes will end with two other
Beethoven sonatas – the Pathétique and Op. 110.
CH: I learnt the Op. 110 at the Academy and it was a big struggle
for me.
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VB: It’s a huge piece but it’s wonderful. The fugue towards the
end is particularly difficult.
CH: Also, the slow movement… I think I was too young to handle
that at that time.
VB: Perhaps you needed to be more mature. It’s almost
otherworldly – Beethoven was deaf at this time of writing.
CH: Do you still remember what you played for your final recital at
the Academy?
VB: I played the Italian Concerto, Scarlatti and Rameau.
CH: All on harpsichord?
VB: Yes. By that time, I was offered work as a harpsichordist.
CH: Do you still remember how you felt about your final recital? It
was the hardest recital I’ve ever had in my life.
VB: Absolutely. Harpsichordists do play with music but pianists
don’t. I spent my entire harpsichord career playing with music. Now,
I still play with music. But in my final recital, which was a lot longer
than they are now, I had to play the entire programme from memory,
which I did. But it was always the Bach which was the most difficult
thing to remember in the programme, together with all the baroque
music.
* MUSIC RECORDINGS *
CH: Apart from solo repertoire, do you play chamber music?
VB: No. I only ever played with my late husband. But I do play
concertos.
CH: Mostly Bach?
VB: Yes.
CH: What recording did you make with your late husband?
VB: Mozart sonatas. We played all the Bach duo sonatas as well,
some were recorded by the BBC. He was the leader of the Alberni
String Quartet and he also played the baroque violin with me,
broadcasting for the BBC in the past.
CH: We saw your recording in Apple Music, Mozart sonatas,
Scarlatti and you mentioned earlier that a Rameau will be released in
September.
VB: Yes. It’s with the record company now. It was recorded last
year but there has been a bit of delay. There are Mozart piano
sonatas coming as well.
CH: So, you are very active even in recording music!
VB: Yes!

* MUSIC STUDENTS NOWADAYS *
CH: You have been teaching at the Academy for a very long time.
Have you noticed any differences in the way the students behave
over the years?
VB: Within the top bracket, they get better and better. I was
running the postgraduate scene. Audition-wise, I do a lot of the interviews after they’ve done the performance and it’s amazing that the
marks go up every year. I can’t explain why the level just keeps going
up. Every year, we say, “My god. This is even better than last year!”
CH: I suppose this applies to all other instruments as well?
VB: Yes.
CH: The standard is going up. Just like the kids I’m teaching,
compared to when I was a young student, their standard is much
higher now.
VB: I’d agree.
* EARLY MUSIC MOVEMENT *
CH: What do you think about the Early Music Movement now? Any
comments?
VB: I think sometimes the idea of we “must play it authentically”
or “must play it correctly from the historical performance point of
view” can sometimes drive the music out of the performance. Without
rubato or vibrato it can sound very dead. Music is music; think of a
voice: that has vibrato and what’s wrong with that? Nothing! Emma
Kirkby actually sings with a very pure sound but it isn’t without vibrato
and it’s the same for instruments, in my opinion.
* TEACHING IN GENERAL *
CH: Can you share with us your experience on teaching?
VB: I did like giving performance classes on harpsichord at
the RAM, and I give many masterclasses. There is so much you
can achieve with a student, even in twenty to thirty minutes. You
obviously can’t mention everything, but you can pick out two or
three things and help the performer with these points. I’m sure you
did masterclasses or performance classes, where somebody said I
want you to do that like this. It’s quite hard to change and it has got
to be with certain level of intelligence and expertise. But you may
change technical things or even bigger things very quickly, be it the
tone production, how you use your fingers, your hand, your wrist,
arm weight, wrist staccatos, finger staccatos and many other points
of technique. You can appeal to the audience even if it’s just to play
out and to communicate more musically. When I’m confident it does
sound a lot of better – I can say to the audience, “Listen for that; isn’t
it different?”
CH: For a performer, how important do you think teaching is?
Personally, I think we advance much at the same time as we teach.
VB: I think you learn a huge amount from teaching. When you
were young, you started out with teaching, you looked at how someone played something and wondered why they couldn’t play that.
Was it that difficult? That developed your whole process of analysis
and troubleshooting, e.g. let’s do it like this, feel this; it might be
technical, mental; sometimes it was just a confidence issue. To say
something good because the student did such and such could make

enormous influence. I’m sure, with your teaching, being praised for
what’s good helps your student along. Because, after all, students
don’t have all that much confidence and they need to be reassured
they are succeeding. Sometimes teachers don’t praise their students
enough, I feel. More open discussion – do you want to play it or compare this and that – is preferred rather than a dictatorial approach.
* ENHANCING TEACHING *
CH: For a lot of readers who are teachers, do you have any
recommendations to enhance their teaching?
VB: Enhancing the teaching is about enhancing the practice
and giving them motivation. If a student is struggling, it could be
repertoire orientated. Choose a piece which is not graded and not
too difficult for them, saying it is to improve their expressive playing
and singing tone, that might help. One thing that is difficult to teach
but quite essential is sight-reading. If the students get in to the mode
of getting Grade 1 distinction, followed by Grade 3 with a reasonable
merit, and thereafter they just learn the pieces for the exams and by
the time they get to Grade 5 with a low pass, they start failing… I’ve
been examining here a lot; there are often failures at Grades 7 or 8
because there hasn’t been enough of general musicianship going on.
Just learning the pieces for the next exam won’t be sufficient. One
has to do lots of different repertoire and sight-read the pieces that
they are going to learn next very slowly with all the information that
needs to be given oneself in every bar. Obviously, sight-reading has
to be done very carefully and very slowly to avoid learning the wrong
things. We know that it is ten times more difficult to put it right when
they’ve learnt it wrongly – they simply go on with their mistakes.
The favourite technique with practice is slow practice, really slow
practice.
CH: This is the only way.
VB: Right! Practising technique is also what I talked about a lot.
Slow practice, practice in tiny bits from one bar line to the next, or
from one phrase to the next, then adding two-bar phrases together,
finally integrating that musical sentence into the rest of the piece, this
all can add up to an accurate and confident performance. Again, it’s
quite complicated, but of course, once the students realise it works,
they will be happy to keep going. I can demonstrate how they can
learn to play something quickly with slow practice whereas they
could have learnt that for weeks but yet to get it right.

Although it was a short one-hour conversation with Virginia,
we could feel her great passion in music performance, learning
and education. During her stay in Hong Kong, she had given a
masterclass to University students and then played in a full recital
with newly-learnt repertoire. Afterwards, she will have concerts in
Italy and other music recordings – we were simply amazed by how
much energy she had in order to pursue all these. This is a truly
lifelong music career!
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A na lys i s

Unpacking the B minor fugue from WTC 1

L

ast year I asserted that by one measure of statistical count, the second book of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier (WTC) is more chromatic
than his first book. I now wish to make a correction to that assertion: WTC 2 appears to be more complex than WTC 1, because in
WTC 1 much of its complexity is incomprehensible and hence rendered non-existent. My hunch is still that WTC 2 is on a general level
more advanced than WTC 1, but there are instances in the first book where the chromaticism is mind-blowing, and the best examples can be
found in the B minor fugue, BWV 869/2. Consider the following passage:
Ex.1
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alterations had to be made to the answer to maintain the integrity of B minor, though in an imaginary scenario, an answer that modulates from
IV-I would probably sound smoother.
Ex.4
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Ex.2
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E minor

E minor

A major

Perhaps both problems are results of a structural feature of the subject, as it is one that modulates to the dominant. If the subject
modulates from I-V and the answer, in an unaltered version, modulates from V-II, the sense of the overall tonic of B minor will be lost. Therefore
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appoggiaturas

B minor

6



Secondly, the answer starts in the dominant (F-sharp minor), with the F-sharp minor key established as a new tonic by the first two
beats of bar 3. The appearance of the C-natural in the third beat drastically undermines the stability of the tonic triad, because by lowering the
C-sharp to C-natural, the F-sharp minor harmony loses its perfect 5th and becomes a diminished triad, and hence also losing its function as a
tonic. In and of itself, it is common to undermine a newly established tonic to facilitate quick modulations, but that is usually done by lowering
the leading note, as can be seen from bars 41-43 in Ex. 3. In comparison to the standard practice of lowering the leading note, the lowering of
the dominant is akin to opening Pandora’s Box.
Ex.3

 




The left hand part starting from bar 3 to bar 6 is the tonal answer of the fugue subject. This fugue subject is famous for using all
twelve pitches of the chromatic scale, though the C-natural is missing in the tonal answer version of the subject. That C-natural seems to be put
back into the picture by the countersubject in the right hand in bar 3, highlighted in red, but it is also the first of several instances in this fugue
where one might feel puzzled about the direction to which the music leads. The reason is two-fold. Firstly, there isn’t a straightforward way
to explain the dissonance between the highlighted C-natural and the minor 9th it forms with the B in the bass; it is not a passing note, nor an
escape note. The best explanation I can come up with is that it is as an anticipation to an implied diminished 7th harmony on the fourth beat, as
shown below.
anticipation




By starting the answer in the subdominant (E minor), we can also bring back the C-natural to the fugue subject as a non-offensive
submediant and complete the twelve pitches of the chromatic scale, bypassing the problematic dissonance encountered in the F-sharp minor
example. However, having stuck to the F-sharp minor version, Bach seemed to carry on making a feature of the lowered dominant, as shown
by the second highlighted notes in Example 1. If the reader has a piano at hand, I would recommend playing the passage in Example 1 out loud.
The second C-natural produces a puzzling effect that is almost a carbon copy of the first one. It could have been averted by treating the E in
bar 7 as a C-sharp minor harmony instead of E minor:
Ex.5
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Ex. 5a is Bach’s version; 5b averts the C-natural, using its enharmonic B-sharp as the leading note to C-sharp minor, though the
resulting figures are less sumptuous than Bach’s version; 5c makes less alterations than 5b, but would be grammatically incorrect. Ex.6 below
is an even more emphatic case of the lowered dominant as it comes right after a strong perfect cadence into F-sharp minor, followed by an
almost identical figure from Ex.5.
Ex.6
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F-sharp diminised triad

  

F-sharp minor: V

       
Lowered leading note of E minor

    

  

 

I
E minor

B minor

Another way to understand the extraordinary nature of the lowered dominant is to consider its function. As seen in Example 6, the
scale at the start of bar 24 (F-sharp, G, A, B, C) outlines the F-sharp diminished triad, which functions as chord ii in E minor. Our expectation of
a perfect cadence at the end of bar 23 going into bar 24 is hence subverted as we are shifted to an entirely unrelated key which results in a
sense of incredulity. The latter half of Example 6 then continues modulating by conventional means, lowering the leading note of E minor from
2
D-sharp to D-natural and returning to B minor.
2
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My current assertion is that these moments of jaded modulation are traits of Bach’s earlier style, more often encountered in toccatas
(1704-1715) and English Suites (c.1715), but this claim will need to be substantiated, and the B minor flute sonata BWV 1030, if its date of 1735 is
to be trusted, would prove to be an exception. Nevertheless, the closest example from WTC 2 that can be compared to the B minor fugue here
is the G-sharp minor fugue, BWV 887/2:
Ex.7
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D-sharp minor

G-sharp minor fugue, Book 2, BWV 887/2
The chromatic line at the top is the second fugue subject of this double fugue. Disregarding the chromatic passing notes, most of the
chord progression here seems normal, except from the interrupted cadence going into bar 83 that ended up on a raised chord vi, which starts
a circle of fifths that eventually leads back to G-sharp minor. A more conventional cadence would land on E major instead of E-sharp minor:
Ex.8
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VI

For all its ‘turgidity’ and ‘confusion’ though, one cannot deny the depth that lies within the B minor fugue, and its masterful touch
is that the moments of extreme harmonic instability is balanced out by placidly diatonic episodes such as the one that immediate follows the
extract of Example 6:
26
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4 Nov 2018 (Sun) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Feature Concert IV:
Song is Being
Ho Sze Kwong, Kwun Tong

28 & 29 Sep 2018 8pm
A National Day Concert: Butterfly Lovers & Long March
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

9 Nov 2018 (Fri) 8pm
Albert Lau Piano Recital
Recital Hall, Hong Kong City Hall

13 Oct 2018 (Sat) 8pm
Juilliard String Quartet
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

9 Nov 2018 (Fri) 8pm
Night at His Fingertips: Jan Lisiecki in Recital
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Rehearsal Room, LG1/F, Run Run Shaw Tower, HKU

13 Oct 2018 (Sat) 8pm
Songs before Sleep: Vocal recital by Dominique Chan,
Marcus Choy and Sheung Lee
Recital Hall, Hong Kong City Hall

9 & 10 Nov 2018 8pm
Discover Baroque
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Auditorium, Sha Tin Town Hall

14 Oct 2018 (Sun) 8pm
Flute Recital by Angus Lee
Theatre, Hong Kong City Hall

10 & 11 Nov 2018 7:30pm / 2:30pm
2018 Taiwan Arts Festival: Sunlight after Snowfall
Grand Theatre, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

14 Oct 2018 (Sun) 3pm
Bach’s Viola da Gamba Music Concert
Presented by Early Music Society of Hong Kong
Lecture Hall, Sheung Wan Civic Centre

11 Nov 2018 (Sun) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Feature Concert V:
Gala Concert
Ho Sze Kwong, Kwun Tong

18 Oct 2018 (Thu) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Feature Concert I:
NOVA X Mélanie Genin
Ho Sze Kwong, Kwun Tong

13 Nov 2018 (Tue) 1pm
Piano duet concert by Elena Chiu and Albert Lau, piano
Music@City, City University of Hong Kong

20 Oct 2018 (Sat) 3pm
Trumpet & Trombone Brass Concert
The Celeste Series
All Saints’ Cathedral, Mong Kok
21 Oct 2018 (Sun) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Feature Concert II:
Quarter
Ho Sze Kwong, Kwun Tong
27 Oct 2018 (Sat) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Feature Concert III:
Victoria Consort
Ho Sze Kwong, Kwun Tong
27 & 28 Oct 2018 8pm / 3pm
Hello Harry, Halloween!
Auditorium, Tsuen Wan Town Hall
30 Oct 2018 (Tue) 1pm
Song recital by Frankie Liu, tenor, and Sheung Lee, piano
Music@City, City University of Hong Kong

These episodes, with their beauty in simplicity, might actually be more memorable than the fugue subject itself, and together with the
3
episodes from the A-flat major fugue (BWV 862/2) they are another feature that one would struggle to find comparisons in WTC
2.
Stephen Hung
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23 Sep 2018 (Sun) 3pm
Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier by Angela Hewitt, Book II
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

19 & 20 Oct 2018 8pm
JAAP | Brahms & Tchaikovsky
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

		
This example of the G-sharp minor is similar to the B minor fugue in that the expected E major chord in bar 83 as shown
in Ex.8 is subverted and shifted to an E-sharp minor chord, but since it is part of an interrupted cadence, and the function of the interrupted
cadence is, to interrupt or to deceive, and therefore the unexpected shift to E-sharp minor only augments that role and not diminish it. In
contrast, the B minor fugue seems to be the type of music that would be considered “turgid and confused” by Johann Adolph Scheibe in his
notorious criticism of Bach in 1737. Therefore, I would say that Bach had always been drawn towards extreme chromaticism; the difference in
practice between the two books of WTC might not lie in how much chromaticism is used, but in what context and to what effect they are used.

Ex.9

Concert Diary (Hong Kong)

1 Nov 2018 (Thu) 7:30pm
Viennese Legacy - Concert II
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University
of Science & Technology
2 & 3 Nov 2018 8pm
New Vision Arts Festival 2018: Buddha Passion
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

14 Nov 2018 (Wed) 1pm
Oboe and piano duo recital by Tinny Cheung, oboe, and
Stephen Hung, piano
Music@City, City University of Hong Kong
16 & 17 Nov 2018 8pm
Mahler Symphony no. 7
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
22 Nov 2018 (Thu) 7:30pm
Viennese Legacy - Concert III
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University
of Science & Technology
27 Nov 2018 (Tue) 8pm
RTHK Chamber Players Inaugural Concert
The Celeste Series
All Saints’ Cathedral, Mong Kok
30 Nov & 1 Dec 2018 8pm
Max Richter Plays Max Richter
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
5 Dec 2018 (Wed) 8pm
Kissin Plays Liszt
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
14 & 15 Dec 2018 8pm
YU LONG | Scheherazade
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
23 Dec 2018 (Sun) 3pm & 8pm
A Harry Little Christmas
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
30 & 31 Dec 2018 8pm
A Viennese New Year
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
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TH: Ah - yes, the Neuhaus school. Richter came out of his class…
DT: Yes. Richter, Gilels, Teodor Gutman, Lev Naumov, Radu Lupu.
TH: Neuhaus is of course absolutely legendary. If you could put
into words, are there any particular lessons or ideas that you carry
with you when you approach music today?
DT: Yes, I think it’s the attention to detail and the focus on the
compositional side for me that makes a big difference. I’m also
a composer when I have the time. I think that might sometimes
help. When I was in Cleveland, Sergei Babayan would suggest
improvising in the spirit of a piece. Let’s say, take the beginning of
the piece and then try improvising in different directions. So, in
that way, you get very accustomed to the core of what the work is
but at the same time, take some freedom within it.

DAN I I L
TR I F O NOV

TH: Like extemporising on a motif?
DT: Yes. Let’s say take first four or eight bars of a piece and then
keep playing with it by taking the same phrase of music but trying
out different colours and different emotions. The emotional part
of the piece is very important. As a composer, myself, I feel that
there is always a reflection of inner emotions especially with the
Romantic composers.

Tamami Honma | California | June 2018

© Dario Acosta

TH: If you could take yourself back a few years, what was one
of your favourite musical discoveries that helped you realise that
playing music was your passion in life and the thing that you really
wanted to do?
DT: Well, I think for every person, there is a particular composer
that makes you have a connection. And in my case, it was Alexander
Scriabin, the Russian composer of the late 19th and early 20th
century. I first heard his music when I was eleven or twelve years
old.
TH: Who was the pianist you were listening to?
DT: Well, actually it was my teacher. I was studying in Moscow
24 Vantage | SEPTEMBER 2018 | Vol. 4 No. 1

DT: Yes, actually, that was probably the moment when I felt music
had an extra important role in my life.
TH: It’s something you couldn’t live without.

C O N V ER S AT I O N
W ITH

The Russian pianist, Daniil Trifonov has in recent years blazed a
trail as one of the world’s leading young musicians particularly
for his expressive fiery performances but also as a composer.
He recently played Rachmaninov’s Third Piano Concerto in San
Francisco with Michael Tilson Thomas and the San Francisco
Symphony. Prior to the concert, US correspondent and fellow
pianist, Tamami Honma, caught up with him to talk about his life
and approach as a musician.

TH: So listening to the Bach’s while you were recovering, you
missed playing so much you had the incentive to return to it with
renewed enthusiasm?

with Tatiana Zelikman. She asked me to learn some Scriabin pieces.
Before that, I’d already been playing some Chopin and Scriabin
has a lot in common with Chopin’s music, so, to me, it was really a
transition. And of course, when I started hearing music of Scriabin,
I started exploring his other works not only for the piano but also
for the orchestra. His orchestral work The Poem of Ecstasy became
one of my favourite classical works to this day. I guess for every
person, it’s different, but in my case, it was Alexander Scriabin.
TH: This is a fascinating answer. For people not so familiar with
Scriabin, the works that come to mind are Vers la flame, and the
wonderful Black Mass and White Mass piano sonatas. Speaking of
your piano teacher, what do you think is the best advice you have
gotten musically that has helped you get where you are today?
DT: Well, I had two teachers, one was in Moscow, Tatiana
Zelikman from my music school and then later, I continued my
education in Cleveland with Sergei Babayan. Of course, they both
are very unique musicians. Both are representatives of the Russian
school of music. I remember they both paid a lot of attention to the
colours in music and how they could offer insight. They are both
descendants from Heinrich Neuhaus who was one of the great
mentors who used to teach in Russia in the 20th century.

TH: Do you consider yourself in the line of the Romantic
composers?
DT: Well, that is what I have been concentrating on most. I was
studying the music of Chopin, Schumann and Scriabin. These have
been the most relevant in my repertoire. Also, I feel that what
makes music most close to the theatre, are the dramaturgical
capabilities of music. So in this sense the piano is an instrument to
create certain emotional soundscapes.
TH: Scriabin is of course full of emotional colours. Besides
Scriabin and the influence of your teachers, is there anything else
you can remember that set you on your musical path?
DT: Well thinking back, what was formative for me was actually
a period when I wasn’t able to play. That happened when I was 13
years old, I was walking to a lesson during winter. In Moscow, there
was lot of snow and I slipped on ice and I fell down and actually my
left hand was broken. This caused me not to be able to play for six
weeks when I had the plaster and then several more weeks to get
back into shape. So I couldn’t practise and then I started listening
more to the music. I was listening to lots of Bach actually.

DT: Well, yes, not for a long time at least!
TH: Besides your teachers, were there any particular artists you
liked to listen to?
DT: When I was studying in Moscow, my teacher there Tatiana
Zelikman used to give me a lot of recordings of masters from the
20th century, such as Alfred Cortot, Vladimir Horowitz, Vladimir
Sofronitsky, Artur Schnabel, Glenn Gould and many others.
TH: How about Dinu Lipatti - do you like his Bach recordings?
DT: Yeah, of course, Dinu Lipatti as well, and Ignaz Friedman.
TH: They are perceived as having been much freer in those days.
Their more liberal Romantic style has gone out of performance
practice today some say, but there are those who still draw
inspiration from their more radical interpretations.
DT: Well, I don’t know, I wouldn’t compare them to now, but these
were the things my teacher used to recommend me to listen to. So
those were the recordings I grew up with.
TH: We know that you have been busy composing music including
writing your own piano concerto but looking say 10 years or 20
years ahead of you, what are some other projects, or some goals in
mind?
DT: Well, there is, of course, a lot of repertoire that I want to
learn and just recently I have a new project working on music from
different periods of the 20th century in chronological order. There
are so many gems in the 20th century music that haven’t yet made
it into the wider repertoire.
TH: Will this be combined into a recording project as well?
DT: Currently, it’s just a recital project. I do have recording
projects for other repertoire. One of them includes the complete
Rachmaninov concerti which I have recently finished with the
Philadelphia Orchestra. This project took about 4 years to complete,
working on one concerto at a time, so several weeks ago, I finished
the last of these.
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TH: Can I ask you which is your favourite concerto out of the four?
DT: Oh, the fourth one! It is the most unusual language-wise. It
was when Rachmaninov seemed to go out of his comfort zone and
he explored other styles including jazz. It’s very innovative, even for
Rachmaninov.
TH: Which version did you use?
DT: The last one. Well, there was one last version but then
Rachmaninov recorded the concerto a few years after that when he
added a few more changes.
TH: So, are you taking those as well?

DT: Oh yes, I would agree with this.
TH: I think some of your approach to technique is a little bit
unusual, but I think it’s in aid of making the sound that you want
rather than being tied to a particular school of playing.
DT: Actually, once I did an experiment when I was studying at
Cleveland. This was back when smartphone apps started appearing.
One of the first apps I downloaded was a music recorder, and of
course, the quality of the microphones wasn’t good then. But
still when I got a better microphone I did a comparison of how
different playing touches look on the recording’s equaliser display.
I noticed that the smoother the approach of the keys, the more
gentle the line in the equaliser is. There are less sharp jumps in the
frequencies.

a day! I think Horowitz was guilty of practising by repeating over and
over a passage while he was reading a book at the same time, as if he
just had to program the passage into his fingers.
DT: Yes. I have done something similar sometimes when I had to
practise something technical and there was a good football match
going on. So I would watch the game while practising a difficult passage
but I wouldn’t suggest it as a good method in general!
TH: When you were young, were you disciplined in your approach
about practice or did you have to force yourself to do a certain amount
of practice?
DT: Of course back then both of my parents were musicians and they
would contribute to the discipline.

DT: Yeah.
TH: That’s good to know! Bringing us back to today, from your
perspective, when you hear students or people who aspire to be
pianists, listening to the way they play in competitions, what are
some things that you’d like to see changed or improved among
musicians today?
DT: Well, of course, going to concerts is a rare opportunity for
me. But of course, when there is such opportunity, it’s wonderful
to hear new works or new interpretations of familiar pieces. But I
would say, to me, music exists in the realm of other arts. Music is
never really a separate entity. It always has a certain relation with
other art forms, in paintings and in literature, and also even movies.
There are a lot of creative ideas in these realms that can be used
in music as well. So as a musician I would say it’s important not to
limit oneself to music but we should explore other art forms.
TH: I totally agree. Incidentally, I remember you have been much
quoted talking about practising under water.
DT: Well that was purely technical, of course. There are some
physical concerns for us as players in achieving a natural fluidity
and freedom in our motion. This is always a challenge.
TH: Well you have said that playing under water - or at least going
through the motion of playing - gives you a little bit more resistance
than doing the same thing in the air.
DT: It’s just that the way the piano is designed is not ideal for this
sort of thing. Of course, there should be some counterweight.
TH: My teacher also advocated that the piano could be an
obstacle. He suggested that when you first approach a piece of
music, read it through to get the first impression, and then conduct
the work, so you can hear exactly how you want to do it, with
nothing in between you and what the music is going to be.
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TH: Horowitz used flat fingers to achieve smoothness of touch. Do
you mean like that?

TH: So they would tell you, “You haven’t done enough practice today.
Go back and do more?”

DT: Yes but it’s not only through the hands that we achieve
minimal harshness in touch. That’s what made me explore
stretching and other physical activities like yoga that focus on
relaxing muscles, because this way it’s easier to achieve the sound I
seek if there is no tension.

DT: (laughing) Well, that could be an example. But later on, of course,
I was managing my time myself.
TH: I have children myself, and sometimes, I have a hard time getting
them to practise their instruments. If you were a father, what would
you say to encourage them to go practise?

TH: May I ask also how many hours you practise these days?
DT: It depends on of course. When I have a full day, when I’m
home, maybe 4 or 5 hours. On tour, it will be less.

DT: In my case, I think it was the music itself that was very
interesting to me. I liked listening to it and that inspired me to practise
it. So I would suggest listening to music and to great performances.
This can give an important source of inspiration.

TH: But when you were growing up?
DT: Well, that was the time when I would practise up to 8 hours,
but never more than that. A little bit less would be optimal.
TH: And did you break up your practice time, so that part of that
was technical or most of it was across several pieces?
DT: Well, with technical practice, I’m not sure how effective it
is when it is completely withdrawn from music. When practising
technically, it’s important to phrase and play with some
involvement in the music. I’d say even technical practising should
be emotionally involved because otherwise it becomes a separate
entity and in a performance, it might not work.
TH: And did you work on 3 or 4 pieces in one session or would you
work on one piece at a time?
DT: It depends but more often I’d concentrate on one piece.
TH: It’s nice to have these details because it’s more revealing than
simply finding out that people just sat there playing for many hours

TH: I saw in another interview you gave, someone had asked what do
you do for fun, and I thought that was maybe not the best question for
you, because it’s evident that music is your fun!
DT: Among other things, yes!
TH: Turning now to your interest in composing, in 2014 you
premiered your piano concerto in E minor. The New York Times
described your music as “unapologetically tonal” and perhaps
inevitably, your compositional style has been compared to Scriabin
and, of course, to Prokofiev and Rachmaninov. What do you think about
that kind of characterisation? Are those the kind of influences you
want people to hear or were you looking for something different?
DT: Well, I believe that what we hear during our initial upbringing,
of course, affects us a lot for the future. I grew up listening to lots
of Russian piano music. So the music of Rachmaninov and Scriabin
contributed a lot to forming my compositional ideas.
TH: It seems composers today face a difficult challenge because
most people don’t want to listen to atonal music, and yet, if you write

© Dario Acosta
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something tonal critics will complain it is simply derivative from
the great composers of the past. What do you make of this and in
particular the complaint about tonal music?

TH: Do you know the repertoire yet?
DT: I believe this is Rachmaninov’s Third Piano Concerto.

DT: I wouldn’t say I would worry about these comments. To me I
can only write music that is natural to me. I think every composer
should follow his or her own path. I think it’s always good to be true
to yourself.

TH: So your Rachmaninov project continues both in San Francisco
and then in China.

TH: How long did it take you to compose your piano concerto?

TH: So there’s the story about Horowitz who was playing
Rachmaninov Third for the composer himself. Horowitz had a
good sense of humour. He knew well the composer’s markings in
the score but in some cases deliberately did the extreme opposite.
Afterwards he asked Rachmaninov “what do you think of this?” and
the composer said, “Oh, it sounded great. That was a good idea!”.

DT: About a year and most of the time was actually spent on
orchestration, which is quite time consuming. It was also the very
first piece I had to orchestrate, so that was quite challenging.

DT: I don’t think it’s possible to get tired of Rachmaninov’s music!

TH: Is that something that you studied in Moscow?
DT: I studied composition both in Moscow and in Cleveland.
Largely there was an emphasis on orchestration and
instrumentation.

DT: Well, I find Rachmaninov actually contradicted himself a lot.
In his recordings of the second concerto, they have not much to do
with what he wrote in the score, both in terms of tempi and in terms
of dynamics. He wrote, for example, a lot of places with slow down,
and then in the same place in the recording, he actually speeded up!

TH: What plans do you have for future compositions?
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DT: Actually, in just couple of weeks, we will be premiering a new
work in a chamber orchestra version with Kremerata Baltica and
Gidon Kremer. This is a quintet for piano and strings that can also
be played in a chamber orchestra setting.

金恩娥 EUNA KIM

A 14-CONCERT SERIES
FEATURING CHAMBER MUSIC BY MOZART,
HAYDN, BEETHOVEN AND SCHUBERT
JUNE 2018 - MARCH 2020
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall
The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
Clear Water Bay, Hong Kong
7.30pm Free Admission
For more details, please visit:
h�ps://www.hkustcfa.net/
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DT: Well I have been in past years, playing certain repertoire that
is quite influential for me. For for example, Schnittke’s concerto
for piano and strings is a brilliant work and one of my favourite
concertos of the 20th century. So perhaps there are certain
elements from there as well.
TH: You’re coming next to San Francisco to perform. Do you have
any plans to go to Asia any time soon?
DT: Ah yes, I’m going to tour with Juilliard Orchestra and Babayan
this November, a tour in China.

DT: Well, things are always different when performed by a
different person, so I don’t think it makes sense to try to replicate
things exactly. There will be different ideas, it’s inevitable.
TH: I think some people say that the CD industry killed the
concert going audience, because there you’ve a perfectly controlled
sound experience with no mistakes. With the best playing why
would you go anywhere else? So for people who never go to live
concerts, because they listen to recordings or watch on YouTube,
what would be the thing you would say to them to get them excited
about going to concerts?
DT: Well, a great live experience, of course, surpasses what you
can hear on a recording. It is the same idea when you compare
watching football at home or at a stadium. It’s simply a different
experience. Live performance is live performance!

About the author: Tamami Honma is US correspondent for Vantage and an internationally acclaimed concert
pianist based in Saratoga, California. Ms Honma received her undergraduate degree at the Manhattan School of
Music in New York and received her Master’s Degree and subsequent honorary ARAM degree from the Royal
Academy of Music in London. She was a lecturer as a member of their academic faculty for a number of years
before moving to the US, where she maintains a full concert schedule while also running a private studio. She is
a distinguished faculty member at the Community School of Arts & Music and vocal coach at the San Francisco

Organiser:

Sponsor:

TH: And how would you describe the style of this piece?

TH: How do you feel about when people approach your music
saying someone will be playing your concerto one day, would you be
ok with them taking liberties?

Acknowledgement:

Conservatory of Music.

SEPTEMBER 2018 | Vol. 4 No. 1 | Vantage 29

Programme

Concert II
Sonata for Violin and Piano in G major K. 301
I.
II.

Allegro con Spirito
Allegro

T

he Sonata in G major K. 301 was the first of Mozart’s mature
sonatas for keyboard and violin. The title page of the work
bears a dedication to Maria Elisabeth, Electress of the
Palatinate - a region of southwest Germany - the origination of the
frequently used designation “Palatine Sonatas.” Written along with
at least four others in Mannheim, his inspiration for these works
came from earlier on his tour away from Salzburg while he and
his mother were in Munich in the fall of 1777. Mozart wrote to his
father explaining how he had come across a set of violin sonatas
by the Dresden Kapellmeister Joseph Schuster: “I send my sister
herewith six duets for harpsichord and violin by Schuster, which I
have often played here. They are not bad. If I stay on I shall write

Preview

thu

01 Nov 2018

Mozart (1778)

six myself in the same style, as they are very popular here. My main
object in sending them to you is that you may amuse yourselves à
deux.” What attracted Mozart to Schuster’s works was the greater
independence attained by the two instruments than had formerly
been the case. Mozart saw to it that his works also gave the violin
more of a soloistic role than he had done previously.
Unlike the Violin Sonata in C major K.296 we heard in the
previous concert, most of Mozart’s Mannheim Violin Sonatas are in
two movements. Despite its modest scale and with both movements
marked Allegro, this work sparkles with an unmistakable Mozartian
joie de vive from its very first opening bars to its conclusion.

Sonata No. 1 for Violin and Piano in D Major Op. 12 No. 1
Beethoven (1797-8)
I.
Allegro con brio
II.
Tema con variazioni: Andante con moto
III.
Rondo: Allegro

B

eethoven’s first violin sonata belongs to a set of three
published as opus 12, a grouping publishers favoured in those
days in order to showcase a more diverse range of styles than
would be possible with just one work. The set was dedicated to the
court composer Antonio Salieri, with whom Beethoven had studied
vocal composition. In writing these sonatas Beethoven clearly drew
upon the classical models advanced by Mozart. Beethoven had made
earlier unpublished attempts at the duo violin and piano sonata form
and had already written two sonatas for cello and piano, published
as opus 5. These first violin sonatas therefore came into existence
not out of a vacuum but after a good deal of labour and mental
preparation. While they are played much less often than some of the
later sonatas, they are still remarkable works of great strength and
integrity.
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Sonata No. 1 for Cello and Piano in F major Op.5 No.1
Beethoven (1796)
I.
Adagio sostenuto – Allegro
II.
Rondo. Allegro vivace

The work’s energetic first movement marked con brio
opens with a rising and falling fanfare motif, after which a quiet
opening theme prepares the ground for much scurrying, with the
instruments running up and down scales and rounding things off with
chordal outbursts. A second lyrical theme brings a sense of calm
once more but the antics return and at times Beethoven wanders off
into some surprisingly remote tonalities. The second slow movement
consists of a theme and variations. The highlight of the variations, of
which there are four, comes in the third, which, cast in minor mode,
makes use of rapidly changing dynamics to build dramatic tension.
The last movement, a playful and high spirited Rondo makes witty use
of off-beat accents in its main theme. The accented motif reappears
in the coda in muted form as Beethoven teasingly tries to lure
audiences away from anticipating the sudden fortissimo conclusion.

C

ellists, who are sometimes known to suffer from violinist
envy because so many more sonatas and concertos have
been written for the violin than cello, will be eternally grateful
to King Friedrich Wilhelm II of Prussia. In 1796 Beethoven visited
his court in Berlin and the King, who happened to be an amateur
cellist and patron of the arts, persuaded the composer to write
what turned out to be three masterful works for cello and piano
duo: The Variations on a Theme from Handel’s ‘Judas Maccabaeus’
and the cello sonatas Op. 5 No. 1 in F major and No. 2 in G minor.
The sonatas, in particular, were the first for cello and piano by any
composer worthy to rank with the Mozart violin sonatas and came
before Beethoven had even turned his hand to writing violin sonatas.
They also represented a significant advance in making keyboard and
string players more equal partners, although in these early sonatas
the most virtuosic passages are still for the piano.

introduction before breaking into a lively Allegro. Beethoven deploys
a similar scheme in both Opus 5 sonatas though his introductions
are altogether on a larger scale and more searching. The Sonata in
F major uses what Beethoven’s biographer Jonathan Swafford calls
“thematic reciprocity”, an idea Mozart had pioneered in his later
sonatas in which every important theme is stated twice once by the
keyboard and once by the string instrument. The culmination of this
thematic reciprocity occurs towards the end of the first movement
where Beethoven coalesces his forces to play the main theme in
octaves together. While the first movement explores a remarkable
range of moods and sonorities, the second movement is no less
surprising. Starting as a Haydnesque Rondo, the contrasting
episodes are striking: one sounds like a gypsy tune in the minor
mode while another begins with a double-stop bass drone in the
cello supporting some harmonic excursions on the piano.

Beethoven was keenly aware of the huge strides Mozart
had made in writing for piano and violin and may have had in mind
the plan for Mozart’s Violin Sonata in C major K. 303 (to be played
in Concert IV), which is in two movements but first starts with a slow

Beethoven performed these pieces with the famous French
cellist Jean-Pierre Duport for King Friedrich and as one modern day
cellist noted: “the two sonatas are full of exciting effects that would
have left the Berliners gasping.”

Concert III

thu
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Sonata for Violin and Piano in E flat major K. 302
I.
II.

T

Allegro
Andante Grazioso

he second of the sonatas written in Mannheim during Mozart’s
1777-78 tour with his mother is in two movements, a form
favoured by J.C. Bach. The opening downward triad, a kind
of inverted fanfare, in the first movement Allegro is answered by a
more relaxed idea which pianist Mischa Donat describes as Mozart
attempting to recreate the sound of the famous Mannheim court
orchestra, especially with the following long crescendo over a
repeated pedal-note, one of the orchestra’s trademark effects. The

Mozart (1777)

bright character of the opening stands in contrast with the darker
central section that briefly takes on a dramatic urgency with repeated
16th notes on the violin underpinning a sequence of uprising motifs
in the piano. The feeling of brightness soon returns but the following
Rondo is a stately Andante grazioso, that makes for an unusually
reflective mood for the concluding movement. There’s a yearning
sense of resignation in this movement that finishes by fading away
into nothing.
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Sonata No. 2 for Violin and Piano in D Major Op. 12 No. 2
Beethoven (1797-8)
I.
Allegro vivace
II.
Andante, più tosto allegretto
III.
Allegro piacevole

B

eethoven’s second violin sonata in the opus 12 set of three
dedicated to Antonio Salieri begins cheerfully with the piano
articulating the main theme while the violin provides a
bouncing accompaniment. Roles are soon reversed with the violin
taking the theme and the piano providing support. Thenceforth the
two instruments switch back and forth as if they were participating
in a conversation. The theme itself is very simple consisting of an
accented downward sequence of two note rising couplets, from
which Beethoven somehow spins a remarkable amount of ideas.
Mozart’s A major sonata for violin and piano may well have provided
inspiration for this Beethoven’s sonata, but a later theme first played
piano but then repeated with a building crescendo to fortissimo hints
at something more muscular in Beethoven’s style even though the
mood of this first movement remains generally light and delicate.

Grand Opening Concerts
Hong Kong City Hall | Hong Kong | June 2018

The second movement turns introspective with an opening
melancholic theme cast in A minor that then wanders off in new
directions taking us through C major and a central section in F
major before returning to variants on the opening theme. The finale
returns to the good natured mood of the first movement with a rondo
that stands somewhat in contrast with the more fiery rondos of the
two other sonatas in the Op 12 trilogy. Marked piacevole, meaning
“pleasantly”, there is nonetheless a brief but undeniably intense burst
of drama marked fortissimo at the centre of this movement, the kind
of digression that was criticised at the time as part of the composer’s
use of ‘forced modulations’ and ‘hostile entanglements’. Today it is
those many surprises in Beethoven’s writing that serve to spice up
our listening pleasure and remind us of what a remarkably inventive
composer he was.

1

Sonata No. 2 for Cello and Piano in G minor Op. 5 No. 2
Beethoven (1796)
I.
Adagio sostenuto – Allegro
II.
Rondo. Allegro vivace

B

eethoven wrote his two Op. 5 cello sonatas for King Friedrich
Wilhelm II of Prussia (see notes on Op 5 No. 1). Despite its
mere two movements, there is nothing small-scale about this
sonata. Beethoven’s austere and pathos-filled Adagio, dominated by
a descending scale pattern and marked by many dramatic pauses,
is just one of the ways in which Beethoven adds structural heft to its
first movement. This second sonata is also in two movements and
like the first sonata, features a slow introduction though this one

Wiener Konzerthaus | Vienna | July 2018

is longer and more complex with surprising silences near the end
that dramatically prepare us for the start of the Allegro. This faster
section of the movement features two contrasting themes – the first
in G minor, dramatic and full of angst, the second in relative B-flat
Major, leisurely and graceful. The second movement that follows is a
charming, lightweight, bucolic Rondo in G Major, written in a popular
style of a contre-danse, which anticipates the G-major Fourth Piano
Concerto in its light-hearted and rather playful mood.

About the author: Julian Brown is a writer and violinist based in Mountain View, California. Born in the UK, he lived for many

2

3

years in London and has performed in both London and the San Francisco Bay Area. He is the co-founder of the Cal Arte Ensemble, which performs numerous chamber concerts a year in the Bay Area, aiming to make great music available to a wider audi5

ence. He also serves as concertmaster for several orchestras including the Cambrian Symphony and the Palo Alto Philharmonic.
For more information see https://www.julianbrown.xyz.
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1. (From left to right) Evelyn Chang, piano; Cindy Ho, piano; Euna Kim, violin; Kitty Cheung, violin; Joanne Kim, cello; 2. Ana Topalovic, cello; 3.
(From left to right) Peter Felix Chan, music enthusiast; Jimmy Chiang, conductor, piano; 4. (The gentlemen) Tillmann Dönch, entrepreneur, concert
manager; 5. (The gentlemen) Christopher Rodgers, trombone.
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Student Submissions
Mussorgsky: Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks

T

he fifth piece in Pictures at an Exhibition is called Ballet of
the Unhatched Chicks. It has a promenade before the Ballet,
and it has a scary part. It is because the composer, Mussorgsky,
was still thinking about what happened in the fourth picture,
called Ox Cart, when walking towards the fifth picture.
The Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks has a special place in all
the pieces, with its clumsy, weird and light character. The
clumsiness comes from the hands mostly not being together.
Also, in the actual picture the two chicks are still in their eggs
but their hands and head come out. Wearing a shell is heavy and
awkward, so they will fall down easily. This also brings about
the weirdness of the music from its very angular melody.
Programme notes by Chun Ho Mak
(Participant in Vantage Music Academy’s
Writing Class)

***

Mendelssohn: Rondo Capriccioso Op. 14

F

elix Mendelssohn was born on 3 February 1809 in Hamburg,
Germany, and grew up in Berlin. The Mendelssohn family
held regular Sunday concerts at their house, so Mendelssohn
grew up with music all around him. He was a terrific pianist as
a child who started composing when he was 10 years old and
was a wonderful visual artist, teacher, organist and brilliant
conductor. He was also one of the most-celebrated figures of the
early Romantic period. Mendelssohn died at the age of thirtyeight on 4 November 1847 in Leipzig.

In 1825, whilst visiting Paris, the young Mendelssohn
encountered a 12-year-old piano prodigy called Delphine von
Schauroth. Mendelssohn met her again in Munich in 1830.
Mendelssohn showed her a number of his earlier compositions,
including an Étude in E minor that he wrote in 1828. He wrote
to his sister Fanny, in June 1830, that Delphine ‘has commanded
me, under pain of one disgrace or another, to edit the great 6/8
Rondo Capriccioso in E minor. So, I have tastily cooked it up with
a stirring introductory Adagio, some new melodies and passages,
and I have been successful…’ The result of Mendelssohn’s effort
is this rondo capriccioso, a good example of Mendelssohn’s
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keyboard style that bears a hint of his incidental music to
Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
The piece opens with a 4/4 andante introduction in
E major with soft resonant chords over a sturdy bass and a
lyrical, arching, song-like melody, to be followed by a 6/8 rondo
in the parallel key of E minor, with ascending and descending
arpeggios, chromatic scales and double octaves. The piece is
energetic and often electrifying—it sparkles with great energy,
and yet remains light, graceful and effortless, before it reaches
a stormy passage of octaves, in fortissimo, for closure.

Fauré: Impromptu No.2 in F minor, Op. 31

G

abriel Fauré was born on 12 May 1845 in Pamiers in the
Occitanie region in southwestern France. He was a French
composer, organist, pianist and teacher. Fauré’s major sets of
piano works are thirteen nocturnes, thirteen barcarolles, six
impromptus and four valses-caprices. His music is described
as linking the end of Romanticism with the modernism of the
second quarter of the 20th century.
Fauré was regarded as one of the most influential
French composers of his generation. The graceful fluidity
and uniquely rich but subtle harmonic language in many of
Fauré’s works demonstrates the strong influence of Chopin
on his musical style. Impromptu No.2 in F minor, Op. 31 is a
good example. Dedicated to Mlle Sacha de Rebina, this lyrically
charming piece adopts an ABAB form. It is elegant, tranquil
but captivating, with an airy rhythm of six quavers per bar in
a swirl. It starts off in F minor, running the quavers against
a brisk and steady pulse. The middle section is, however, in a
contrasting F major, with frequent use of an arpeggiated left
hand accompaniment and a two against three rhythm. It takes
the audience to a different level with its lightness of texture
and impassioned tenderness. It is also interesting to note that
the thematic melody is often distributed between both left and
right hands throughout the impromptu, and thus should be
played with clarity, equality and refined grace.
Selected programme notes by Gwyneth Suen
(YMS concert participant)
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