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Message
from the Editorial

I

n this issue of the magazine, we are thankful to pianist
Tra Nguyen who was involved in two interviews.
First of all, she was instrumental in facilitating the
opportunity for us to meet pianist Đặng Thái Sơn. When
he was in China for a concert tour in June, he offered to
meet us at Shenzhen Concert Hall, a few hours before
his evening solo recital. We were drawn by his openness,
friendliness and the inspiring dialogue.
In April, composer Elena Langer came to Hong
Kong for the premiere of the chamber opera Beauty and
Sadness. Through the introduction by pianist Evelyn Chang
(Vantage Music Artist), we had a breakfast meeting with
Elena to get to know more about her music journey thus
far and the new opera. We also discovered that Elena and
Tra attended the same music college in Moscow, though
a few years apart. We are glad that Tra was able to join
the meeting. Her experience in Russia made the dialogue
interactive and interesting.
Professor Andrew West contributed an article on
English songs. Recall our interview with him published in
the previous issue of Vantage, it was from there that we got
a glimpse of one of the different aspects of his profession

– as a chamber pianist collaborating with a number of
renowned singers and instrumentalists. He also has a
number of CDs released on English songs. He then kindly
agreed to elaborate more on his experience and share with
our readers.
Being the music director at Sevenoaks School,
UK, Christopher Dyer certainly has a lot to say about
music education. Is there anything that made the School
particularly unique with regard to stimulating and
cultivating students’ interest in music? Readers may find
out more from his article included in this issue.
In July, our young musicians participated in the YMS
2019 US Tour. They took part in a musical workshop at
National Opera Center in New York whereby Ms. Tamami
Honma gave masterclasses to the young musicians prior
to their performance at Carnegie Hall. Interested readers
could watch their dress rehearsal recordings at the Marc A.
Scorca Hall at the Young Musicians Series’ Facebook page
and YouTube channel.
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Childhood Stories: How a Jungle Boy
Became the Chopin Champion
I nterview with

Đặng Thái Sơn

Vantage Music & Tra Nguyen
Shenzhen | June 2019

It was a bright Sunday morning in June. As an
unprecedented mass of people flocked to Hong Kong Island,
we crossed the border gingerly and took a short ride to
Shenzhen Concert Hall, where Maestro Đặng Thái Sơn
agreed to a short interview before his concert that night.

T

Family of Professional Musicians

he First Prize winner of the 1980 International
Chopin Piano Competition, Đặng Thái Sơn is
regarded as the first Vietnamese pianist to rise to
international fame, but Sơn (in Vietnamese practice, it is
customary to use the given name) was quick to dismiss the
claim, “My mother and my aunt are actually the first concert
pianists!”
Music runs deep in the family. “I was born into a very
musical home,” Sơn recounted. “My grandfather, Thái Văn
Lân, was one of the first Vietnamese to study Electrical
Engineering at the University of Grenoble in France.” Lân
returned to Saigon and became a prestigious intellectual,
authoring textbooks on Practical Electricity. In his spare time,
however, he would often pick up the violin and enjoy the
company of music.
Vietnam was a French colony back then, and many
Vietnamese viewed the piano, an invention of the West, as a
symbol of status. “It was fashionable for kids to play music.
For boys, it is the violin; For girls, it is the piano.” Most of
them, like Lân, were only amateurs at best.
This was not the case with Lân’s daughters, Thái Thị Lang
and Thái Thị Liên. In 1933, the 18-year-old Lang became the
first Vietnamese to be accepted into the Conservatoire de
Paris when she boldly went to France alone, studying with
various masters such as George DeLausnay and Yves Nat. She
eventually settled in Paris and developed a respectable career
as a composer and concert pianist.
An Extraordinary Figure
The story of Liên is equally, if not more, eventful. “My mother,
Liên, got a lucky break when she started learning the piano
with Armande Caron, who has just moved into Saigon,” Sơn
told us. By chance, Armande Caron was a student of Isidor
Philipp, and learnt from the French teacher all the nuances
of piano playing, especially that of Frédéric Chopin. In fact,
Isidor Philipp studied piano under Georges Mathias, who
was, in turn, a pupil of Chopin, allowing Liên to trace her
music heritage directly back to the famous composer.
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Liên’s life took a fateful turn in 1946 when she went to
Paris as part of Ho Chi Minh’s delegation in a diplomatic visit
to France. “It was after the end of the Second World War,
and Ho was trying to garner support for the independence of
Vietnam,” Sơn explained. “The delegates were there to contact
the Communist Party in France and were hoping to sway the
intellectuals in France to their cause.”
Whilst Ho’s negotiation for peace did not have much
success, Liên fell in love with her fellow delegation member
Trần Ngọc Danh, and they married shortly afterwards.
In 1948, Liên’s husband was appointed as the first
Vietnamese ambassador in the Czech Republic, and Liên
followed him to Prague, eventually entering the Conservatory
of Prague and obtaining a diploma in the early 50s. It was a
remarkable feat for a Vietnamese woman of her time.
Music was not Liên’s only preoccupation: “My mother was
very patriotic and outspoken. Even in Prague, she would often
be involved in many nationalist and feminist movements.
She even participated at the Algeria and Hungary congresses
of the Women’s International Democratic Federation,
condemning the horrific French atrocities against women
resisters.”
Back to the Jungles
In 1951, at the height of the First Indochina War (known
in Vietnam as the Anti-French Resistance War), Liên
brought her first daughter, at that time 22 months old, back
to Vietnam via a secret resistance route in southern China.
Hanoi was occupied by French forces, so Liên had no choice
but to go inside the jungles of north Vietnam where the Viet
Minh resistance lived.
“It was a very difficult time for my mother,” Sơn said. “She
was like a princess during her times in Saigon and Prague,
never knowing how miserable life can be. The change in
environment was a severe shock to her. She even had to sleep
in the animal barn once during the New Year!” Unfortunately,
the jungles proved to be fatal for Liên’s husband, who died
from tuberculosis shortly after arriving. However, Liên, with
her strong personality, weathered through the hardships of
the war, even putting her musical knowledge to good use
by joining the Central People’s Dance Group, translating
propaganda resistance songs into French, teaching and
singing in performance groups, and leading the choir in
patriotic performances to bolster the resistance’s morale.
September 2019 | Vol. 5 No. 1 | Vantage 7

The Vietnam School of Music
After the decisive Battle of Điện Biên Phủ in 1954, France
withdrew from Vietnam, and Ho Chi Minh’s group moved
back to Hanoi. Two years later, in 1956, Liên became one of the
founders of the Vietnam School of Music (now known as the
Vietnam National Academy of Music) and was placed in charge
of the piano department. Initially, the conservatory did not offer
university-level courses, aiming to provide higher qualifications
for teachers instead, who were mostly amateurs at that time.
It was during this time that Sơn was born, after Liên, widowed,
remarried the poet Đặng Đình Hưng, whom she met in her return
to Vietnam during the War.
The American War
War invaded Hanoi again in 1965. “When I was seven, the war
escalated from the south of Vietnam to the north, with America
bombing North Vietnam with its air force.” The advent of the
American War shattered the world as Sơn knew it. Fearing for
their safety, everyone in Hanoi evacuated to a neighboring village
in the mountain areas.
For the conservatory, relocation presented an additional
challenge in terms of transporting instruments. “One can carry
the violin on foot, and even the cello with some difficulty. But how
about the piano?” Sơn remarked. There were four rivers separating
Hanoi from the village 30 miles away, and no trains or cars could
traverse the difficult terrain safely. “In the end, we tied all 60

upright and grand pianos to the back of buffalo carts and
carried them all the way to the mountains.” They trudged
along with the pianos under the violent beatings of sun and
rain, jingling and tinkling with every bump on the road.
As expected, everything was in pieces when the crowd
arrived at the destination – the pianos were breaking apart,
and the strings were unstrung and broken. “Half of the
pianos had no sound. Not only had the strings snapped,
but the mechanisms of the piano were also destroyed by

few were playable, so we took turns practicing. In the first year,
I was allotted a meagre twenty minutes every day.”
The constant threat of bombing loomed over them. “The
Vietnamese in the village were unfamiliar with the piano, and
always worried that the racket would attract the attention of
the Americans, so we had to stop and hide whenever a plane
flew across the sky.” Gradually, however, the students of the
conservatory learnt to distinguish the planes by the sound of
the engines. “When the Americans came, they moved very

rain.” To complicate matters, living space was limited in the
village, so the pianos were left in the open and were often
subject to the forces of nature. “There was no electricity
in the mountains, so when the piano got wet, we had
to wait till the sun shines to dry it out.” To make use of
the infrequent spells of sunlight, they would take apart
the insides of the piano and leave them out to dry, and
assemble the parts afterward. “That’s how I come to know
so much about the mechanisms of the piano now!”

fast and sounded very aggressive. Vroom!” Sơn gestured as he
imitated the engines of an American bomber. “We had to take
refuge underground.”

Practicing in the Mountains

Humanity shone through even in the direst of situations.
“We lived like a big family, sharing food, joy, pain, and also
connecting with nature.” The mountains provided Sơn with
an unforgettable experience: “It was a quiet night, and the
full moon was gently illuminating the village. Suddenly, an
ethereal melody arose from the blanket of silence. There, was
my mother, sitting at the piano under the moonlight, playing
Chopin’s Mazurkas.” It was the first time that Sơn heard the
composer, and it left a lasting impression on him. “From then
on, in my Vietnamese studies, I had in my mind only Chopin
and nothing by any other composers: no Mozart, no Bach.”

Life in the mountains was not easy. “There was no food,
no basic sanitization. My whole family was given a corner
in one local villager’s straw hut, with no windows and
only one bed for all of us. The bed became the single place
where I sleep, where I eat, where I play with my friend, and
where I do my homework.” Despite the harsh conditions,
Sơn continued to learn music. “Out of the 60 pianos, only a

It was an altogether different story for Soviet planes. “They
were guarding the village, so their speed was more stable. It
almost sounded like a Chopin nocturne, and we continued to
practise, not wanting to waste our allotted time.”
Moonlight Mazurka

In 1970, Liên was invited to the International Chopin
Piano Competition, not as a performer but as a guest. “The
competition was held in Warsaw, Poland, which was a
communist state at the time. My mother was invited to observe
the event as the head of Vietnam’s piano school.” When
Liên returned to Vietnam, she brought with her complete
recordings of Chopin’s works, along with a full set of scores.
They were a godsend to Sơn.
“During the war, there were no music stores or photocopy
shops, and every score was hand-copied. For seven years,
everybody had to make copies by hand if they wanted to play
a piece.” It was like a game of Telephone gone wrong. “After
several iterations, we couldn’t even recognize what kind of
music it was!” To Sơn, the scores were a trove of treasure.
“Whenever my mother left home for the conservatory, I
would take out the scores and explore every note and marking
on it, comparing them with my hand-copied sheets. It was
really interesting to find out the differences and to correct my
playing.”
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For their third year, notwithstanding the strict
requirements of the conservatory’s syllabus, Sơn and
Natanson concentrated on Chopin. After a full year of
studying, Sơn was still not too sure of himself, so he
volunteered to audition for the competition, to see how well
he can play. “If I had a chance, then I can go to Warsaw,” Sơn
reasoned, “but if not, forget that.”

From Zero to Number One
In 1974, Sơn went to the Moscow Conservatory after a
glowing recommendation from a visiting Russian pianist,
Isaac Katz. He barely made it through the entrance
examination.
“In Vietnam, I had some training in finger techniques,
but it was far from professional. They let me in only
because they heard a certain sense of musicality in me,
but everyone agreed that my technique is virtually nonexistent.” Unfortunately, as an institution for higher
education, the Conservatory was a place for training in
interpretation, “for moons, dreams, and imaginations, and
no one had time for a jungle boy like me.”
No one, that is, except Professor Vladimir Natanson.
“He was a low-profile professor, the oldest one at my time,
and he spent a lot of time coaching me.” Unlike his fellow
teachers who were mostly concert pianists, Natanson
was more of a musicologist, renowned for his pedagogic
expertise. “Natanson met with me two to three times a
week, spending up to three hours each time.” Natanson
gave Sơn a diverse selection of repertoires, addressing Sơn’s
various technical deficiencies. “I played a lot of Prokofiev
to develop strong fingers, which is a key aspect of the
Russian school of playing. I also played some Haydn and
Scarlatti in between.”
Sơn is extremely grateful to Professor Natanson. “A
teacher is good only if he is a suitable teacher for my
current level. Had I jumped right to the top of the ladder
10 Vantage | September 2019 | Vol. 5 No. 1

and found a professor who only talked about imagination,
it would have been disastrous for me, because I was not
ready for that.” Driven by a strong sense of motivation,
Sơn developed an intensive regime to rapidly build up
his proficiency under Natanson’s guidance. “I only ate
and practiced throughout the whole day in my first year,
leaving no single free minute.” At the end of the year,
Sơn was already playing Brahm’s Paganini Variations.
“The professors from my entrance examination couldn’t
recognize me!”
Sơn’s performance was awarded a first in class, and
his astonishing transformation attracted the attention
of Tatyana Nikolayeva, one of the most distinguished
professors in the conservatory, who mentioned his case in
the school’s newspaper.
The Chopin Competition
Sơn became the centre of attention again in his third year
when he came first in the Soviet-only audition for the 1980
International Chopin Competition. “I learnt all the notes of
Chopin in Vietnam, but I never studied Chopin’s works in
earnest until the third year.” Sơn had expressed his desire
to play Chopin in the first year, but Natanson felt he was
not ready. “You must be joking,” the teacher commented.
Sơn made no mention of it until the third year, when
he played to Natanson again, this time well-trained and
well-prepared. To Sơn‘s delight, Natanson begrudgingly
approved. “Maybe let’s work together,” he said.

Sơn created a sensation in school when he passed the
audition as number one. “It was seven months before the
competition in Warsaw, and all the Soviet students couldn’t
believe it.” Russians in the conservatory are very proud of
their heritage, and they could not believe that anybody can
play better than them. “If I were a Chinese or a Japanese, they
would understand. But Vietnamese? Nobody understood
that.”
Naturally, the whole school was curious. “Even Mikhail
Pletnev, the biggest star in Moscow that time, was intrigued:
‘What is this about the Vietnamese boy?’” So Pletnev, who
has never been to a concert or listened to any performances,
sat down in Sơn’s class concert and heard his Chopin. “He
still remembered it forty years later, reminding me about the
concert when we met at the Chopin Festival last year.”
International Career
Sơn returned to Moscow after the competition, after a
touching reunion with his mother and his aunt, whom he
hadn’t seen since their separation in Paris forty years ago.
“Even though I came first, I felt I’m still not ready, so I
continued to study in Moscow.”
The decision was influenced in part by external factors.
“I had some options at the time. One was in France, where
I found a professor in the Paris Conservatory who was
willing to take me in.” Unfortunately, the practicalities of the
Cold War prevented that from happening. “The Vietnamese
government rejected my application, telling me I had to either
stay in Moscow, or go back to Hanoi.”
By the time Sơn obtained a postgraduate degree in
Moscow in 1987, the political climate had considerably
changed. “I decided to move to Japan, where I was offered

the position of a visiting professor at the Kunitachi Music
College in Tokyo.” For Sơn, this was a logical choice. “Japan
supported my career greatly from the beginning. After the
Chopin competition, I received a special prize from NHK
TV, who was amazingly proud of my status as the first Asian
to win the Chopin Competition.” The Japanese’s involvement
was instrumental to Sơn’s career. “They wrote a letter to
the Vietnam government, persuading them to allow me to
perform and stay in Japan.”
Four years later, however, Sơn felt the need to move on. “I
had a lot of concerts and a lot of money in Japan, but I began
to feel stale and spoilt.” Sơn felt that his playing started to
regress artistically, and decided to change environments again,
emigrating to Canada in 1991. “Canada is the first time I fully
encountered capitalism. Japan at that time was also capitalist
but in a very Asian way.” To date, Sơn is living in Montreal,
Canada, where his mother Liên also resides.
What’s Next?
Sơn is frequently invited to give masterclasses around the
world, and this led him to develop great expectations on
Asian pianists. “I think that the 21st century will generally
be the golden age of Asia. If we look at the competitions
nowadays, the prizewinners and those who are the most
successful are mainly Asians.” Sơn predicted the emergence
of the next pianist powerhouse. “Japan developed its distinct
school of playing after the Second World War, churning out
waves and waves of professionals, but it was caught up by
Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and eventually by China. As a
powerful country with a huge population, China is home to
many amazing talents. Now that China is developing music
education aggressively and dynamically, I think that we will
begin to see more and more Chinese pianists in the spotlight.
When China decides to do something, they usually succeed.”
For now, that is. “Ten years later, maybe it would be time for
Southeast Asian countries to shine, who knows?” ¢
Interviewed by Vantage Music & Tra Nguyen,
written by Chester Leung.
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Concerts You Have Missed

*From left to right: RedBricks ensemble - Nico Cheng, Harry Choi,
Kelvin Leung, Matthew Yip & Timothy Yip.

From left to right: Julie Kuok, piano; Carol Lin, mezzo-soprano; Ringo Chan, viola.

Hong Kong Harmonica Successors
12 July 2019 | 8pm
Sha Tin Town Hall Auditorium

Classical Music in a Classical Building
Metamorphosis
8 June 2019 | 7pm
Garden Room, The Helena May

E

A

ntitled Metamorphosis, the song recital told

showed a great deal of variety, spanning

soprano, through repertoire ranging from
was charming, communicative and moving which
gave rise to a captivating performance.
For this occasion, pianist Julie Kuok composed
a song based on kung fu legend Bruce Lee’s
famous quote “Be Water My Friend”. Violist
Ringo Chan joined Carol and Julie for the Three
Songs for medium voice, viola and piano by Frank
Bridge. The concert also marked the first time
that the three musicians performed on the same
stage together. It was a full-house concert and
the artists had to arrange an additional recital

ensembles of professional harmonica

players in Hong Kong. The genre of music

of personal stories of Carol Lin, mezzo-

Schubert, Mahler, Gounod to Frank Bridge. Carol

delightful concert that featured

*From left to right: Kiann Chow, violin; Zenan Kwan, piano; Harry Choi, harmonica.

across classical, folk, Latin American and
even pop music.
Highlights included performance by
RedBricks, an international prize-winning
harmonica ensemble, and Duo Volce (Kiann
Chow, violin and Harry Choi, harmonica).
An interpretation with much vitality
and variety showcased the vast exciting
possibilities of the brass instrument.
Musicians interacted with the audience
together also enlightened the overall
concert experience. ¢

on the following day to satisfy the demand of the

Kelly Kim

audience. ¢
*Photos credit: David Poon.
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On Music Education

Christopher Dyer | Sevenoaks | February 2019

Christopher Dyer is the Director of Music
at Sevenoaks School, a position which he
has held for 17 years. In February this year,
Vantage Music visited the school and he
kindly agreed to share his views on music
education.
What inspired you to get into music as a career?
When did you realise that you wanted to be in music
education?
I have been involved with music for as long as I can
remember, so it is difficult to pinpoint exactly when I
wanted music to be my career. Certainly, I wished for
this to be the case from very early in my school days.
I have always enjoyed working as part of a team,
sharing ideas and being involved in a wide variety
of musical activities so it always seems natural to
me that I should gravitate towards education rather
than performance.
Do you think music is an important part of personal
development? Why?
I think every musician understands that musical
expression is an essential part of their personal
development because music is an important part of
our humanity. Given this, every child will have a response – their own response – to music. Experiences and tastes may differ, but music will shape their
feelings, often in the ways people may not know nor
understand at the time. Regarding children, this
gives us teachers a very significant responsibility!
In a recent foreword to our principal yearly school
concert I have outlined how pieces of music can, over
time, become like friends to an individual; over time,
14 Vantage | September 2019 | Vol. 5 No. 1

we have probably known a number larger than most
of our school or college friends. These pieces will
arouse in us deep feelings, not simply of nostalgia,
but of emotions associated with our formative
years and pieces that will have almost certainly
inspired us to one degree or another.
You were studying at Cambridge University,
reading music. Was there anything you learnt from
there that you could apply to your students today?
It is impossible to encapsulate in a short paragraph
everything that I learnt at Cambridge University;
I could certainly apply a vast amount of what I
learned to my students today in some form or
other. Overwhelmingly the most important of
these is the necessity to involve oneself in as
much performing experience as possible. There
were so many opportunities for this when I was at
university and an incredible determination on the
part of the student body to take advantage of these
possibilities. I have taken this with me into every
department with which I have been involved. On a
more specifically academic level, our first analysis
lecture was given by the composer Hugh Wood.
The point he was keen to get all the students to
appreciate was that any analysis method should
always seek to make the general, overarching
point at the start of any analysis first and
subsequently work outwards to the smaller levels
of musical detail. He was aware that we would
all hear wonderful, exotic harmonies, entrancing
shifts in tonality and magical combinations of
timbres – and be all too keen to investigate them
further. However, without understanding what
was generally at play or what the composer was
generally trying to achieve, we would find it hard
to come up with a genuine understanding and
appreciation of the music in question. That was a
very inspiring moment.
Has your philosophy in education evolved over the
years since you’ve been an educator?
My philosophy with regard to music education
has certainly changed over the years. I think it is
quite natural, when one starts out as a teacher, to
look to the education one received oneself. Usually
this is a hugely positive and inspiring experience.
Occasionally, this feeling can be the opposite –
September 2019 | Vol. 5 No. 1 | Vantage 15

an experience that was so bad, it should never be replicated! I
myself certainly experienced both of these. I received very good
academic education in the 6th Form and at university and so
it seemed logical to me to continue to teach in this way when I
started. I would mark essays and harmony essays extensively
and with diligence; some of my early students even commented
that I wrote more than they did! But I have come to realise that
this is not necessarily a good thing. It can be demoralising for
students to receive extensive comments that may be perceived
as overly critical. It also encourages a response from the students
which relies on those teacher comments for their learning. I
now require the students to be more questioning of their work
and more questioning of me. This does not negate the need on
my part for detailed response, but it does limit the reliance on
this and aims to bring the student directly into the learning
experience.
What do you find most rewarding as a music educator?
I think most of us would consider our work to be rewarding when
we see our charges happy and successful. The former is usually
easy to spot but what constitutes a successful student? In my
second year as a head of department, some 25 years ago now,
I had a super 6th form set which I had taken through from the
start of the Lower Sixth. All bar one achieved the highest grade.
I was very proud of this and endeavoured at that point to work
towards a set of results in which every member achieved the
highest grade. But this did not happen, at least not for a very long
period of time. At first, I was mildly disappointed on subsequent
results days – what could I have done to have improved the
mark of some students? I usually came to understand why the
results were as they had come out. One day, I did get a cohort in
which all the students achieved the top grade, but by then I have
come to appreciate that this was a very blunt tool by which to
measure success – and not at all the most rewarding part of my
teaching. I had come to realise that education is a process and not
a product. The rewards in education, if you are looking for them,
are every bit as much along the way as they are at the sharp end
of things. A lesson well delivered, a rehearsal enthusiastically
taken, a problem effectively solved are likely to live long in the
memory of a receptive student. Of course, we all remember
thrilling final performances and exams that have been nailed.
But music is perhaps not a subject where every participant can or
even should measure themselves at the highest level. There are
some students for whom simply a pass at grade 5 level is a highly
rewarding experience and represents huge success; for a larger
number than we may care to admit, simply having the courage
to play a solo in a performance for the first time is a moment of
major achievement. Exams are a measure of how the student
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performed on one day; this is true of academic exams as much as
practical exams. I have also come to realise that what students
take from my teaching on a day to day basis is every bit as
important as what I believe I am offering them. These two are not
necessarily the same and it took me some time to realise this. The
best teachers are probably people who understand this osmosis
between teacher delivery and student learning.
What is your personal philosophy in terms of music education at
the school?
My personal philosophy of music has performance at its centre.
This is where matters musical begin for most students, if not
all of them. There aren’t many students who pick up a book and
read about baroque music and then say: “I’d now like to play
some baroque music.” They either hear a piece of baroque music
and decide to play some for themselves, or someone (usually a
teacher) directs them towards it. If their experience is a positive
one, they’ll probably want to play some more. They may then
want to further their own study and that inquisitiveness might
take them towards reading a book on the baroque music. So, my
music department is built around a series of some 50 performing
opportunities over the course of the year. These are not
necessarily classical and are not necessarily for the top students.
They are for anyone. There’s only one criterion and that is that
the individual should want to be involved.
ON EDUCATION
What do you feel is the biggest struggle that students have in
their music education?
Undoubtedly the biggest struggle that students have in their
music education these days is finding time for it. Studies
repeatedly show that any activity which involves fine motor
coordination requires significant concentration over an extensive
period of time. There are no shortcuts. This is an age in which
time is a very precious commodity. The students have so many
calls on their time and so many distractions which prevent that
significant concentration from taking place. The successful ones
are the ones who know how to manage this; it is not always about
natural ability.
What are the areas in music that Sevenoaks School emphasise
for their students?
Sevenoaks School has about 1000 students and, of these, only
one or two in each year group, maybe three, will on average go
on to study music when they leave us. This represents maybe
1% of the school population. Put another way, 99% of the school
population will not be seeing music through the lens of what it

will offer them as a career. It will not be a surprise, therefore, to
hear that my emphasis is on enjoyment and personal fulfilment.
This will be different for each and every student and we have to find
out what every student needs and what their ambitions are – and
these will be very different for every student who comes through
our door. It all comes back to performance. For some this might
be taking an exam, but for many it will not be. It may be through
a personal challenge, a performance in an informal recital or with
their friends, perhaps in a boarding house social function. It is
often through a collaborative performance, maybe with a choral
society or a jazz band. For some it may be supporting a performance
as an audience member. We have just started asking the Charity
Action Group to help organise all our concerts; 40% of the income
raised now goes to charities around the world. I have noticed
how important such camaraderie is to the boarders and they are
incredibly good at supporting friends in their boarding houses. They
clearly derive lots of enjoyment and fulfilment from this.
What support could the school provide for the music students?
Anything you think is particular effective?
The biggest way in which any school can support music students is
by making sure that there is an appropriate environment in which
students can experience music. A science department without
properly kitted out laboratories is unlikely to provide the world
many scientists. Sports departments without adequate playing
fields or sports halls are unlikely to conjure up particularly athletic
pupils. We are lucky at Sevenoaks School to have exceptional
music facilities. But this environment goes beyond the purely
physical. Schools need also to provide the right environment for
music by allowing appropriate time in a student’s life for music
to take place and this time needs to be suitably protected. In
this age where academic prowess is vital to ensure progression
to Higher Education, it is all too easy to eat into our students’
co-curricular time by providing extra academic tuition, catch up
tuition, academic enrichment and other forms of educational
enlightenment. Although these are going to be attractive and
surely very well-meaning, they inevitably put pressure on other
activities which form crucial parts of a student’s holistic education.
Successful schools are ones which are capable of providing a
balance between all of the students’ activities and experiences.
We know music performance plays a big part in the music
students’ lives at the School. What sort of exposure do they get and
could you tell us more about that?
The exposure a student gets will vary from student to student.
With the exception of Music Theatre, which we only put on once
every four years, nothing in the music department at Sevenoaks
School is auditioned. Even with the Senior Chamber Choir and the
Senior Symphony Orchestra, a student’s willingness to take part

and to commit to an ensemble is the most important qualification.
So, students can effectively direct the exposure that they get. For
most it will be the study of a musical instrument and this will be
fine. For many of these there will also be the opportunity of one or
more ensemble experiences. This could be one of our seven choirs
or six large orchestral ensembles/bands. Most of our students
do indeed enjoy performing with other people. But there are also
plenty of opportunities for students to perform on their own and,
for the majority of these people, this will be in the form of what
we call a platform concert. These are solo recitals which take place
throughout the year of an evening in our beautiful recital room and
there are about 15 of these.
Students study IB music: are there any challenges which students
face in this programme? And how does the school assist the
students in this area?
The big issue with the IB music program at the moment is that it
is changing. From September 2020, we will all be teaching a new
syllabus and it would appear that this syllabus will be very different
from the old one. I have always thought that the old syllabus is
actually a very fine one, but the IB has identified problems with it
that they wish to address. We will have to wait and see how they
intend to do this as they have not published their new ideas yet.
The main reason why I like the current IB syllabus is that, no
matter what your strengths and interests are, you can still pursue
these and thrive. However, there are still requirements that ensure
that a student’s study is not too narrow. Thus, the listening exam
requires students to answer on classical music, world music and
contemporary music. They cannot choose between these! They are
also required to undertake a written piece of cross-cultural study
which requires them to link the music of two contrasting cultures
rather than provide an in-depth analysis of just one (or two from
the same culture). They also have to compose and perform but may
choose their preferred style. They also have to study at least once at
work, which is also good for their musical analysis.
Your music scholars’ intakes are outstanding; what support do you
think the school could give to facilitate their development?
Once again, it is very difficult to answer this question in one
sentence as I firmly believe that each music scholar is a different
person with different needs. Recently we have had several students
with a very serious interest in becoming professional pianists. It
is simply not possible to ignore the necessity for such students to
receive exemptions from a busy school curriculum, since the skills
necessary for this to happen require extensive daily practice. For
most students, the biggest assistance we can give revolves around
how they can manage their time and balance their commitments.
This is an essential skill for anyone involved in music.
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The School comes top in the IB league in the UK. How would you
encourage students, and what should they be aware of when
attempting the IB music syllabus? Any recommendations?
As I’ve said, the IB music syllabus is a very broad syllabus as it
currently stands. In theory, it should be possible to encourage all
students with a keen interest in music that they can approach it
positively and with an expectation of success. It is necessary to
have an open-minded approach and it’s also important to look
at all forms of music with equal degree of academic seriousness.
For most people starting at the course, they will have particularly
enjoyed at least one area of music, but it might be hard for them to
view areas with which they are unfamiliar with the same degree
of enthusiasm. My recommendation for somebody starting the
course would be to challenge themselves to listen to music with
which they are unfamiliar and, so far as they are able, to talk about
their experiences with others. If this leads them to books and
magazines on these subjects, then great!
What sort of repertoire are the students working on now? How
did you choose the music for them?
Again, it won’t come as a surprise to you to hear that I don’t choose
music for my students. I talk to them about their interests and
experiences and make suggestions only as and when asked. Their
own individual music teachers will also make suggestions. The
IB quite rightly suggest that the students’ study should be broad,
and their program submitted for performance assessment should
be contrasting. I would always start by asking students what they
like and work from this point. Moving forward, it’s good to suggest
things which are different, but nonetheless should still appeal
to them. One of our recent 6th Form students came to us having
already impressively learned Chaminade’s concertino for flute.
I recommended that she look at Hindemith’s flute sonata and a
baroque sonata by Handel or Bach, all of which she did - as well as a
gorgeous arrangement of a Disney classic.
She appreciated the introduction to music with which she
was largely unfamiliar and these contributed in a highly positive
way to her performance component in the summer.
The School recently has expanded quite a lot, especially the
facilities for music. Could you please describe the status quo?
We spent a lot of time at Sevenoaks School planning the wonderful
music facilities which we now enjoy. Central to the planning was a
purpose-built concert hall. Before 2010, we used the church over
the road as a concert hall, which was unsatisfactory on a number
of levels, even though the church was as supportive as it could have
been. The acoustic of our new hall was modelled on the Cambridge
University Concert Hall at West Road and the architectural design
on the concert hall at Snape Maltings. The size of the stage was
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The auditorium of Pamoja Hall, the concert hall at
Sevenoaks School, seats up to 440 audience. The
stage can fit a full-scale orchestra.

suitably wide and deep so as to accommodate as large an orchestra
as we felt we could ever assemble and also provide seating for a
healthy choral society. The concert hall also serves as an assembly
space, a lecture hall and a cinema, to name just three of its other
usages. Such a space would, though, be very imposing and certainly
not conducive to informal performances. So it was important to me
that there was a smaller recital room, with space for an audience
of approximately 60, in which more intimate performances could
be given. These are our two main performance halls and there is a
suite of 15 teaching rooms and half a dozen offices complementing
these.
THE SCHOOL
Has the School’s curriculum changed over the years?
Five years ago, Sevenoaks School expanded its curriculum for
students aged 13 to 16 when it implemented the Sevenoaks school
curriculum. This is a mixture of GCSEs and syllabuses devised and
implemented by the school. Some of these are full-blown academic
subjects, such as English language. Music is another and these
syllabuses replace the GCSE examination/qualification. However,
the school also introduced courses such as Critical Thinking and
Systems of Belief. The intention was to challenge students by placing less reliance on memory-based study, to encourage independent learning and, crucially, an interest in the idea that questions
can be open ended and there often isn’t only one right answer to
a question. I would like to think that the skill set that Sevenoaks
School is providing its students with is one which will not only help
them adjust to 6th Form study more easily but also prepares them
best for university study and the world of work beyond.
We took a look at the Music Department website: there is a quote,
“A practical subject within an academic curriculum.” – could you
please explain a bit more why that’s the case?
Sevenoaks is a very strong academic school and, whilst I would
never wish to suggest that music cannot be an academic subject
(because of course it can and is), for the vast majority of our pupils,
their experience with us will be largely a practical one. I wish to
get pupils making music, experiencing it, enjoying it. I believe if I
can achieve this, pupils will want to understand it more. They will
want to find out more about how it operates and why it can be so
magical. But the journey starts with that practical experience and
a greater love for and knowledge of it grows from here.
The Sevenoaks School Certificate in Music seems unique among
schools in the UK. Could you please tell us more about it? What do
students have to go through to qualify for that?
The students do not really have to qualify in any way in order to
study the Sevenoaks School Certificate in Music. When I wrote

the qualification, I had a number of matters in mind. Clearly
the qualification could not deviate too far from existing GCSE
syllabuses; this would frighten off potential students and
make it hard to link into a 6th Form course of study. In any
case, the idea of listening/ composing/ performing, which
has served music education very well since the start of the
GCSE examination in 1988, does not need whole-scale change.
What I wanted was a qualification which is based around the
individual, not the collective - a qualification where it was
impossible to top out and descend into a series of past paper
practice, a qualification where any student could develop their
own interests to the extent of their choosing but one which also
provided them with the nuts and bolts of how music operates
and a good all-round understanding of music.
Each student is required to complete a personal project
on an area of their choice. This is treated a little bit like how IB
treats the Extended Essay. Whilst many will choose to write on
a piece of music or a style that they had enjoyed, quite a few
look at a musical phenomenon and investigate it further. We
have students look into perfect pitch, musical synaesthesia
and music therapy. One student has made his own instrument
and several students have involved themselves with music
technology to an exceptionally high level. In all cases they are
required to discuss analytically what they have done.
Students are required to compose only one piece of
music, but this has to be an extensive composition with
minimum requirements in place regarding length and content.
They not only have to perform on their own three times for
assessment purposes, but they also have to keep a log of every
single performance they have been involved with over the
entire duration of the course; they get significant credit for this.
Students are also expected to attend concerts as journalists and
provide at least write-up of their experience for an imaginary

newspaper. Each class has to stage one concert during the
course where they are responsible for the entire coordination
and organisation of the event. They learn to delegate and work
as a team, with each of them taking on a defined role. So one
person may be involved as front of house, another will assemble
the program, a third will sort out the stage requirements, and
so on. They are normally a good deal more appreciative of me
when they have put this concert on!
Like the IB, the examination also includes the study of a
set work but the unprepared listening requires familiarity with
not only a wide variety of musical styles but also of types of
questions asked. They are required to answer several questions
in essay form and to show an ability to analyse music effectively
with which they will not be familiar. Finally the student is
encouraged to complete a personal assignment or challenge.
This is entirely down to the student and they receive no actual
marks for this However, the examiner looks at their total
involvement over the entire course and, if the examiner feels
they have produced work above what can be expected of the
highest grade at national GCSE level, the examiner will award
them the SSC in music with distinction. This is where students
can show a real personal and intrinsically motivated interest
in music. It is also something which they can talk about in their
university personal statement, if they so wish.
If you were to give a music student one piece of advice, what
would it be?
Every time you pick up your instrument, be involved, try to
enjoy any music making which comes your way. If you are
having difficulty doing something or if you have lost your
enjoyment from your music, talk to someone. ¢
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Conversation with

Elena Langer

		Vantage Music & Tra Nguyen | Hong Kong | March 2019

In March, Vantage Music invited Russian composer Elena
Langer for breakfast at the Grand Hyatt in Wanchai, Hong
Kong. The interview was joined by Vietnam-born British
pianist Tra Nguyen. We got to know more about Elena as a
composer and Beauty and Sadness, the chamber opera that
would be premiered in April at the Hong Kong Academy for
Performing Arts.

Composition as an Escape from Piano Practice

E

lena Langer, Russian-born British composer of orchestral,
opera, chamber and choral music, began her musical
journey with learning to play the piano. Her mother was

a Solfège1 teacher who also guided Elena and took her to music

school at a young age. Around the age of 12, Elena thought that
she did not feel like doing music anymore and wanted to stop
going to music school. However, Elena’s mother managed to
convince her to keep going for a few more months to complete
the remaining school terms. During these few months, something
saved Elena from turning away from music altogether, and that
was composing.
Elena found composing more interesting than piano
practice. She recalled her first encounter with composition which
began with improvising. She attended a class on creative harmony
where students had to compose using a combination of words and
music. With the other children in the class, she had to write poems
and improvise and that was when she wrote her first opera.
Elena studied musicology and piano at the Gnessin State
Musical College in Moscow, with composition as a minor. While
she was not too fond of practising the piano and was more
captivated by improvisation and composing, she managed well
her piano studies at the music college. “I was quite good at piano
though not as good as Rachmaninov or Scriabin,” she told us. In
fact, many of her teachers saw great potential in her in becoming
a concert pianist, if only she would spend more time practising
the piano. Nevertheless, in the final year at the College, upon

1

Solfège is a kind of aural and theory training used in music education.

2

Such as Beauty and Sadness.
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her composition teacher’s recommendation, she applied for
Moscow Conservatory to study composition. The application
was successful. At the Conservatory, Elena also had an inspiring
orchestration teacher who nurtured her fondness for orchestration
reflected in her subsequent works2.

From Russia to London
Elena got married at a very young age. Her husband, born
in Ukraine but emigrated to the USA as a child, was working in
Russia in the 90s. At that time, Russia was in chaos following the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. Elena’s husband was determined
to leave the country when his boss’s boss was murdered. “He was
simply scared,” said Elena. As soon as he found a job in London,
Elena’s husband took the opportunity to relocate. However, Elena
chose to stay because she was enjoying her studies at Moscow

not opera,” Elena explained. But from working as a composer-in-

original composition together with a dissertation on fusing folk

Conservatory. Two years later, upon her graduation, Elena left

residence, Elena cultivated an interest towards opera. She even

and contemporary music.

swiftly for London to rejoin her husband.

wrote her first small chamber operas there. She was glad to be

Elena recounted, “And when I arrived in London, I realised
that I couldn’t speak any English at all. All of my degrees from
Russia meant absolutely nothing. I was quite depressed for a
year or so.” She had applied to several major music colleges in
London, including the Guildhall School of Music & Drama and
the Royal Academy of Music (RAM). Eventually, she was offered a
scholarship to study at the Royal College of Music (RCM). “It was

involved in opera music because she was losing interest in just
being in the niche world of contemporary music. In comparison,
exposure to opera music opened up an entirely new horizon for
her – opportunities to collaborate with a larger variety of artists
including poets, writers, and music directors.

was born. By then, she also completed her PhD studies with an

opportunities, Elena left RCM after obtaining her master degree
to pursue a PhD at the RAM. In 2002, during her time at the RAM,
a newspaper advertisement from the Almeida Theatre caught her
attention – the theatre was hiring a composer-in-residence. She
got the job and yet, the theatre had a specific focus on opera. “At
the Conservatory, I was completely not interested in opera. I was
just writing and listening to orchestral and chamber music – but

with the American soprano Dawn Upshaw and her song cycle
was performed at Carnegie Hall. She was also invited to the
Tanglewood Festival in western Massachusetts where her first
operatic work Ariadne was performed.

Inspiration for Composition
During the interview, Elena offered us a glimpse of her

Elena. “Also, a friend of mine was studying there. After studying

Later on, feeling the urge to pursue more performance

Since then, Elena had a project in the USA where she worked

After working at the theatre for two years, Elena’s baby boy

possible to get a scholarship as my portfolio was quite good,” said
for a year, I gradually began to understand what was going on.”

From 2008, her commission projects began to take off.

On London vs Moscow: Elena compared her composition
studies at the Moscow Conservatory to those at the Royal
Academy of Music in London. “At the Academy, students
learn specific genres of composition such as film, media,
and classical composition. In Russia, however, there is no
such distinction: we were taught everything in general
terms,” she said. We learned that musical training in Russia
is very intense, and entrance exams to the Conservatory
lasted up to five hours during which students have to
write a piece with a theme given on the day of the exam.
Elena studied Shostakovich’s compositional methods in
preparation for the entrance exam as his passacaglias, for
example, were good models.

sources of inspiration for composing.

Baroque Music
There certainly are Baroque elements in Elena’s music
– for instance, her song cycle, Landscape with Three People, for
soprano, countertenor, oboe, strings, voices and harpsichord and
Second Movement for oboe, violin and string orchestra. For this
latter piece, Elena took only half a bar of Bach’s Double Concerto
for violin and piano and developed the rest on her own. In fact,
back in the days in Russia, she came across early music through
recordings of European baroque performances. Bach, Handel
and Purcell are amongst her favourite Baroque composers. In
particular, she enjoys going to the Handel Festival in Halle,
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Germany, and the London Handel Festival to listen to Handel’s

away from the Russian traditions5. In particular, she was drawn

operas.

to Russian painter and writer Kuzma Petrov-Vodkin’s Fantasy.

Elena begins her day by listening to music on Radio 3 (a
London radio channel) after sending her son to school. She likes
the baroque music that is broadcasted in the morning.

Stories

“During its world première in 2017, the painting was projected
on a screen above the two pianists who were playing the piece.
Visually, it was striking: the two pianists playing fast notes and
rhythms while the red horse is charging forward with the rider
looking backward. I think it’s a very Russian thing,” said Elena.

Having a story is very important for Elena when composing.
To her, a lot of Mendelssohn-Schumann-Brahms music tradition
and styles have been explored already. Therefore, stories
certainly facilitate the writing process to arrive at something
original and authentic. She admires the avant-garde music of
Stockhausen and Schoenberg. “Their music tells stories and
isn’t just trying to recreate the style for the sake of it,” she
explained. She illustrated that with the example of Schoenberg’s
String Quartet No. 2, “You can feel that the quartet starts very

Elena Langer’s colourful, dramatic, appealing and often humorous
music has become increasingly familiar to audiences through
her pieces, operatic, vocal and orchestral. Her 2016 hit for Welsh
National Opera, Figaro Gets a Divorce, was described by Rupert
Christiansen in the Daily Telegraph as “that rare thing: a modern
opera that exerts an immediate emotional impact”. Her WNO followup, the 2018 vaudeville Rhondda Rips It Up! was wildly popular
with audiences across the UK; The Times calling it “bursting with
irreverent joy”. Her new chamber opera Beauty and Sadness written
for HK was described by Peter Gordon in The Asian Review of Books
as “modern opera for those who think they don’t like modern opera”.
- Robert Thicknesse

Others
Being a native Russian, Elena also makes use of traditional
Russian folk music and in particular, the folk singing styles.

Beauty and Sadness, and Fascination

“When my son was small, I wrote a lullaby for five female folk

with Japanese Culture

voices and a piano with string instruments. I always wanted to
combine folk and non-folk music,” she explained.

Being comedic about Death

Beauty and Sadness is an opera commissioned by Carolyn Choa8, a
Hong Kong-born director and choreographer. “Carolyn wanted to do an
opera based on Kawabata’s 1964 novel of the same title,” Elena told us,

nicely. But the harmony gradually becomes detached and more

Elena revealed that she has an upcoming opera at the

“she asked me if I was interested. It turned out that I was quite fascinated

chromatic as it progresses.” In fact, Schoenberg wrote this piece

Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko Moscow Music Theatre

by everything Japanese. I read haiku; I was into Japanese folk music: it was

after he found out that his wife had an affair with the family’s

for the 2021/22 season. It will be based on a play by Nikolai

my teenage interest – so why not?” Elena was first exposed to the Japanese

friend painter, Richard Gerstl. “It’s very genuine. There’s a

Erdman called The Suicide6.

culture through poems and books which she read as a teenager. Compared to

personal reason behind and I like that – it’s very effective,” she
said. She was not interested in purely imitating the avant-garde
style without a reason behind.

Banned during the Stalinist era, the story tells of an
unemployed young man, Semyon Podsekalnikov, who was

Russian culture, in Elena’s words, which is grand, bold and wild, Japanese’s
is the complete opposite – delicate and precise.
The story for the opera would be told in English and Elena identified

rumoured to be yearning for committing suicide. People then
betted on and took advantage of this “anticipated” suicide. As

some haikus which matched the locations in the opera such as Kyoto or

this way, she only has to direct her musical language towards

the story evolved, Semyon was almost convinced that perhaps he

Lake Biwa as if it were a coincidence. “So I have a selection of haikus and I

expressing the narrative3. Furthermore, whereas some composers

should really kill himself to end his miserable life. Towards the

decided to set them in Japanese,” said Elena, “I asked my Japanese pianist

are very consistent in their language and are very strict about it,

end, at the funeral party where everyone was expecting the death

friend to check and to read these haikus for me, and I listen to make sure all

Elena prefers to let each project guide her language.

of the young man, Semyon realised that life was good, and he was

the intonation and accents are correct.” In the opera, two geishas dressed in

not ready to die yet.

traditional costume, sing and converse in Japanese. The opera would be just

Likewise, Elena likes to write operas with stories. In

Paintings
Paintings can also be the sources of inspiration for Elena
when composing. RedMare4 is a short commission piece which
Elena had written for the London Piano Festival to commemorate
the centennial of the 1917 Russian Revolution. Elena got her
inspiration for the piece by studying the paintings around that
time – an era when new artistic trends were flourishing, breaking

Such an idea for an opera came after her experience
battling with cancer7. “I fell ill for a couple of years because of
cancer. It was hard to believe and to realise that life can stop at

over an hour long – resembling that of a typical movie – that, according to
Elena, is an optimal duration for a contemporary opera considering that the
audience may not be familiar with it.
Beauty and Sadness would be conducted by Hungarian conductor,

any point – but it inspired an entire new feeling for me. Now, I
wanted to write a comedy about death. I contacted the theatre

Gergely Madaras, with set and costume designed by Oscar-winning

and they were interested in my idea,” she said. This opera will

art director Tim Yip. Singers include Korean soprano, Pureum Jo and

also mark her first time writing a libretto in Russian.

countertenor, Siman Chung. The interview came to a close with Elena
recommending the audience to enjoy the opera from the Gallery of the Lyric

Such as her current work, Beauty and Sadness, which was based on the novel “Utsukushisa to kanashimi to” by the Nobel Prize-winning Japanese
novelist Yasunari Kawabata.

3

RedMare has been written for the festival’s Katya Apekisheva and Charles Owen to perform in their Two Piano Marathon concert during the
four-day London Piano Festival on 8 October 2017.

4

5

Theatre in preference to the Stalls seats, as one would get a more holistic
view from a higher vantage point. ¢

Interviewed by Vantage Music & Tra Nguyen,

For example, composer Stravinsky made breakthroughs with works like Firebird at the beginning of the 20th century in Russia.

written by Puntid Tantivangphaisal.

The Suicide is a 1928 play by the Russian playwright Nikolai Erdman. Its performance was proscribed during the Stalinist era and it was only
produced in Russia several years after the death of its writer. Today it is regarded as one of the finest plays to have come out of Communist Russia.

6

In fact, during the years that Elena was battling with cancer, she wrote one of her most successful operas, Figaro Gets a Divorce which was premiered in 2016.

7
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Concert Diary
(Hong Kong)
6 & 7 Sep 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Season Opening: JAAP | Seong-Jin Cho
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
9 Sep 2019 (Mon) 12:45pm
The TimeCrafters
The End of a Romance
The Laundry Steps, TaiKwun
13 & 14 Sep 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
JAAP | Symphonie fantastique
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
16 Sep 2019 (Mon) 1pm
Viennese Legacy by Cindy Ho & Kitty Cheung
Blue Zone Music, City University of Hong Kong
19 & 20 Sep 2019 (Thu & Fri) 8pm
A National Day Concert
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
21 Sep 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Takács’ Bartók I
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU
22 Sep 2019 (Sun) 3pm
Takács’ Bartók II
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU
28 Sep 2019 (Sat) 3pm & 8pm
Paddington BearTM Concert
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall
30 Sep 2019 (Mon) 12:45pm
The TimeCrafters
Quartet miniatures
The Laundry Steps, TaiKwun
30 Sep 2019 (Mon) 8pm
Augustin Dumay & CCOHK
Presented by City Chamber Orchestra of Hong Kong
Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall
4 Oct 2019 (Fri) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Opening Concert:
Felix Del Tredici X NOVA Ensemble
Y-Studio, Youth Square, Chai Wan
5 Oct 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Solo Concert:
Felix Del Tredici
MUSE Wine Bar, Jordan, Hotel Stage

For more details about Carolyn and Beauty and Sadness, please refer to the article
by South China Morning Post published on 16 March 2019.

8

September 2019 | Vol. 5 No. 1 | Vantage 23

Not

just

paying attention to the words? Were
there complex ideas in the text that
the music failed to grasp?

Hey Nonny No!

Some Thoughts on a Career Accompanying English Song
Andrew West | London | August 2019

W

hen I was a student at the

to it you had to be - it was the job of the

From Purcell in the seventeenth century to

Academy, English song was

performer to make it work. The second

Thomas Adès and Harrison Birtwistle today,

regarded as very much the

comment cast English song itself in a whole

the range of invention and the exhilaration

poor relation of German Lieder and French

new light, and came from the great tenor

of the technical and musical challenges

mélodies. The German tradition unfolded

Robert Tear in a masterclass on Roger

make for hugely rewarding repertoire.

in a long and glorious line from Schubert

Quilter’s Songs of Sorrow. “You must play

and Schumann to Schoenberg and Berg,

this as though you believe in it completely”,

exploring the human condition in music

he said, for then its power would be

which was full of emotional depth - and

revealed, and so our opinion of it would be

immortal tunes. Later on, the great French

radically revised.

school - Fauré, Debussy and Ravel - brought
transparency, sensuousness and refinement
of colour. With composers such as these,
the piano parts were unsurprisingly as
rewarding to play as the vocal lines were to
sing.

This immediately made sense, and
I have been performing English song ever
since. In fact, I first worked on two of
the great twentieth century song cycles,
Winter Words by Benjamin Britten, and
The Heart’s Assurance by Michael Tippett,

English song, by contrast, seemed

with Professor Nancy Yuen, Head of Vocal

provincial and timid. The arrogance of

Studies at the Hong Kong Academy for

youth induced in me a lazy approach in my

Performing Arts, when we were students

playing, as though none of this music were

together in London!

really worth serious exploration: on one
side floated polite settings of Elizabethan
ditties and pastoral trivia, while on the
other lurked the horrors of the English

There are several reasons why I have
come to enjoy it so much.
First, most of my audiences

And third, I have had the good fortune
to work over many years with some of
the foremost British song singers of our
time, such as the tenor Mark Padmore and
baritone Roderick Williams.
The exploration of the poem is for
me where the real work on the song begins.
Of course, I will probably play through
the notes first to get an idea of how it all
sounds, but the inspiration for the song is
very obviously the pre-existing poem. I do
believe that by digging into the words - not
just superficially understanding them, but
really searching for the moods and feelings
underneath - we have a better chance
of seeing what it is that has excited the
composer.
That is not to say that the poem and

Romantics, their textures frequently

understand English as their first language,

the song are saying exactly the same thing,

thick as pudding, with harmonies fatally

so communication of the text is much more

one in words, the other in sound. A few

weakened by endless added 6ths and 7ths.

immediate. Most performers do not perhaps

months ago I was involved in a fascinating

There were prizes not only for English

give this fact enough consideration.

series at the Aldeburgh Festival. Founded

song in general, but also specifically

There are venues in the big cities and

by Benjamin Britten in 1948, the festival

for performances of works by Michael

major British music festivals, where an

has a long tradition of presenting his music

Head and John Ireland, well-crafted but

appreciative crowd will sell out any good

to fairly knowledgeable audiences, but

indubitably not of the first rank. And so I

song recital; elsewhere, however, the story

played it all half-heartedly, with a superior,

is quite different - promoters are fearful of

patronising detachment, and the result of

putting on Lieder or mélodies, as audiences

course was that it sounded unconvincing.

wish neither to spend their evening baffled

it was the great idea of Mark Padmore
to redirect the spotlight to focus on the
words, and to call the series Poetry and
Music. At each of the five events, a living
poet was invited to lead us in discussion
of a different Britten song cycle: Did
his music emphasise and match the
highlights of the poem? Or was the music
sometimes so brilliant that we stopped

Two comments changed this attitude.
The first was a chance remark from my
teacher John Streets, that the weaker
the piece of music, the more committed
24 Vantage | September 2019 | Vol. 5 No. 1

by foreign texts, nor to strain their eyes
reading translations.
Second, I very quickly discovered just
how much great repertoire there actually is.

Here I think we begin to
reach the heart of the matter
when it comes to setting poetry.
Poetry condenses thought into a
shortened form of words, and the
more sophisticated and complex the
thought, the more difficult it is to
illustrate it successfully with music.
Take, for example, Britten’s setting
of John Donne’s Holy Sonnets. These
poems are sometimes notoriously
hard to unravel, even when read
carefully and slowly on the printed
page. But to make its point, music
must choose a clear and direct
interpretation of the words,
because it is a temporal art form
that does not allow us to stop and
consider subtle or contradictory
ideas. For all their dazzling musical
effect, I felt Britten had sometimes
oversimplified Donne’s poems,
whereas in other cycles, such as the
Songs and Proverbs of William Blake,
the surface simplicity of the text
allows him to reach inside to the
darkness within, and produce music
of enormous power.
Whatever reservations I
may have had about some of the
Britten settings, they did have
the advantage of being familiar
to our audience. I have also given
world premiere performances of
song cycles with both Mark and
Roddy, where the challenge is not
to stimulate our audience to listen
to a familiar work in a fresh way,
but to lead them through a new one
as helpfully as possible. The basic
discipline is always the same: first
of all, learn the notes with care,
shape the phrases and enunciate
the text. But knowing what it is that

we want to communicate is even
more important in a contemporary
work. Whereas a Schubert song
may at least guarantee reasonably
pleasant sounds, even to a listener
who doesn’t understand German, a
brand new song may be much less
friendly - the performers must really
know what the composer is trying
to get at, for if we are only following
the instructions on the page, we risk
boring our audience and losing their
attention. The best I hope to achieve
with a completely new work is to
make the audience want to hear it
again because this is my own test
as a listener. I hope to instil some
interest that will leave the audience
asking questions, particularly as
new music has often become hard to
grasp at first contact.
One of the main advantages
of recording unfamiliar works,
as opposed to hearing them in a
concert hall, is obviously that this
gets around the problem of the
sounds vanishing forever once
the performance is over. I recently
completed a recording of all the
English Lyrics of Sir Hubert Parry,
in a three-CD project led by the
soprano Susan Gritton. There are
seventy-four of these songs, of
which not more than a handful are
well known. Given the wonderful
singers on this project - Susan,
Sarah Fox, James Gilchrist and
Roderick Williams - and the fine
working conditions, it was a great
pleasure to be involved, and such a
project has many virtues. The record
company is interested because there
is a gap in the catalogue (no one has
done it before) ; the artists get to
explore and discover a lot of music
that we are not familiar with ; and
so does our potential audience.

10 Oct 2019 (Thu) 7:30pm
Russian Piano Chamber Music Series
Recital 1: “The Five”
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University
of Science & Technology
11 Oct 2019 (Fri) 8pm
Geneva Laureates
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU
12 Oct 2019 (Sat) 3pm & 8pm
Peter and the Wolf Fantasia
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Auditorium,Tuen Mun Town Hall
13 Oct 2019 (Sun) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Feature Concert I:
EXORDIUM Collective
Y-Studio, Youth Square, Chai Wan
21 Oct 2019 (Mon) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Feature Concert II:
Song is Being
Y-Studio, Youth Square, Chai Wan
24 Oct 2019 (Thu) 7:30pm
Viennese Legacy - Concert X
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University
of Science & Technology
25 Oct 2019 (Fri) 7pm
Viennese Legacy by Cindy Ho & Kitty Cheung
Classical Music in a Classical Building
Garden Room, The Helena May
1 Nov 2019 (Fri) 9pm
The TimeCrafters
DJ gig with Gabriel Prokofiev
Eaton Hotel, Kowloon
1 Nov 2019 (Fri) 8pm
Sharon Isbin + CCOHK
Presented by City Chamber Orchestra of Hong Kong
Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall
1 & 2 Nov 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Sounds of Hong Kong
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
2 Nov 2019 (Sat) 4pm
The TimeCrafters
Performance with Gabriel Prokofiev
Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts, Wanchai
2 Nov 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Feature Concert III:
NOVA Ensemble
Li Hall, St John’s Cathedral, Central
3 Nov 2019 (Sun) 4pm
The TimeCrafters
Performance with Gabriel Prokofiev
Sha Tau Kok
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However, I can’t help feeling that it is all a bit unsatisfactory. The end
result is a CD, or in this case three CDs, each with about twenty-five songs,
all by Parry - a strange way to listen to them, and certainly not what the
composer intended. In addition to which, the busy schedules of the singers,
and the economic reality, tend to mean that we may meet only two or three
times before each recording, so we are to some extent discovering the
music for ourselves during the recording, which is not very consistent with
what I said earlier about preparation! Even in such apparently unpromising
circumstances, though, the music can still take flight, providing the artists
can find the commitment and adrenaline of a performance in an empty
studio in front of a microphone, rather than facing a packed concert hall.
Certainly, experience has taught me the value of that early advice
from John Streets and Robert Tear, that we must play English song with
energy and belief. The legacy of English song is a great one and it is to be
treasured and shared as widely as possible, and it has been a thrill and a
privilege to be a part of this process throughout my career. ¢

A

ndrew West is known internationally
as a song-accompanist and chamber
musician. His regular duo partners
include singers Benjamin Appl, Emma Bell,
Robert Murray, and Roderick Williams, flautist
Emily Beynon, and clarinettist Emma Johnson.

He appears regularly with the tenor Mark
Padmore. Their concerts have included staged
performances of Schubert’s Winterreise in
London and New York, and the world premiere
of Harrison Birtwistle’s song-cycle, Songs from the Same Earth, at the 2013
Aldeburgh Festival. They opened the 2016/17 recital series at the Library of
Congress in Washington DC.
Andrew has been one of the artistic directors of the Nuremberg
International Chamber Music Festival since 2005. promoting a wide range of
British music, from Purcell to Adès, performed by leading European singers
and instrumentalists.
He is Chairman and Artistic Director of the Kirckman Concert Society,
which for over 50 years has auditioned exceptional young musicians and
offered them London debut recitals at the Southbank Centre or Wigmore
Hall. He also served on the jury of the 2014 Kathleen Ferrier Competition.
Recordings include Strauss Lieder with Emma Bell; music by Les Six
with Emily Beynon; Schubert’s Die schöne Müllerin with Robert Murray;
and most recently a three-volume CD of the English Lyrics by Parry, featuring
Sarah Fox, James Gilchrist, Susan Gritton and Roderick Williams.
Andrew has worked with violinist Sarah Chang in Britain and Ireland,
and performed with cellist Jean-Guihen Queyras at many of the major
European halls. He won second prize at the Geneva International Piano
Competition and has since made solo tours of South Africa, South America
and the United States.
Andrew has an MA (Hons) from Clare College, Cambridge, where
he read English before studying under Christopher Elton and John Streets
at the Royal Academy of Music. He was Pianist-in-Residence at Lancaster
University from 1993–99.
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He is currently professor of chamber music and accompaniment at both
the RAM and GSMD.

8 & 9 Nov 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
JAAP & Renée Fleming
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
9 Nov 2019 (Sat) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival Feature Concert IV:
Die Konzertisten
St John’s Cathedral, Central
10 Nov 2019 (Sun) 3pm
Sonata and Variations: Paul Lewis Piano Recital
My University Spotlight Encounters (MUSE)
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU
16 Nov 2019 (Sat) 7:30pm
Swire Symphony Under The Stars 2019
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Central Harbourfront
17 Nov 2019 (Sun) 8pm
Prism Chamber Music Festival:
Gala Concert
Y-Studio, Youth Square, Chai Wan
19 Nov 2019 (Tue) 7:30pm
Viennese Legacy - Concert XI
Tsang Shiu Tim Art Hall, The Hong Kong University
of Science & Technology
22 & 23 Nov 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
JAAP & The Labèque Sisters
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
6 & 7 Dec 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Yu Long | The Firebird & Carmen
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall
10 Dec 2019 (Tue) 8pm
Dawn Upshaw + CCOHK
Presented by City Chamber Orchestra of Hong Kong
Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall
13 & 14 Dec 2019 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
JAAP | Mahler 10 & Shostakovich 10
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
21 Dec 2019 (Sat) 2pm & 4:30pm
The Snowman & The Bear
Presented by City Chamber Orchestra of Hong Kong
Auditorium, Sha Tin Town Hall
23 & 24 Dec 2019 (Mon & Tue) 8pm
A Jazz Night with Hiromi
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
30 & 31 Dec 2019 (Mon & Tue) 8pm
A Viennese New Year
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
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Concert X

thu

Programme Preview

24 Oct 2019

A 14-Concert Series Featuring Chamber Music by
Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven and Schubert

Sonata for Violin and Piano in A minor D. 385
Franz Schubert (1816)
I. Allegro Moderato; II. Andante; III. Menuetto: Allegro; IV. Allegro

I

f the first of Schubert’s 1816 trilogy of violin and piano sonatas,
the D major Sonata D. 384 seemed a trifle lightweight, the second
sonata is altogether a more expansive and serious affair. It
begins with keyboard alone but is soon joined by the violin playing a
harmonically extraordinary sequence of notes that jumps between
the lowest and the top strings. As Abram Loft commented in his book
Violin and Keyboard: The duo repertoire about this passage: “a strange
whiff of serial music begins to fill the air!” The notes eventually resolve
themselves into more conventional harmonies but even so, the effect
of this introduction is quite an eye opener! The rest of the movement is
more accustomed while lyrically absorbing.

The alluring F major Andante that follows has been likened to the
minuet finale of Mozart’s F major Violin Sonata, K. 377 though Schubert
wanders off on some adventurous harmonic explorations halfway
through. The lively third movement, a short Menuetto in the key of D
minor, serves as a preface for the more substantial rondo finale which
features a quietly melancholic opening theme. Stormier episodes in
which the instruments exchange rising scales intercept before we are
brought to a sudden halt: the plaintive melody reappears one final time
and then with no resolution to the bleakness in sight two power chords
announce the end.

Sonata for Violin and Piano in E flat major K. 481
I. Molto Allegro; II. Adagio; III. Allegretto

M

uch less is known about the origins of this Sonata in E flat
than the Sonata in B flat K. 454. It appears to have been
completed in Vienna in December 1785, just four days before
Mozart’s famous Piano Concerto No. 23 in the same key of E flat K. 482
was written. Although he had done much to make the two instruments
more as equal partners compared with his early sonatas, K. 482 was
still published as a “sonata for fortepiano, or harpsichord, with violin
accompaniment.”
This framing is perhaps reflected in the first two movements
where the piano presents the main ideas first, though in each case, the
violin gets its opportunity to be in the spotlight later. The development
section in the first movement is notable for featuring a four-note motif
that sounds like a pre-echo of the tune used in the finale of Mozart’s
Jupiter Symphony No. 41 in C major K. 551 written in 1788. The slow

Mozart (1785)

movement is also notable for its surprising harmonic excursions that
entail violin and piano being briefly notated in different key signatures.
The last movement Allegretto is in the form of theme and
variations. The theme itself is rather simple and stated boldly by both
violin and piano in octaves with a single-line accompaniment in the
pianist’s left hand. The first variation is a much more lyrical version
that gives the violin a special moment of glory. Later variations present
some considerable contrasts rendering the movement, according to
biographer Alfred Einstein, as one of Mozart’s most Beethovenian.
Keen listeners may also notice in the final variation of this Violin
Sonata a hint at the hunting theme used in the last movement of the
contemporaneous E flat Piano Concerto, quoted in the movie Amadeus.

June 2018 - May 2020
Kitty Cheung, violin | Joanne Kim, cello | Cindy Ho, piano | Evelyn Chang, piano | | Euna Kim, violin

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/
Organiser:

Sponsor:
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Sonata for Violin and Piano in A major K. 526
I. Molto Allegro; II. Andante; III. Presto

Sonata No. 9 for Violin and Piano in A major Op. 47 “Kreutzer” Beethoven (1803)
I. Adagio sostenuto – Presto; II. Andante con Variazioni; III. Presto

I

t’s hard to think of a more deserving recipient for the honour of
having one’s name immortalized by a Beethoven sonata than the
19th century French violinist and composer Rudolphe Kreutzer.
The “Kreutzer”, perhaps the most famous of Beethoven’s violin sonatas,
was commissioned by a different violinist - George Bridgetower, a man
of Euro-African descent with whom Beethoven was originally great
friends. Beethoven even added a flippant but well intended dedication
“Sonata per un mulattico lunatico”. Inspired by the man’s outstanding
playing, Beethoven wrote this sonata in, as he declared in the work’s
subtitle, “a concertante style - almost as a concerto”. In order to finish
the work, Beethoven incorporated a finale he had originally written for
an earlier violin sonata but had then discarded. The first performance
given by Bridgetower and the composer took place so close to the
work’s completion that Bridgetower was obliged to play some parts by
looking over Beethoven’s shoulder. The concert, nevertheless, was a
tremendous success.
Unfortunately for Bridgetower, he and the composer had a
falling-out. While the two were drinking, Bridgetower apparently
insulted a woman whom Beethoven regarded as a good friend. Enraged,
Beethoven removed the dedication of the piece, and re-dedicated it
instead to Rodolphe Kreutzer, who was considered one of the finest
violinists of the day. Yet, ironically, Kreutzer, who met the composer
just once, never cared for Beethoven’s music and remarked that the
sonata, which he decided was too difficult to play, was “outrageously

Concert XI

tue

unintelligible”. Leo Tolstoy’s novella The Kreutzer Sonata published in
1889 may have also helped to consolidate the reputation of the name
and one wonders whether he would have done the same for “The
Bridgetower Sonata”. Kreutzer’s chief claim to fame without the benefit
of Beethoven’s dedication remains to be his 42 Études or Capriccios, still
much used by violinists today as a pedagogical tool.
The Sonata begins with an imposing slow introduction in A major
in which the solo violin sets the stage with a sequence of double, triple,
and quadruple stopped chords soon answered vigorously by the piano.
The introduction leads to the movement’s main Presto cast in A minor,
a dynamic torrent of melodic material wrapped in vigorously virtuosic
style. Often there is a sense in which each instrument does not merely
answer back but actually tries to outdo the other. The slow movement
in F major features an elegant theme and an impressively expansive set
of four variations, two of which are both full of challenging yet beautiful
filigree and ornament. The last movement, another lively Presto, though
it was rescued from an earlier sonata, fits this sonata remarkably well.
Beethoven had decided the movement was too brilliant for its original
destination, so this transplant actually proved felicitous. The main
theme of the movement consists of a repeated phrase of long-shortlong-short notes that is typical of a tarantella dance form. It’s one
Beethoven builds into a mighty edifice that concludes with a rousing
climax, a suitable testament to the composer’s so-called heroic middle
period.

19 Nov 2019

Duo for Violin and Piano in A major D. 574
Franz Schubert (1817)
I. Allegro moderato; II. Scherzo: Presto; III. Andantino; IV. Allegro Vivace

C

omposed in 1817, a year after the three works dubiously labelled
as Sonatinas, the title “Duo” of this work rather than “Sonata”
represents the composer’s now overt mission to equalise the
importance of both instruments. Finally banished was the idea of these
works being for “keyboard with violin accompaniment.” Even so, like
many of Schubert works the Duo was not published until after his death
- in fact, this work had to wait until 1851 before it saw the light of day.
The first movement opens amiably with a gentle rocking rhythm
on the piano over which the violin plays an extended song without
words. There is a carefree quality to this beginning that is interrupted
by more dramatic interludes where the emotional heat is elevated.
However, generally the movement maintains a relaxed composure,
albeit one that makes more technical demands on the players than
Schubert’s previous violin sonatas.
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The second movement scherzo, gives the impression that
Schubert has by now taken on board at least some of what Beethoven
had been composing for violin and piano duo. The opening Presto has
some of the energy, pizzazz, and wit we associate with Beethoven’s own
scherzos while the contrasting central trio is much more relaxed though
full of chromatic adventure. The slow movement Andante begins with
a simple theme that, after some harmonic searching, is interrupted by
some dramatic outbursts but eventually returns to its opening calm.
In the short last movement Allegro vivace, we return to the energy of
the Scherzo particularly in its opening gestures of upward arpeggios,
chords, leaps, and runs which alternate between each instrument. Some
more relaxed genial passages intervene before we are brought to the
final flourish.

T

his work, the second to last of Mozart’s violin sonatas, is one
of his finest creations in this genre. It belongs to his last three
great sonatas that started with the B-flat K. 454 of 1784 and
continued with the E-flat violin Sonata from December 1785. The
Sonata in A for Violin and Keyboard, K. 526, was written in 1787 and
appears in the Köchel catalogue, which represents a chronological
listing of Mozart’s works, between two of the composer’s best known
works, the string serenade Eine kleine Nachtmusik (K. 525) and the
opera Don Giovanni (K. 527). In fact, Mozart delayed the completion of
his opera, despite pressing deadlines, to compose this sonata and its
companion serenade.
Technically one of Mozart’s most challenging violin sonatas,
this work returns to a more even assignment of importance between
the two instruments than was the case in the E-flat Sonata with the
interweaving of the parts achieving a similar level to that found in

Mozart (1787)

the B-flat Sonata. The first movement is a lively Molto allegro in 6/8,
in which piano and violin lines overlap and intersect in rhythmically
engaging ways. The slow movement is a beautiful, tender dialogue
that achieves a new level of hymn-like intimacy as it wanders through
a series of impressive harmonic changes. After this respite, the finale
Presto, reignites the sense of momentum reminiscent of the opening
movement with its virtuoso runs and sense of perpetual motion in the
piano but it is by no means lacking in warmth with the lovely melodies
and a particularly intense violin theme in the central section.
According to one theory the finale was based on a sonata by
Carl Friedrich Abel, a composer and gamba player famous in his own
day, whom Mozart had met as a child in London. Abel died two months
before this sonata was written and Mozart may have been writing this
final movement as a tribute.

Sonata No. 4 for Cello and Piano in C major Op. 102 No. 1 Beethoven (1812-1817)
I. Andante – Allegro Vivace; II. Adagio – Tempo D’andante – Allegro Vivace

T

hough there’s not really a strict boundary, the two cello sonatas
published as Opus 102, are regarded along with the preceding
piano sonata Op. 101, as the beginning of Beethoven’s visionary
third or “late” period, characterised by increasingly complex structures
that broke away from the formal models of the past. Composed
between the end of 1812 and 1817, Beethoven was now profoundly
deaf and increasingly beset by ailments that had slowed down his
productivity considerably. His deafness caused him to withdraw from
society and a symptom of that may be found in the profound intimacy
of these last two cello sonatas.
His abandonment of conventional forms is particularly evident in
the first of the two Opus 102 sonatas, which Beethoven entitled a “Free
Sonata.” One unusual feature is that the work is in two fast movements
each beginning with a slow introduction. The first introduction starts in
C major featuring an elegiac untroubled theme but then in the Allegro
vivace, the key suddenly switches to the relative minor, A minor, and the
mood becomes much more turbulent.

The slow Adagio to the second movement serves more as an
Intermezzo like the brief middle movement of the “Waldstein” Piano
Sonata Op. 53. In another shake up of usual formalities, Beethoven
reprises the theme from the first movement introduction in an almost
ecstatic form before launching into the main part of the second
movement that reverts to the tonic key of C major. Leading up to the
fast Allegro vivace the piano plays a short fragment of what will be the
main theme and the cello follows with the same fragment in imitation.
Once the faster section is underway, everything feels like it’s rollicking
along nicely but then Beethoven stops the music abruptly and after a
brief pause, deploys the same stop-and-start routine with cello and
piano never quite agreeing on who is playing the fragment first. It’s
a delightfully comical touch enhanced by the bagpipe drone effect
Beethoven gives to the cello, with the piano playing what could half
pass for a Scottish dance on top. For the ending, Beethoven cannot
resist more humour and brings these ideas to a gradual slowdown with
the music fading to silence, and then a sudden forte flourish to bring the
house down. As a result, audiences were initially baffled by this sonata,
with one critic declaring “It is so unusual no one can understand it on
first hearing.” ¢

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.
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In July, our young musicians participated in the US Tour as part of the 10-year anniversary of the Young
Musician Series. They performed in recitals at the National Opera Center and Carnegie Hall in New York.

Schumann: Kinderszenen, Op. 15, No. 6
“An Important Event”
The sixth movement is ambivalent in character because it
combines liveliness and serenity, briskness and tranquility. An

YMS 2019 US Tour
New York | July 2019

interesting aspect of Kinderszenen is the dynamic markings.
As well as that, the movement is structured in ABA form. The A

1

section is constructed out of two semi-phrases, the first one forte
and the second one an octave lower in mezzo forte. It’s mostly
marked pianissimo, but only No. 6 and a small section of No. 11
are marked fortissimo. Hence the listening of the cycle requires
deep concentration and can evoke a very tense atmosphere.

Schumann: Kinderszenen, Op. 15, No. 7 “Dreaming”

2

The seventh scene is one of Schumann’s best-known pieces.
This movement has a rich polyphonic writing. It was placed
in the structurally important position of being in the middle
to serve as a central slow movement for the set. Its charming
melody and quieting power have recommended it to generations
of concert pianists who wish to calm audiences after a long series

3

of rousing encores. ¢
Programme notes by Chun Ho Mak**

The YMS New York Tour was an eye opening

Chopin: Scherzo from
Cello Sonata, Op. 65

The YMS 2019 US Tour was a
memorable experience for Laura and I.
Laura gained musical knowledge, confidence

The Cello Sonata in G Minor, Opus 65, was

and friendship through participating in Ms

Frédéric Chopin’s last major work as his life

Tamami Honma’s masterclass, the various

was cut short at the age of 39 by severe illness,

workshops and the practice concert in the

possibly tuberculosis. He composed mainly for
the piano, but wrote for voice and chamber as
well. On his deathbed, he wanted his unpublished
works to be destroyed, although his wish was not
fully carried out, as the composer’s mother and
sisters requested for his musical executor (Julian
Fontana) to choose twenty-three unpublished
piano pieces. He combined them, eventually
publishing eight opuses in the year 1855. The
cello sonata is one of a few compositions he has

National Opera Center. Being part of the
concert in the Carnegie Hall that was the
grand finale of the tour was, of course, a rare
privilege for Laura. It was touching to see
all the teachers’ and young musicians’ hard
work bear fruit in a beautiful concert.
I also enjoyed getting to know some of
the tour. We are thankful to have been part

and is a masterpiece among them. ¢

of this amazing musical tour. ¢
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experience for both my daughter and me. In addition to
improving her piano skills, Xinran had a wonderful time
learning about compositions and conducting, both of which
she found stimulating and useful for her overall musicianship
development. She was also motivated by all the great
young musicians surrounding her, striving to achieve

5

the best. Lastly, we are always grateful for the immense
dedication from all the teachers involved. They not only
worked tirelessly for this tour but also for all of our students’
concerts and regular lessons with such professional
standard and passion. It’s the teachers that make YMS a
music community that inspires students and parents! ¢
6

Testimonial by Mrs. Tong, parent

the young musicians’ families better during

written with instruments other than the piano

Programme notes by Samuel Cotta*

4

Testimonial by Dr & Mrs. Yong, parents

Performers (pianists unless stated otherwise): 1. Vera Ho, violin. 2. Angela Zhao. 3. Chun Ho Mak.
4. Samuel Cotta, cello. 5. Natalie Lui. 6. Laura Yong. 7. Gabrielle Lee.
* YMS 2019 US Tour participant.
** Participant in Vantage Music Academy’s Music Theory class/ writing class.

7
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Schumann: First movement from Violin Sonata
in A minor, Op. 105

To both Angela and I, participating in the US Tour
was pleasant and fruitful. Everything went smoothly
and we all learnt a lot from there. We are grateful to

In 1850 Robert Schumann arrived in Düsseldorf to take up the

8

the teachers who made every effort to make this a

position of the city’s music director. Around the same time Ferdinand

worthwhile musical event. Thank you for offering such

David, concertmaster of the Gewandhaus Orchestra in Leipzig and famous

valuable opportunity to the students and for creating a

for his collaboration with Felix Mendelssohn on his violin concerto,
requested Schumann to write a work for a violin and piano. Schumann
eventually responded by writing his first violin sonata, opus 105 in A
minor. He composed the work in a period of just five days from September

15

truly unforgettable experience for us all! ¢
Testimonial by Amy, parent

12-16, 1851. Although the first public performance of the violin sonata
was given by the composer’s wife, pianist Clara Schumann, and the work’s
9

dedicatee, Ferdinand David in March 1852, Clara first performed the work

Chopin: Scherzo No. 3

in a private concert with a different violinist and commented in her diary:

16

“We were particularly moved by the very elegiac first movement and the
lovely second movement” while noting that they had more trouble pulling

This piece, Scherzo No.3 in C-sharp minor (Op.39), is one of

off the last movement. While Robert Schumann initially had some doubts

four scherzos written by Chopin between 1831 and 1843. Scherzo

about the sonata, he declared himself fully satisfied when he finally heard

means “joke” in Italian and refers to a playful movement in a longer

performances by the great violin virtuoso, Joseph Joachim. ¢

symphony. Chopin’s scherzos, however, are mature and serious in
tone and this Scherzo No.3 is unique in that he combines lyrical

10

Programme notes by Ethan Cotta*

subject with an energetic, virtuosic motif throughout the piece.

17

The introduction creates an intentional tonal ambiguity

We can’t say enough wonderful things about Gwyneth’s
experience at the YMS US tour. The workshops YMS offered to
Gwyneth were well-rounded, from music theory to transcription;
11

and to film compositions as well as how to conduct Beethoven’s
Symphony No. 1. The YMS team and the guest musicians in
New York are exceptionally inspiring. They taught with limitless
enthusiasm. Gwyneth has bettered her techniques on the piano,
and was motivated to challenge herself beyond what she has

for quite a long time and when a key, C-sharp minor, is finally
reached, it progresses into the fierce main theme which demands
considerable technique for parallel running octave patterns.
As a contrast, the following D-flat major section combines soft
and cantabile style melody with a flurry of ornamental notes

18

afterwards. It finally returns to C-Sharp minor and transforms
the main motif into a dramatic ending with grandiose flair and
emphatic power. ¢

been learning in Hong Kong, in the most fun and exciting way.

Programme notes by Brandon Son*

Most importantly, she felt supported to reach for her best, and
12

believe in herself as a pianist.
The US tour was brought to a memorable conclusion with
the most anticipated recital at the prestigious Carnegie Hall- it
was a performance that Gwyneth will cherish forever. She is
already counting the days until her next YMS summer tour! ¢

13

Testimonial by Mr. and Mrs. Suen, parents

19

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to
all the teachers for organising the US Tour, which gave
my daughter the opportunity to debut at Carnegie Hall.
The whole event was well-designed. We benefited a lot
through the masterclass and recitals – students gained
better understanding of the pieces through their playing

20

and became more motivated towards learning music.
Students’ hard work together with the dedication and
experience of professional educators made the event so
Performers (pianists unless stated otherwise): 8. Xinran Tong, violin. 9. Bibiana Bien. 10. Ernest Li.
11. Brandon Son. 12. Hayley Zheng. 13. Annelise Cotta. 14. Elroy Li. 15. Meagan Fung. 16. Nicoletta Bien.
17. Gwyneth Suen. 18. Larry Zheng, viola. 19. Ethan Cotta, violin. 20. Madeleine Fung. 21. Matthew Cotta.
14
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* YMS 2019 US Tour participant.

successful. ¢
Testimonial by Claudia, parent
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