January 2019 Vol. 4 No. 2

vantagemusic.org

Interviews with
Byron and Maria Janis
Chun-Chieh Yen

Article
In Search of Silence
UK£ 5.00 | HK$60.00

ISSN 2413-7022

4

897071

770002

Contents
Issue 11

January 2019

Message from the Editorial Board

05

A Conversation with Byron and Maria Janis

06

Concerts You Have Missed

14

Interview with Chun-Chieh Yen

16

Bastian Brook’s Bookish Corner

24

In Search of Silence

26

Viennese Legacy Programme Preview

29

Young Musicians Series 2018 Concerts

34

JANUARY 2019 | Vol. 4 No. 2 | Vantage 3

Message
from the Editorial

H

appy New Year! We wish our readers a
healthy and wealthy year of 2019! We are
thankful to our Vantage Music personnel
who spent their holidays working on this issue –
without their effort, it would not have come into
existence.
We are excited to have our interview with
legendary pianist Mr. Byron Janis and his wife Mrs.
Maria Janis included in this issue of Vantage. Together
with our US correspondent pianist Tamami Honma
and violinist Julian Brown, we met Mr. and Mrs. Janis
at their home in October 2017 in New York. It took
time to communicate back and forth with Mr. and
Mrs. Janis to arrive at an article which is agreeable to
all of us. Though the process was painstaking, it was
important to minimise releasing wrong or misleading
details. Anyway, here we are, better late than never!
In September 2018, Taiwanese pianist ChunChieh Yen was in Hong Kong for a short stay to
give a piano masterclass to our young musicians. We
seized the opportunity and had a very interesting
conversation with him over lunch to appreciate his

musical journey thus far and current music endeavours
in Taiwan. We were particularly curious about
his experience while studying with the late piano
Professor Vladimir Krainev, his teacher at Hochschule
für Musik und Theater Hannover in Germany. But
the lunch was just too short for us to explore that
territory! Luckily, Chun-Chieh had gone through that
with Dr. YuanPu Chiao, a renowned Taiwanese music
scholar, some time before and it was well-documented
in one of Dr. Chiao’s publications. They both kindly
agreed to let Vantage publish the translation of certain
relevant sections of the book. As a result, our reader
will learn more about Professor Krainev through
Chun-Chieh’s experience.
Last but not least, pianist Tomasz Lis has
kindly written for us a piece entitled “In Search of
Silence”. Our readers may have seen his writing in
the September 2017 issue of Vantage where he wrote
about patronage in music and arts.
We hope you will enjoy reading our magazine!
Vantage Music Editorial Board
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In March 2019, renowned American pianist Byron Janis will reach his 91st birthday. He made his first orchestral debut at
the age of 15 playing Sergei Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano Concerto with Arturo Toscanini’s NBC Symphony Orchestra.
At 16 Byron Janis was the very first student whom Vladimir Horowitz chose to work with. Byron Janis made his Carnegie
Hall debut at the age of 20 and went on to pursue an international career as a concert and recording artist. He has been
acclaimed as one of the world’s greatest pianists. In 2010, he and his wife Maria Cooper Janis (daughter of the late multiple Academy Award winning actor Gary Cooper) wrote his autobiography “Chopin and Beyond: My Extraordinary Life
in Music and the Paranormal.” In this conversation recorded in October 2017, Byron and Maria Janis were interviewed by
Vantage Music’s US correspondent and pianist Tamami Honma, who was herself a student of Byron Janis. They were also
joined by violinist, Julian Brown, and Vantage Music’s artistic director and pianist Cindy Ho.

BEGINNING
T*: Having read your book “Chopin and Beyond” and watched
your DVD “The Byron Janis Story” made by Peter Rosen, we have
numerous questions we would like to ask you. You’ve travelled
around the world, performed in the greatest concert halls and the
White House, made many recordings and had a very successful
musical career, but what keeps bringing you back to music despite
developing potentially debilitating problems with arthritis in your
hands and wrists?
B: I’m passionate about music and the piano. Passion and
perseverance are necessary. When I was eleven, doctors said I
would never play again.
C: We read in your book about the numbness in your little finger
that you developed after an accident where you cut yourself badly
on glass?
B: It’s still totally numb.
C: And you adjusted the way you played?
B: That’s true. I sat a little differently. I also learned to use my
eyes differently - if I couldn’t see my little finger, I would need to
look again as I had to guide it. It was very difficult but passion and
perseverance rescued me.
T: After the accident, when did you resume performance?

B: I think pieces by Mozart, Bach and one of Chopin’s Waltzes– it
might have been the B minor Waltz.
T: Did you ever have surgery for the problem?
B: Yes, after 10 years, I had surgery at a hospital.
T: But it was unfixable?
B: Exactly. That hand surgeon was the greatest hand surgeon in
the world. I also had arthritic surgery in the 90s, 2000 and 2005.
I continue to work with the Arthritis Foundation to set up benefit
programs to raise money for research. Over 300,000 U.S. children

Byron Janis was first diagnosed with psoriatic arthritis in his hands
and wrists in 1973 when he was 45. He was told there was nothing
that could be done to cure the condition, which causes severe pain
and gradual degradation of the joints. Janis immediately realised
that this was a condition that would eventually prevent him from
playing the piano. Despite the pain in his hands he nevertheless
carried on performing for another 12 years before revealing to
the world that he was afflicted by this debilitating condition. In
1985 he became the First Ambassador for the Arts for the Arthritis
Foundation and continued to perform after this despite the need
for surgery and decreasing mobility of his hands. The story of his
struggle and torment with this condition is movingly described in his
book.
CHOPIN’S DEAT H MASK
At this point in the conversation Maria walked into the room with
a death mask of Frédéric Chopin. This mask was one of just a few
that were created from an impression of Chopin’s face taken shortly
after his death in 1849. The mask is the subject of a chapter in Byron
Janis’s book “Chopin And Beyond: My Extraordinary Life in Music
and the Paranormal”, where he describes a strange incident that
occurred when his friend Uri Geller was present.

B: The word “paranormal”
can be very misunderstood
– I prefer to call it the
“unknown normal” and it
has actually played a great
part in my life. Some of these
events were so strange and
powerful that I asked Lady
Abbess, the founder of the
Benedictine Monastery of
Regina Laudis, whether I was
having hallucinations. She
asked me to sit down and said:

* B: Mr. Byron Janis; M: Mrs. Maria Janis; T: Ms. Tamami Honma; J: Mr. Julian Brown; C: Ms. Cindy Ho
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have juvenile arthritis and I am working on mentoring programs
with them.

B: Two months later, I had a radio appearance.
T: Do you remember what you played?

A C o n v e r s at i o n

From left to right: Cindy Ho, Byron Janis, Julian Brown and Tamami Honma.

one, these are not hallucinations; these are real; two, keep your
feet on the ground; three, it’s through your music that you affect
people and that you communicate these feelings of another world.
The following event with Chopin’s mask is an example of such a
phenomenon. There was a time when Uri Geller, the Israeli psychic,
Maria, Stefan [Byron’s son] and I were together holding the Chopin
mask, and fluid suddenly started coming out of the eye for about
thirty seconds though it was only a little amount. I put my finger in
and tasted it: it was salty. It seemed like those were tears. Bubbles
also surfaced from its mouth. We put it down on the piano again
and it stopped. What happened to the mask was inexplicable!
But let me tell you something: when Chopin died, he was still only
39. They still don’t know whether it was tuberculosis that killed
him. Doctors at the time didn’t think so but they didn’t know what
it was.
T: What do you think was the cause of his death?

Death mask of Chopin.

B: His friends said he died from a broken heart. The relationship
with George Sand [male pseudonym of Amantine Lucile Aurore
Dupin, the French novelist] was a physical one for only about a
year and a half; the rest of the time they were just like mother and
son! The doctor told her not to overdo sex with him because of his
tuberculosis. She stopped completely and he wasn’t very happy
about that. His friends said Chopin left but it was really Sand who
let go because he didn’t agree with her daughter’s marriage to

Auguste Clésinger. She said, “You have no right to interfere, you are
not family.” Chopin then just left and never came back.
His original mask looked horrible because he really looked terrible
when he died. Chopin’s sister saw it and said, “Don’t you ever
release this mask. I don’t want Chopin to look like that.” So, a new
one was made and as you can see, it looks very well.
M: They made a mould. Chopin suffered so much just before he died
so Clésinger had to fix it little by little – it was horrific.
B: He still had strong feelings about Sand. It was not easy for
Chopin, especially for someone like him, as he was unbelievably
sensitive. Just to illustrate, there was an incident when he was
playing in a small concert and he started out with his B-flat minor
Scherzo and bam, he terrified himself with what he had written – as
he recalled his thoughts when he wrote the piece. He got up, left the
room and didn’t come back.
There’s another aspect to this story though. In 1955, the year my son
was born, I went to visit Nohant [George Sand’s house where Chopin
had lived for eight summers]. As we were leaving this extraordinary
house filled with such musical history, I saw a painting on the
wall at the bottom of the staircase: it was a wonderful portrait
but I couldn’t figure out who the woman was. I asked the docent,
“Who is that in the portrait?” “Ah, that’s Madame Aurore Sand,
the granddaughter of George Sand, who took the same name
JANUARY 2019 | Vol. 4 No. 2 | Vantage 7

was in a trunk of old clothes, in Château de Thoiry, thirty miles
west of Paris. It’s a well-known huge botanical and zoological park.
We became very good friends with its owner Viscount Paul de la
Panouse. The discovery of these manuscripts of two Chopin waltzes
put me on the front page of the New York Times. The amazing thing
was that six years later, I was on the front-page story of the New
York Times again. I went to Yale University to give a masterclass
and visited their collection of musical manuscripts. I was pointing
to a music file, on top of a high shelf. I asked, “What’s that?” The
head librarian said, “We don’t know.” So, he took a ladder, climbed
on it and checked. He said, “It’s marked Chopin.” I said, “Oh,
wonderful, can I see it?” Of course, we sat down. I thought I was
going crazy – it was a later version of the same two Waltzes!
C: The same two Waltzes but different markings?
B: Yes. The ones at Yale were an earlier version dating from 1832.
They were the first two relevant manuscripts discovered. They
helped me to understand the changes between the different
versions.
J: So what were the differences between these two versions?
B: The versions came with different markings: articulations,
slurring, and staccato. But I was able to tell from the handwriting
that they were definitely by Chopin.
M: He found the original manuscripts. In one case, the only version
was a posthumous one dictated by Jules Fontana and not in Chopin’s
hand.
ON YOUNG MUSICIANS TODAY
T: Having now just passed your 90th birthday, when you look back
over your life and career, what single lesson would you consider to
be the most important to offer young musicians and their teachers
today?
Maria Janis.

Aurore.” I then said to him, “I must see her. Just for 5 minutes.” But
the immediate answer was no! But as you know, what happened
was that she stayed for the whole afternoon to chat with us. She
told me stories nobody knew including how Chopin had been her
grandmother’s man for many years but there was still a question
over whether Solange [George Sand’s daughter] and Chopin had an
affair. He was teaching her four hands and she was passionate about
that. But we don’t know.
DISCOVERY OF CHOPIN’S MANUSCRIPT S
In 1967 Byron Janis discovered previously unknown manuscripts
for two Chopin Waltzes, written in 1833. These were the Waltz in
G-flat Op. 70 No. 1 and the Grande Valse Brillante in E-flat, Op. 18.
Extraordinarily, he discovered manuscripts of the very same two
Waltzes again in 1973.
B: My first discovery of Chopin’s manuscripts of the two Waltzes
8 Vantage | JANUARY 2019 | Vol. 4 No. 2

B: Don’t think of yourself as a pianist, think of yourself as a singer.
One thing about young players that I hear today is that they don’t
use enough colour. Colour is terribly important: it helps you with the
interpretation of the piece. When I first played for Horowitz, he said
to me, “You know musically, you paint beautifully in watercolours.
When I work with you, you must paint with oil as well.”
J: What’s missing in their way of playing? Are they not being told
how to introduce colour?
B: I don’t know what they are told, but they all play the same using
very little colour. I gave a lecture (in 2015) at Oxford in the U.K. to
very talented people from different places, but what I heard was
colourless.
M: What I observed, in listening to the masterclasses, was that they
didn’t read the score: they didn’t read what was in front of them or
it didn’t penetrate.
B: They didn’t play softly or piano; most were playing mezzo-forte.
T: That’s why you said, “No one here plays softly anymore.”

B: They don’t.
T: I do!
B: Good! I’ve told people who’ve worked with me, take the score
away from the piano, sit down and look at the dynamic markings.
Okay if there is something that you honestly feel has to be changed
then do it, but that is rare. First, you’ve got to look at what the
composer was doing. A lot of young pianists work about eight hours
a day on their technique, but they lose their sense of music – their
musicality disappears because they are so focused on playing the
right notes. Musically, if it’s always the same, it’s not “perfect”. If it
isn’t different every time, you aren’t human, and these composers
were very human. Chopin changed things all the time. The danger
is, with too much freedom, people begin to do anything with it, good
or bad. But “perfection” is a dead state. I once had a piano tuner
who used a stroboscope instead of his ears. I don’t remember where
it was, but the piano was tuned too “perfectly.” During sound check,
I sat down to play it and I couldn’t play three notes. Let’s take the A
note, with this A and the upper A: the two were tuned exactly the
same.

“BYRON JANIS LIVE FROM LENINGR AD 1960”
T: I hear you have a new CD coming out based on audio actually
secretly recorded during this visit?
B: Yes, it’s called “Byron Janis Live from Leningrad 1960”. I was at
first dismayed that this concert recording had been made and sold
in the USSR without my knowledge. But now, I am grateful a unique
moment in musical history was captured.
[The CD was recently chosen as one of the top classical recordings of
2018 by The Chicago Tribune]
T: What are the works on the recordings?
B: A Mozart Sonata, Schumann Arabesque, Chopin B-flat minor
Sonata, a couple of pieces by Liszt, and a Piano Sonata by Aaron
Copland which I introduced specifically for the cultural exchange.
I heard about the piece but had never played it before. As I knew

T: So, what happens when they are the same?
B: What a great tuner does is to make this A, a little different
from the other A, so it can sing. If they are exactly the same, you
can’t make music. It’s an interesting concept – technically the
stroboscope makes no “mistakes.” The point I’m making is like good
rubato: the idea is not to play the notes at exactly the same strict
tempo, only the left hand is played rhythmically.
M: Well, having said that, the human ear is imperfect. There are
many variations of hearing, perfect or normal pitches. The illusion
is part of the mystery, just like the visual perspective. You like
to illustrate perfection using the Parthenon. It looks perfectly
beautiful from certain visual perspectives; but it’s actually built
imperfectly while still conveying the impression of being perfectly
parallel.
ON CULT UR AL EXCHANGE WI T H T HE SOVIET UNION
B: I opened the cultural exchange with the Soviet Union in 1960.
Richter opened it in New York shortly thereafter. During the first
concert in Moscow, when I came on stage, there was no applause
but shouting, “U-2, U-2, U-2!”: the US had a spy plane called the U-2.
It was supposed to be flown so high that it couldn’t be shot down.
Well, the Russians managed to shoot it down and put the pilot,
Gary Powers, in prison. So, at that time, Russians were quite hostile
towards the Americans. But what I did was important because it
showed how music could change people’s feelings.
By intermission, the audience was on their feet applauding. By the
end of the concert, they came to the stage and some of them were
weeping. I felt they wept because they realised that their “enemy”
was a human being, just like them. It was unbelievable to see the
change from hostility to admiration.
Byron Janis.
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Copland well, I called him and said, “May I come and play it for
you?” He replied, “Ok, of course, that would be very nice.” Then I
met him and he was quite happy about what I planned to do. Before
I left, he started playing a little bit of sonata. “I have to interrupt
you”, I said, “You are playing that passage piano, Mr. Copland, but
you wrote forte.” He looked at me with a wry smile and said, “But
that was twenty years ago!”
T: That reminds me of another story about Horowitz playing
Rachmaninoff’s Third Piano Concerto for and with Rachmaninoff
at the 2nd piano. Horowitz played some opposite dynamics to those
written.
B: After they finished, Rachmaninoff said, “It’s not what I meant but
I like it!” Rachmaninoff was both composer and performer. I love his
recordings but if he were to play the concerto today, I bet it would be
different!
ST EFAN JANIS
T: There is a presence here that we haven’t really talked about. Since
your book came out ten years ago, you have taken another direction
in your life, kind of in the steps of Chopin, in that you have been
composing. You wrote the music for two musicals, The Hunchback
of Notre Dame and Hans Brinker and the Silver Skates. You’ve also
written some other songs, one of which is David’s Star for which
your son, Stefan wrote the lyrics.
Yes. First of all, we are very sorry to hear of your son’s death.
B: He passed away in February 2017.
M: You were connected with him via Facebook, right?
T: Yes. I knew he hadn’t been well, but this was totally unexpected.
M: At that point of time, though, he was as well as he had been in
years. And he was with his fiancée.
B: The fact is that he died of a heart attack in his sleep. It’s very
difficult for everybody when somebody whom you love dies but
when you are the parents – well usually it works the other way
round: the parents die before the kids.
T: Sometimes there’s animosity between parents and children. On
that DVD though and, I know in person too, Stefan would talk about
his great dad.
B: Really?
T: Of course, he loved Maria as well.
M: We were very close.
T: So it was like 30% of the time we’d be talking about you.
B: That’s something I never heard from him.
T: You never heard him say this?
B: No, he never really complimented me like that.
M: The last year he did.
10 Vantage | JANUARY 2019 | Vol. 4 No. 2

From left to right: Byron Janis, Tamami Honma and Maria Janis.

B: Yes, the last year he started.
M: I think he had to work through being under the shadow of his
famous father: as the son, he had to find his way.
B: He was a music critic for the Newark Star Ledger. He also came to
New York to cover concerts here. He had good taste.
M: He had excellent taste: his mother gave him a good sense of
taste. I think June exposed him to quality and to value judgements
in painting, arts, sculpture and music. She helped give him that
sense of discernment.
T: I think that it was a given that you played really well, but what he
talked to me about was compliments about you as a dad.
B: Well, Maria became his mother really.
T: He was super sensitive.
B: Oh yes. He was like his dad! It’s good to be super sensitive but it
has its drawbacks: he could get really upset about things.
C: Did he play much?
M: No. He got a quick burst of wanting to play the guitar!
T: He was a writer after all.
M: He wrote about the visual and performing arts – he covered
theatre, a little bit of film but mostly music – everything from
heavy metal, rock to all the classics.
ON COMPOSING
T: Are you continuing with composition now?
M: He’s on his second show.
B: I’m writing popular music.
T: I was around for the Hunchback of Notre-Dame and saw it offBroadway when it was there for two weeks. But you’ve done another
one?
B: I’ve done another one now.
T: It’s coming out?
M: Well, we are working on it.
B: The problem is Hunchback suffered with timing. It was rehearsed
in Havana, Cuba because it was less expensive to develop it there
but mainly because they had really great dancers and artists.
M: They were supposed to do a presentation at the annual
convention of American theatre producers in Havana in 2001. They
asked for a 45-minute condensed version of Hunchback to entertain
everybody who came. So that’s what we were working on. We came
back from the last series of rehearsals on September 9 and then
September 11 happened: no travel, nobody was coming from New
York, so the whole event was wiped out.
B: Everything was cancelled. I said let’s forget about it for a while,
which I did. But then I started listening to it again three years ago
JANUARY 2019 | Vol. 4 No. 2 | Vantage 11

and thought we really need to get this out!

J: Why didn’t he just call you up directly and say come play with us?

T: I feel you still haven’t.

J: So, what happened to it? What’s the
status now?

M: These people went through agents and managers – that was the
protocol. But what did he say to you later when you saw him?

M: Well, the status is that we have a couple
of demo records and some producers want
to come over and hear them.

B: He said, “So you had no time to come play chamber music with
us?” I said, “What do you mean?” “George Marek said that”, Jascha
replied. I exclaimed, “That was a goddamn lie!” Then silence. I’d
never said anything of the kind. He was shocked and obviously very
upset with Mr. Marek.

B: No, I haven’t. When people lose their inner child, they become
so boring. You know the word sophisticated? I was in London and,
luckily, I met Osbert Sitwell [The English writer Sir Francis Osbert
Sitwell]. I remember he said the word “sophisticated” originally
meant spoiled. That’s exactly what I think it is – especially when
people say “Oh I’ve heard that before. Oh, I’ve seen that before.”

B: We are doing a demo record for my new
show also.

M: Oh, you said, he turned to Florence, his wife at the time, and said,
“See? I told you: always go to the source!”

M: This other show is very much a family
story and entertainment.

B: Yes, you are right. That was what he said.

B: Did you ever read a book called Hans
Brinker and The Silver Skates? It’s an
American classic. We were all encouraged
to read it in school. It’s a beautiful story.
M: It’s a coming of age story about a child
of fourteen or fifteen and then there’s the
mother and father’s story so it deals with
both ends of the family.

M: That was such a lesson, but too late.
ON T EACHING

Dionysian scribbles by the artist: Byron Janis, Maria Janis and Pablo Picasso in Mougins, France (1967).

J: Yes, I saw that.

J: So, you wrote all the music for this and for Hunchback?

M: Didn’t you find it very sad?

B: Yes, I wrote twenty-two songs for Hunchback. Frank Military was
then the vice president of Warner Chappell Music in New York. He’d
said let me come over and hear some of your songs for Hunchback.
I was terrified and said, “Look, Frank, I’ve never written a musical
before at all. I’m not sure if I know how to do this.” “Do it!” he replied
and was very excited about it.

J: Yes, it was sad but I also found it very inspirational because it
made him seem more three-dimensional than from the books and
videos I’ve seen before, which have usually portrayed him as a very
cold person. What did you make of him? Did you find him agreeable
to talk to?

T: Is Frank still around?
M: No. His wife died and he moved back to Los Angeles, moved in
with his son, then he got Parkinson’s. The disease progressed, he
was really ill and died about 4 years ago.
B: He was a very close friend of Frank Sinatra.
M: And the whole gang: Sammy Davis Jr., Sinatra, The Rat Pack Frank was part of the whole thing.
ON HEIFETZ
B: Tell you a little story about Sinatra. We knew him. He always
had marvellous phrasing. That was the difference between him
and other singers – he knew how to phrase. So, I asked him, “Hey,
Frank. Where did you get that great phrasing from?” He said, “I
listened to recordings of Jascha Heifetz.”
T: Interesting!
B: I knew Heifetz very well. I lived with his family for a while many
years ago. I knew Chotzi [Samuel Chotzinoff] who married his sister.
Chotzi was the musical director at NBC, National Broadcasting
Company.
M: Did you ever see the Peter Rosen’s documentary about Heifetz?
[God’s Fiddler]
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B: We got along very well. I played some things for him. And the
saddest thing in my life was that, unknown to me at the time, he
asked that I come to California and become part of his trio. A man
who became Head of RCA, George Marek was the one Jascha called
and asked, “When is Byron Janis free?” Marek replied, “Oh, he is not
free, he has many, many, many concerts.” “Oh”, Jascha said. “I see,
because I wanted him to come to play.” “No, he can’t do that!”
T: How awful!
B: I didn’t know anything about it until Jascha told me himself a few
years later.
J: Did you play together with Heifetz?
B: Just at home. He played the piano too. He had a great sense of
humour. I was with Jascha in the country at his sister’s house. He
said, “Would you do me a favour, would you play the left hand of
Chopin’s Black Key Étude?” “The left hand?” “Yeah, just that hand.”
Then I started the notes. He took an orange out of his pocket, put it
on the black keys, and started rolling it around, and approximated
the notes of the Étude! It was the funniest thing I had ever seen. He
sounded incredibly well!
C: When was that?
B: Around fifty-one years ago.

J: One question comes to mind given your close affinity with Chopin:
I just wonder what you thought about Chopin’s relationship with
Beethoven, because Chopin was somewhat dismissive of Beethoven.
B: He was pretty much dismissive of most composers. The ones he
liked were Mozart and Bach. This is interesting because he was a
Romantic and in a sense everything is Romantic except Toccatas
and pieces of that nature. Bach has a lot of romantic feeling if you
listen to some of the Sarabandes – they’re beautiful. That’s why I try
telling people the word “Classical” scares audiences away. You don’t
have to know anything about the music – you just have to feel it.
T: Well, at one point, it wasn’t “classical” – it was the cool, popular
music of its day.
B: Exactly. I had a Chinese student about eight years ago: she was
a terrific pianist technically, but her music didn’t speak. Nothing
seemed to work. I was about to give up. One day, after the lesson,
I said, “How do you go home?” “Oh, I walk.” I said, “How do you
walk?” “Oh, I always go the same way”, she told me. I don’t know
why this came to me but I said, “Would you try walking home
another way?” “Oh,” she said, “it’s very far.” I said, “Just do it for me.
Walk home another way.” In one month, she was another person.
That came out in her playing. It’s a crazy thing. You never know
what works – what will bring somebody out. I knew it was there.
T: You once said students are like locks and to teach them
something, you need to try different keys, sometimes many keys,
to get that lock open. With me, you were very patient, because you
said, “Teaching is the art of repetition!” I heard before I came to
you that you had a reputation for sending students home after 15
minutes if the student wasn’t prepared. So, I didn’t want to be one
of those people! I was very lucky to have long lessons.
B: How old were you when you came?
T: I just turned seventeen. My birthday is in August and school
started in August.
B: They say, never lose the child in you – never lose that.

M: How did you handle your nerves, when you came to play for
Byron?
T: Yes, so I had déjà vu walking here. I told the others I feel like I’m
not quite ready for my lesson yet. This came from a feeling that was
programmed into me, walking that last distance to this address!
Every week I had new works to learn and to memorise. But one
time it wasn’t fully memorised. You said you wanted the Beethoven
C minor Variations. I tried to work through the Diabelli Variations
and they were so long that I thought I can’t do this! But I brought in
what I could and you said, “This is not the piece I meant!” (general
laughter) But you said it was okay because you could tell I’d worked
on it. I was very relieved at that! But this speaks to a larger point.
I liked being here. I felt like I was part of a family because I got so
much.
B: Yes, absolutely you were part of our family.
M: We felt you were and still are!
T: Compared with other teachers I had, you taught me differently.
Having won a lot of competitions before, you didn’t want me to
enter any more. You asked me, “Do you want a one-year, a five-year,
a ten-year career or a career for a lifetime?”
B: This is something that Horowitz had asked me too when I studied
with him. A lifetime career was the obvious answer. “Then you must
go slowly,” was Horowitz’s reply. After my lessons with you, I made
a point of saying, if there was something I told you, when you go
home, that does not feel right, don’t do it. I didn’t want my students
to just copy me. Horowitz at first never played a note for me. But
when he eventually did, I came to realise that he was a greater artist
at home because he wasn’t trying to seduce the public. Sometimes
in concerts he was exaggerating things that he never exaggerated
at home – that was the great Horowitz for me. But it took me about
three years to get comfortable with his influence because no matter
how hard you try, it takes time to become yourself. Sometimes, he
would say “something’s not right, take it home and bring it to me
next week”. He wouldn’t say a word about what to do and that was
good. Sometimes he would play for his students the work they were
studying and then listen to them play. Horowitz would then say, “No,
no, no, you’re still not playing it right.” Then he would play it again
and it was totally different!
[Everyone laughed]
B: He said, “I always play differently.” This is the mark of a great
artist, because it’s another day.
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Concerts You Have Missed

A

Shanghai Concert Hall Lunchtime Series
13 & 14 December 2018 | 12:30pm
Shanghai Concert Hall, Shanghai, China

O
B

n 13 December 2018, pianist Alex Ho, joined by guitarist Ed Riches, made a debut appearance in Shanghai.
Based on a selection of works from the Great American Songbook, including those by George Gershwin, Richard Rodgers,
Irving Berlin and many more, the duo concert led the audience
travelling back in time to the invigorating Broadway’s musical
theatres in the 1920s – taking shelter from the bitterly cold
and dry winter weather in Shanghai.
Piano and guitar are a tricky combination as both instruments occupy similar tonal registers. But the masterly guitarist
managed to blend all the sound together magically.
The following day, 14 December, pianist Chiao-Ying
Chang, ARAM, presented a solo piano recital programme
with a hidden theme of “dances”, including Viennese festive
dances, French ballroom waltzes and Russian ballet music.
Remarkably romantic in spirit, the programme was an
impressive showcase of Chang’s debut in Shanghai.

A. Pianist Chiao-Ying Chang.
B. Pianist Alex Ho and guitarist Ed Riches.
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In both occasions, the pianists spoke to the audience
to introduce each piece before the performance. Together
with the lovely piano, the acoustics of the musical venue was
a pleasant surprise. All in all, the concerts were very wellattended by a supportive and enthusiastic audience.

Gala Concert
PRISM Chamber Music Festival 2018
11 November 2018 | 8pm
Ho Sze Kwong, Hong Kong

T

he PRISM Chamber Music Festival (PCMF) is a
new initiative spearheaded by violinist Sean Lai and
composer-performer Angus Lee, dedicated to showcase and
promote talented local, up-and-coming young performers.
The final Gala Concert of PCMF was a celebration of
music that contrasted fantasy with discipline. The concert
featured musicians from the previous concerts of PCMF:
NOVA Ensemble, Quarter and Song is Being.
The programme was by no means a conventional concert
programme. The capricious, carefree Octet by Jean Françaix,
the gleefully innocent Motion by Nico Muhly, against J.S.
Bach’s ever stoic D minor Harpsichord Concerto and Steve
Reich’s progressively unfolding Eight Lines. With free-flowing
drinks, combined with the relaxed ambience of co-working
space Ho Sze Kwong, however, a space for communal
reflection seemed to have opened up, allowing for a moment
of pause where nothing but music mattered.
Angus Lee, Flautist / conductor of NOVA Ensemble

Kelly Kim (kelly@vantagemusic.org)
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Prof. Wille was famous for his satirical writings*, and his sense
of humour was not lost on Chun-Chieh. Chun-Chieh recounted, “I
was once enamoured with Liszt’s Mephisto Waltz, so I asked Prof.
Wille if he could teach me the piece.” In an episode of good-natured
trickery, Prof. Wille proclaimed that the Mephisto Waltz was too
difficult and, instead, handed him a ‘simpler’ piece – Balakirev’s
Islamey. “So I just went ahead and learnt it.” It was only years later
that Chun-Chieh would discover Islamey’s reputation for being ‘the
hardest piece in the piano repertoire’.

FIRST TASTE OF FAME
Chun-Chieh first rose to international fame at the age of thirteen.
In 1997, he travelled to Saint Petersburg and took part in the Third
International Tchaikovsky Competition for Young Musicians. “It was
the biggest competition for pianists of our age,” he explained. “Lang
Lang won the first prize two years before, and Ayako Uehara came
second in that same competition.”
He won the third prize in the piano category: an
unprecedented feat for a Taiwanese pianist trained locally at that
time. “Before 1997, there were other Taiwanese award-winning
pianists, but they were all trained abroad. I was the first pianist
wholly trained under the Taiwanese music education environment,
who competed with the world’s best pianists and won a prestigious
international prize. It was big news for the Taiwanese society.”

Interview with Chun-Chieh Yen
			

Cindy Ho | Hong Kong | September 2018

In the last week of September, Vantage Music is honoured to have invited Taiwanese pianist Chun-Chieh Yen
to Hong Kong for a piano masterclass. Earlier that morning, we invited Chun-Chieh to lunch and engaged in an
enlightening conversation on his musical experiences.
THE START

C

hun-Chieh was born into a traditional Taiwanese family. His
parents were not avid musicians, but, as is with all parents,
they wished the best for their single child. Thus, at the
tender age of five, he was already introduced to painting, weiqi,
and expectedly, music. “My parents brought me to a music centre,”
Chun-Chieh recalled, “My first teacher there was already very
musical. She sang a lot to me and cultivated my interest in music.”
Chun-Chieh later studied under Chen Mei-Fu, with whom he built
up his pianistic technique. However, it was Chun-Chieh’s teacher
in junior high, Prof. Rolf-Peter Wille, who left the most significant
impression on the young boy.
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Prof. Rolf-Peter Wille was a German by birth, but a fateful
encounter in Austria with his then-fiancée, Lina Yeh, led him to settle
in Taiwan for good. Both had since become full-time faculty at the
National Taiwan Normal University, and, apart from teaching and
writing, they frequently concertised as one of Taiwan’s best piano
duos.
“Prof. Wille had a holistic approach to music: apart from
teaching me piano repertoire, he would also discuss various
religious or philosophical matters with me, and sometimes would
even read me books on Arts!”

And big news it was indeed. His success attracted the media’s
attention, and they flocked to his school, trying to interview this
piano prodigy. They even wrote a book on Chun-Chieh’s musical
upbringing†. Shortly afterwards, he was invited to perform at Taipei’s
National Concert Hall, making him the youngest pianist to make a
recital debut at Taiwan’s most prestigious performing venue.
Chun-Chieh still remembered what he played at that time.
“I was very ambitious. For the first half, I started with Liszt’s
Variations on a Theme of Bach, Mendelssohn’s Variations sérieuses,
Tchaikovsky’s Dumka, and finally Islamey. After all these, I played
Prokofiev’s and Tchaikovsky’s piano concertos in the second half.”

HANNOVER AND THE RUSSIAN SCHOOL
Chun-Chieh had not always wanted to be a professional pianist. In
junior high school, he came first in various subjects in his form, and
his parents naturally wanted him to become a doctor. “I didn’t want
to meet patients all the time from morning till evening, so I told my
parents this would never happen.” However, AIDS and HIV were just
discovered back then, and he was enticed by the new diseases.

“I wanted to do medical research, and I always dreamt that I would
be the researcher who would find the cure to HIV.” Fortunately for
us, the call of music was too great to resist, and he finally decided to
become a professional pianist.
A career as a pianist isn’t easy to achieve, and Chun-Chieh
knew that if he were to succeed, he would need to get more
international exposure. But where should he go? His first thought
was the Hochschule für Musik und Theater Hannover (University of
Music and Drama Hannover). “My teacher, Prof. Wille, studied there
before, under Karl-Heinz Kämmerling, so it was natural for me to go
there. Plus, it was the best piano school in Germany.” In 1999, after
graduating from junior high school, Chun-Chieh went to Hannover,
Germany to further his musical studies under Vladimir Krainev.
Studying in a musical college was never easy, especially
when it was under such an esteemed pianist. “Krainev, just like
Ashkenazy, was also a first prize winner of the International
Tchaikovsky Competition!” Brought up in Kharkov in northeastern
Ukraine, Krainev entered the Central Music School in Moscow in
1959, studying under the pianist Anaida Sumbatyan, who also taught,
amongst others, Ashkenazy and Yablonskaya.
The Cold War took place at that time. In 1958, Van Cliburn,
an American, just won the first prize in the First International
Tchaikovsky Competition in Moscow, and the Soviet government was
very eager not to let that happen again, “So they asked Ashkenazy
to join the Second International Tchaikovsky Competition.” Following
Ashkenazy’s footsteps, Krainev entered the Fourth International
Tchaikovsky Competition and won the first prize ex-aequo with John
Lill, thus launching his career as a pianist.
In addition to being a great pianist, Krainev was also a caring
teacher. “Krainev had a competition in Ukraine under his name, and
he sponsored the winners to go to Hannover and study with him.”
As a result, nearly all the students in Krainev’s classes were notable
prize-winners. “When I heard that, I knew I had to practice like I
never had to keep up with everyone!”
Chun-Chieh vividly remembered his first lesson with Krainev:
“I was going to play Tchaikovsky’s concerto.” Having learnt the piece
since the age of twelve, Chun-Chieh was so familiar with the piece
that he could play it from memory. “But when I arrived at the studio,
the first thing Krainev asked me was, ‘Why didn’t you bring your
second pianist?’” Chun-Chieh was mortified, and things did not go
well that day – he recalled, “He sat down and played as the second
piano. But then he got very angry that my book kept closing itself
and that I did not restudy the piece every time before I came to the
lesson. And he just shooed me out of his studio.”

* His literary outputs include The Cold Smiling Piano (satirical short stories, 1988), How to Sabotage the Pianist (satirical short stories, 1991), Taipei Salad
(satirical short stories, 1994), and Pianist: Wake Up and Dream! (2001).

† 1998年 鐘麗慧等著，
《少年俊傑—MIT鋼琴家》(The Young Chun-Chieh)
JANUARY 2019 | Vol. 4 No. 2 | Vantage 17

ERHUANG, CHEN QIGANG

Thinking back, Chun-Chieh could understand Krainev’s impatience. Krainev was a student of Heinrich Neuhaus, and a firm advocate of the Russian school. “The most important thing for the Russian school is the imagination of the sound. They care a lot about the
shaping of the melody and the balance between notes.” Chun-Chieh
considered himself technically proficient when he entered Hannover. “After all, I won the Hamamatsu Academy Piano Competition
in 1999! But when I studied under Krainev, I realised I didn’t have
good sound control, nor a thorough understanding of phrasing.” The
young Chun-Chieh often inadvertently accented notes in the melody,
and Krainev would always pick that up. “Even if it was only one little
accent, he would still stop me and make me correct it.”
Krainev would also stress about colours on different registers.
“He was always displeased with the balance of my left and right
hand, and he would always say I was playing too loud – but the
pianos in Hannover were so bent that it was impossible for me to
play pianissimo.” Chun-Chieh was amazed when Krainev proceeded
to show his delicate pianissimo touch on the same piano. “He really
can play!”
Chun-Chieh recounted other idiosyncrasies of his teacher.
“Krainev was a man of few words. Supposedly, in a one-hour lesson,
I would usually play for fifty to sixty minutes, and he would talk for
three minutes. However, for the first four or five years, all he said
was one word, ‘horrible’, or ‘empty’.” As Chun-Chieh matured, however, Krainev’s comments became increasingly positive. “When I was
twenty-one, Krainev started saying ‘okay’ or ‘good’.” It was certainly
a welcome change.
Chun-Chieh stayed for 11 years in Hannover, and during
that time he was a frequent finalist or semi-finalist in international
competitions. “Everyone in Hannover was entering competitions: it
became a trend that was hard to ignore.” It was actually a situation
of the chicken or the egg. “Many teachers in Hannover were heavily
involved in international competitions, thus it was normal for pianists
aiming for competitions to enter Hannover.” Throughout his studies,
Chun-Chieh became classmates with many other familiar names,
such as Yeol Eum Son, Yundi Li or Colleen Lee.

PRACTICE
We asked Chun-Chieh what he thought about his younger self. “I
know it is strange for me to say that … but when I reviewed my
early performance videos, I discovered I didn’t have many fingering
problems.”
He attributed this to self-motivation. “I was already very
self-motivated since I was a child. When I was seven years old, I
would wake up on the weekends at 6am and start playing the piano.
In contrast, my parents would only wake up at 10am. Maybe that was
why I always got first prize in Taiwan when I was young!”
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In 2014, Chun-Chieh collaborated with the Taiwan Philharmonic to
produce the first recording of Chen Qigang’s piano concerto, Er
Huang‡. We asked Chun-Chieh how the opportunity came about.
“The piece was already quite famous before I played it.
In 2009, it was commissioned by Carnegie Hall, and Lang Lang
premiered it with the Juilliard Orchestra in Lincoln Center. Jean-Yves
Thibaudet also regularly played the concerto in his travels§. But
Naxos wanted a recording of the piece, so they approached the
National Symphony Orchestra in Taiwan, and asked them to suggest
a pianist.” So, the Orchestra naturally nominated Chun-Chieh.
Most kids of that age would be driven by the sense of pride
and accomplishment from winning competitions, but for Chun-Chieh,
the main motivation came from the music. “I would always listen to
my own playing. I didn’t realise that at the time, but when I heard
myself playing an ugly sound, or if I was not comfortable with my
hands, I would stop and correct myself.” In contrast, piano students
nowadays seldom do so. “They don’t play in sync with the piano,
they use all the wrong muscles to produce a very ugly sound, and
they don’t even care!”
When Chun-Chieh was in second grade, his teacher would
give him the standard finger exercises, scales and Czerny, but ChunChieh didn’t play a lot of them. “I just played pieces, a few études,
and then I jumped to those very difficult pieces.”
This mode of practice carried through in Chun-Chieh’s
teaching. “For my younger students, I will usually give them one
piece and one étude to work on, and the rest of the time will be
music theory and basic training, focusing on things like weight
training or the different approaches of fingers.”

We asked Chun-Chieh what the recording experience was like.
“It was scary! Chen flew to Taipei to supervise the recording, and
it was the first time I had the composer standing next to me when
I’m playing.” Chen was very specific on how the piece should be
interpreted. “In some places, he would want me to be so quiet, but
still maintain a smooth legato. There should be almost no motion,
but at the same time you have to sing.” Fortunately, Chun-Chieh’s
years with Krainev paid off, and Chen was very satisfied with the
recording.

It also turned out Chen was not so scary after all. “There was a
section with a lot of difficult jumps, just like in Liszt’s La Campanella,
and I was worried I would play them wrong in the recording. But
when Chen heard me playing that in the practice room, he dismissed
my concerns, jokingly saying, ‘don’t worry, you played every note. It
is already better than the others!’”

INTERNATIONAL MAESTRO PIANO FESTIVAL
Returning to Taiwan after his overseas studies, Chun-Chieh felt
something amiss in his home country. “I realised we never had a
big international event in Taiwan.” There had been international
competitions in Taiwan before, but most of them only lasted a few
years before they were discontinued. “So I tried to come up with
something persistent that has a connection with the international
spectrum.”
It was with this vision that Chun-Chieh organised the
International Maestro Piano Festival in 2017. “I invited all the big
names and scheduled a week of workshops, masterclasses and
lectures.” At the end of the week, concerts would be held: An All-Star
Faculty Concert for the masters, and Promising Star Concerts that
doubles as a competition for shortlisted candidates. “All students

‡ The resultant recording was released in 2016, under the title CHEN, Qigang: Enchantements oubliés / Er Huang / Un temps disparu Naxos 8.570614
§ Jean-Yves Thibaudet was the pianist at the 2017 Hong Kong premiere of Er Huang, with the Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra.

The premiere of Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No. 2 in Taiwan (2014):
Chun-Chieh Yen & the National Taiwan Normal University Symphony Orchestra.

For the more mature students, Chun-Chieh has another
philosophy: “If your technique is already good, just play a lot. When
I was in Hannover, I joined a lot of concerts, a lot of competitions,
and generally practiced a lot. When you play a lot, you start to
listen more, and you get to build up the appropriate vocabularies
to express your emotions. Of course, having a teacher who is
constantly pointing out your errors helps a lot too.”
Even after graduating from Hannover, Chun-Chieh hasn’t
stopped improving. “I decided to challenge myself and programmed
my performances serially. Between 2010 and 2012, I learnt and
performed all the Chopin études and all the Debussy études, and
played all of Tchaikovsky’s concertos in a row. It was the first of its
kind in Taiwan.” Learning the pieces this way enabled Chun-Chieh to
appreciate the works more. “It was the opposite of love at first sight.
I remember I didn’t really like Debussy at first, but after I played
through all the études, I was amazed by the different touches they
commanded. He’s such a genius!”
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W

e asked if Chun-Chieh could offer us more insight into Krainev’s musical interpretations and piano teaching.
In fact, he was asked about these already during an interview with Dr. YuanPu Chiao, a renowned music
scholar, writer, music critic and TV presenter. The details were published in his book*. Dr. Chiao and ChunChieh have kindly let Vantage translate certain passages into English and share them with our readers.
YPC: Later you went to Hanover to study under the Russian

and pedal. He would also explain and demonstrate the various

piano virtuoso Vladimir Krainev. He actually won the first prize

techniques in person to facilitate students’ deeper learning

at the fourth International Tchaikovsky Competition in Moscow

experience.

in 1970.
YPC: Krainev was not tall; but in front of the piano, he was like
CC: With my previous teacher Professor Rolf-Peter Wille,

a giant, creating such a grand sound – presumably he knew the

I pretty much enjoyed the freedom of imagination and

perfect way to apply forces.

interpretation. In contrast, these became non-existent when I

Teachers, staff and participants of the 2018 International Maestro Piano Festival.

actually get to perform in the concert, but it will also be
judged. After the results are announced, the winner of
the concert will perform again, this time with the Taipei
Symphony Orchestra.” It was indeed a fitting prize for a
music festival.
The first festival only had six teachers, but ChunChieh used quality to make up for the quantity, inviting
prestigious musicians as Jerome Lowenthal, Pascal
Nemirovski, John Parry, Matti Raekallio, and Ilane Vered.
Needless to say, it was a huge success.
The festival expanded healthily since then. “For
the second year, I decided to include at least one
representative from every important school, so I invited
Michel Beroff from Paris, Andrei Diev from Moscow, Boris
Berman from USA, and many others around the world.”

Chun-Chieh envisioned a grander theme for the
upcoming festival. “This year, the festival is not only for
students, but also for teachers, and I invited different
musicians to Taipei to talk about a huge variety of topics.
For students, Robert Levine will be hosting a lecture, and
Dang Thai Son will talk about ‘Singing on the Piano’. For
teachers, there will also be talks about music education
in different countries, and I invited Daejin Kim and
Zhang Xinning to talk about the situation in Korea and in
China respectively.” The aim of the festival, Chun-Chieh
emphasised, is to create a platform for students to come
out and learn, not to be a huge, glorified competition.
One hour passed by very quickly, and we met
Chun-Chieh again in his piano masterclass that evening,
where he coached budding pianists from the Young
Musician Series. It is not easy to organise an ever-growing
International Festival every year, and we wish Chun-Chieh
all the best for his upcoming endeavors.
[Interviewed by Cindy Ho, written by Chester Leung]

studied with Krainev. That was a big shock! Krainev was a great

CC: It was not only the loud sound but also the soft. One of the

and passionate musician and took good care of his students.

key notions of the Russian school of music is to stretch beyond

In teaching, he upheld the Russian traditions, especially his

the “limits” – the limits of all kinds! Neuhaus once said that

teacher Heinrich Neuhaus’ philosophy and interpretation. He

a great pianist had to produce “strongest sound among the

adhered to his knowledge and experience without any room for

strong, softest sound among the soft”. Prior to learning under

negotiation. Though it was harsh, it was exactly through this

Krainev, I was not aware of the different degrees of soft sounds.

hard way that I acquired tremendous insights into the Russian

He then offered me good training to figure out how to control the

school of music and its spirit behind. It was very important and

very soft sound. In addition, he also paid great attention to the

beneficial to learn these artistic tastes and philosophy in depth.

balance of high and low pitch registers. The bass should be solid
whereas the treble should be clear, cohesive and sustainable. I

YPC: With what sort of music was he tenacious with the Russian

was very good at moving and jumping on the keyboard’s surface

traditions?

level but Krainev enhanced my control of vertical weight.

CC: Almost all Russian repertoires and, of course, Chopin, Liszt
and even Beethoven!
YPC: But, the Russian and Neuhaus’ traditions might not be
advantageous to certain music, for instance, those of Fauré that
you performed quite often. How did you both deal with these
cases?
CC: In these repertoires, Krainev was quite open-minded and
would rely on other interpretations available. He listened
carefully to the students’ performances and discussed with
them if he felt there were issues. When I played Fauré, he was
Professor Vladimir Krainev & Chun-Chieh.

attentive to how I handled the phrasing and tonal colour, but he
did not express too much opinion on my interpretation.

YPC: But still, the purpose of exceeding the limit was to serve
YPC: Can you talk about Krainev’s influence on your techniques

the purpose of music.

and performance?
CC: While techniques can’t exist without music, music

Chun-Chieh’s piano masterclass in Hong Kong (2018).
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CC: That would be in tonal shaping and the training involving

performance should not be limited by techniques. That was the

body relaxation. He truly inherited Neuhaus’ idea of using the

reason why the Russian school of thoughts pursued the ultimate

whole human body to control sound – I learnt how to make

techniques. Many people play fast in slow movements and play

effective use of my forearms, arms and the full body weight to

slow in fast movements – that was all due to lack of techniques.

produce the sound I want. Krainev paid great attention to sound

Krainev was not like that. Many people slow down to play safe

and tonal colour which were also related to the use of power

because of technical difficulties. Krainev would rather practice

*《遊藝黑白(上) ：世界鋼琴家訪問錄》，作者：焦元溥，出版社：聯經出版公司，出版日期：2007年08月15日，ISBN：9789570831849。
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Concert Diary (Hong Kong)

persistently to reach the required speed and he also expected
students to work hard to do the same for the music. Apart from
speed, the Russian school pursued comprehensive techniques–
contrast in volume, change in tonal colours and mastering of
soft sound, especially very soft sounds. Striving for excellence
and paying attention to fine details – these are all that music
demands! In fact, my training with Krainev was mainly on
expressing the various levels of soft sounds and their colours.
He could play very loudly to produce a full-bodied sound and
was disgusted by any burst or rough sound. From the aspect
of techniques, many people just think of fast and loud, and
are ignorant to the sound layering and tonal colour which is

Professor Rolf-Peter Wille & Chun-Chieh.

completely wrong.

goes. In short, the melody takes the lead. In contrast, a German
YPC: You studied with both German and Russian school masters.

teacher may emphasise the need to expose the harmonic

To you, what are the differences and similarities between the

progression and harmony is often more important than the

German and the Russian schools of music?

melody itself. Therefore, students should know the differences
between these two schools of music and know how to navigate

CC: The Russian school emphasises the singing out of the

among different opinions according to the situation. I saw

melody. Not only is the rhythm singing-like, but the tonal

some German teachers demand the harmonic progression for

colour has to mimic singing. We can talk about this in different

Scriabin’s for a performance, which could sound strange.

parts. To the Russians, music is an indispensable part of life
and they themselves possess a strong sense of music rhythm.

YPC: But when the melody is as equally important as the

This is fully reflected in the Russian compositions. For example,

harmonies, or when it is difficult to tell their relative importance,

Rachmaninov’s work was rooted in the Orthodox chants.

what would you do?

Prokofiev, who developed the piano music vigorously, made
use of folk song materials. Therefore, the Russians naturally

CC: In my opinion, the performer should strive for a persuasive

emphasised the melody. Moreover, Russians have a unique

interpretation, rather than follow only one school or the other

way of singing – so distinctive that they are perceivable even

as a rule. One has to convince oneself first before establishing

in their vocal and rhyme. Art songs are the best examples to

one’s own stance to persuade the audience. I try to learn from

illustrate this: art songs of different countries fully express

various views, to think as much as possible and to appreciate the

the language and the singing style of the nation. In this regard,

logic behind. For instance, compared with the German and the

the singing style of Russian art songs is completely different

Russian schools, the French sometimes was seen to be limited

from that of the German’s. This unique Russian singing style

in style and not grand enough. But in terms of presenting fine

is not only manifested in the melodies but also evolved into

details, it can be very subtle and that is a unique charm. Take

piano performance style. Because of this, the Russian musical

the second movement of Ravel’s Sonatine to illustrate this: the

treatment focuses on the balance of harmony according to the

French would present this like a music box or a mechanical doll.

melody.

Ravel liked small crafts and he showed his collections at home
to his friends when they came over to visit him. This movement

YPC: This is very different from the German school of music.

resembles a cute and exquisite toy driven by clockwork. The

The German school values harmony and Backhaus is the best

slow down towards the end seems to describe the end of the

example to highlight that. Listening to his recordings, you

clockwork, slowly bringing to a stop. This interpretation is

can almost hear clearly the harmonic progressions. In live

very different from the Russians, but it is fascinating if it is

performance, he would also switch the chords to bridge the

expressed well. I think musicians should strive to broaden their

transitions of different pieces.

horizons. Beyond techniques, they must develop their ability to
think independently and critically, and to establish their own

CC: In fact, many German pianists listening to performances by

artistic personality and expression. I don’t really talk about the

Russians feel that the harmony is not sufficiently represented.

different schools because they are now somehow integrated

They, of course, see the same harmony, but their treatments and

and complementary to each other. We could discuss at length

emphases differ. For the same piece, a Russian teacher would

about different viewpoints but we should always be vigilant to

most likely ask the students to identify the main harmony first,

maintain the ability to think independently.

24 Jan 2019 (Thu) 7:30pm
Viennese Legacy - Concert IV
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University
of Science & Technology

19 & 20 Mar 2019 (Tue & Wed) 7:30pm
Beethoven Project
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Grand Theatre, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

25 Jan 2019 (Fri) 8pm
Schubert’s Die schöne Müllerin with Ian Bostridge & Saskia
Giorgini
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

21 Mar 2019 (Thu) 7:30pm
Viennese Legacy - Concert VI
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University
of Science & Technology

25 & 26 Jan 2019 (Fri) 8pm, (Sat) 3pm & 8pm
HK Phil x Anthony Lun: The Man Behind the Piano Concert
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

30 Mar 2019 (Sat) 3pm
Brass Concert by Ying Wa College
The Celeste Series
All Saints’ Cathedral, Mong Kok

26 Jan 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Cantacore Concert
The Celeste Series
All Saints’ Cathedral, Mong Kok

5 & 6 Apr 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Leonard Slatkin | Eton College Chapel Choir
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

26 Jan 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Schubert’s Winterreise with Ian Bostridge & Saskia Giorgini
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Concert Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

6 Apr 2019 (Sat) 3pm
Children Festival Special: “Animation in music”
The Celeste Series
All Saints’ Cathedral, Mong Kok

26 Jan 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Exordium Collective Launch – “Beaming Shadows”
The Exordium Collective Series
Fringe Upstairs, Fringe Club

10 & 11 Apr 2019 (Wed & Thu) 8pm
Igudesman & Joo: Clash of the Soloists
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

8 & 9 Feb 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Lea Salonga: The Voice of Broadway
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

11 Apr 2019 (Thu) 7:30pm
Viennese Legacy - Concert VII
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University
of Science & Technology

15 & 16 Feb 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Philip Glass’s David Bowie
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Auditorium, Tsuen Wan Town Hall
17 Feb 2019 (Sun) 8pm
Lunar New Year Sheng-Strings Valentine’s Concert
The Celeste Series
All Saints’ Cathedral, Mong Kok
28 Feb 2019 (Thu) 7:30pm
Viennese Legacy - Concert V
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University
of Science & Technology

13 Apr 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Nobuyuki Tsujii & Orpheus Chamber Orchestra
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU
14 Apr 2019 (Sun) 3pm
Igudesman & Joo: Clash of the Soloists
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Auditorium, Sha Tin Town Hall
15 Apr 2019 (Mon) 1pm
Clarinet & Piano Duo Recital
Music@City, City University of Hong Kong

9 Mar 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Anonymity by Hu Ching-Fang
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

19 & 20 Apr 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
JAAP | Mozart
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

10 Mar 2019 (Sun) 8pm
Once Upon A Time in Hong Kong by Ma Ka-Fai
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

26 & 27 Apr 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Mahler Symphony no. 9
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

15 Mar 2019 (Fri) 1pm
Chamber Music Recital
Music@City, City University of Hong Kong

27 Apr 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Baroque Improvised: Jean Rondeau in Recital
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

and then to express the harmony according to how the melody
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Bastian Brook’s Bookish Corner

The Dilemma of an Artistic Self

M

odern society views the self
as something vital. While the
notion of the ‘artist’ began
with Michelangelo in the Renaissance and
became inflated in the 19th century by the
auras of Beethoven and Liszt, this writer
is regrettably less acquainted with the
idea of the individual self, the origin of
which should be the topic of a separate
investigation. However, the point here is
that, if the already inflated artistic ideal is
coupled with a modern-day inflation of a
self-regarding attitude, it might very well
destroy what the artistic ideal stands for:
when everyone strives to be special, all
that is left is the façade and we lose touch
of who we really are.
Suppose an artist is a person with
something to say to the world: that person
will have considerable confidence, or at
least enough confidence to think that the
world would want to hear what he or she
has to say. Yet the world is full of people
with things to say but not enough minds
who would receive what they have to say,
and so artists who regard their message
as superior to their colleagues will try all
they can to get on top of each other in
order to broadcast their message. They try
to be unique in order to catch the world’s
attention. To appear unique is quite
easy: one merely has to go on stage and
perform naked. But to attract sustained
attention and thereby become successful
probably requires some depth, and the
irony is, why would people who possess
this depth bother to appear
unique?

Of all the pianists who left us
recordings, Glenn Gould must count
as one of the most unique. Was he an
attention-seeking artist trying desperately
to be heard? This writer was at a certain
Bach competition two years ago where
one member of the jury remarked, “Does
everyone know how Gould decides on
an interpretation? He would go and listen
to all of the available recordings of a
piece, and then pick out something that
nobody has tried, for example a super
slow tempo, and then he’ll do it, make
it his interpretation.” From this point
of view, Gould would appear to be the
supreme narcissist, seeking out a unique
interpretation simply for the sake of
satisfying his inflated sense of self, so
that he would be different, as if being the
special one would make his CDs a hit (and
they were indeed) and he would be rich
(alas he didn’t live long enough to be rich).
Yet if we really listen closely to Gould’s
recordings, yes there are a lot of clever
details on the surface, but we can also
hear him having fun, having emotions—
we see more of his mind than of his self.
The distinction between the two is a fine
one. The esteemed jury member did not
like Gould’s music, perhaps because in
Gould he could only hear Gould, be it
Gould’s mind or Gould’s self, and not
Bach. This writer likes Gould’s music,
because his mind and his appetite for
novelties are overwhelmingly engrossing.
The superficiality and pretentiousness
were merely a by-product, and not a
means to stand out.
It is the obsession with the sense
of self that leads to the desire
to be acknowledged as
different from the
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others, but trying to stand apart in a
room packed of people is surely a futile
attempt, just as trying to be unique does
not make one unique. A glass of water
is simply a glass of water; you cannot
will it to be something else, though you
can prevent it from being contaminated,
or you can wilfully contaminate it
whereupon it ceases to be water. But
a glass of water won’t know that it is a
glass of water: it doesn’t have a sense of
itself, and it isn’t plagued by the desire to
try and become something else. Humans
are not so fortunate in that regard. We
seldom know who or what we are, and
before we even have a clue about that,
society already gives us labels—talented
musicians, prodigies, genius, leader, and so
on. Perhaps the sense of self originates
thus, as an image projected onto us from
our surroundings; just as our parents give
us our names, society gives us functions
and roles and labels, names that we spend
our lives trying to live up to. There are a
number of fantasy novels such as Earthsea
and Eragon that build their world of magic
around the art of knowing something’s
true name, and by knowing its name one
gains dominion over it, as if the name is
the thing itself, one that can’t be shaken
off even after death. Ursula Le Guin,
author of the Earthsea novels, made a
translation of the Taoist text Tao Te Ching.
Its first sentence reads:

binding it for eternity is a dangerous
thing: it consolidates the notion of an
individual having a self that is unique
from the rest, and this naming system was
eventually broken in Earthsea. In another
example with names and labels, the
University of Hong Kong recently held a
series of events called Sounding Architecture,
and in their manifesto the AmericanJapanese composer Ken Ueno wrote that
in Ancient Greece “Homer never used
the word ‘blue’, and that people who do
not know the word blue, don’t see blue
as ‘blue’. Something happens in fluency
in that having a word and knowing it
physically transform how we perceive
the world. In some cases, that change
manifests as a filtration. Having the word
architecture and the word music makes
us perceive architecture and music as two
separate things. Lacking ‘blue’, Homer’s
descriptions of the sky and the sea are
richer.”
This resonates with the rest of the
first chapter from Tao Te Ching:
Heaven and earth
begin in the unnamed:
name’s the mother
of the ten thousand things.
So the unwanting soul
see what’s hidden,
and the ever-wanting soul
see only what it wants.
Two things, one origin,
but different in name,
whose identity is mystery.
Mystery of all mysteries!
The door to the hidden.

Labels such as ‘architecture’ and
‘music’ are difficult to un-name; there are
plenty of ‘prodigies’ who failed to live
up to expectations. Zhuangzi, the other
seminal Taoist text, has a story on how
a horse trainer sets up a tortuous regime
where half of the horses will die in the
process and the resulting obedient horses
earn the label of being a good horse,
and in the process also earning the horse
trainer the accolade of being the best.
As one last
example, in Muriel
Spark’s novel The
Prime of Miss Jean
Brodie, Miss Brodie
said in her rebuttal
to her headmistress on queries about
her educational methods, “The word
‘education’ comes from the root e from
ex, out, and duco, I lead. It means leading
out. To me education is a leading out
of what is already there in the
pupil’s soul. To Miss Mackay
it is a putting in of something
that is not there, and that is not
what I call education, I call it
intrusion, from the Latin root
prefix in meaning in and the stem trudo, I
thrust. Miss Mackay’s method is to thrust
a lot of information into the pupil’s head;
mine is a leading out of knowledge, and
that is true education as
is proved by the root
meaning. Now Miss
Mackay has accused me
of putting ideas into
my girls’ heads, but in
fact that is her practice and mine is quite
the opposite. Never let it be said that I
put ideas into your heads. What is the
meaning of education, Sandy?”

Miss Brodie’s ideal was noble
enough, yet in the end she failed quite
miserably to live up to her definition of
education; she was misled by her own
desires, originating from her pride in
being in her prime. As a solution, this
writer is not suggesting something as
radical as to erase the sense of self, or to
abandon all the names and labels that we
use, but merely to try and keep the desires
of the self to a minimum. The point is
not in leading out what is already there
in our soul, for an active agent (as in Tao
Te Ching’s ever-wanting soul) is always
affected by the sense of self. Instead, it
is the society that must learn to passively
observe (like the unwanting soul) the
minute differences between each soul and
the messages that they carry. A glass of
water looks the same as a glass of rice
wine, but they smell differently and taste
differently. It is the duty of the society to
use our observation powers to uncover an
individual’s uniqueness, and not for the
individual to feign it. Otherwise, what
would be the point of expressing if in
the process of expression one ends
up bending to the customs of society
and loses the original meaning of the
message?
Sebastian Brook
sebastian@vantagemusic.org

The way you can go
isn’t the real way,
the name you can name
isn’t the real name.
To give something a name,
accepting it as some
‘real’ name and
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IN SEARCH OF SILENCE
Tomasz Lis | London | October 2018

J

ohnann Sebastian Bach composed his funeral cantata
Actus tragicus BWV106 at the age of twenty-two in
Mülhausen. The contract, prepared upon his request in
writing, bore no signature and was sealed with a handshake.
Perhaps, the town clerks could find neither pen nor quill!
Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit is a work of remarkable
maturity and composure for a man of such a young age. Its
forces are modest and contain a palette of soft hues. And yet
with only two recorders, a pair of violas da gamba and an
organ, Bach creates an extraordinarily beautiful tapestry of
sound with miraculously varied textures.
One marvels at the opening Sinfonia, with its heart
beating pace and poignant simplicity, where a supposedly
obvious harmonic pattern creates a heaven of peace and
contemplation. As often with Bach, one feels that music has
no end and could continue for ever, as if the doors to eternal
life were just opening. “A thousand years are a single day,
a yesterday now over, an hour of the night” says Psalm 90
and time is silent. Like in many great works of art, silence
is immanently linked with sound and Bach was a master of
silence. He must have known that profound mysteries may
address us only in silence, as the monastic rules of silence in
the West encouraged for centuries. Perhaps the most striking
use of silence comes when the soprano sings ‘Yes, come, Lord
Jesus’ and after several pleas, all the instruments drop one
by one, leaving the singer to perform alone an extraordinary
arabesque, followed by a bar of silence. Bach’s ingenious
instrumentation allows the listener to enjoy many such
moments. When the bass sings ‘Put your house in order; for
you will die’, he is partnered by the exquisite acrobatics of the
recorder. In mythology, the flute was associated with gods
and spirits, as if, in the flute’s evocative, spectral sounds, God
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wanted the listener to experience infinite and finite, sound
and silence: the notes and the space between them. In the F
minor Harpsichord Concerto BWV1056, Bach creates an
even more otherworldly experience. The solo part of utmost
simplicity is accompanied by the soft pizzicato of the strings
and the silence that separates those parts is of another world.
It almost feels extraterrestrial, as if we were circling the
earth’s orbit watching the planets, defying gravity. Perhaps
modern piano is more suited to that kind of effect than the
slightly ‘noisier’ harpsichord.
Our times are not sympathetic to silence. Every day
we experience a barrage of noise. It’s almost as if people
were afraid of silence so they always listen to something.
The world was not always as noisy as nowadays, though
some places associated with calm and peace were often far
from that. A short visit to an eighteenth-century church or
an opera house could be quite an unusual experience for
a modern man. And yet, both in music and art, humans
craved for harmony and peace since time immemorial.
In music, silence is palpable and almost physical. It can
be tense, relaxing, frightening or mystical but how do we
paint something invisible to human eyes? Jan Vermeer,
born in Delft in 1632, was a master of silence. His life fell
right in the middle of the Baroque era: time of an almost
cinematic movement in art, splendour and extravagance,
exuberant gestures and grandiose subjects. And yet, in his art
everything is simple and discreet. Most of his paintings are
filled with young women aged between fifteen and thirty-five,
in other words, always of child bearing age. His wife bore
him fifteen children of whom four died young.

Most of his oeuvre shows interiors with solitary figures,
few scarcely populated outdoor scenes, and then, there is the
famous view of Delft which must rank as one of the most
famous and beautiful landscapes ever painted. There is an
occasional conversation, exchange of glances, delivery of a
letter, discreet sound of music, but no crowds and hardly
any noise coming from the outside world. The silence reigns
supreme. Minute gestures, blink of an eye, lowered eyelids,
tiny hand movement, all imbue Vermeer paintings with the
atmosphere of calm and contemplation. Like with Bach’s
flute arabesques in his BWV106 cantata, there is a great
sense of space in regard to objects and their positioning.
The light plays an equally crucial role, adding an almost
psychological depth to the canvas. In ‘The Girl Reading a
Letter at an Open Window’ from the Gallery of Old Masters
in Dresden, the young Dutch blonde’s face is reflected in an
open window as if the painter wanted to give us a glimpse
of her mind working out the letter. Do we want to look at
the mirror? Can we face the silence? For artists, silence is
essential as it nourishes their imagination and allows them
to stare into their souls in search of the truth. To experience

it fully, one needs to step outside of oneself and clear one’s
mind of unnecessary clutter. As Aristotle once said: “The
aim of art is to represent not the outward appearance of
things, but their inward significance”. There is a poignant
moment in Bach’s St. Matthew’s Passion when Peter has
denied Jesus three times, after which he goes out and cries
bitterly. Bach marks it with a rest and fermata. Suddenly this
profound silence becomes an incredibly powerful and almost
unbearable metaphor of human failure. There is nothing left
but tears and silence.
“A philosopher once asked the Buddha: Without
words, without the wordless, will you tell me the
truth? The Buddha kept silent. Since real silence is
beyond both words and wordlessness, by this answer
the philosopher was freed from delusion.”*

* Ronnberg, A., Martin, K. (2010). The book of symbols : reflections on archetypal images. Taschen.

“Remarkable lightness of touch. His interpretations
are highly sensitive, but also engaging
and communicative.”
- Fanfare Magazine
Tomasz Lis is an exceptional pianist with passion for arts. In 2014, he founded the
Music At Unique Venues concert series. In a world of increasingly standardised
experiences, the series is a different way to enjoy music and art.
He visits some spectacular settings, often not open to the general public
like museums, galleries, stately homes and city mansions, where he combines
music with lectures on art and paintings in a wider historical context. For more
information go to: www.musicatuniquevenues.com and www.tomasz-lis.com.
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Concert IV

thu

24 Jan 2019

Programme Preview

Sonata for Violin and Piano in C major K. 303
I. Adagio – Allegro Molto – Adagio; II. Tempo di Menuetto

A

mong the Mannheim sonatas, the Sonata in C major, K. 303, is
highly unusual for beginning with an Adagio that seemingly
acts like an introduction to the main Allegro Molto, but with
the surprise that it is reprised later in the movement. Mozart plays with
sonata form in such a way that the different phases of the movement
are realised with contrasting tempi. This innovative scheme appealed

to Beethoven in his Op. 5 cello sonatas and in later works to come. For
the last movement, Mozart opts for something simpler in design: a kind
of minuet featuring a charming lyrical melody. There is no sense of
strife in the music but instead a kind of beauty and serenity which, like
K. 302, closes peacefully in the final bars.

Sonata for Violin and Piano in E minor K. 304
I. Allegro; II. Tempo di Menuetto

A

fter the cheerful calm of the previous sonata, the next one
in E minor will come as a surprise, one brought about by a
tragic turn of events in Mozart’s life. Paris was the ultimate
destination on Mozart’s 16-month journey away from Salzburg. The
idea had been for the young composer to escape the limitations of his
provincial hometown and find more prosperous employment in a more
important court or city. While Mannheim had proved to be attractive
musically, no offers for a job had proved forthcoming. So the plan was
that he would continue on from Mannheim without his mother, Anna
Maria, who had accompanied him on the first part of his journey. But
after getting entangled with a soprano, Aloysia Weber (the sister of his
future wife Constanze), he wrote to his father, Leopold, proposing to
spend time with the Webers in Italy in search of musical opportunities
for both him and Aloysia. Sensing his son’s waywardness, his father
angrily replied that he had read Wolfgang’s letter with “stupefaction
and horror” and told him “off with you to Paris!” He also decided that
Wolfgang could not be trusted so he made the fateful decision to send
his (Leopold’s) wife on with him. Son and mother arrived in the French
capital in March 1778 and Mozart soon found work composing his Paris
Symphony in D, but by the time of its premiere in June of the same year
his mother was seriously ill with an undiagnosed illness. By July, she

Mozart (1778)

was dead. For the young Mozart, who adored his mother, and also for
his father, the turn of events must have been shocking. And so it is with
this calamity in mind that one can appreciate the dramatic intensity
of the violin sonata in E minor K. 304, the only one cast in a minor key
and one of two violin sonatas written in Paris. The mood is also shared
by the similarly powerful Piano Sonata No. 8 in A minor written around
the same time.
The first movement of the E minor Sonata begins with the violin
and the piano stating the opening theme starkly, together without
any underlying harmonies. The music soon fills out and occasionally
modulates into the major mode but there is a strong gravitational pull
always to the minor. The second movement, which, as in the previous
sonata K. 303 is marked “Tempo di Menuetto,” starts with a sombre
melody that Mozart brilliantly contrasts with an exquisitely tender
central section in E major. The sombreness returns, complete with a
coda where the melody becomes fragmented, punctuated by frequent
rests, until a few energetic bars provide the final closure. The dark
tonality, arising in the wake of his mother’s tragic death, imbues this
work with an unusual level of emotional turmoil, so much so that
Mozart’s biographer Alfred Einstein described it as “one of the miracles
among Mozart’s works.”

Sonata No. 3 for Violin and Piano in E flat major Op. 12 No. 3 Beethoven (1797-8)
I. Allegro con spirito; II. Adagio con molta espressione; III. Rondo: Allegro molto

A 14-ConCert SerieS FeAturing
ChAmber muSiC by mozArt,
hAydn, beethoven And SChubert
June 2018 - mAy 2020

B

Cindy ho, piAno | evelyn ChAng, piAno | Kitty Cheung, violin | eunA Kim, violin | JoAnne Kim, Cello
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: http://www.hkustcfa.net/

Mozart (1778)

Organiser:

Sponsor:

Acknowledgement:

eethoven’s final violin sonata in the Op. 12 trilogy is the grandest and most majestic of these early works. It is also the most
difficult with an especially brilliant and difficult part for the
piano. It begins with a brief downward arpeggio in the tonic key of E
flat that acts as a kind of seed from which the rest of the movement
evolves. What follows is a lively dialog between violin and piano in
which each instrument incites the other to new acts. Syncopations and
sudden changes in dynamics enrich the irrepressible sense of drive and
playfulness.
The slow movement is the first true Adagio in Beethoven’s violin

sonatas and with the additional marking con molto espressione, it is
clear that this C major movement forms the emotional core of the work.
One particular feature is the use of an arpeggiated accompaniment figure in the piano and then the violin that sounds almost like a reference
to Bach’s famous first Prelude from the Well-Tempered Klavier. Towards
the end of the movement just before an abrupt fortissimo declamation
by both violin and piano, there is also a hint of a harmonic transition
which Beethoven later used in the concluding bars of the slow movement of the Waldstein Piano Sonata The finale is a jaunty Mozartian
Rondo that makes for lively conclusion to the set of three sonatas.
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Concert V

thu

Concert VI

28 Feb 2019

Sonata for Violin and Piano in A major K. 305
I. Allegro di molto; II. Tema con variazioni. Andante grazioso

A

s the penultimate violin sonata of all published in 1778, the A
major Sonata K. 305 was probably written mostly in Mannheim before the death of Mozart’s mother in Paris. There is
certainly no sign of the emotional turmoil in K. 304. Mozart’s biographer Alfred Einstein describes K. 305 as a “social” duet, full of “cheerfulness, freshness and innocence”. Ironically, the opening movement
begins like the E minor sonata with both instruments stating the theme
in unison but what different emotional landscapes these two sonatas
occupy! The ebullient A major sonority and lively vigour of the rhythms
are as infectious as it is cheerful. In another unusual departure, the

Sonata for Violin and Piano in D major K. 306
I. Allegro con spirito; II. Andantino cantabile; III. Allegretto

T

he last of the set of violin sonatas Mozart wrote on his journey
to Mannheim and Paris, this is the grandest of them all, being
the only one in three movements apart from K. 296 (written
in Mannheim but not published as part of the set of six sonatas K. 301
- 306). This sonata was probably begun in Mannheim and completed
in the summer of 1778 while Mozart was in Paris. Its spirit shows little
evidence of what the composer must have felt about his circumstances.
His mother had died suddenly and unexpectedly in July of that year
while in Paris and Mozart himself wrote to his father about the terrible
conditions in that city: “…really the mud in Paris is beyond all description. To go in a carriage entails spending four or five livres a day, and all

Mozart (1778)

for nothing; it is true the people say all kinds of civil things, but there it
ends… the French are far from being as polite as they were fifteen years
ago; their manner borders on rudeness, and they are odiously self-sufficient…”
Written in almost a concertante style, the work’s first two movements set a new standard in soloistic power and poise: a lively opening
movement makes way for a breathtakingly intimate Andantino. But it
is in the last movement that Mozart really unleashes his creative powers with alternating interludes of different tempi and, in a brilliantly
operatic touch, a written out cadenza for both instruments at the end
of the movement bringing the work to its dramatic climax.

Sonata No. 4 for Violin and Piano in A minor Op. 23
Beethoven (1800-1)
I. Presto; II. Andante scherzoso, più allegretto; III. Allegro molto

B

eing one of the only two violin sonatas that Beethoven
composed in a minor key (along with the tempestuous sonata
in C minor), this sonata and the famous “Spring” Sonata Op.
24 were both written between 1800 and 1801. Originally they were
to be published as a pair under the same opus number but owing to a
snafu in which each sonata was printed on different sized paper, they
were published instead with consecutive opus numbers. Despite the
contemporaneous dates in composition, the mood of this sonata is
worlds apart from the Spring. In the words of Beethoven’s biographer
Lewis Lockwood, Op. 23 “is bleak, odd, and distant, a neglected child
in the family of Beethoven violin sonatas, despite its original and
experimental moments.” The sonata was, nevertheless, better received
by music critics in Beethoven’s time than his first three sonatas and
Abram Loft, in his book on violin and piano duo repertoire, remarks: “In
no other Beethoven sonata will the duo find a greater challenge to its
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M

ozart’s tour of Mannheim and Paris of 1777-8 was, all told,
an unmitigated disaster: his mother died, he received no
lasting offers of employment and his attempts to rekindle
his relationship with soprano Aloysia Weber that began in Mannheim
were rebuffed on his return journey. His return to his hometown of
Salzburg must have been a huge let down. For a while he tried to make
the best of things and even though his father had negotiated a better
position for his son as court organist, he remained very dissatisfied
with his employment there. After a successful premiere of his opera
Idomeneo in Munich in 1781, he was requested to come to Vienna by
his Salzburg employer, the Archbishop Hieronymus Colloredo, but only
as part of the entourage of servants. The purpose of the Archbishop’s
visit was to attend the celebrations for the accession of Joseph II to
the Austrian throne. Mozart had bigger ideas and sought to meet the
Emperor in the hope of better employment in Vienna. Colloredo’s
attempts to block Mozart from performing outside his own circle
included a chance to play before the Emperor for a fee equal to half
of his yearly Salzburg salary. Infuriated, Mozart brought things to

Mozart (1781)

a head in May when he tried to resign but was initially refused. To
make matters worse his father sided with the Archbishop imploring
Wolfgang to reconcile with the Archbishop. The final ignominious end
came the following month when the composer was dismissed literally
“with a kick in the arse”, administered by the archbishop’s steward.
Against his father’s wishes, Mozart decided to settle in Vienna as a
freelance performer and composer and was finally freed from the
tyranny of the two overbearing forces in his life: the Archbishop and his
father.
The Sonata in F K. 376 was composed in Vienna during the
summer of 1781, just weeks after Mozart settled in the Viennese capital.
Amazingly, little is evident of the incredible drama of these events
in the good humour and brilliance encapsulated in this work. Mozart
now chose to abandon the two-movement form of many of his earlier
sonatas and fully adopted the three-movement form starting with a
dynamic Allegro, continuing with a delicately flowing Andante, and
concluding with a graceful Rondo.

Sonata for Violin and Piano in F major K. 377
Mozart (1781)
I. Allegro; II. Theme with 6 Variations. Andante; III. Tempo di Menuetto

T

he Sonata K. 377 was also written in the summer of 1781 after

closing variation titled Siciliana that Mozart’s biographer Ivor Keys

Mozart’s arrival in Vienna around the same time as K. 376, and

suggests was a jumping off point for the corresponding deeply affected

while it shares the same key of F major and a three movement

movement in the D minor string quartet K. 421 written two years later.

form, it is rather different in mood. The opening Allegro while still

The last movement marked Tempo di Menuetto is a quietly reflective

good-humoured, has an agitated quality. The slow movement variations

rondo that makes some at times semi-improvisational excursions but

in D minor tread darker waters, especially with the mysterious

always returns to the graceful and tender opening idea.

Sonata No. 5 for Violin and Piano in F major Op. 24 “Spring”
Beethoven (1801)
I. Allegro; II. Adagio molto espressivo; III. Scherzo: Allegro molto;
IV. Rondo: Allegro ma non troppo

sense of drama, of timing, of musical repartee.”
The sonata opens unusually with a dramatic Presto cast in 6/8
time and features no real respite from the minor key tonality even
among the later themes the movement explores. There is an unsettled
driving energy to this movement that occasionally subsides but
without any sense of resolution, a pattern reinforced in its tentative
conclusion. The second movement is a slow scherzo that features a
remarkably playful, perhaps even comical dialogue between violin and
piano. A contrasting fugal section announced by the piano’s octave
leap with a concluding trill forms a trio of sorts. A mood of nervous
relentlessness returns in the rondo finale although there are two
contrasting chordal episodes that stand out for their lyrical sweetness.
After a particularly strident fortissimo section punctuated with
sforzandos, the sonata’s dark credentials are firmly secured by a sense
of exhaustion with a final fade out to black at the conclusion.

21 Mar 2019

Sonata for Violin and Piano in F major K. 376
I. Allegro; II. Andante; III. Rondo. Allegretto grazioso

Mozart (1778)

second movement features a theme and a set of variations. Curiously,
while Mozart had done much in this set of six sonatas (K. 301 - 306) to
put violin and piano on a more equal footing, this movement seems to
be something of a step backwards, with the theme played by the piano
and the violin left in the role of accompanying – in fact, the entire
first variation is reserved for piano solo. Nevertheless, the violin gets
a chance to lead in the second variation and is awarded a moment of
special lyrical glory in the fourth. There is a contrasting period of darkness in the minor mode fifth variation but the sixth and last variation
restores the happy mood, bringing a joyful conclusion.

thu

I

t is not clear exactly who nicknamed Beethoven’s violin sonata

following an expanded symphonic template he had already pioneered

Op. 24 the “Spring Sonata” but we know it was not the composer,

in his piano sonatas. In the opening of the sonata, the violin presents

who was also not responsible for the names “Moonlight” and

the main theme, a beautiful and sinuous locution for which the sonata

“Pathétique” applied to his two most famous piano sonatas. The

is famous. After a tender and highly expressive slow movement,

moniker seems to have arisen after Beethoven’s death but it aptly

Beethoven offers a scherzo that is as short as it is witty. What is

describes the sunny melodic complexion of this work. Beethoven

particularly notable is the playful way that the main theme presented

dedicated this sonata to one of his patrons in Vienna, Count Moritz von

by the piano is echoed by the violin, which constantly seems to be one

Fries, to whom he also dedicated the string quintet written in this same

step behind. The last movement Rondo opens with another lyrical

year (1801) and his Symphony No. 7.

and highly memorable melody that no doubt partly explains why this

This sonata was his first to be written in four movements,

is Beethoven’s most popular of the ten sonatas he wrote for the two
instruments.
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Concert VII

thu

11 Apr 2019
Mozart (1781)
Sonata for Violin and Piano in G major K. 379
I. Adagio – Allegro; II. Theme: Andantino cantabile, with 5 variations. Allegretto
(Thema da capo – Coda)

Sonata for Violin and Piano in B flat major K. 378
Mozart (1779)
I. Allegro moderato; II. Andantino sostenuto e cantabile; III. III. Rondeau: Allegro

D

espite the numbering, K. 378 was composed before the two F
major sonatas, K. 376-7 and before Mozart arrived in Vienna,
most likely while Mozart was still in Salzburg in 1779. The
opening movement begins with a spaciously attractive melody that
Mozart develops in typically inventive ways. The violin introduces
a second theme tinged with minor harmonies that foreshadow
the troubled mood of the development section in which the piano
articulates a melancholy new theme that is soon passed to the violin.
The movement is full of teasing interplay between the two instruments
that, as one commentator put it, is like “kittens chasing one another.”
The slow movement begins with the piano taking the thematic lead
before the violin takes command in the central section. The two
instruments interchange roles in a reprise of the opening idea. The final
Rondeau, has a spelling which perhaps points to the French influence
in this movement with its jaunty rhythm of three beats in a bar. After
a G minor episode, there is a surprise change in meter to a rapid triplet
passage that has four beats per bar before the return of the opening
theme where keyboard and violin unite forces in bringing the work to a
satisfying close.

I

n the famous 1984 multi-Oscar winning movie, Amadeus, Mozart
is depicted as almost effortlessly gifted and creative, eliciting
profound jealousy and near hatred by his rival Antonio Salieri who
has to work much harder for comparatively pedestrian results. While
the movie is in many ways a work of fiction, with many plot points
made up, it contains some key truisms about the great composer. A
wonderful example is to be found in a letter of 1781 written by Mozart
from his new home city of Vienna to his father:
“Today we had - I’m writing this at eleven o’clock at night - a
concert, where three of my pieces were performed. New ones, of
course: a rondo for a concerto for Brunetti, a sonata with violin
accompaniment for myself, which I composed last night between
eleven and twelve but in order to be able to finish it, I only wrote out
the accompaniment and retained my own part in my head; and finally
a rondo for Ceccarelli, which we had to repeat.”

Mozart’s partners in this concert were violinist Antonio Brunetti,
concertmaster of the Salzburg court orchestra, and the castrato singer
Francesco Ceccarelli. The second work he refers to that was written

between “eleven and twelve o’clock” was the Sonata in G major K. 379.
Because the part Mozart wrote out for Brunetti survived, we know
the work underwent substantial revision before it was published.
So as lesser mortals, we can take some comfort in knowing that the
final product took a little longer than an hour to write! Even so, this
anecdotal gem attests to Mozart’s extraordinary facility in being able to
mint superbly crafted works at lightning speed.
While the sonata is scored in only two movements, this sonata
has the feeling of being in three because of the introductory Adagio, a
lyrically grand statement on the piano, which after a pregnant pause
the violin reiterates in similarly declamatory style. While the overall
key of the work is G major, the Allegro that follows is in G minor, a key
that for Mozart we associate with some of his most impassioned music
- the G minor String Quintet and the Symphony No. 40 being good examples. The drama of this movement is no less riveting and one’s only
regret is that it does not last longer. The second movement is in form of
theme and variations and while the theme is rather simple and tender,
the variations that follow are exquisitely elaborate, particularly in the
piano ornamentation, and yet still quietly eloquent in their restraint.

Beethoven (1802)
Sonata for Violin and Piano in A Major Op. 30 No. 1
I. Allegro; II. Adagio molto espressivo; III. Allegretto con variazioni

T
Evelyn Chang, piano | Kitty Cheung, violin

Euna Kim, violin | Cindy Ho, piano
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he sixth of the Beethoven’s ten violin sonatas and the first of
a set of three published as Op. 30, this sonata stands in the
shadow of the thunderous C minor sonata that came after
it, which partly accounts for why it is played far less often in concert
halls than some of Beethoven’s other violin sonatas. Yet it is still a
magnificent work - one that emerged at around the same time as the
Eroica symphony and as part of a new direction in his overall approach
to writing sonatas. One possible reason for its lack of popularity is that
it eschews the drama of some of the other sonatas but favours instead
elegance, poise, and subtlety. Although a middle period work, this
sonata is not stamped with Beethoven’s “heroic” style but instead with
a tender lyricism. The opening theme has a catchy little hook but it’s the
second theme that stands out for its beauty resembling an Italian aria.

The second slow movement is also an exquisite gem. The violinist
Max Rostal declared that it “belongs among the most beautiful and
moving things that have ever been expressed in music... It is a deeply
serious and moving confession, the end of which equals late Beethoven
in its rapture.” The original rondo finale Beethoven composed for this
sonata he decided was too brilliant to be in keeping with the rest of the
work’s more subdued pastoral quality, so he later transplanted it to the
finale of the Kreutzer Sonata - an exchange conveniently facilitated by
the fact that both sonatas were in A major. To fill the void, he wrote a
theme and a set variations for this work. While not as adventurous as
Beethoven’s later essays in variation form, this movement still contains
hints of those ingredients to come including fugato elements in the
third variation and portentous dark clouds on the horizon towards
the end of minore fifth variation. The last variation dispatches any
lingering darkness, however, with gaiety and affirmation.

About the author: Julian Brown is a writer and violinist based in Mountain View, California. Born in the UK, he lived for
many 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 audience. 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.
JANUARY 2019 | Vol. 4 No. 2 | Vantage 33

1

2

3

5

4

6

7

12

Young Musicians Series 2018 Recitals

11
8

9

Photos & Selected Programme Notes

10

Hong Kong | September - October 2018

19
18
13

Mussorgsky: Promenade and
The Old Castle from Pictures at
an Exhibition
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T

he composer of these pieces of music was
Mussorgsky who was from Russia. He was
born on 21 March 1839 and died on 28 March
1881. He was part of a group named The Five,
alongside Mussorgsky which consisted of 4 other
Russian composers.
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Tchaikovsky: April: Snowdrop, from the
Seasons

T

his piece is part of a set of twelve short character pieces
for piano solo called “The Seasons’” (Les Saisons in French)
composed by a Russian, Romantic Period composer, Pyotr Ilyich
Tchaikovsky. Each piece in this set of character pieces represents
each of the twelve months of the year. The piece that I’m playing

34

33

is the month, April (Avril) which is the fourth month of the year.
When I play the piece, I feel like this piece is joyful, jolly, and when
I listen to this piece, I always feel like wanting to dance because the
music is also kind of swaying. It is a peaceful and smooth piece, and
it sounds like snowdrops gently dropping into the dirt underneath.
The dynamics of this piece usually stays at the range of pianissimo to
around forte. April is a really nice, gentle, happy piece.
Selected programme notes by Xinran Tong
(YMS concert participant)
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The group had a general goal which was
to create a nationalist school of Russian music.
Mussorgsky wrote the Pictures at an Exhibition
as a memorial to his Russian friend, Viktor
Hartmann, who died in 1873 at the age of 39.
Soon after the artist’s death, Mussorgsky visited
the exhibition of his artworks. He felt that he
had to capture the artwork through music, so
he wrote the pieces of Pictures at an Exhibition.
Each piece of music from this album represents
each piece of artwork. The whole idea of this
piece of music (The Old Castle) is to make it
sound old/ ancient and a bit terrifying because
the actual painting was painted and made to look
ghostly. It is not all cheerful, fun and ecstatic as
it’s supposed to give haunted and scary vibes
to the audience of the artwork and this piece of
music.
Programme notes by Leanne Nguyen
(YMS concert participant)

Mussorgsky: Hut on Fowl’s Legs
from Pictures at an Exhibition

T

his piece illustrates a witch called Baba-yaga
who lives in a hut with chicken legs. It contains a lot of chromatics and octaves, and is also
generally in forte with many accented notes. The
first few bars are already dissonant and very loud,
showing how intimidating the witch is. There are
parts where the left hand is in octaves climbing
in 4ths symbolising the ragged movement of the
house on chicken claws. The middle part becomes
suddenly soft to give a mysterious and creepy feeling, letting us feel the horror of Baba-yaga. This is
a really frightening and exciting piece.

Mussorgsky: The Great Gates
of Kiev from Pictures at an
Exhibition

T

his piece illustrates the large magnificent gate
painted by Mussorgsky’s friend Hartmann,
which does not exist in real life, lest in Ukraine,
as the title suggests. The piece is basically made
of chords of the same theme, almost every single
one in major, giving a very grand atmosphere
throughout the piece. The use of pedal that merges
together different chords also symbolises the
chimes of the massive bell hung on the great gate.
In general, the music gives the atmosphere of
triumph and victory.
Programme notes by Bibiana Bien

Performers (pianists unless stated otherwise): 1. Chloe Chung; Rachel Ko, violin; Chelsea Kim Hwang, cello.
(Participant in Vantage Music Academy’s
2. Natalie Lui; Matthew Ko, violin; Nathan Tsang, viola; Timothy Tsang, percussion. 3. Chun Ho Mak; Edwina
Ma, flute. 4. Bibiana Bien; Anusha Cho Girish, cello. 5. Gabrielle Lee. 6. Xinran Tong; Evelyn Wong, Vera Ho,
Music Theory class)
violins. 7. Constance Ho. 8. Chloe Chung, Laura Yong. 9. Hayley Zheng (L) Larry Zheng (R), viola. 10. Anton
Nguyen. 11. Mia Pao. 12. Marcus Lai. 13. Elroy Li (L), Effie Wong (R). 14. Tristan Ma. 15. Sonia Chan. 16. Angela
Zhao; Conrad Lynch, violin; Joel Park, cello. 17. Declan Lo (L), Sophie Lo (R). 18. Constance Yip (L), Adrian Yip (R); 19. Angela Zhao; Adrian Yip, violin; Ethan N. Jin, cello. 20. Natalie Wan.
21. Antonia Sun. 22. Mackenzie Lai. 23. Gwyneth Suen. 24. Peter Chan. 25. Evan You. 26. Ernest Li. 27. Xinran Tong. 28. Morgan Chong (L), Megan Chong (R). 29. Bibiana Bien. 30.
Leanne Nguyen. 31. Hannah Kwok. 32. Madeleine Fung (red dress), Arlene Cheung (blue dress). 33. Reiko Tokoyoda. 34. Candy Lam. 35. Nicoletta Bien.
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