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Message
from the Editorial Board

T

he new year came with good news – we are
beginning to see promising vaccines made
available to us. This has been a global effort
with many countries racing to come up with a cure
for the deadly disease. The pandemic will soon be
history.
Although there have been fewer live concerts
in the last year, many musicians have been kept
occupied in different ways. Some participated in live
broadcasts, while others took part in pre-recorded
concerts and operas and then had them broadcast
on different social media platforms.
Though social interaction is rather restricted
at the time of writing, Vantage managed to
interview jazz guitarist Eugene Pao. We got to know
more about his life journey to become a guitarist
and had an interesting dialogue on his many
recording albums – every one of these had a great
story behind it!
Our U.S. correspondent, pianist Tamami
Honma, collaborated with her fellow singers to
create a virtual opera – Verdi’s La Traviata. With
different musicians contributing their parts in
different locations, music making is truly boundless.
Nothing can stop us from making good music. The

musicians involved would have something to say
about their experience! We are looking forward to
the official release of La Traviata, scheduled to be
on 14 February 2021.
In this issue of Vantage, David Woodcock,
director of music at Harrow School, will tell us
more about the various ways that students at the
school are exposed to music. Pianist Tomasz Lis
also contributed a piece on arts and music. He
explained, with examples, how, in an era when
music recording was yet to be invented, music
found its way into paintings. When there is a
chance to visit museums and galleries, perhaps we
should take another look at the paintings with a
musical perspective in mind. We may be inspired in
an entirely new way!
Young musicians were also occupied with
recitals – readers will find some snapshots and the
programme notes they wrote towards the end of
this issue. Our young musicians were so eager to
perform on stage.
Happy New Year and we wish you a wonderful
2021!
Vantage Music Editorial Board
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By the Company You Keep
Interview with Eugene Pao
Vantage Music & Alex Ho | Hong Kong | October 2020

The 2005 music rhythm game Guitar Hero took the world by storm, but back in the eighties Hong
Kong had already produced her own guitar hero, the jazz guitarist Eugene Pao. In this interview,
Eugene looks back on his path to success, and shares with us the interesting stories surrounding his
spectacular discography.
CHILDHOOD
Curiously, despite being Hong Kong’s most famous jazz
musician, Eugene’s first recollection of organised sound
was that of classical music. “I used to wake up to sounds of
the violin.” Eugene’s father, who was an amateur violinist,
often practised the violin in the morning, playing along with
classical records. Eugene was thus regularly listening to music
when he was a child.
It was his American cousins, however, who kindled
Eugene’s passion for music-making. Eugene still remembered
their first visit to Hong Kong. “They brought along some
45-rpm single records, containing songs from the Beatles.”
Eugene was immediately hooked by the catchy tunes, and,
more importantly, their instrumental line-up. “The Beatles
were a guitar-oriented band, and they inspired me to pick up
the instrument.”
Eugene persuaded his father to buy him an acoustic
guitar, and he started to teach himself how to play the
instrument. His father also bought him a chordbook detailing
the hand positions of each chord, and Eugene would follow
the instructions and try to strum on the guitar. For a Primary
Five student, it was not an easy endeavour. “I had to struggle
just to make a sound. I remember not having enough strength
to press the guitar strings – the tension on the strings was so
strong that I could shoot arrows on them!”
Eugene also dabbled on the keyboard when he was in
secondary school. “As part of the music curriculum, the school
required us to play a classical piece on any instrument.”
4 Vantage | January 2021 | Vol. 6 No. 2

Eugene didn’t want to play a classical piece
on the guitar, so his mother brought him
to Tom Lee to look at the alternatives. “My
mother saw a Yamaha electric organ there,
and thought that it looked good, even as
just furniture, so she brought it home.”
The organ came with supplementary piano
lessons, and this is how Eugene became
proficient on the keyboard.
This early investment paid off later
in Eugene’s life, when he joined a music production house
specialising in movie and commercial soundtracks. Soundtrack
production involves large amounts of programming on
keyboard-like interfaces and controllers, and Eugene’s finger
dexterity came in handy. “I am thankful that my mother
pushed me to learn the keyboard back then.”

FROM ROCK TO JAZZ
Despite his early acquaintance with music, Eugene’s guitar
career did not start quickly. “By the time I graduated from
secondary school, I had already no doubt I wanted to be a
musician. I wanted to study music; I wanted to go to the
Berklee College of Music.” Unfortunately, Eugene’s parents
had other plans for their son. “Back then, there was a saying
of 洋琴鬼, a derogatory term used to describe unruly foreign
musicians in nightclubs. My parents thought that it was
unbecoming to become a musician, and instead persuaded me
to study business, in the hope that I could inherit the family
business when I graduated.”

Eugene eventually gave in and obtained a degree in
business. Even then, however, Eugene never stopped exploring
music. “I listened to a lot of rock music in Hong Kong, but in
my college life in Seattle my friends introduced me to fusion
jazz.” The beginning of the eighties saw the rise of fusion
jazz as a genre, and its combination of jazz and rock paved
the way for Eugene to dive deep into the extensive history
of jazz. “The familiarity of the rock element allowed me to
understand the structures of fusion jazz, and this allowed me
to appreciate the jazz side of the music even more.” Eugene
was intrigued by the improvisations in the music, so he went
to the library to research the topic. “Tracing the roots of fusion
jazz’s improvisation, I came across big names such as Miles
Davis and John Coltrane. When I got further up the list, I
discovered masters like Charlie Parker or Dizzy Gillespie, and
that eventually started my long journey with jazz.”
Of course, Eugene wasn’t content with merely listening
to jazz. “My friends and I got together and listened to records
all the time, and we also formed a band, learning songs
from these albums and writing them out. We even tried out

a few tunes and performed them in the college’s concerts.”
Eugene even appeared on the 1984 album 香港 Xiang Gang,
a compilation produced by the Hong Kong Guitar Journal.
The owner of the journal, Lenny Kwok, invited five budding
Hong Kong indie guitarists to collaborate on the album,
and Eugene put forward two fusion jazz pieces, “Wear N’
Tear” and “Tapestry”. “I was still studying in Seattle that
time, so I recorded my part there and sent the tracks by mail
back to Hong Kong.” Incidentally, the album also featured
contributions from Tats Lau before his venture into the
Cantopop scene as Tat Ming Pair, as well as songs from Wong
Ka Kui and Yip Sai Wing before they fully adopted the name of
Beyond.

CHANCE ENCOUNTERS
Eugene went back to Hong Kong shortly after his college
graduation, working in his father’s company and running
errands for him. However, Eugene eventually quitted the
office job and heeded his true calling. “I was ready to start my
professional playing career.” Working full-time in the regular
house band of Rick’s Café in Tsim Sha Tsui, Eugene become
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close friends with Ric Halstead, a saxophonist and leader of
the band. “Ric had an idea to do a record with me, and bassist
Eddie Gomez was in town, coincidentally, concerting with the
Steve Gadd Band. Ric called Eddie Gomez, Eddie said yes, and
this was how I recorded my first full-length album, the aptly
named Chance Encounters.”

GOLDEN AGES
In 1989, Ric left Rick’s Café and became the music director
in the Jazz Club and Bar in Lan Kwai Fong. Eugene followed
through, and news soon spread of a happening guitar player in
Hong Kong.
Eugene attributed much of his success to his years at
the Jazz Club. “I was lucky to have started in the nineties.
Nowadays musicians tend to travel with their own crew, but
back in the nineties jazz clubs used to invite only the lead
players from overseas to perform with their local, in-house
bands. Famous players like Joe Henderson or Jon Hendricks
would come and jam with us, and this provided a training
ground for me, forcing me to learn on the spot, on and off, for
more than ten years. It was that unique place, at that unique
time, that allowed me to get off the ground.”
To Eugene, the Jazz Club (1989–2002) symbolised the
golden age of the Hong Kong jazz scene. “The audience were
mainly expats, and there were top international acts coming
through.” The nineties saw a lot of concert tours by Western
pop singers, who regularly employed jazz musicians in their
bands. On their off-nights, those jazz musicians would swing
by the jazz club, order one or two drinks, and enjoy the
atmosphere. If they liked the music, they might even sit in and
jam with the live band.
Eugene still remembered one such encounter with the
legendary jazz pianist Herbie Hancock. “It was 1986, when
Rick’s Café was still open. We caught wind of Herbie coming
down to the café that night, so we prepared a keyboard in
advance. He loved our playing so much, he sat in with us. Do
you know what tune he called? ‘Maiden Voyage’.” “Maiden
Voyage” was Herbie’s most famous composition, and Eugene
was naturally nervous. Fortunately, all went well, and Herbie
complimented Eugene after he’d finished playing. “Hey, man,
you sounded great.”

OUTLET
In a similar situation, Eugene also got to meet the great
American saxophonist Michael Brecker. “In 1990, Warner
(WEA) asked me for a one-time recording deal with my jazz
fusion trio Outlet. As luck would have it, Michael Brecker was
in town playing with Paul Simon (of Simon and Garfunkel
fame) for a show in Hong Kong, so I reached out to him via
1

Warner. He was one of my all-time favourite saxophone
players.”
Michael agreed to play “In Search Of…”, one of Eugene’s
own compositions. “I hadn’t written down any charts for
the song, so I sat on the piano and played him some chords.
My song didn’t have any melodies, so I even asked him if he
could do his fills but make it more melodic, such that it could
stand strongly as a melody as well.” Michael handled the
requests with ease. “He took four takes, and each take was
more amazing than the one before.” Eugene recalled having
difficulty deciding which version to use. “It is Michael Brecker,
after all. What else do you expect from a master?”

BY THE COMPANY YOU KEEP
Eugene played with Brecker again in 1994, this time in
Brecker’s hometown. In a textbook case of youthful abandon,
Eugene decided to record his debut album in New York. “My
previous CDs were all collaborations with other artists, and I
decided to make my own solo album.” Eugene had not signed a
contract on the album at that time, so the entire trip was selffunded. “Looking back, it was quite brave of us to have done
that.”
For bass and drums, Eugene called upon his connections.
“During the time I was playing in the Jazz Club, I got to meet
some of my jazz heroes who seemed to like my playing.”
Eugene braced himself and proceeded to “cold-call” Jack
DeJohnette and John Patitucci, expecting to get rejected. To his
surprise, both accepted.
Eugene remembered how nerve-wracking it was in New
York’s famous Clinton Studio, waiting for the three bigshots to
walk in. Fortunately, the musicians were very welcoming and
supportive, and the session completed successfully. Eugene
was especially grateful to Jack DeJohnette, whom he described
as almost “taking me under his wing”. “When listening to the
playback, I can feel that they genuinely enjoyed everything. It
was an unforgettable experience.”
After the recording, Eugene thought he had laid the
proverbial golden egg. “With such a line-up, I surely would
have no problem getting a contract from record labels.” Sadly,
it turns out that signing a contract is a tricky business. “We
met with labels like Blue Note Records, but they all rejected
me, and told me that it was hard to promote me if I was not
living in the States.” Some of the more helpful labels even
advised Eugene to go back his own country and try to sign a
local label there, but Eugene knew better. “Cantopop was the
dominant music in Hong Kong in the nineties, and of course
no Hong Kong labels were interested in such a far-out blowing1
record.”

Blowing is a jazz term referring to an improvisation over the chords of a jazz tune.
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Eugene eventually set his sights on Japan.
“Japan had a vibrant jazz scene, and I thought I had
better chances there.” Eugene ultimately entered
into a licensing deal with Toshiba EMI, and in the
process became the first Hong Kong-based jazz
musician to have signed with an international
record label.

NAKED TIME
By the Company You Keep was not Eugene’s only
recording during his New York trip. “I recorded
another album, Naked Time, within a week of By
the Company You Keep.” As Eugene put it, By the
Company You Keep is more of an acoustic blowing
album, while Naked Time is more arranged,
more fusion style. “I thought that, with two such
contrasting styles, I would have a greater chance of
getting picked up by a recording label.” As it turns
out, while By the Company You Keep was released
in 1996, it wasn’t until 2004 that Naked Time was
picked up by EMI Music Hong Kong.
Eugene explained the differences between
the two albums. “In terms of production, Naked
Time is more produced – the rhythm section was
first recorded, then other parts and some solos are
overdubbed. Consequently, it took more time to
record.”

THIS WINDOW
After its release, By the Company You Keep sold
several thousand copies, a considerable number by
the standards of jazz records. Following the success,
Sony Music Entertainment (Japan) approached
Eugene. “The producer Kozo Watanabe, who would
later become a good friend of mine, flew to Hong
Kong to find me directly. He asked if I was interested
to record another album in New York, this time with
their full sponsor.”

Photo credit: Jassman Wilson.
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The offer was a godsend for Eugene. “Sony gave us
some cash advance, and we lived in Le Meridian, right next to
Carnegie Hall. It was incredible.” The corporate sponsor also
meant that Eugene could recruit all the big players, something
made easier by Eugene’s excellent track record. “I contacted
Jack DeJohnette for drums and Joey Calderazzo for piano, and
they both accepted.” The choice for the bass player was less
straightforward. “My first choice was Charlie Haden, but sadly
he was in Los Angeles that time. For him to come, Sony would
have needed to pay for two round-trip business class tickets:
one for the musician and another for his bass.” Eugene finally
chose Marc Johnson, who turned out to be a great player to
work with. “Marc Johnson was a super nice guy; you can talk to
him and tell him what you need, and he will have your back.”
This Window was released in 1999 in the all-new DSD
recording format for Super Audio CDs (SACDs). “It was a
clearer digital format, unlike conventional CDs. I was one of
the first artists to be on this format.”

PAO
Fast forward a few years later, and by 2001 Eugene was ready
for his next solo album, Pao. “By the Company You Keep, Naked
Time and This Window were recorded with New York musicians,
and so for the next record I wanted to work with European jazz
musicians.” It turns out that Clarence, Eugene’s friend who
helped fund By the Company You Keep, had a CD and record
store and was the distributor of quite a few European labels.
Through Clarence’s connections, Eugene got in contact with
Stunt Records, who in turn hooked Eugene up with a recording
deal in Copenhagen, playing with the Mads Vinding Trio.
Eugene had nothing but praise for Copenhagen. “I went
to Copenhagen for a week or two, playing on the nylon string
guitar and working with these wonderful European guys. The
studio was amazing: it was so huge, and the recording quality
was top-notch.” Eugene especially praised the upright bass.
“They really nailed the acoustic bass sound.”

THE EUGENE PAO PROJECT
Having played with American and European musicians,
Eugene turned to Asia for his next major project. “There was
a fad to film DVD concerts back in 2004. The businessman Wu
Chung (whom the Wu Chung House was named after) was into
video-recording, so his company asked if I was interested in a
multimedia project where multiple cameras would be used to
film our playing.” Eugene accepted, and thus The Eugene Pao
Project was born.
To allow the cameras to capture multiple angles, Eugene
proposed to host a live concert without an audience. “That

way, we do not bore anyone when we repeat the pieces!”
The venue was set in HKAPA’s concert hall, and Eugene
remembered all the extravagant cameras and lighting. “It was
a huge production.”
Eugene hand-picked the band for this recording. “I
picked musicians from all around Asia.” The cast was quite
diverse, comprising Malaysian percussionist Steve Thornton,
Filipino saxophonist Tots Tolentino, Japanese drummer
Tamaya Honda and bassist Shigeo Aramaki, as well as the
Hong Kong-based keyboardist Ted Lo and vocalist Angelita Li.
The album also featured another technical innovation,
5.1 surround sound. “As the producer of the project, this was
my first time mixing in 5.1 surround sound. It was a cool
experience to mix and to decide the placement of speakers.”

ASIAN SUPER GUITAR PROJECT
The Eugene Pao Project left Eugene wanting for more, and
within the year he had already conceived of another project.
“I had the idea to do a guitar trio, featuring musicians of
Chinese, Korean and Japanese ethnicity – three races that had
always had tense relationships with each other.” The idea, as
Eugene explained, was to show that, despite their differences
in nationality, players could still get together and make good
music. The trio consisted of the Korean guitarist Jack Lee,
Japanese guitarist Kazumi Watanabe, and Eugene as the
Chinese representative.
Eugene and Kazumi’s relationship went way back.
“Kazumi was one of my idols since I was young. In 1986, I had
the chance to meet Kazumi and performed together with him
at the Live Under the Sky festival, one of the big three jazz
festivals in Japan. That year was the first time the festival was
imported to Hong Kong2, so the idea was to find a Hong Kong
local artist to crossover with a Japanese artist. They chose me
and Kazumi, so I flew over to Japan for a performance with
him, and then he came over to Hong Kong for another concert
in Queen Elizabeth Stadium. That was how I met Kazumi.”
Recording for the Asian Super Guitar Project took place
in Seoul in 2006, and the project culminated in a regional
tour around Asia. “We went to the Hong Kong City Hall for a
show, and performed in concerts in Japan, Korea, Malaysia and
Singapore.”

TO PARIS WITH LOVE
Eugene teamed up with Jeremy Monteiro for an album in
2015. “Jeremy Monteiro is a really big deal. He is Singapore’s
most representative jazz musician, and he was awarded the
government’s cultural award for his contribution to the arts
and jazz music of Singapore.”

Live Under the Sky was the first ever jazz festival to take place in Hong Kong. Despite its popularity, however, the festival only lasted for five years, and
was discontinued in 1992 together with its Japanese counterpart due to Japan’s economic downturn.
2
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(From right to left) Eugene Pao, Brian Hurley and Alex Ho at Peel Freco (2019) (Photo credit: James Ho).

Eugene and Jeremy had collaborated with each other
before, but this was the first time they had worked as a duo.
“Jeremy had the idea to make an album as a tribute to the
music of Michel Legrand.” Michel Legrand, a French composer,
was most famous for his movie soundtracks, but he was also
known in the jazz scene as a prolific writer of jazz tunes. Many
of Legrand’s compositions, like What Are You Doing the Rest of
Your Life, had since became jazz standards.
At Jeremy’s insistence, the two went to Germany to
record the album. “Jeremy said that there was a place in
Germany that had the best grand piano for recording, so we
went to this studio in Darmstadt. It’s just Jeremy on piano and
me on guitar, and we finished the recording within a few days.”

EVOLUTION
Since his first gig in Rick’s Café, Eugene had played jazz for
more than thirty years. Naturally, his jazz style had evolved
over the years as well.
“When I started playing, jazz fusion was the fad, and I
was really influenced by the big threes of jazz fusion, Chick
Corea’s Return to Forever, Mahavishnu Orchestra, and Weather
Report. Afterwards, I discovered Pat Methany, John Scofield,
Mike Stern, along with other modern jazz players. Through
them, I discovered the whole jazz history, where they came
from, and eventually I learnt more about bebop.”
The language of bebop did not come naturally to Eugene.
“After I listened to a lot of jazz records, I could feel the bebop
language. But to play it, especially on the guitar, is a fiendishly
challenging journey.” Eugene notes the difficulties of the
instrument. “It is easy to jump across large intervals on the

piano; you simply have to stretch your hands. It is a totally
different concept on the guitar, where you have to switch
between the strings as well.”
The fretboard-pressing nature of guitar is also not
conducive to bebop’s coherent playing style. “Smoothness is
not a problem on saxophones; it’s as natural as breathing in
and out. On the guitar, however, there is less sustain between
the notes, so it’s easy to sound too staccato, too much like
a typewriter. You need to put in more effort to evoke the
audience’s emotions.”
As Eugene’s style matured, he increasingly felt the need
to connect with the audience. “I always asked myself, how
many percent of my typical audience are musicians? Not a lot,
right? That’s why, instead of relying on virtuosity, you have to
touch them musically.
“Let’s say you invented a new spicy pattern, this
diminished lick over a certain chord. You might marvel at your
own ingenuity, but, if it’s not musical, then you can’t move the
audience; it is just a bunch of notes, it’s meaningless.
“Music is not about how fast you can play. It’s about
finding those sweet notes and bringing them together in a
melodic way, so that you can move the audience. This involves
a lot of things: your sound, your instrument, your touch, tone,
choice of notes, and of course the knowledge of music theory.
It is indeed an advanced skill to be able to just play a few notes
and make the audience feel something, and I will probably
spend the rest of my life trying to achieve this.” ¢
Interviewed by Vantage Music, written by Chester Leung
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Concerts You Have Missed

1

1. Liù telling the girls how she misses Luigi.
2. Puccini comforting Mimì.
3. All the guests pointing knives at Puccini asking him to reveal his painting.
4. The Ensemble with Liù.
Photos credit: © David Quah

Aerial Symphony
16, 17 & 18 November 2020 | 8pm
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural
Centre

A

celebratory concert for Beethoven’s
250th anniversary, where excerpts of
Beethoven’s Third, Fifth, Sixth and
Ninth Symphonies were featured.
Selected photos by renowned photographer
Dr Eddy Li were projected on stage during the
concert.
The concert concluded with a spectacular
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony’s fourth movement,
with soloists Warren Mok, Louise Kwong,
Carol Lin and Apollo Wong accompanied by
a hundred-person chorus under the baton of
Leung Kin Fung. ¢

Bel Canto Singers
“My Beloved” – by Giacomo Puccini
An unexpected way to enjoy Puccini’s music
Premiere: 6 November 2020 | 8pm
Online Platform: RhapsoArts Facebook /
Bel Canto Singers Facebook

2

B

el Canto Singers presented a new “Opera with a
twist” – an interesting take on Puccini’s operas
with a creative storyline. The main character, a
(fictional) famous painter called Puccini, was working
on a painting that would reveal the identity of his true
love. But that intrigued the people who were close to him,
who were particularly eager to find out who would be the
lover before the painting was revealed. Many of Puccini’s
well-known operatic works complemented the new opera
as the story developed and the audience, at the same time,
could enjoy the entertaining dialogue between songs.

3

Anyone interested will be pleased to know that
this will be streamed online for free until the end of
January 2021. More details are available at https://www.
rhapsoarts.com/puccini. ¢
Kelly Kim

4
Photos credit: © Hong Kong Orchestra
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Opera in the Pandemic
Tamami Honma & Julian Brown, Cal Arte Ensemble | California | December 2020

A

midst the wider fallout caused by the Covid

more with novelty and amusement in mind than perhaps for

pandemic, musicians have been particularly hard hit,

any serious artistic content.

suffering cuts worse than restaurants and other badly

affected industries. With venues shuttered, concerts canceled
for months, and people obliged to distance themselves from
one another, many musicians have had their entire existence
upended with few if any opportunities remaining to play
together and to perform in front of audiences. Early in the
pandemic, we in the Cal Arte Ensemble realized that we
needed to rethink radically the way we operate. As symphony
orchestras, opera houses, and concert halls shut down, it
became clear that many of us would be unable to play in front
of audiences for a long time – at least a year and perhaps
longer. As news of the pandemic developed, a large concert we
had long planned to perform in March 2020 with the San Jose
Symphonic Choir featuring works by Beethoven and Hummel
was canceled. With all the uncertainties that came with the
rapid spread of a dangerous and hitherto unknown virus, it
felt like we were living in a bleak new era, almost the stuff of a
dystopian science fiction novel.
We quickly decided to make the best of the situation by

At Cal Arte, Tamami Honma felt strongly that we should
aim for something altogether bigger and came up with the

M

idea of putting together a virtual performance of a complete
opera. Thus was born her vision to create a virtual version of
Verdi’s beloved masterpiece La Traviata. She saw it as a beacon
of hope, like sending up a bright flare into the sky announcing
to the world and to other musicians that, yes, we can still
work together. By such a collaboration, we could continue to
draw upon a tremendous array of musical energy and talent,
while audiences could listen to newly-produced content that
went beyond the usual three minute novelty video. In her
quest to assemble a cast, she asked all the singers: to put
themselves in the zone just as they would have done on stage.
Of course, such a transformation is not easy. The pianist
Vladimir Horowitz, for example, refused to record without
some audience around him because he felt it would enliven
his performance. The starting point for this production was to
ask the singers to record themselves while listening to piano
tracks of the arias that Tamami had recorded. These piano

synchronized so that they sound as though two or more singers
are performing on the same stage. Multiple instruments need
to be layered in to replace the anchor piano tracks with an
orchestral sense of rubato and nuance. None of this is being
done with the usual studio shortcut of using metronome
click tracks. While click tracks are useful for short works that
move at a constant pace, they are not flexible enough to
allow singers the freedom to breathe and express themselves
naturally. Video recordings also have to be assembled into a
coherent whole that somehow evokes the theatricality of the
opera. Since the beginning of the pandemic, Cal Arte’s Julian
Brown, who has played as concertmaster in many orchestras
and has prior experience at the BBC in sound recording and

recording one of the pieces that had been programmed for

tracks serve as the replacement for a conductor providing the

our March concert using techniques that have now become

critical framework that enables the whole production to come

almost commonplace. We asked our ensemble musicians and

together. But rather like the way scaffolding is eventually

choristers to record each of their parts at home. After they had

removed from a building in its construction, the piano tracks

submitted their recordings to us, we were able to align and

will not be heard in the final performance because they will

mix them together in a virtual performance. The result was a

be replaced by a virtual orchestra. Just as a conductor has to

rendition of Beethoven’s beautiful and rarely performed choral

have a very clear vision of how they will approach a work,

gem Opferlied which we put on YouTube in April 2020. Many

the tracks required a lot of work and thought because they

Cal Arte’s YouTube channel on Valentine’s Day, February 14,

of those who had participated expressed their joy in seeing

needed to embrace the huge variety of tempi that Verdi

2021. With a cast of established opera stars working together

the resulting video, in part because the shock of the almost

encoded in his score while also anticipating and negotiating

here in the US and in Germany performing the main roles,

complete shutdown had robbed so many of the opportunity to

the tempo variations that each singer might want to bring to

it promises to be something truly out of the ordinary. But

get together, rehearse, and perform. Some even said that we

their performance. Doing this while the cast are altogether

because this has been such an extraordinary time and the

had offered them an emotional lifeline because now, although

in the rehearsal studio is one thing. Doing it one by one,

pandemic has had such a profound effect on the way many

they were confined at home, some of them quite alone, the

with everyone working remotely, is quite another. Tamami’s

musicians work, we felt it worth finding out how our singers in

virtual performance gave them a sense of a shared musical

previous conducting experience and as pianist in rehearsing

this production have adapted and kept their spirits up. Worth

experience.

opera productions has come to the fore in managing this

mentioning too is that, in some ways, singers have been even

complex and intricate feat.

more adversely affected than instrumentalists. While some

Although we had put together one of the first pandemicinspired virtual performances, the idea quickly spread

Another critical component in pulling off a large-scale

and before long, there emerged a plethora of other virtual

production of this kind comes in the magic of the video and

performance videos created by musical groups across the

sound engineering that makes it possible to bring together

globe, including leading symphony orchestras. However, the

a disparate array of home recordings into one seamless

performances were usually of short well known pieces done

performance. Sound recordings need to be aligned and
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production, has applied his blend of expertise to both technical
and artistic issues in a series of virtual performances including
Cal Arte’s video of Beethoven’s Opferlied and the San Jose

Rebecca Davis, Soprano – Violetta
s Davis is an award-winning soprano who
has performed in major roles in opera houses
across the US and now more recently in

Germany where she has performed with the Hannover
State Opera.
“I live in Hannover, Germany. My contracts have been
canceled during this pandemic, but I will put together a Covidfriendly concert in May 2021, singing contemporary works with
eight cellists, doing works by Arvo Pärt, Villa-Lobos, Copland,
and Anica Galindo. I have moved online in so many aspects
of my life. I started a new consulting business (SoftlyLoud
Artist Consulting) helping to guide singers in their careers,
providing new contacts, and am starting a masterclass series
which focuses on the many aspects of a singer’s career. I have
also maintained my vocal development with my teacher Neil
Semer. I also teach, currently online. I was able to meet with a
few collaborators to create video content when the lockdown
was eased during the summer.
La Traviata’s Violetta is my absolute favorite operatic

Symphonic Choir’s complete performance of Faure’s Requiem

role. She is a sharp and shrewd courtesan, suppressing a

premiered in November 2020.

profoundly compassionate soul who was yearning for true

The production of La Traviata is planned for release on

string quartet and piano recitals have still been possible, albeit
with much diminished socially-distanced audiences, because
of the aerosol transmission of the Covid virus, singers have
been almost entirely banished from most performance venues.
We wanted to know how our singers have coped and how they
see the value of working on this and other virtual productions.

love. I have been fortunate to sing Violetta in many places. My
first experience was with Intimate Opera in a chamber setting
in a church in Chicago, Illinois. I was able to take time and
really focus on the bare and vulnerable aspects of Violetta’s
personality and situation. Later, when I did the full opera with
the grandeur of complete sets, orchestra, and lights I could
enjoy the dazzle and spectacle of her world, before her sickness
robs them from her. In Act I, you really feel the protective
shell that she puts on to survive in society as a courtesan. Only
Alfredo could break through this shell. Yet in Act II, when she
sacrifices her love for Alfredo for the reputation of his family,
she tries to put the shell back on. She is not successful and
she quickly falls into illness, only reuniting with her love for
her last few breaths. It really is heartbreaking. She knows that
when she sacrifices her love it will be the end of her. I was
lucky to sing the role again with Opera Santa Barbara, Opera
San Jose, Festival Opera, and Livermore Valley Opera.
January 2021 | Vol. 6 No. 2 | Vantage 13

For our virtual performance, I think the audience will
appreciate that we came together in spirit for this wonderful
story and music, even though we could not do so physically.

Adapting to doing these virtual productions has been

My absolute favorite moments are in Act II, especially the duet

hard. Nothing can truly replace the experience of being in

with Giorgio Germont. His ‘Piangi, piangi’ is so heartbreaking

the same room doing this. In some ways, though, the process

musically and forecasts the inevitable breakup between

has been made easier almost by chance. Working with Opera

Violetta and Germont’s son Alfredo. Germont is steadfast in

Memphis, I’ve learned that there are ways that we can still

his purpose even while trying to console Violetta. I believe,

make art.

in this moment, Violetta has a fleeting thought that she can
convince Germont to let them remain together. By the end of
the duet, that hope is gone, and she resigns to help Germont’s
family maintain their reputation, so that Alfredo’s sister can
get married. Then comes the ‘Amami, Alfredo’, Violetta’s plea
to Alfredo when he doesn’t know that she is leaving him. The
dramatic height of the voice with the orchestra together is so

L

Dane Suarez, Tenor – Alfredo
auded by LA Weekly for his “big, heroic voice”
that conveyed “powerful emotions”, Mr Suarez
has been in great demand across the US. He was a

2014 National Semi-Finalist of The Metropolitan Opera

brilliantly written by Verdi. It’s one of the best moments in all

National Council Auditions, and made his John F. Kennedy

of opera.

Center debut in 2015 with Washington National Opera

I need to inhabit a character or be within the rush of the
amazing music. I tend to bond more quickly with characters
who find themselves in desperate situations. I felt that the
most with Traviata, Tosca, Rusalka, Madama Butterfly, Mimi

as Ely Parker in Philip Glass’ Appomattox. Other notable
engagements include his New York City Opera debut as
Joe in La Fanciulla del West.
“At the start of the pandemic, I was living in San Jose,

La Traviata is an opera that I first performed in 2018
in my first season with Opera San Jose. I’m so happy to be
singing this glorious music again during a time when we’re
dealing with the loss of so many people. The best part of the
story for me is Flora’s party. I love the confrontation and
hopefully we will have an exciting way to show our audience
what that might look like in this digital age. I don’t think that
today we can truly understand how terrible something like
tuberculosis could be, and so coming back to this story during
this time is much more poignant. What happens when you

Krassen Karagiozov, Tenor – Germont, Alfredo’s father

P

raised for his “mellow, burnished, beautiful
[voice]” (San Jose Mercury News) and “strong
voice” (New York Times) and referred to as “the

most commanding singer on stage” (SF Classical Voice),
Bulgarian baritone Krassen Karagiozov has thrilled
audiences in concerts and on the opera stage with music
that spans the classical and modern eras.
“I’m currently located in Morgan Hill, California. When

can’t be with the folks that you love? This is the new story we

shelter-in-place was announced, my family and I were at my

can tell through digital media. Recording in isolation from a

in-laws after performances of Macbeth with West Bay Opera in
California. We were supposed to travel to Europe in the spring

California, where I had previously served as the tenor resident

distance has been particularly challenging for me. Going to

Marriage of Figaro. I love doing comedy too. It lets me take

artist for Opera San Jose. In July, my wife and I moved back

school for music and having a career in music certainly did

but of course, all that changed. We ended up staying with

breathers between the ‘drama queens’, but when I make my

to Long Island, New York, and she and I are currently posted

not prepare me to also take on the role of recording engineer,

my in-laws for eight months – basically the whole time since

bucket list of roles I would like to do, they are inevitably the

in Memphis, Tennessee, where I am performing socially-

videographer, and so forth; but that’s where we’re at now. I

our arrival in the US late in 2019. Although it was difficult,

distanced, digital concerts for Opera Memphis as a fall

have spent a lot of hours trying to perfect something that will

I kept up my music-making as much as I could. I started

company artist. It’s been a pleasure to be involved with

never truly be perfect from my living room. I’ve learned a lot,

working on new repertoire and continued teaching online as

guide me and help uncover new aspects of my voice or new

companies who understand the importance of making art

but it’s not easy and certainly isn’t as simple as outsiders may

I had been doing already prior to Covid-19 due to my travels

possibilities in interpreting a role. That’s what I love about

during this time and I’m proud to be a part of it.

think.

abroad. I continue in the same way to perform, record, and

in La Bohème, Magda in La Rondine, and the Countess in The

dramatic heroines.
I have many teachers to be thankful for. They still

what I do. I am a perpetual student. I carry all of my teachers

Since shelter-in-place began, I’ve moved twice so it has

For this opera, I think we have come up with a new and

and coaches with me onto the stage in execution and spirit.

been hard to be in new places and stay at home, but that’s the

interesting way to tell the story. Since we cannot be in the

I have to say the one I am most thankful for is Jody Kienzler.

name of the game! At the beginning of the pandemic, making

same place, rather than trying to fake it, we are running with

She led me to my love and curiosity of classical music through

music was easy and welcomed. I looked forward to carving

it. What is this time like when you can’t be with the people

a simple Schubert song, ‘Der Tod und das Mädchen’. I was

out time in my day to sing and was continuing to work on

you love? Who follows the rules? It makes for an interesting

struggling to connect with classical music at that time and

upload music, and collaborate with other colleagues including
now also the Traviata project with Cal Arte. I also have an
upcoming concert performing Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde
with the Sofia Philharmonic Orchestra in Bulgaria next year.
Adapting to the pandemic conditions meant transferring

upcoming roles (Rodolfo, Faust, Don Jose, Manrico). As each

story, I think. We have adapted as humans to come up with

she knew with my flair for drama that I would connect to the

all teaching and studying online. I have been able to keep

cancelation came in, it got a little harder to open my scores.

new ways to keep in touch, so using those same platforms to

desperation of the Maiden and the resolute calmness of Death.

studio recitals for students going and will continue doing so

In July, I stopped singing for about 6 weeks. Coming back to

communicate is the basis of that production and I think it will

From that moment, I was hooked.

until the pandemic is over. For concerts, we still have some

it was hard, but so necessary. Since mid-August, I’m proud to

be very effective and relatable.

ways to generate audiences by doing house performances

I am fortunate that I get to work with singers daily in my

have sung every day in some capacity and will continue to do

consulting business. I listen to their fascinating journeys and

so. Singing is so important to my well-being and keeping my

help them into new phases of their careers. I tell them to keep

voice in check has been incredibly important. As a company

going, learning, growing, developing their craft, and connect-

artist at Opera Memphis, I have been bringing music to the

ing with others who are doing the same. Singers are strongly

people in different ways. We’ve been singing concerts on the

supporting each other right now. I think this has been a time

street for neighborhoods, once a month we sing a concert on

for contemplation and development in the arts. Projects such

the local NPR station, and I’ve been creating lots of digital

as this Traviata and the development of new operas should be

content. In addition to these projects, earlier on this summer

able to find audiences hungry for connection. It’s thanks to

I sang the role of First Armored Man in Opera Neo’s virtual

modern technology too that we can share the great work of the

Magic Flute where I performed and rehearsed in my home over

past by presenting virtual performances. I hope that we will

Zoom and set up a green screen and learned how to do audio

continue this momentum well into the future.”

and video for myself. Crazy experience!
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Opera is the ultimate art form. It’s the combination of
music and theater and dance and art. I think the dedication
that my colleagues show me inspires me to work harder and to
push myself.
‘You can’t do a don’t.’ When my teacher said this, she
meant focusing on things that you can change rather than not
doing something. Regarding the future, we don’t have to wait
around even though model institutions have put things on
hold. There is more to opera than The Met!”

coupled with live streaming. On the other hand, a lot of
opportunities in the theaters have disappeared. The loss of
income to artists and to theaters along with the shortage of
benefactors because of the pandemic has been absolutely
devastating for the cultural life in this country.
Of course, it’s not just the US – many musicians around
the world have been in the same boat. And quite apart
from financial concerns, not being able to connect with our
audiences has a huge impact on how we derive our energy.
It’s also been very hard on music educators, especially choir
and orchestra educators, conductors and their pupils. Playing
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music together is an essential part of the way we live. While

is obviously totally different from being on stage because there

concert halls, opera houses and orchestras in the US have all

isn’t the same flexibility you get with a live conductor helping

been hit hard for the upcoming year, in Europe things have

to bring everyone together. As far as new skills, I hope that

been slightly different as some houses have tried opening to

I will be able to record from now on much more easily and

reduced audiences as long as the virus is held at bay.

on my own as well. It certainly will be something new as an

While this situation has been difficult for everyone, I like

the final product will be fresh, and that people may enjoy our

rethink how we do things as a society. It’s forced us to make

unique voices and the great music that Verdi wrote. I certainly

room for creativity, for more self-searching and for valuing the

look forward to hearing the ‘Libiamo…brindisi’ from the first

important things in life. I think that now is actually one of the

act duet. This was one of Verdi’s greatest hits of all time,

best times for anyone who wants to study music to do it. Even

popular since it was first heard.

if it is online, we now have more time on our hands to work on

performances at my city’s (Stara Zagora) State Opera company

on everything else. The opportunity to reflect on life and the

in Bulgaria. I was studying piano at the time. This was my first

timelessness of the situation has given me the inspiration of

instrument and being at the opera festival during the month of

working on the project and doing the things I love most.

December every year was awe-inspiring and I fell in love with

I love singing and performing Traviata – in fact, I’ll take

6:58 PM
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My interest in opera began as a child while seeing
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experience with all of the technologies involved. I hope that

to think it has also given us the opportunity to slow down and
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~ Hayao Miyazaki 宮崎駿

it. Opera made me experience all music in a much deeper way.

on any of Verdi’s works. One of the challenges has been how to

Later on, when I added my vocal studies to the piano, I began

record it. Even finding a quiet location to do it can be difficult

to immerse myself in the art form even more. The motivation

in a family home! Also singing alone while wearing earphones

to keep me going is that it makes me free and happy! It

and listening to the piano tracks is quite tricky: the experience

reminds me of my favorite quote from a teacher in the past
that I still carry with me today – ‘Be yourself!’”
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Dan Morris, Baritone – Dottore Grenvil
r Morris is a singer and actor who has

Programme featuring

performed many leading roles in opera and

Jonathan Dove, MY LOVE IS MINE

musical theater. He is also Executive Director of

Schola Cantorum, one of the most respected choral groups

Rebecca Clarke, DUMKA

in the San Francisco Bay Area.

Wellesz, GEISTLICHES LIED

“As Executive Director of the Schola Cantorum, my
primary function there has been administrative. The pandemic
has had us scrambling to maintain our organizational health
– which we are managing to do – and helping create virtual
offerings for our audience while keeping members’ voices from

林

俊

客席男中音
A l b e r t
L
I
M
g u e s t
b a r i ton e

劉詠 Galison Lau, 迷 ENIGMA
Rodgers，YOU WILL NEVER WALK ALONE
and more.

atrophy and their musical skills sharp. What I have heard from
our singers and audience is how important community is: the
social aspect of performing arts is powerful. We all need to
know that some things will continue and that they will come
back as before.

主辦

鳴謝
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January 2021 | Vol. 6 No. 2 | Vantage 17

A

The thing that convinced me to work on this virtual
production of La Traviata is that I have worked with Tamami
and I figured if she was involved it would be good! We are

capable, mostly thanks to the guidance of my mentors, Leroy

a virtual project like this from home. I save money on gas and I

Kromm and Tamami Honma.

don’t have to worry if I am going to be sitting next to someone
that’ll talk to me the whole time. But kidding aside, we can

One reason why opera is close to my heart is that it was

in a world now where every musician has to have their own

invented to be the ultimate art form. I love visual art, theater,

only hope that everyone enjoys the production and that we did

mini recording studio; so I have learned about microphones

music, fashion, and I love languages and history – opera

the best with what we had.

and recording software. I also have learned to accept that

basically brings together everything I love most! I was also

perfection is an illusion. At some point you have to let

stunned at a young age at how powerful it can be, and how

go of your work and let it be out there. When we sing live

get complacent. We have all this free time and a lot more

directly, easily, and potently it can touch people. Regardless

performances, as soon as you sing, it’s out there and you can’t

distractions, but we should be using this time to perfect our

of how outlandish some of the characters can be, I think that

take it back or change it. In a virtual performance, yes you redo

craft. If you are not working on getting better, someone else is

we can all relate in one way or another to some characters and

your part until you are happy with it, but it is still hard not to

situations in opera. And if we can’t, then the music helps us

have the other voices and actors to play off.

to understand it. I’ve also always loved studying singing and

Although I have not recorded the video portion yet of
my role, I have done some others. Seeing my facial expressions
up close makes me want to work harder on that aspect of my
acting!

languages as a skill, a challenge, and an art form – that’s why I
love opera.
La Traviata is one of my all-time favorite operas, and I
knew being able to participate in this project with Cal Arte and

Given that this will be one of the few attempts to

having a reason to sing and do character work would help me

The main message I would like to share is: don’t

Norman Espinoza, Bass – Commissionario

M

r Espinoza is a graduate of San Jose State
University where he obtained both his
Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in Vocal

Performance. Now living in Las Vegas, Nevada, during the
pandemic, he has still been singing at The Venetian.
“I have done multiple recording sessions and virtual

assemble a great romantic opera entirely virtually and with

get through the pandemic. Tamami Honma was my vocal coach

choirs, but this will be my first time doing it to an opera. I

contributions from different parts of the world, I think

in college and has been a great friend, so when she told me

worked with a few of the singers involved before shelter-in-

audiences will be amazed at how it can come together.”

about the idea, I was very excited to join.

place and I am happy to reunite with them virtually through

During the pandemic, I’ve been doing virtual solos
here and there, such as the soprano solo in Fauré’s Requiem,
and some virtual solos for churches. In addition to singing,
I’ve also recently taken on the role of digital music editor at
a local church – the church choir, the organist, and any other
musicians send videos of themselves singing Sunday’s songs
to me, and each week I combine and edit them to create choir
videos and to make the weekly music for the church’s virtual
service. I’m also teaching music quite a bit: virtual voice
lessons and virtual music theory lessons.

M

Kayla Wilfong, Soprano – Annina

One of the things I have learnt through this whole

s Wilfong graduated from the San Francisco

process of being socially isolated and moving things online

Conservatory of Music and has performed

has been to let things go – not everything has to sound perfect,

regularly with multiple choral groups in the

and in fact all of the slight imperfections help to make music

Bay Area, including solos with the San Jose Symphonic

more beautiful, true, and real. Nevertheless, I’ll never again

Choir, Cambrian Symphony, and Cal Arte Ensemble.

take for granted the power of live performance and of actually

“As a teenager I once played an ‘extra’ in a movie and

being in a concert hall full of people who are all experiencing

grew up singing with the San Francisco Girls Chorus and

incredibly powerful moments together as one community.

the Young Women’s Chorus of San Francisco. I was lucky

I always hope with my own music that I can reach/touch at

enough to be included on their CDs and also those of the San

least one person. If I can help to make one person experience

Francisco Symphony including Mahler’s Symphony No.3. The

something positive, then that’s a success to me.

girls chorus, in addition to blessing everyone with an intense,

The thing that has kept me going through these difficult

rigorous curriculum of music theory, musicianship, voice

times is the knowledge that I’m doing everything in my power

lessons, and diction classes, always taught us to challenge the

to keep making art to share with people. Throughout history,

‘glass ceiling’ notion. ‘Someone has to do it, so why can’t it be

in times of turmoil, people have always turned to art. It’s one

you?’ is something I always heard. My experience at the San

of the great characteristics of human beings; we have a driving

Francisco Conservatory of Music challenged me even more.

need to create beauty out of suffering. I believe it brings us

Although at times I felt as though I was going to break, I ended

closer to each other right now, to people in the past, closer to

up coming out much more resilient, harder, confident, and

our collective humanity, and closer to the Divine.”
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going to surpass you. Keep going and don’t slow down!”

this project. One thing I have learned from this whole process
is that recording in isolation is easier and harder at the same
time. Obviously, it is less fulfilling than doing it in person:
there is no one to play off of or to give you helpful advice. But
if you do make a mistake, you can always do another take and
try it again. The hardest part for me is that I am a perfectionist.
I want to have the correct technique and phrasing when I am
singing, but if I don’t like what I did, I have to start over.
I believe we have all learned that we don’t need to always
be in the rehearsal room for everything. Production meetings
and other similar meetings can be now transferred to Zoom.

D

Tim Tseng, Chorus bass
r Tseng is a retired urologist, originally from
Hong Kong, who is a member of the San Jose
Symphonic Choir and has performed in many

theatrical productions.
“Although I am a retired urologist, I still do volunteer
consulting. One of the main reasons I decided to retire is
because I want to participate more in musical theater, which
was quite difficult to do with a busy surgical practice.
Doing these virtual productions has been stimulating

But as a singer, I feel we need live interactions to make an

and interesting. The first one I did was a production of Gilbert

opera come alive, otherwise it’s hard to make it a fully three-

and Sullivan’s Trial by Jury with the Lyric Theater of San Jose.

dimensional experience.

I have never done anything close to an Italian opera before; so

Having said all of that, I am delighted to be able to
participate in this production. I would also be excited to watch

when I heard about this project, I jumped at the opportunity
to participate. I have worked with other musicians involved in
this project before but not in a theatrical production.
Of course, there are pros and cons about doing a virtual
production with solo recording. The cons definitely is the lack
of interaction with other musicians which many times creates
a synergistic effect. The pros definitely is the ability to redo
a section if one makes a mistake. With my limited experience
of Italian libretti, it would be quite difficult for me to do the
whole thing by memory in a live performance. The piece is
definitely challenging. But the ability to do small segments
virtually has really helped bridge the gap for me and made it
possible.
Hearing myself sing on the recordings was a reality
check though. I have already made improvements with my
January 2021 | Vol. 6 No. 2 | Vantage 19

Classical Music in a Classical Building
Presents
recording voice with each production. I think this is one of
the main gains I have made doing this performance.
I think the audience will enjoy it. It won’t be the same
as a live performance but just the ability to get something
like this done despite the extremely unusual circumstances
should deserve appreciation.
I can only say that I am very thankful for these musical
opportunities. We are in an extraordinary time and there are
many factors which we cannot change or control. We can
either do nothing and be frustrated or continue to find ways
to adapt and make the best out of the situation. I have found
that new opportunities and possibilities present themselves
when I am willing to step out of my comfort zone to do these
productions.”

I learned some technical skills such as ensuring my
recording quality was good and that I was in-sync with the
piano track. Recording alone means you cannot hide in a
group. You have to take responsibility for knowing the music
and being self-sufficient. What I realized is that it is no
different than in a group performance setting. It is always
your responsibility to be entirely self-sufficient and sing as
though you are the only one on your part.
The most surprising skill I had to learn was listening
without judging. While it was important to ensure accuracy,
both pitch-wise and rhythmically, I had to set aside that voice
in my head that wondered if it was good enough to submit.
Doing this project was at times very lonely. It turns out
that the process of rehearsing together is more important to
me than I realized. While I can certainly learn the music by
myself, it is more fulfilling to take the journey together with
others.
My voice teacher has always had to remind me that
there is no such thing as perfection in performance. While
making the recordings, it was very difficult for me to just
stop trying to make it perfect and stop the cycle of recording
and re-recording. For instance, in one of the choruses the
words were very tricky, and I am not certain that I got them

S

Aprille Lucero, Chorus soprano

absolutely correct; however, my voice and emotion seemed
on point so I stopped after lots and lots of takes. And then I

ince retiring from a 33-year career as an aerospace

had the ‘aha’ that even with more time to practice and in the

executive, Ms Lucero has enjoyed making music

usual live performance setting I might have gotten tongue-

as a full-time passion. She has been a long-term

tied and not done any better.

member of the San Jose Symphonic Choir, a member of
the Carmel Bach Festival Chorus, the Camerata Singers,
and an original member of the Voices of Hope Choir.
“This is my second virtual production experience even

important it is for me to be with others together – both
figuratively in solidarity and literally in physical proximity.
The give-and-take of singing alongside the others in the
chorus makes for a better performance and a more fulfilling

recording project was Cal Arte’s performance of Beethoven’s

experience for me.

pandemic. I was motivated to do that in solidarity with the
group and especially to honor our director Leroy Kromm. I
never imagined that we would be facing an entire season of
‘virtual’ performances last March.
When the opportunity to participate in the La Traviata

BY

I will come back with a new appreciation for how

though I had not expected to do more than one. My first
Opferlied with the San Jose Symphonic Choir early during the

ERHU & PIANO DUO RECITAL

I hope the audience is entertained and moved by the
collection of individual performances carefully stitched
together in one massive ensemble performance. In a sense,
there is a story within a story: along with the love story of the

CHAN PIK SUM & JOHNNY YIM
Guest performers:
Gordon Lee, harmonica
Tan Cong, cello

The Helena May - Garden Room

Organiser

Cocktails & canapés | 6:30 p.m.
Performance | 7:00 p.m.
$280 for members | $330 for guests
(One complimentary drink & canapés included)

opera, there is a love story of our passion for making music
being expressed.” ¢

project was presented, I initially hesitated. It would be a huge
challenge to learn a lot of music quickly and then record it.
Eventually I realized that if I wasn’t willing to put myself
out there, how could I expect others to? To keep music
performance alive, we all have to do our best in a different
and challenging situation, so I said yes…and I am glad I did.
20 Vantage | January 2021 | Vol. 6 No. 2

Sponsor

Acknowledgement

27th March 2021 Saturday | 6:30pm

35 Garden Road, Central, Hong Kong
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ON BEING THE
MUSIC DIRECTOR AT
HARROW SCHOOL
Vantage Music | London| November 2020
Vantage Music is grateful to have the opportunity to have an
interview with Mr. David Woodcock, Director of Music at
Harrow School for the last 15 years.
Mr. Woodcock, you have been involved in choral activities since
you were young. How did it happen?
I suppose I was very lucky to have a musical father who was an
organist, and I think from the age of four I was allowed to sit next
to him at the organ bench and munch my way through his mints!
It felt like an eternity until I was finally allowed to join the choir
and start piano lessons on my seventh birthday. I didn’t sing in
his choir for long, though, as I soon found myself successfully
auditioning for the choir of Canterbury Cathedral. My experiences
there as a chorister under the great Dr Allan Wicks have shaped
my musical life ever since. I was lucky enough to study the organ
with him, and returned to the cathedral as organ scholar at the
tender age of 16 and completed two years in that position, as well
as deputising regularly in the choir as a bass before going up to
Cambridge.
You were studying at Cambridge University, reading music. Was
there anything you learnt from there that you could apply to
your students today?
I think only that we never stop learning, and to embrace the
idea of keeping one’s mind open. I think when we are young we
can develop fixed ideas about how to do things (musically or
otherwise) based on little or no real experience. I was very lucky in
my time at Cambridge to be surrounded by some wonderful peers,
and inspirational directors of music and university lecturers.
What inspired you to get into music education?
It is the act of rehearsing and educating that keeps me inspired
every day to be a teacher. Some musicians will freely admit that
they do not enjoy the process of rehearsal. I love it. Yes, it is hard
work, but in music a true artist has to have something to say.
Trying to get any ensemble to deliver an artistic vision requires a
lot of sculpting and moulding. With professionals it is enough of
a challenge to give the impression of a unified message without
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suppressing each individual’s musicianship; with young people
there is so much to think about in every rehearsal. People often
ask me how I plan rehearsals. The honest answer is I can’t, so I
don’t (beyond having a wishlist of what I might hope to achieve).
Has music been important in your personal development? Why?
Undoubtedly. I can’t imagine a life without music; it has shaped
me.
Do you think music is an important part of the development of a
child? Why?
It can play a very important part in the development of a child,
if it is introduced to them in the right way. I could talk about this
subject for hours. I think the most important advice I would give
to parents and leaders in education would be to let children
embrace music from a young age.
Has your philosophy in education evolved over the years since
you’ve been an educator?
Yes and no! I think over the years I have learnt to be much more
inclusive… but I have never wavered in my commitment to
standards.
You taught in Oakham School and have been at Harrow School
since 2005. Have these schools influenced you in some way?
I have been very lucky to work at two such great, yet very different,
schools, and to work for some inspirational educational leaders. I
suppose what I have learnt in the 25 years as a director of music
in these places is that my job is to ‘enable’. If I can enable my
colleagues to do their jobs to the best of their abilities and enable
students to reach their potential, then I am very happy.

Churchill Songs at the Royal Albert Hall, November 2017. © Harrow School

You were one of the tutors at the Early Music Academy, held at
Cheltenham College this summer. What is this summer course
about? Would you like to tell us more about this?
These courses were born out of a collaboration with Peter Phillips
(director of the Tallis Scholars). Back in 2000 we set up the Tallis
Scholars Summer Schools in Oakham; it was really an accidental
creation on the back of a workshop we ran together. These courses
ran for 15 years in the UK, USA and Australia, with singers of all
ages from literally all over the world. I now run these courses with
soprano Jan Coxwell and Andrew Carwood (director of music at St
Paul’s Cathedral in London and of the Cardinall’s Musick) under
the new banner of the Early Music Academy, with UK courses
in Cheltenham and US courses in Boston. These courses are
dedicated to exploring Renaissance polyphony. It is a wonderful
way to spend a week, and I enjoy working with amateur musicians.
What do you find rewarding as a music educator?
I love the daily challenge of dealing with different students,
responding to their needs, helping them to fulfil their potential.
What is your personal philosophy in terms of music education at
the school?
Well, it is easy to focus on the top musicians and how we meet
their needs and help them to thrive and flourish with the
opportunities we provide for them and the excellent tuition they
receive from my colleagues, but it is essential that every boy is in
some way touched by music in their time at school. I would like to

think that every boy leaves the school with some happy musical
memories. We have some pretty special traditions, which go some
way to ensure that every boy is involved in the musical life of the
school.
* O N E D U CAT I O N AT H A R ROW S C H O O L *
At the school, what is the biggest struggle that students have in
their music education?
I think this would be the same in any school, but it is hard for boys
to find enough time to practise.
What support could the school provide the music students? Anything
effective in particular?
Firstly, we are very lucky to have an excellent team of nearly 50
music teachers who are dedicated and experienced teachers and
performers. So the boys are in excellent hands in terms of their
teaching.
For our youngest music scholars, we have supervised practice
sessions early in the morning. I love the fact that the Music
Schools are alive with sound from about 7.30am in the morning.
Our practice supervisor is always a music graduate who goes
round and checks the boys are practising and helps them devise
efficient practice methods.
Beyond that, our main ‘support’ is all about finding
opportunities for the boys to perform as much as possible in a
wide variety of genres and settings.
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are available for each discipline, we hear every boy in the Music
Schools.
Every boy who leans an instrument has to perform in the
preliminary rounds of the music prizes (I am pretty certain that no
other school can say that every boy performs once a year!).
If the school is to give a music student one piece of advice, what
would it be?
Practise!
Will any future projects (disclosable to the public) be
undertaken at the school in the upcoming future?
Uncertain times, but we have major tours planned to the USA for
December 2021, and two tours to Asia in 2022. We will also be
celebrating our 450th anniversary in 2022 and there are some
pretty spectacular events in the planning stages for that.

Songs in Speech Room
March 2020.
© Harrow School

How important is music performance for the school in general?
For me, music is all about performance. This is why we do it. Boys
may, of course, prepare for exams, but many more are always
preparing for a concert of some sort.
Music performance plays a big part in the music students’ lives at the
school – what sort of exposure do they get? There are more than 80
concerts a year with numerous ensembles in the school. How effective
are these in terms of shaping the students there at Harrow? What
other performing opportunities are available for the students?
There is an almost astonishing wealth of opportunities for
musical performance here. In an average year there are something
like 80 musical events. These range from large-scale concerts in
the Speech Room, with literally hundreds of performers, to regular
concerts in Music Schools, weekly lunchtime recitals in St Mary’s
Church (often performed by just one boy), to house concerts.
Some of my favourite concerts are the informal concerts, where a
beginner might take their first step as a solo performer alongside
performances from experienced diploma holder or music award
holders. For the most talented performers, the aim is to perform in
our annual concerto evening with a professional orchestra.
We regularly share our music with audiences away from
Harrow, both nationally and internationally. In the last three
years the Byron Consort, Big Band, String Orchestra and Chamber
groups have visited North America, Russia, Scandinavia, China,
Thailand, Hong Kong and Singapore, literally performing in some
of the greatest venues in the world.
I probably can’t quite say that we cater for every musical
taste, but the range of music-making is impressive: classical (from
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mediaeval to contemporary), jazz, rock music – we have our own
recording studio, and boys enjoy joint rock concerts with girls’
schools – musical theatre, bagpipes, early music… it is an endless
and ever-changing list!
Can you tell us something about music competitions at Harrow
School?
For boys unable to commit to regular school ensembles, house
music competitions enable an even wider engagement in
collaborative music-making. Now, generally speaking, I am not a
fan of competitive music-making, but at Harrow it is almost an art
form and I believe a real strength. House loyalty means that boys
take all competitions incredibly seriously. The focus in the first
half of the autumn term is inter-house singing. Each house enters
an unaccompanied close harmony group (typically four to ten in
number and called a glee), and a unison song performed with
piano accompaniment (by 12 boys, thus called a Twelve!). These
competitions, known as Glees & Twelves, expose the whole school
to 90 minutes of live music-making – some of it very serious,
high-brow music, along with some songs from shows and chart
hits! The responsibility shouldered by senior boys in directing
groups and organisation gives them invaluable experience that
we could not usually offer them with ‘school ensembles’. In the
spring term, we have an inter-house instrumental competition.
There are three rounds, one for soloists, one for chamber music,
and one for large ensembles. Some houses regularly enter large
ensembles with more than 25 boys. Again, the industry that goes
into preparing these performances, arranging music and directing
ensembles, is a joy to behold…
In the summer term, as we head towards the music prizes that

At the moment, it is about finding performance opportunities
for our ensembles that are safe!
There are many music scholars intakes a year. Indeed, it is pretty
outstanding. What support does the school facilitate to further their
development?
We currently have more than 70 award holders in the school.
We make between 10 and 15 awards each year. Some of these
boys might make music their life, but most of them are really
good all-round students. As I mentioned earlier, when they first
arrive we make sure that they are practising regularly. Of course,
we also want them involved in as much music as possible. Solo
performances, larger ensembles, chamber music. The music
scholars are busy, but they love it…
What sort of repertoire are the students working on now? How
do you decide what music is appropriate for a student?
As I walk round the department I hear a huge variety… teacher
and pupils discuss what they will work on. At the moment there
are a number of boys studying and practising concertos, some
Bach cantatas.
Within Harrow School, are the students engaged in any personal
projects related to music? If so, what are they?
All the time… composition, writing about music, reviewing
concerts, practising for concerts, preparing for concerts and
auditions.
According to the school’s website, the Song Book seems to be
something special for the school. What is it and who contributed
these songs to the school?
Well, singing is the heartbeat of Harrow and this means that
music is literally a part of every boy’s life and every boy is part of
Harrow’s musical life – they can’t really escape music!

Churchill Songs at the Royal Albert Hall, November 2017. © Harrow School

Book and the associated traditions of new boys’ solos, songs and
concerts in houses and song concerts, here in the Speech Room.
About 35 of these Harrow Songs (which can only be written by the
directors of music!) are still regularly performed and my greatest
privilege as director of music is to lead the school in singing for
Churchill Songs, an annual event that commemorates a visit from
our greatest Old Harrovian in the darkest days of the 1940s to
be cheered up by a performance of Songs from the boys. I can’t
argue with Churchill’s comment that Songs are our ‘most priceless
treasure’. Usually Songs take place here in the Speech Room,
but every five years we fill the Royal Albert Hall and the school
performs to more than 5,000 parents and OHs. Songs are just one
of the traditions that bind us together as a community.
With COVID-19, how are the school, teachers and students
adjusting to the music performance, e.g. more online live
broadcasts and/or recording?
During the first lockdown, all of us adapted very quickly to
learning and teaching online. We recorded lots of concerts online.
Currently almost all the teachers are back teaching face to face,
and most of our ensembles are rehearsing and performing, albeit
in reduced numbers. It has been a good opportunity to explore
baroque and classical repertoire and focus even more on chamber
music.
It seems that you have been a visitor/guest professor in
different schools and educational institutions in the world.
Would there be anything where you think Harrow School stands
out comparatively and that you may want to encourage these
overseas educational institutions to do?
One of our particular strengths is chamber music. We usually have
at least 15 groups rehearsing at any one time. The musical skills
that boys learn in this environment are essential to everything we
do, and the soft skills that they learn without even realising will
stay with them forever, and stand them in good stead for whatever
career or vocational path they follow. Working in small teams is
something we all need to do efficiently and effectively. ¢

Some schools have a school song, which they may or may not
sing these days. Here we have the unique tradition of our Song
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MARRIAGE OF
MUSIC AND PAINTING
Tomasz Lis | London| November 2020

C

aravaggio painted Musicians for his first powerful patron,

between lover and beloved was often applied to Christ and the

Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte. Del Monte was a man

Virgin Mary and continued all the way to the baroque era. Johann

of power, wealth and influence, as well as being a great

Sebastian Bach used the allegory in his cantata BWV 49 ‘Ich geh

patron of arts and interested in music, poetry and alchemy. The

und suche mit Verlangen’ (‘I go and seek with longing’). The

canvas, one of the first of Caravaggio’s multi-figured compositions,

divinely peaceful and tender embrace of mother and child becomes

presents three scantily dressed, dreamy-eyed, open-mouthed

both real and symbolic.

youths playing instruments. In fact, one is tuning his lute, while
the remaining two either hold a music score or are getting ready
to play a horn. There is a slight sexual undertone to the way they
present themselves and a certain element of staged theatricality.
We know that Cardinal Francesco owned a collection of
instruments and the painting may have partly served the purpose
of showing this off. And yet, in the left-hand corner of the canvas
there appears a Cupid, helping himself to a bunch of juicy-looking
grapes. Suddenly this marvellous winged creature unites music
and love, in the perfect harmony for which they strive. Sadly, the
musical notes are unintelligible due to the deteriorating state
of the canvas in precisely those places. Perhaps the music would
give another layer to our understanding of the scene if indeed the
painter intended so.

Music and painting were for centuries the domain of the
educated elite, first royalty and aristocracy and later the affluent
middle class. They functioned as an intellectual and sensual
nourishment, a source of pleasure and ambition, and finally a tool
of political and religious thought and propaganda. Musicians were
not always sufficiently appreciated and, prior to the invention of
recording, music by its nature was entirely ephemeral. It was rare
to hear the same piece performed twice and very little found its
way into print. A painting was there to stay and, if it were lucky
enough to escape the ravages of war or natural disasters, it could
survive for centuries.
Demand for great art never ceased but, while music
was always present, composers had to work hard to earn their
recognition. While it was not unheard of for a painter or sculptor
to join the ranks of the ruling classes and to be treated on almost

Musicians by Caravaggio - Metropolitan Museum of Art, Public Domain.

equal terms, musicians were often left behind. Claudio Monteverdi,
arguably the greatest early-baroque master, spent his entire career
working for one of the most sophisticated and art-hungry patrons.
And yet, the Gonzaga family, famous for their lavish support of the
arts, exceptional taste and superb education, were equally lousy
with payments, which were often late and insufficient. It was only

This he clearly did in his Rest on the Flight to Egypt, finished
two years later and now hanging at the Galleria Doria Pamphilj in
Rome. This fascinating painting is one of a kind, precisely because
of the music being played by the angel, with Joseph holding
the score. It’s an unprecedented concept invented entirely by
Caravaggio and not mentioned in the Bible. The heavenly musician
takes centre stage, playing a Marian motet from the Song of
Solomon: ‘Quam pulchra es et quam decora’ by the Franco-Flemish
composer Noël Bauldewijn. The very popular notion of a dialogue

Rest on the Flight to Egypt by Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio - The Yorck
Project (2002) 10.000 Meisterwerke der Malerei (DVD-ROM), distributed by
DIRECTMEDIA Publishing GmbH. ISBN: 3936122202., Public Domain.

when he reached Venice and became Maestro di Capella of the
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When Dutch masters

Basilica di San Marco, that he found professional and financial

monks were the younger sons of the Republic’s patrician families,

stability and a rightful place among the city’s elite.

such an opulent feast would not surprise them. In fact, they were

painted music it usually

not even allowed to raise their eyes from the plates when eating.

symbolised love and the art

Italy has always been the beacon of artistic excellence and
its mighty cities provided all the necessary tools for it to flourish.
When Monteverdi moved to Venice, La Serenissima’s political

never returned, is one of the largest works on canvas ever painted,

weight was starting to fade but its cultural relevance grew even

and though The Marriage at Cana speaks of Christ turning water

stronger. It’s as if, after years of hard work, its citizens decided to

into wine, you would be forgiven for not seeing much water but

spend their wealth on beauty, art and pleasure.

plenty of wine.

When the Benedictine monks commissioned Paolo Veronese

Among its many fascinating details are three ‘musicians’

to fill their new refectory, their measurements were very specific –

sitting right at front of the table where Christ presides, quietly

‘a painting as wide and as high as the wall’ – but whether they ex-

oblivious to all the hustle and bustle around him. If the legend is

pected it to be so lavish is another matter. Considering most of the

true, those three gentlemen playing cello, double-bass and violin
are Veronese himself, Titian and Tintoretto, the three undisputed

The Wedding at Cana by Paolo Veronese, Public Domain.

of seduction. Sometimes it is

The painting, stolen from San Giorgio by Napoleon and

masters of 16th-century Venetian painting. What music they are
playing we cannot be sure. Perhaps a piece by Andrea Gabrieli,
the leading composer of the time, under whose command the
music at San Marco reached great levels of excellence. His music
adorned many such splendid feasts, including those celebrating
victory at the Battle of Lepanto and the embassy of princes from
Japan. Titian, the most famous of all Venetians painters, owned
an organ and may have played it when meeting friends for dinner.
Perhaps this remarkable symbiosis of all art forms and search for
perfect harmony of colour and proportion in painting, music and
architecture could only happen in a city whose own existence was
a miracle itself.

blatantly obvious that checking
correct fingering is not a
teacher’s only interest and his
intentions towards his student
are of a more flirtatious nature.
Of all Vermeer’s paintings, eight
consist of musical references,
mostly presenting young women
The Art of Painting by Johannes Vermeer lAHeqBoLaePtEA at Google Cultural Institute maximum
zoom level, Public Domain.

playing instruments or having
lessons, but their meaning is
often less straightforward and more

though he remained very close friends with his sister Wilhelmina,

Perhaps the best example would be The Art of Painting, where the

sitting right underneath the chandelier and looking rather pensive.

young woman wearing a laurel wreath and holding a trumpet does

The three gentlemen on the left-hand side of the canvas provide a

not refer to music at all but is in fact Clio, the Muse of History, and

delightful snapshot of the royal court: the French mathematician

the trumpet may suggest heroic deeds and victories. Music can also

and writer Pierre Louis Moreau de Maupertuis, looking up at the

be your life companion and a cure for troubled soul if we follow the

ceiling and clearly bored with it all; a plump-looking courtier and

inscription written on a harpsichord lid in the painting titled The

a diplomat of no real merit, Count Gustav Adolf von Gotter; and,

Music Lesson: ‘Musica Letitiae Comes Medicina Dolorum’.

finally, Baron Jacob Friedrich von Bielfeld, looking enraptured,

For Frederic the Great, King of Prussia, music was indeed
a life companion. He was not averse to heroic deeds either. One
any during his incognito visit to Amsterdam. One anecdote

Feb 2021
Live Broadcast: Duo Recital by
Angus Lee, flute and Shelley Ng, piano
Presented by Vantage Music Limited &
Tom Lee Music
Tom Lee Theatre, Tom Lee Music

7 March 2021 (Sun) 3pm
A Splendid Wintry Carpet: Concert II
Kitty Cheung, violin | Cindy Ho, piano
Presented by Vantage Music Limited &
Tom Lee Music
Steinway Haus, Tom Lee Music

2 Feb 2021 (Tue) 8pm
The Journey - Kiann Chow and the Alto Club
Presented by RAMHKAA
Theatre, Hong Kong City Hall

8 Mar 2021 (Mon) 7:30pm
HK Phil X Tai Kwun Chamber Music Series
Beethoven Encounter! (String Quartet with
Horns)
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun

6 Feb 2021 (Sat) 8pm
Yu Long | Prokofiev Violin Concerto
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
7 Feb 2021 (Sun) 3pm
Swire Sunday Family Series
The Carnival of the Animals
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
20 Feb 2021 (Sat) 8pm
Swire Denim Series
A Musical Journey to India
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
22 Feb 2021 (Mon) 7:30pm
HK Phil X Tai Kwun Chamber Music Series
Rapturous Russian Quartets (String Quartet)
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun
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27 March 2021 (Sat) 7pm
Erhu & piano duo recital
Pik Sum Chan, erhu | Johnny Yim, piano
Classical Music in a Classical Building
Garden Room, The Helena May
Apr 2021
Live Broadcast: Linus Fung & Theresa Lam,
Clarinets | Alexander Wong, piano
Presented by Vantage Music Limited &
Tom Lee Music
Tom Lee Theatre, Tom Lee Music
2 & 3 Apr 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
JAAP’s Mahler 1
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

10 & 11 Apr 2021 (Sat 8pm & Sun 3pm)
Brahms German Requiem
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
16 & 17 Apr 2021 (Fri & Sat) 9pm
Classics@9PM
Rachmaninov Third Piano Concerto
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
23 & 24 Apr 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Swire Denim Series
HK Phil X Ted Lo | Jazz in the City
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall
26 Apr 2021 (Mon) 7:30pm
HK Phil X Tai Kwun Chamber Music Series
Summer Nights in the Americas (Woodwind
Quintet)
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun
30 Apr & 1 May 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Swire Maestro Series
HK Phil X HK Ballet | Fabio Biondi
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

presence of ladies in the painting is thus slightly misleading,

mysterious than with painters such as Steen, Van Mieris or Metsu.

wonders what he thought of Dutch art if he actually looked at

Concert Diary (Hong Kong)

Flute Concert of Frederic the Great at Sanssouci by Adolph von Menzel - WAFEF2zy8Ym8vQ at
Google Cultural Institute, zoom level maximum, Public Domain.

says he pretended to be a flautist when visiting an inn but the
landlady thought him to be too shabby-looking to settle his bill.
His companions assured her of their friend’s remarkable talents
and that he could earn more money in an hour than ten vol-au-

whose record of one such evening leaves us with no doubt as
to his devotion to the King of Prussia: ‘Evenings are devoted to
music. The Prince gives regular recitals at his Salon – invitation
only, of course, and those who receive an invitation may consider
themselves highly favoured. The Prince usually plays the flute.
He has perfect command of his instrument: his embouchure,
dexterity, fluency and presentation are unique. But then Frederic is
accomplished in all things…’
Although painting sound is impossible, music found its

vents would cost. When he played, leaving her entranced, she
promised to bake the meal without further ado. Adolph Menzel’s

way into the world of painting with fascinating effects. No art

The Flute Concert of Frederick the Great at Sanssouci is possibly

form functions in isolation and such seemingly irreconcilable

more famous for its subject than its execution. Its magically lit

disciplines cross paths more often than we expect. Discovering

atmosphere of that jewelled music room at Sanssouci is as alluring

these connections is mightily rewarding and inspiring. Remember

and fascinating as the scene itself. Frederic was a complex and

it next time you visit a museum and look at the paintings with a

complicated human being: enlightened, tyrannical and highly

more inquisitive eye. ¢

educated, and equally narrow-minded, sophisticated and cruel. In

“Remarkable lightness of
touch. His interpretations
are highly sensitive,
but also engaging and
communicative.”
- Fanfare Magazine

short, he was man of extraordinary contradictions. His thirst for
a great and powerful Prussia contrasted with his total distaste of
German language and insatiable appetite for everything French.
The King loved music but his tastes were very much like his
gorgeous palace: très rococo. His court orchestra was one of the
best in Europe but, apart from Quantz, none of them was properly
paid. Carl Philip Emmanuel Bach, accompanying the monarch at
the harpsichord, spent 28 years in Potsdam before running away
to Hamburg, where his talent was more sufficiently rewarded. His
face in the painting reveals more disdain than admiration for his
royal master. Frederic did not like women and his private moments
of leisure were mostly in the company of his male friends. The

T

omasz Lis is an exceptional pianist with passion for arts. In
2019 he co-founded Bespoke Tour - Concierge Travel Agency
organising luxury tours to Poland, focusing on art, music and fine
dining. For more details visit bespoketour.co and tomasz-lis.com.
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C o n c e rt II
Sonata for Violin and Piano no. 2 in D major, op. 94a (1943)
Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953)
I. Moderato
II. Scherzo: Presto – Poco Più Mosso – Tempo 1
III. Andante
IV. Allegro con brio

...Frost Crackles and Shimmers Silver in the Fields...
from Alexander Pushkin (1799—1837): Eugene Onegin (1823—1832; chapter 4, verse 42, line 1)

T

his sonata and Prokofiev’s first for violin and piano leapfrog each
other as concurrent compositions. The second sonata started
out as a flute sonata, but was transformed into a composition
for violin at the prompting of Prokofiev’s friend David Oistrakh. It was
composed whilst Prokofiev was living in Perm in the Ural Mountains in a
remote retreat provided for Soviet artists in World War Two, and received
its premiere in 1944 in Moscow, earlier than the first violin sonata.
Unsurprisingly, given that it was originally composed for flute, there are
fewer passages in double stops until the last movement. Much of the
violin writing comprises swift successions of arpeggios and melodies with
large leaps between registers, which are more idiomatically suited to the
flute and played less comfortably under the hands of the violinist.
The first movement presents the classical side of Prokofiev’s
personality, and is constructed in a sonata form so clinically exact in
its three sections—exposition, development, and recapitulation—
that these sections are furnished with double bars in the score so it is
absolutely clear what they are. The end of the exposition is even marked
with a repeat sign, a convention long since discarded in the early
Romantic era more than a century earlier, but standard in the classical
works of Mozart and Beethoven. If there is a melodic point of reference,
it is the opening to Brahms’ violin sonata no. 3, whose melody starts with
the same figure.
Like many of Beethoven’s later works, Prokofiev’s second
movement is a Scherzo. There is something truly Beethovenian about
the heavy, driving relentlessness of the opening section and its reprise

at the end, even if the cross rhythms are more complex than Beethoven
would have attempted. Set in the middle of this frame is a central section
of profound lyricism and an entirely different style. Here the influence is
from Russian folk music, and the piano maintains a drone of open fifths
like the open strings of a primitive fiddle. Against this is a violin melody in
the Lydian mode with its characteristic highly-flavoured sharpened fourth
degree of the scale.
Two musical ideas are alternated in the equally lyrical third
movement. The first is simple and folk-like, but the white-note scale from
which its notes are selected is soon warped and tempered in the hallmark
Prokofiev style by adding extra chromatic notes, which takes it swiftly
into the heartlands of mid-twentieth century modernity. The second
comprises chromatic triplets and is first stated by the violin.
Most iconic and immediately memorable of all the musical ideas
in the piece is that found at the opening of the last movement. This is
the brittle biting wit of the Prokofiev who left the Soviet Union in 1918,
and not the darker more melodic tones of his later years. The contrasting
theme is first presented on the piano and sounds like Hanon exercises as
it drills the same pattern over and again in low octaves at the audience.
Rondo-like, the two elements alternate as if they were different aspects
of a peasant clog-dance. The criticism levelled at Prokofiev for writing
music too divorced from the masses as voiced in the Zhdanov decree of
1948, and guilty of a “formalism” defined as “art for art’s sake” seems
misdirected when faced with this earthy muscularity, and most would
agree that Prokofiev has combined the best of both worlds.
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Programme Preview

Vocalise, no. 14 of 14 Romances for Voice and Piano, op. 34 (1915)
Arranged by Michael Press and Josef Gingold
Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943)

R

achmaninoff’s reputation as a composer has risen and fallen with
the tides and tastes of critical reception, but his enduring popularity with audiences has remained untarnished and often diametrically opposed to the professional opinion that denigrates his music as at
best overly sentimental, and at worst simply slush. The Russian wellspring
that he draws from is more that of Tchaikovsky’s symphonic writing than
the nationalistic and folk-inspired idiom of Mussorgsky and Rimsky-Korsakov. It was his sister Yelena (died in 1885 at just eighteen) who first
introduced him to Tchaikovsky’s music, and despite the generation gap,
the two composers later became friends and shared a mutual admiration. In fact, what could be more creative than
using the voice singing wordlessly as a musical
instrument in its own right? And is there anything
innately unreasonable about composing sounds
that are pleasing to the ear? Surely a blessed relief
of rapturous melody over a pulsating accompaniment after time spent attempting to decipher
the gibberish that is near-contemporary German
expressionist vocal music, for example, Schoenberg’s Erwartung, is now universally regarded
with critical acclaim.

About the Author: Dr Colin Huehns studied violin with
Emanuel Hurwitz. His first experience in music from outside
the Western Classical tradition came at King’s College,
Cambridge, when he wrote a dissertation on the music
of Hunza Valley and Gilgit, Pakistan, an interest which
culminated in a PhD thesis awarded by Cambridge University
for ‘Music in Northern Pakistan’ in 1992.
He studied composition at the Royal Academy of Music
and has remained active as a composer. Following a threeyear British Academy Research Fellowship at Cambridge,
Colin spent three years as a student at the Xi’an Music
Conservatoire, studying the erhu with the distinguished
virtuoso Jin Wei.
32 Vantage | January 2021 | Vol. 6 No. 2

Rachmaninoff wrote the song Vocalise, which was subsequently arranged for violin and piano, a couple of years before he left his homeland
for America in 1918. He was never to return, though he retained Russian
customs in his home and spoke mainly his native tongue. Indeed, his
music has the dubious distinction of being boycotted in the Soviet Union
during 1931-33 at the height of the Stalinist collectivisation campaigns.
Perhaps highfalutin critics have never forgiven the pianist with the
enormous hands and infallible touch and technique for his dual talent as
a composer who understood emotion in music and audience appreciation
better than they did.

Sonata for Violin and Piano no. 2 in G Major, op. 44 (1922—25)
Nikolai Medtner (1880—1951)
I. Introduzione: Maestoso – Allegro non troppo ma appassionato
II. Tema con variazioni: Andante con moto
III. Finale Rondo: Allegro risoluto

L

ike Prokofiev and Rachmaninoff, though somewhat slower to let
go of his roots as a musical conservative, Medtner too followed
the traditional pilgrimage of Russian composers out of the Soviet
Union, leaving in 1924 for Germany. The composition of this sonata spans
the period immediately before and after his departure. Unlike Prokofiev,
but like Rachmaninoff, Medtner never returned to his homeland, and
leaving the New World, settled in London in 1936 until his death.
The second violin sonata is a huge work lasting some 45 minutes
and all three movements are linked into an entire whole, with only the
briefest of breathing spaces between the first two movements, and the
second and third actually interconnected. Given such a vast canvas–an
entire symphony for violin and piano–it is an exhausting work both to
play and to listen to; here are none of the miniaturist tendencies of the
composers of the second Viennese school, Schoenberg and Berg.
Similarly, the harmonic language makes no concessions to the
developments of post-tonal composition and unashamedly employs only
underlying chord progressions that Classical, Romantic, and even Baroque
composers would have recognized: as such, no note is out of place. In so
doing, Medtner has placed himself in the direct musical lineage of Brahms
and Wagner, and firmly inside, dare it be said, a German tradition with
no semblance of Russian national characteristics. In this respect, from a
technical perspective, particularly noticeable is the strong counterpoint in
contrary motion between the treble and bass which Brahms demanded of
his students.

Since returning to the UK in 1999, he has taught electives
in non-Western, traditional, and folk music at the Academy.
He has also taught electives, which include learning the erhu,
and Chinese and British members of the dulcimer family.
As well as continuing to play the viol, viola, violin, rebec,
Renaissance fiddle, and various dulcimers, his main teaching,
research, performance, and composition interests now centre
on his Chinese instruments, which include some twenty
different members of the erhu, yangqin, and Mongolian
horsehead fiddle families.
Colin’s erhu performances have included recitals
in Munich, Leeds, Cambridge, and Edinburgh, but he is
particularly proud of having recorded two CDs of erhu music
written especially for him.

The textures are mostly thick and swirling, and the frequent
arpeggiated accompanying patterns in the piano are a direct descendant
of Brahmsian prototypes. These features are combined with feverish
repetition of small-scale musical elements, over and again, under which
the harmony evolves relatively slowly. This is a technique generically
related to similar treatments of leitmotifs in Wagner’s operas, and in
both cases a perfect tool for heightening dramatic tension across lengthy
timescales. Medtner’s defining musical trait is, however, to group these
patterns of repetition into musical paragraphs by which each pattern
deals only with one motif, itself to be discarded when the next paragraph
arrives and a new motif comes to the fore.

The first movement, as befits the symphonic scale of the work as
a whole, is furnished with a lengthy introduction before the movement
proper itself commences. Here, perhaps most expressively catching to
the ear is a solo violin cadenza consisting of scales and arpeggio patterns
across the whole range of the instrument that occurs three times in the
movement: in between the introduction and the start of the movement
proper, before the recapitulation of this opening towards the end of
the movement, and as a link into the second movement. The sudden
thinning of the texture in this cadenza set against the tumult on either
side puts these moments into sharp focus: here is the quiet beauty of
Vaughan Williams’ Lark Ascending as against bacchanalian frenzy. The
overall architecture of the movement proper remains, however, inside
the bounds of sonata form: the requisite two contrasting themes in the
exposition and their recapitulation in the home key towards the end; a
lengthy development section that explores their potential; and a coda
that draws the movement to a close.
Contrast is furnished by the second movement, which is a theme
and variations. Few composers from the mid-nineteenth century onwards
opted to use this form, as the discipline and restrictions it placed on the
creative deployment of musical material were undoubtedly alien to the
freedom sought by the late Romantics. Brahms would have approved,
however, and he stands out as a composer who still clung to using it on
several occasions. Medtner’s theme is treated to six complex variations,
each a study in compositional technique in its own right, but most
unusual to the ear is the theme itself. Using at first only the white notes of
the piano, it explores a stile antico of Renaissance modal composition also
occasionally employed by Beethoven and Brahms.
For all its swirling Romantic harmonies and textures, and Classical
layout, the Rondo too betrays a hint of exoticism in its textures. Just when
the sound-mass seems just a little too rich and dense, the rhythm of the
habanera pokes through, especially in the bass. Even Medtner lets his
guard down sometimes and a spirit of fun emerges. ¢
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YMS Piano Recitals & Brahms: A Life in Music

Student Submission: YMS 2020 Brahms – A life in Music

T
2

o introduce Brahms poses quite a challenge, as nothing
about him particularly stands out. Much can be made
with Schumann of his hallucinations and suicide
attempt, Beethoven had his unfortunate deafness, and Schubert
and Mozart lived very short but wonderful lives; with Brahms, we
mostly just gossip about his relationship with Schumann’s wife,
Clara.

3

1

4

To be sure, there’s much more to Brahms than gossips and
rumours, maybe even too much of it. In fact, we would often find
aspects of his personality that conflict with one another. The
most apparent example is the two images of him: a slender, cleanshaven, handsome young man and, dare we say, an overweight old
man with a beard as long as Gandalf ’s or Dumbledore’s.
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This concert focused on the more likeable sides of him,
such as the waltzes, the Hungarian dances and the Paganini
Variations, which were composed to suit the popular tastes of
the time. In addition, there are also pieces that came from his
interactions with Robert and Clara Schumann. This may give
the impression that Brahms was a sentimental romantic, but
it overlooks the ruthlessness of his devotion to music, which
extended to breaking off a marriage engagement, and also
manifests as a dense texture of almost impenetrable thickness in
his orchestral works. These orchestral works sometimes make
him a forbidding figure to audiences, and sometimes these less
appealing traits of his are also detectable in the piano works, but
his significance in the piano literature remains undeniable.
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Viola Sonata in F minor Op. 120, No. 1
2nd movement, Andante un poco adagio
Johannes Brahms (1833–1897)

21
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At the start of 1891, Brahms took a trip to Meiningen for an
arts festival and was impressed by the performance of Richard
Mühlfeld with his playing of one of Weber’s clarinet concertos.
Shortly after that, in the summer of 1894, he decided to return
to composing, and the clarinet sonatas were created. The viola
sonatas are an alternative form of the clarinet sonatas, and they
were published in 1895. Brahms was attracted by the rich and
warm sound of the viola. They were the last chamber works that
he wrote.
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Performers (pianists unless stated otherwise):
Piano Recitals: 1. Natalie Lui. 2. Nicoletta Bien. 3. Ernest Li.
4. Christine Pang (left).
Brahms: A Life in Music: 5. Hayley Zheng, viola. 6. Nicoletta Bien.
7. Vera Ho. 8. Nathan Tsang, viola; Christine Pang. 9. Anna Shao.
10. Yundian Shao. 11. Sonia Chan. 12. Larry Zheng, violin. 13. Amanda Ho.
27
14. Ernest Li and Charlotte Fong, violin. 15. Nicholas Au Yeung.
16. Natalie Lui. 17. Christine Pang. 18. Elroy Li. 19. Audrey Wong. 20. Elliott Lam, violin; Wisdom Mak, cello; Gabrielle
Lee. 21. Ernest Li. 22. Chun Ho Mak. 23. Tristan Ma. 24. Madeleine Fung. 25. Annabel Yong, Constance Ho, violins;
Laura Yong. 26. Ava Yu. 27. Shan Qi Mak (left), Chun Ho Mak (right). 28. Winston Chu, violin; Ava Yu. 29. Sophie Lo (left), Declan Lo (right).
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The second movement of the F Minor Viola Sonata is in
ternary (ABA) form, and in a rather elegant and calm manner.
The melody is simple yet captivating with tenderness and
melancholy. Both the piano and viola parts enjoy some specific
melodic moments. The movement starts in A-flat major, and it
is like a nocturne. Then it moves along with key changes from

darker keys to a rather bright key in E major. When it returns to
the “A” section, the melody reappears an octave lower. It slowly
descends and the movement ends peacefully and quietly.
(Programme note by Nathan Tsang*)
Piano Sonata No. 3 in F minor, Op. 5
2nd movement, Andante espressivo
Johannes Brahms (1833–1897)
The Sonata in F Minor, the third of the three piano sonatas
that Johannes Brahms wrote, was composed in 1853 and
published a year later. Brahms once presented it to his friend and
mentor Robert Schumann for comment, and Schumann was so
impressed with it and other works that he declared Brahms the
future of German music. The sonata employs the kind of thick
textures that would soon be typical of his orchestral works, as
well as the silky sonorities that characterise his lyrical writing.
The second movement, Andante espressivo, is headed by a verse by
Otto Inkermann, under the pen name of C.O. Sternau.
Der Abend dämmert, das Mondlicht scheint,
da sind zwei Herzen in Liebe vereint
und halten sich selig umfangen
Through evening’s shade, the pale moon gleams
While rapt in love’s ecstatic dreams
Two hearts are fondly beating.
Staying true to the poem, Brahms uses two different keys
to symbolise the two beating hearts mentioned in the verse,
one being more tranquil and the other being more volatile, even
growing to orchestral proportions before receding to the evening’s
shade.
(Programme note by Christine Pang*)
Hungarian Dances Nos. 9 and 10
Johannes Brahms (1833–1897)
Completed in 1879, the Hungarian Dances are a set of 21 lively
dance tunes based mainly on Hungarian themes. Brahms’s
familiarity with piano four-hands music and his exposure to
authentic Hungarian dances led him to compose these pieces.
Both Dances no. 9 and no. 10 are rapid, energetic pieces. They
also change tempo and dynamics frequently, to imitate the volatile
spirit of Hungarian folk music.
(Programme note by Charlotte Fong*) ¢

* YMS performance participants.
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