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n March, Vantage had the privilege of meeting
Mr Leung Kin Fung, violinist and conductor.
Together, we got to know more about his
musical childhood, his decision to focus on being
an orchestral musician early on and his experience
of venturing into other aspects of music including
education, conducting and collaboration with
others in chamber music settings. We are grateful
for having had the opportunity to discover his
secrets for success.
Two more interviews are included in this
issue of Vantage – mezzo-soprano Kate Lowe
had a dialogue with her principal study teacher
Professor Catherine Wyn-Rogers at the Royal
Academy of Music on her experience and views on
music and on the subject of opera. We also have
Professor Jeffrey Sharkey, Principal of the Royal
Conservatoire of Scotland, sharing with us his
musical journey and details related to Scotland’s
national conservatoire of music, drama, dance,
production, film and education.
Dr Andrew Sutherland of Hong Kong Baptist
University gave us an overview of his new book
Children in Opera (publisher Cambridge Scholars).

It begins with exploring the role of children in the
development of opera from early 17th-century
Europe and then goes into composers who wrote
operas for children. In April of this year, a world
premiere of the children’s opera Alice in Wonderland
by the Italian composer Pierangelo Valtinoni took
place in Hong Kong. Vantage has also included
snapshots of this wonderful event.
Last but not least, since it was established
in 2009, the Young Musicians Series (YMS) has
been nurturing musical talents from a young age.
Over the years, we are grateful for witnessing these
budding performers’ tremendous growth and
development and venturing into new chapters of
life. Some are leaving Hong Kong to study overseas,
while others have chosen to focus on university
pursuits. Some of these young musicians are keen to
share their experiences of developing their musical
talent with us. In this issue: Gwyneth Suen, with her
days in YMS since 2015, when she was eight years
old. We wish her all the best with her future studies
and may the passion of music developed through
performing become her lifelong companion.
Vantage Music Editorial Board
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A Leap to the Top

Interview with Leung Kin Fung
Vantage Music | Hong Kong | March 2021

stick.” This harsh teaching forced Leung to develop a solid violin
technique at a very young age, and having a teacher under the
same rooftop allowed him to avoid many common beginner
pitfalls.
It was not all sunshine and rainbows. “To many students,
having a lesson was not a pleasant experience. Teachers tended
to point out a lot of the students’ mistakes, and it was not always
easy to correct them on the spot.” While normal students only had
to go through this ordeal once a week, Leung had to experience
this on a daily basis. “It was not pleasant at all.”
Fortunately, Leung’s hard work paid off. Back in the
seventies, when Leung was still a primary school student in
Guangdong, they used to get visitors from communist states
around the world. Every time the guests came, the school would
organize concerts to showcase the students’ talents, and Leung
was often assigned to play violin solo, performing “red songs” like
“Joyous News from Beijing Reaches the Borderlands” (北京喜訊
傳邊寨).
Leung explained the choice of repertoire. “During our
private lessons, we were allowed to play western classical music,
but for public performances we had to choose something more
accessible.” Apart from concerts for foreign visitors, some of
Leung’s performances also took place in rural villages, where
the audiences were not acquainted with western instrumental
music. “If I had played a violin concerto by Mozart, they would
not understand a thing. However, the descriptive nature of the
patriotic songs meant that the audience only had to get the
meaning of the title to navigate through the piece.”

ENTERING THE ACADEMY

Anyone even slightly acquainted with the Hong Kong classical music scene will have undoubtedly
heard of Leung Kin Fung, first associate concertmaster of the Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra.
In this interview, Leung talked about his childhood, his decision to become an orchestral musician,
and his venture into musical education, and shared with us his secrets for success.

L

A TEACHER AT HOME

eung has had a close relationship with the violin since he
was young. By the age of five, Leung’s father, who was also
a violinist himself, had already started to train him on the
instrument. To Leung, it was both a blessing and a curse.
“The good thing with having your father as your teacher
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is that you don’t have much chance to make mistakes,”
Leung explained. “My father was always by my side when I
was practicing, and every time I made a mistake he would
immediately point that out and make me correct it. It was like
having a lesson every day in your daily life.” Leung’s father was an
advocate of strict parenting, and he did not go easy on Leung. “If
I played a single note out of tune, he would hit me with a bamboo

By the time Leung started his secondary education, the whole
family had already moved to Hong Kong. The education
curriculums were widely different in Guangdong and Hong Kong,
and Leung had a hard time catching up. “I only learnt the English
alphabet when I was seven, whilst my classmates in Hong Kong
had already been speaking English since kindergarten.” Sensing
such a great divide, Leung decided not to compete with them
head-on. “Rather than pursuing academic excellence, I decided to
devote myself to music.”
At that time, the Hong Kong Academy of Performing Arts
(HKAPA) was newly founded, and Leung set his eyes on the
institution. “The requirement to enter APA was only a pass in the
core subjects, so I only focused on those and ignored the rest in
my HKCEE.” Leung’s plan succeeded, and he became one of the
first batch of violinists to enter HKAPA.

SCHOLARSHIP TO AMERICA
Life as an HKAPA student was very eventful. “Being a newly
founded institution, the Academy needed to actively promote
themselves to the society.” To increase the society’s awareness of

the school, HKAPA students were encouraged to perform in all
kinds of events. “Within my first year, I had already been to all
the clubhouses and banking events, playing ‘furniture music’ to
the social gatherings.” The students were often asked to perform
whatever piece they had to hand, and as a result Leung spent less
time studying music in earnest. “My daily practice became a race
to finish a new piece, so that I could report to the Academy and
get a new performance opportunity.”
Leung’s teacher thought that he was too young for this kind
of life, and he encouraged Leung to broaden his horizons. “You
have not seen everything yet. There is a whole new world of music
that you haven’t discovered,” his teacher said to him. Leung took
this advice to heart, and he quit HKAPA two years later, going to
the Eastman School of Music on a full scholarship.
Eastman was an eye-opener for Leung. “In Hong Kong,
I considered myself one of the best in my class. In America, I
discovered that I was the worst.” Leung still remembered first
meeting Zvi Zeitlin, his teacher at Eastman. “He was not satisfied
with any of my single notes!” A strong proponent of the RussianJewish school of teaching, Zeitlin believed in instilling discipline
in his students. “I was not allowed to bring a score to the lesson,
but I couldn’t make any mistakes. I could not even get a note
wrong.”
Leung later went to the Manhattan School of Music,
completing his bachelor’s and master’s degrees under Albert
Markov and Emanuel Vardi. The three teachers had widely
different styles, and Leung had a hard time adjusting. “Every
teacher had their own style, and their teachings would often
contradict each other. Frequently, I would learn a technique from
one teacher, only to have another dismiss it as outright wrong.”
Looking back, Leung was grateful he had such an experience.
“This taught me that you can have multiple perspectives when
viewing the same piece. Oftentimes, there is no single correct
answer, no matter in music or life.”
In 1990, Leung went to the Juilliard School to continue
his studies under Dorothy DeLay. It was a refreshing change of
style for the student violinist. “DeLay only mentored the most
advanced of students, and thus she wasted no time on technical
matters, instead focusing more on extra-curricular items like
competitions or career planning. If I had asked her how to play a
certain passage, she would jokingly respond, ‘Why don’t you just
listen to Perlman?’”

ORCHESTRAL THOUGHTS
During his American studies, Leung realized that being a soloist
was not purely about musical ability. “To be successful as a
musician, not only do you need to have musicianship; you also
need to have personality, vision, knowledge, and of course an
opportunity to shine.”
May 2021 | Vol. 6 No. 3 | Vantage 5

At Juilliard, Leung’s classmates were all wannabe soloists,
waiting for the chance to be catapulted to fame. This mentality
did not sit well with Leung. “I did not want to waste my time
waiting for the opportune moment; I wanted to do my best in the
music scene right now.” And so, in his third year in America, Leung
decided to change tracks and become an orchestral musician. Of
course, being a high achiever, Leung was not satisfied with just
any ordinary orchestral position. “I wanted to become a violinist
in the first or second row of a first-rate orchestra.”

“It was a big difference. It even allowed me to rent my own studio
in a decent building.”

Leung shared his newfound goal with his classmates, but
it was not well received. “My classmates laughed at me and
said that I was too unambitious.” In their mind, only those who
were not qualified enough to be a soloist would want to become
an orchestral musician, and they did not understand Leung’s
commitment. Nearly 30 years later, time proved Leung right.
“Some of my classmates were still waiting for the chance to be a
soloist, while I had already made a name for myself as a top-notch
orchestral musician, attracting many soloist opportunities in the
process.”

Leung left America for Taiwan after he finished his studies
at Juilliard, starting his orchestral career as the associate
concertmaster for the National Symphony Orchestra of Taiwan.
It was already a prestigious position, but Leung was hungry
for more. “It was the heydays of the CD industry, and many
musicians viewed recording a CD as the pinnacle of their career.
Some musicians would even plan their career around that.”
Those musicians would first come out and perform on stage for
a few years, amassing popularity until they were approached for
recording.

LEAPING TO THE TOP

This method was too slow for Leung’s taste. “I wanted to
make a CD immediately, so I thought about what I wanted to
record.” Leung noticed the lack of chamber music in the Taiwan
CD scene, so he formed the Taipei Fine Arts Trio in 1994 with
pianist Wei Yu-Mei and cellist Monica Su (Monica later went on
to become Leung’s wife). The trio eventually released a CD in
1996, making Leung one of the first relatively “unfamous” local
musicians to have recorded a CD in Taiwan.

Leung’s unorthodox career path stemmed from his dream-big
predisposition. “I am not a down-to-earth person. I am the kind of
person who prefers to leap to the top in one step.”
Leung recounted how he got accepted as violin faculty at
the Brooklyn Conservatory of Music when he was still studying
for his master’s degree. “Normally, a person who has just finished
a bachelor’s degree wouldn’t even dream of applying for such
a position, especially in a place where academic qualification
is so important.” The Conservatory’s director was initially also
skeptical. “He told me that all other applicants had got at least
two doctorates, and asked me why he should consider my
application.”
Leung was prepared for this question. “The good thing
with Americans is that they are more accepting of things
that challenge the status quo. As long as you can answer their
question, they will be willing to take up your proposal.” And,
so, Leung presented his case. “I replied that the Conservatory
was looking for a violin teacher. If you look at my performance
experience and my competition results, then I am better qualified.
The doctors may be more proficient in writing papers, but I am
much more experienced in terms of teaching and demonstration.”
The director was satisfied with Leung’s answers, and he began
teaching at the Conservatory.
Teaching in Brooklyn improved Leung’s quality of life.
“Even though I got a full scholarship for my master’s degree, I still
needed to pay for food and dating.” While Leung’s friends were all
teaching in Chinatown, Koreatown, or Little Tokyo at $7 per hour,
Leung was already teaching at $22 per hour in the Conservatory.
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This successful placement also allowed Leung to reaffirm
his guiding principles. “You have to have the ambition to do
what you thought will never succeed. Eventually, you will have
to convince people to believe in you, but this won’t happen if you
have not taken the first step.”

RECORDING IN TAIWAN

Leung was instrumental in the making of this CD, both as
a player and more importantly as the manager of the trio. “One
characteristic I think I have is that I am not shy at all. I am willing
to ask for sponsors.” DeLay, his teacher at Juilliard, had always
encouraged them not to shy away from the business side of
music-making. “You should utilize your positional advantage as
an artist to talk to businessmen yourself. If they reject you, they
should feel ashamed. If you talk to someone who is 20 to 30 years
older than you, it is all the better, because in their eyes you are an
aspiring young man, and who won’t feel ashamed to have turned
down an aspiring young man?”
As the saying goes, well begun is half done. After Leung
recorded his first CD, people looked at him with newfound
respect. “At that time, musicians used to send over resumes or
bios by way of introduction, but I simply sent over a CD.” CDs
used to be known as proofs of quality, so Leung found himself
snowballing into greater success—he received more commissions
for CDs, which in turn boosted his fame. To date, Leung has
recorded 13 CDs as a soloist or chamber musician, making him
one of the most prolific classical musicians in Hong Kong in terms
of discography.
Leung summarizes his path to success. “Opportunities only

appear when you are willing to cross not only the first step but
also the next 10 steps. Reach the destination first, then come back
and fill in the interim.”

conduct an effective orchestral rehearsal. “I knew full well how
an orchestra should rehearse, how an orchestra could achieve its
own sound, and how to build up an orchestra’s own personality.”

EXTRA-ORCHESTRAL

To Leung, intonation, articulation, and rhythm are the three
qualities that distinguish a good orchestra from a bad one. “No
matter classical or pop, intonation is an important part of the
music. It is especially true for the wind players in an orchestra
because, even if a single player is out of tune, it stands out like
a sore thumb, and the audience can easily hear it.” Articulation
and rhythm, the remaining items of the equation, are about the
clarity of music in terms of sound and duration. “Rhythm is not
only about a steady pulse, or about how well the players are in
sync with each other. It is about precision, about adherence to
the stated note value. It is the difference between a triplet and a
dotted eighth note.”

In 2000, Leung became the first associate concertmaster of the
Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra, and he returned to Hong
Kong for good. It was a promising career development, but, after
all those years of orchestral playing, Leung was starting to get
restless.
Leung decided to explore music outside of the orchestra, so
in 2004 he founded Hong Kong Pure Strings, an innovative string
ensemble that paired the string quartet with a harp and a bass.
The ensemble consisted of top musicians from all around the
world, and aimed at fusing classical and contemporary music and
bringing extraordinary music elements to audiences. “I wanted
to create something original, something the world had never
seen before.” True to Leung’s words, the ensemble amassed a
diverse repertoire throughout the years, from Napoli folk songs to
Cantopop classics like “Moon Presents My Heart” (月亮代表我
的心). “We even arranged the Yellow River Piano Concerto for the
sextet. This was something people had not thought of before.”

FROM PLAYER TO CONDUCTOR
In 2014, after having played in an orchestra for more than 20
years, Leung tried his hand at music education. “The headmistress of the Diocesan Girls’ School (DGS) invited me to become the
‘Performing Arts Director’ of the school.” The student orchestra’s
quality had been languishing after a series of personnel changes,
and the headmistress hoped for a breakthrough.
Initially, Leung was hesitant. “I told the headmistress that
I had no teaching experience, and no patience either—I would
easily get unhappy if I had to repeat my words twice.” Neither
quality was exactly what one would expect for an educator, but
the headmistress dismissed his concern. “My girls can take that.
Don’t even allow yourself to get challenged by them.”
Leung remembers first hearing the DGS Orchestra in their
annual concert. The music was not up to Leung’s standard, and his
wife, sitting beside him, even joked that he still had time to reject
the job. But Leung saw hope in the orchestra. “The students were
all smart people and good players; it was just that, once you put
them together, there was no ensembleship.” And, so, Leung took
on the mantle of director and conductor, determined to brush up
the orchestra.
Leung had had some conducting training in his college
years, but the bulk of his experience came from the receiving end
of the baton. Despite this, Leung was not worried. “When you
have done something for a long time, you will know it from inside
out.” As a professional orchestral musician, Leung had played
with many top conductors, and he felt that he knew enough to

By focusing on these three qualities, Leung completely
transformed the orchestra. “I always told the girls that I have
a metronome and a tuner in my body, so I can catch everything
that is out of time or out of tune.” Leung had sharp eyes and ears,
and after every tutti passage he would point out who played
what wrong, whether it be the bowing, the part of the bow, or the
fingering, and he would insist on rehearsing the same passage
until he got the sound he wanted. “It was not pleasant for the
girls.”
Leung rated the orchestra after a year. “If there was a
10-point rating for orchestras, a good conductor would be able
to raise a five-point orchestra to an eight. In my case, I would say
that I pushed the DGS Orchestra to a nine.”
Leung shared with us the secrets of this huge improvement.
“Most of the players had already had a solid technique, so what
I did was just to entice them to not be afraid to play.” Leung
observed that, in most amateur orchestras, only the front few
rows of the string section were actually playing. By employing
a myriad rehearsing techniques that he learnt while a player,
Leung was able to stimulate the outer rows to also play in earnest,
dramatically improving the sound and quality of the orchestra.
Going to the DGS Orchestra’s performances was sometimes
disconcerting. “If you go to any of their performances with your
eyes closed, you will not believe they were played by form ones
and form twos. The orchestra sounded so rich and powerful.”
The DGS Orchestra was once invited to Wuhan in 2016 for a
cultural exchange with the Wuhan Conservatory of Music. The
Conservatory students originally thought little of the secondary
students, but they were floored by the orchestra’s performance.
“What they saw was a student orchestra, but what they heard was
a professional sound.”
Despite their superior standard, however, Leung felt
that it was hard to bring the orchestra to the next level. “As the
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conductor of a student orchestra, my most important job was to
uplift the orchestra’s quality to be closer to that of a professional
orchestra. After that, there was not much you can do.
“In a professional orchestra, everyone knows how to
play already, so the most important thing as a conductor was
to achieve your own sound and your own personality through
the orchestra. However, it was hard to achieve that with a
school orchestra, because students come and go every year,
and every year I would have to start at the basics again. This
lack of continuity meant that I could only strive to maintain
the orchestra’s standard, at most achieving more variety on the
choice of repertoire.”

THE POLYTECHNIC CONDUCTOR
In 2016, Leung was invited to become the conductor of the Hong
Kong Polytechnic University Orchestra (PolyU Orchestra). Unlike
the DGS Orchestra, the university’s orchestra was more of a
communal project—comprised of current students, alumni, and
faculty members, the orchestra was set up to enrich the cultural
ambience of the university campus. After Leung joined, the
orchestra gained an additional function. “Most of the members
had not studied music before, so this was a rare opportunity
for them to receive professional training, to experience the
satisfaction of making good music.”
As the director and conductor, Leung worked hard to
enrich the player’s experiences, arranging many performances
and exchange trips throughout the years. In 2017, Leung even
managed to line up the PolyU Orchestra with Yin Chengzong, cocomposer of the Yellow River Piano Concerto, for a performance
of his piece. “My role in PolyU was not only as a mere conductor;
I also wanted to enrich the musical life of the players. This
collaboration with Yin was particularly exciting, because, outside
of PolyU, the players would almost never get the chance to play
with another peak professional like Yin again.”

students now don’t have a way to vent out their musical boredom.
“So, I set up the Hong Kong Youth Orchestra, a joint-school
orchestra that combined the top secondary school musicians
from all over Hong Kong.” Leung was surprised by the ferocity
of the response. “Everyone was so passionate about it, and the
resultant orchestra sounded so good. There was no intonation
problem or unclear articulation.”
For the PolyU Orchestra, Leung instigated something
equally memorable. “Every musician had a few favorite
pieces that they had learnt as a student and still remembered
now. I asked them to pick one of those pieces and relearn
it.” Collaborating with the university’s Cultural Promotion
Committee, Leung would then record their performance
professionally and publish them on the Committee’s webpage.
“I wanted to reignite the love of music for those not in the music
industry now.”
Leung has plans for himself too. “I will be recording for the
Committee the complete set of Beethoven’s violin sonatas with
Dr. Cheng Wai.” Leung recorded the same pieces with Cheng 20
years ago, when Leung was the artist-in-residence of RTHK Radio
4, and he is eager to explore Beethoven with Cheng again. “So
many things have changed since then. I grew more mature, and I
played much quicker now.”
The interpretation is not the only thing that has improved.
“The Committee had asked a movie production company to
film our performance, and I decided to make the video like an
MTV, complete with stage directions, atmospheric lighting, and
shooting from multiple angles. Beethoven’s sonatas were all very
individual. Some of them were percussive, some were lyrical, and
some were even schizophrenic. I described all the sonatas’ moods
to the production company, and asked them to set the stage
accordingly.”

ON SUCCESS

It was a large motivation for the orchestral members.
“People liked to feel recognized. If your current ability were only
5, but you were put into a 10 position, you would feel recognized
and praised, and you would work hard to upgrade yourself.” The
players felt the same way, and within six rehearsals Leung was
already considering the orchestra fit for performance with Yin. “It
was an exceptional experience.”

Leung believes that no road to success looks alike. “A lot of people
try to replicate their role models’ path to success, but we have to
remember that everyone’s opportunities are different, and there
are a lot of external factors at play.” Of course, successful people
have some traits in common, and Leung surmised that it is the
power of originality. “If you make a new thing, something the
world didn’t have but wanted to have, then you will succeed.”

MUSIC FOR THE PANDEMIC

Leung elaborated on his theory. “Success hinges on two
qualities: sensitivity and flexibility. Sensitivity is the ability to
sense what is happening around you. It is the ability to know
what the current world has and doesn’t have, and to know what
the world needs now. But having sensitivity alone is not enough;
you need to be flexible enough to act on the knowledge. Today’s
world is changing so fast now, you have to adapt yourself to any
situation.”

Since the pandemic outbreak in late 2019, both orchestras have
suspended most performances and rehearsals. It has been a huge
setback for the musicians, but Leung is optimistic. “We have to
think about what we can do in these times, not what we can’t do.”
From his experiences with the DGS Orchestra, Leung
extrapolated that a lot of student musicians have a strong passion
for orchestral playing. After a year of hiatus, however, those
8 Vantage | May 2021 | Vol. 6 No. 3

As an example of sensitivity in action, the ongoing
pandemic makes Leung worry about the future of the orchestra.
“Running an orchestra is a costly business, but playing recordings
are not.” Leung recalled seeing a 4D performance of Teresa
Teng in Japan. “The performance compiled several historical
performances of Teresa and turned them into 4D. It was like
looking at a real person, with lifelike skin texture and movement.
By sight alone, I wouldn’t have thought that it was fake. I couldn’t
even see where the projector was.” Leung worries that the future
of the orchestra may also lie in recordings. “Sooner or later, you
may see Bernstein and the whole New York Philharmonic in front
of you, all recorded. Maybe even Heifetz.”

PARENTING ADVICE
Leung is the father of three sons, and he defines parental success
in a different way. “In my eyes, any parenting is considered
successful if your children grow up happy and free from any
psychological shadows. Also, I consider parenting successful
if the children will share with you everything that they have
encountered, be it getting in love, breaking up, or other, more
sinister stuff.”
Leung encourages his sons to talk freely, and nothing is
off limits in the family. “Nowadays, many teenagers keep their
activities and worries to themselves, never discussing with their
parents. However, my sons will talk freely in front of me, swearing
and talking about everything. I wanted to teach them how to

think, to distinguish right from wrong, so, if I have anything I
wanted them to know about, I would tell them to do their own
research, instead of speaking to them directly about the matter.
Just google it.”
Unlike his father, Leung adopts a laissez-faire approach
to parenting, believing that it instills individuality and builds
character. “At a child’s certain age, you have to learn how to
completely let go. Let them explore. If they need you, they will
find you.” Leung recounted one such interaction. “My eldest son
once sent me a violin score and asked me to give him the bowings.
I asked him what it is for, and he told me that he is using it to woo
the concertmistress of the university’s orchestra.”
Leung did not mind this frivolous use of his talents. “His
violin playing had now become a social activity, but I’m happy
with that. In this society, you have to socialize in any way possible,
and using an instrument to socialize is such a posh way of doing
so.”
Leung ended with a bit of financial advice. “I always tell
my sons, don’t think about how you can save enough money.
Your savings will never be enough to outpace the growth of new
money. The older generation always said that you have to work
hard to succeed, but, in this generation, you have to be sharp in
the mind also. You have to be sensitive to the world, and invest in
what you think will be the next big hit.” ¢
Interviewed by Vantage Music, written by Chester Leung
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Concerts You Have Missed

49th Hong Kong Arts Festival
Yip’s Children’s Choir:
Children’s opera Alice in Wonderland
3 & 4 April 2021 | Sat 7:30pm, Sun 3pm
Sha Tin Town Hall, Auditorium

Duo recital by Angus lee and Shelley Ng
18 February 2021 | 7pm
Tom Lee Theatre, Tom Lee Music

T

he duo began the programme with Poulenc’s
all-time favourite Sonata for Flute and Piano, a
commissioned piece by the Coolidge Foundation
in 1956 to honour the memory of Elizabeth Sprague
Coolidge. Composed in Poulenc’s last years, this chamber
work revealed the melancholy and valedictory nature.
It was then followed by a lovely gem for flute – Barber’s
Canzone. The programme concluded with Respighi’s
sonata for violin and piano, transcribed for the flute and
the piano, a highly energetic and engaging piece that was
rarely performed in Hong Kong. Both performers brought
to the audience a new experience of sound compared to the
violin version. Interested readers can revisit this concert via
the Tom Lee Live YouTube channel. ¢
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Photo credit: Tom Lee Music

O

ver 180 children, selected from the
members of the Hong Kong Children’s
Symphony Orchestra, joined by the
Hong Kong Sinfonietta, presented the world
premiere of the opera Alice in Wonderland by
the Italian composer Pierangelo Valtinoni. The
nearly sold-out performance’s preparation spanned
more than two years and three months of intense
rehearsal. An excited audience, some as young
as three years old, were captivated not only by
the music and performance but also the various
fascinating decorations and visual effects on stage
– led into the wonderful world based on Lewis
Carroll’s classic. ¢
Kelly Kim

Photo credit: Yankov Wong Production and Yip’s Children’s Choir
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Interview with
Professor Jeffrey Sharkey
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland
Vantage Music | United Kingdom | November 2020

RCS Symphony Orchestra performs in the Stevenson Hall. Image © Robert McFadzean-RCS

Vantage is delighted to have the opportunity to interview with Professor Jeffrey Sharkey, Principal of the Royal
Conservatoire of Scotland (RCS), who has been leading Scotland’s national conservatoire of music, drama, dance,
production, film and education since September 2014.

What have been your focuses since becoming principal in
2014?
Developing our curriculum to enhance collaboration and
disciplinary excellence in our performing arts and making
this a unique aspect of our work at the RCS. I wanted to share
our exciting possibilities of innovative art making, producing,
boundary blurring within this beautiful country with the
wider world and grow our reputation well beyond the UK. At
the same time, I want to ensure children and young people in
Scotland have access to excellent arts training and the ability to
progress in all areas – so a combination of thinking locally and
globally has been one of my guiding principles.

Professor Jeffrey Sharkey, Principal of the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. Image © Robert McFadzean-RCS
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The COVID–19 pandemic has also concentrated the
mind on developing digital work when we cannot be face to
face, and, more importantly, showing the world how our arts
forms are the very thing that keep us together, moving forward
and ultimately healing our societies.

You served as director of the Johns Hopkins University
Peabody Institute from 2006 to 2014 and started a number
of successful programmes across various academic
departments. Would developing new programmes be part
of your objectives?
One of the things I was proudest to help start was our “TunedIn” programme at Peabody, aimed at Baltimore’s inner-city
children, making it free for them to come and study in the
Preparatory Division. Some of those students have gone
on to senior conservatoires and into all parts of the music
profession. Coming to the RCS, we were very keen to widen
access and we started our “Transitions” programme, providing
free access and mentoring in all of our pre-HE programmes
and into our senior conservatoire as well. We have also started
an innovative degree programme in performance for British
Sign Language users and continue to create groundbreaking
work within each major and between each one too.
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Was the experience across different academic divisions at
Johns Hopkins useful to the focus on music?

of blended learning – keeping classes online and giving faceto-face time to ensemble learning of all kinds.

It was fascinating to have such a strong focus on medicine,
public health, arts and sciences, and this contributed to
many shared degree programmes and continues to inspire
collaborations between the different divisions at Hopkins.

We are also looking at partnership opportunities with
local education authorities to ensure young people throughout
Scotland can have the opportunity to study music, dance or
drama regardless of their economic background and ability to
pay.

Is cross-disciplinary study encouraged at the RCS? If so, is it
effective?
I would say this is a unique selling point of the RCS. We
have music – classical, traditional, jazz, opera – working
alongside drama, ballet, musical theatre, film, production
and contemporary performance practice. We have courses
and modules that encourage inter-disciplinary collaboration
and believe this helps students not only learn divergently
from one another’s art forms but also discover new art in the
spaces between each discipline. This helps make our students
adaptable, employable and always keen to explore new ideas.

What do students do after they graduate?
Our students go onto many things. We have soloists like the
mezzo-soprano Karen Cargill, pianist Daniel Petrica Ciobanu,
actors like David Tennant and James McAvoy and many
graduates in orchestras, opera companies, ballet companies,
theatres, television and movies (as actors or as production
technicians) and in countless entrepreneurial small companies
and ensembles making real differences in their communities.
We have one of the highest employment rates in higher
education in the UK, due in part to our breadth of training
and the creativity of our graduates.

How does the RCS differ from other conservatoires in the
UK and across the world?

Street Scene, the Broadway opera, was staged at RCS, in the New Athenaeum Theatre, in 2018. Image © Robert McFadzean-RCS

We are the national conservatoire for Scotland but we also
have an international focus. The national conservatoire
means we have a key stake in access to arts for all of Scotland’s
young people and partnerships with every major Scottish arts
organisation – from the national orchestras, opera and ballet
companies to theatres and the BBC. The international means
we want to share the unique Scottish flavour of sharing and
openness (and beautiful countryside) with students from all
around the world. Our coverage of all the performing arts is
unique in UK terms and has parallels with sister institutions
like the Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts.
I believe the RCS is very forward-looking – asking
itself where the arts are going (especially with the influence/
challenges of the pandemic) and ensuring we maintain our
relevance to the arts and to our students. We have wonderful
partnerships in Asia (we are associate members of the South
East Asia Schools of Music), with the HKAPA and with
Xinghai Conservatory in Guangzhou, as well as within Europe
and in the USA.

Any future projects?
We are looking at how best to respond to the pandemic,
investing in digital production and creating new work across
all of our art forms in socially distanced spaces. While
restrictions have been in place, we have been making the most
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students had to turn to old-fashioned but greener techniques
of the past like papier mâché and our actors had to act with
one another across many miles – guessing the reaction of their
partner and giving the energy to each part on their phones.
We learned that digital format can help expand our reach
– our RCS at Home digital platform reached many thousands
of people across more than 90 countries, far more than our
concert hall can hold, our digital open days got thousands of
young people involved and our digital masterclasses had so
many amazing artists who might not have had time to fly to
Glasgow but could get on a Zoom call.
RCS Symphony Orchestra performs in the Stevenson Hall.
Image © Robert McFadzean-RCS

How are students and teachers and the institution adjusting
to COVID–19?
I was amazed at how quickly we had to move online and was
grateful to our students and staff for their creative response
in March 2020. We had to teach music lessons, acting lessons,
dance lessons – all online, across multiple time zones and with
variable internet quality. It was lonely at times and we missed
the energy of artists being in the same room together. But
we also learned some things. Some shyer students were more
willing to talk in an online performance class than in person,
and our music students often had to pre-record and upload a
video as the broadband was too slow for live playing – but they
prepared more deeply than in a typical lesson. Our production

It also made us realise how precious the arts are –
normally you survive a natural disaster or a war by coming
together and COVID forces people apart to battle it
successfully. We will need our arts to bring our society back
and share our stories together.

If you were to give a music student one piece of advice, what
would it be?
You have your own path and journey – what works for
someone else might not be right for you. But the basic
elements are to practise hard, with full attention to all the
musical details – never on automatic pilot. Play chamber
music, new music, collaborate with other arts – to get outside
of your own head and be inspired. Always remember you are a

student for life. There is always a new way to play an old piece,
and a new piece to discover – this keeps us young! (I know
that is more than one thing…)

How did you get started?
We had a piano in our living room – I used to hide under it
and knock on the wood, try the keys and make all sorts of
sounds. I enjoyed putting intervals on top of one another –
and my love of harmony is still strong to this day. I played by
ear for a while until my piano teacher realised I wasn’t reading
the music and (rightly) insisted I learn how. My first recital
must have been relaxing as I came onto the small stage, saw
the comfortable piano bench, and lay down to go to sleep!

“I gradually have become a worse pianist but better
musician”: from an interview in the Herald, 2014 - what did
you mean?
I said these words pre-COVID. During lockdown, I was
practising more piano than I had done since I had been at
conservatory myself! What I meant was my work as principal
(director or dean) does keep me away from regular practising
– but it keeps me listening all the time to my students and
colleagues. I learn from them all the time and now I also learn
from how our dancers move across the stage or our actors
immediately inhabit characters as well as from our musicians.
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You concertised as a pianist – how did you do it with your
other work, family and teaching?
When I started out, I tried to get work to support my playing
and composing. I had a piano trio (the Pirasti Trio) for 13
years and we toured many places, recorded some CDs and
collaborated with many wonderful musicians. I’d have to
drive back in the dead of night and get ready to teach the next
morning – so it was burning the candle at both ends. Then,
when we had children, we would drop our daughter off with
the in-laws at a motorway service station on the way to the
concert as well. It was a lot of juggling – but I loved the balance
of learning from performing and putting that into teaching – a
lovely circle of work. My “day” job got busier when I became
director of music at the Purcell School and busier still when I
moved into higher education as dean at the Cleveland Institute
of Music.

He was one of the nicest people I met – no outsized
ego at all, and he had great ears. He wanted to ensure that my
music developed in a logical fashion – squeezing as much
out of every idea rather than resorting to new ones at the first
possible moment.
He wrote me a lovely recommendation to the Manhattan
School of Music, which was one of the things that helped
convince them to let me be their first double major that they
allowed (in piano and composition).

Do you still compose now?
Sadly I do not have the time. I worry I have forgotten how –
but maybe I will return to it at some point.

How did you meet Aaron Copland and then have lessons
with him?

You studied with a lot of famous pianists such as John
Browning, Constance Keene, Boris Berman and Peter
Frankl. Would you like to share some memorable moments
while studying with them?

I was incredibly lucky that my hometown university (the
University of Delaware) hosted a concert of Copland with the
great man himself conducting. My dad was an administrator
there and we were able to host him for dinner. It turned out he
lived a few blocks from my grandparents in New York and he
offered to let me have some lessons when I went up there to
visit. So I tried to visit often…

Constance Keene was amazingly tiny and yet had a huge sound
with a palette of colour that was so inspiring. John Browning
was such an honest pianist – like Kapell – no “cheating” with
the pedal allowed and talked about finger legato as well as
telling amazing stories about the last-minute composition of
the Barber Piano Concerto – written for him for the opening
of the Lincoln Center.

The Bacchae was the first staged dramatic production at the Royal Conservatoire since March 2020. The final year BA actors brought one of the world’s
oldest surviving plays to life on the institution’s New Athenaeum stage, in a glorious production of David Greig’s version of Euripides’ The Bacchae.
This performance was streamed in November. Image © Robert McFadzean-RCS

The dance image is a scene from Giselle from the annual BA Modern Ballet graduation performance (2019). Image © Andy Ross-RCS

Boris is a wonderful and thoughtful pianist who
encouraged each student to develop their own voice and Peter
was our chamber music coach – coming up with a wonderful
way to play as an equal partner and yet not obliterate the
strings.

What made you settle down in the UK in 1989? How did
the move shape your development as a musician? Has your
philosophy in education evolved?
I met my cello-playing wife as a grad student at Yale. She is
British and had a scholarship that required her to return to
the UK. We were engaged by the time we finished our master’s
degrees, so I applied and was able to do my final MPhil
degree at Cambridge University. We decided to start our life
in the UK, formed a trio and I got a job (eventually – after
150 letters of application), first teaching piano in London and
then as an academic music teacher at Wells Cathedral School.
That developed into my being head of department and I was
allowed to start the first composition department at Wells
in its 800-year history. I learned so much from both my US
and UK training. There is a different way of “breathing” the
phrase in Europe – tempi are a bit slower, there is an emphasis
on communication and colour foremost – that influenced my
playing and thinking greatly.
My education philosophy has evolved. I still enjoy some
teaching here at the RCS and working at some lovely summer
music festivals. I have learned to be more of a guide than to
tell students what to do – sometimes the best thing is to get
out of the students’ way, guide their learning, and teach them
to listen carefully to themselves to ensure the actual sound
matches their intention.
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What made you go back to the US after 13 years in the UK?
How did the UK experience contribute to being dean at the
CIM and director at Peabody?
I loved my work at specialist music schools and became
director of music at Purcell when I was in my early thirties.
Most of my colleagues as directors were older, many holding
the job until they retired. I wanted to move into higher
education, applied for some jobs at the RAM, Goldsmiths and
other universities, but never was able to get the job. I think I
had been labelled an expert in the younger age, but it wasn’t
felt it could translate into higher ed. Fortunately, the search
panel in Cleveland believed me when I proposed that the skills
were indeed transferable and moving to the US allowed me
to get some amazing higher ed experience. I definitely leaned
on my UK experience in working with wonderful faculty and
students and translated that into US curricular work. In some
ways I sought to add European ideas to the US curriculum and
mostly that seemed to be welcome.

You were a board member at Singapore’s Yong Siew Toh
Conservatory, an institution founded in partnership with
Peabody. What was that like?
It was a joy to be involved in the growth of the YST. I loved
the energy and passion of colleagues there and there is such a
positive feeling in Singapore and other countries throughout
Asia about the role of music in society. The wonderful thing
about music is how it brings people from all countries and
backgrounds together – something the world could use more
of right now! ¢
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‘NOW, THERE’S A VOICE!’
A COFFEE CONVERSATION WITH
MEZZO-SOPRANO
CATHERINE WYN-ROGERS
Kate Lowe | London| January 2021

During her two-year Masters
in Vocal Performance at the
Royal Academy of Music
in London, mezzo-soprano
and online tutor Kate Lowe
found herself so busy with
brilliant coachings, classes,
opera scenes and lessons
that there was little time
to sit down for a coffee and
chat with her principal study
teacher, Catherine WynRogers. However, the current
national lockdown in the
UK due to the COVID-19
pandemic has given her
time to reconnect with
Catherine, and to find out
more about her teacher’s
extensive performance
experience and illustrious
career.

Catherine Wyn-Rogers as Filipyevna in Kasper Holten’s Eugene Onegin
© Photograph by Bill Cooper, ROH 2015
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C

atherine Wyn-Rogers’s 40-year career has taken her all over the world since leaving the Royal College of Music in London.
She began principally as a concert singer, working with many important ensembles both in the UK and internationally,
and then began to sing much more regularly in opera, appearing at the Royal Opera, Glyndebourne, the Bayerische
Staatsoper in Munich, La Scala in Milan, the Metropolitan Opera in New York, Chicago Lyric Opera and the Tokyo National Opera,
working with Zubin Mehta, Bernard Haitink, Sir Andrew Davis, Robin Ticciati, Trevor Pinnock and Harry Christophers, amongst
many others. Her repertoire is wide-ranging, from baroque works with period ensembles to contemporary music; her opera
performances range from Monteverdi through Wagner to Britten and Tippett. Her many recordings include Britten’s Peter Grimes
with Edward Gardner and the Bergen Philharmonic, The Dream of Gerontius with Daniel Barenboim, and Handel’s Messiah with
Harry Christophers and The Sixteen. She is a member of the vocal faculty at the Royal Academy of Music.
What is your earliest musical memory?
It was probably my school choir. I do remember singing ‘All things
bright and beautiful’ down the octave when I was at junior school,
but I think it was really my school choir at the local grammar school
in Chesterfield, England. When I joined in my early teens, there
was a little solo which every student had to sing individually in a
rehearsal, but which I was eventually asked to perform. I remember
when it was my turn to sing, and the choir mistress exclaimed
‘Now, there’s a voice!’ – which took me aback. From that moment
onwards, I was bitten by the singing bug! Prior to joining the school
choir, I started learning the piano at around the age of seven, which
meant that I had to learn how to sight-read. I then went on to fail my
grade one exam (which I understand is quite an achievement), and
stopped completely during secondary school. However, I picked it
up again later on by playing unison hymns, and eventually took my
grade six exam in order to get into conservatoire (Royal College of
Music).
And your first experience of a live stage performance/opera?
My earliest memory of seeing an opera was in Sheffield – and
it had a big impact on me. My mother (who was an enthusiastic
concert attendee as well as choir member) took me to see Verdi’s
La Traviata, performed by Sheffield Grand Opera, and I loved it. I
am still very fond of this opera – it has some fabulous melodies. It
wasn’t a lavish production, but the opera society nevertheless made
it work, and it has stayed with me ever since.
When did you know that you wanted to pursue a career in singing
and opera?
It was my experience of singing in choirs (school choir, then the
local philharmonic choir, as well as the church choir) that really
got me started, and oratorio and opera came later. My mother
and both my grandparents sang in choirs, and my grandmother
was an organist back in Wales, so I was surrounded by the choral
tradition. I remember how they became involved in the Gregynog
Music Festival in Wales – a musical festival run by the Davies
sisters where people like Kathleen Ferrier, Isobel Baillie and other
renowned singers would come to perform. Little did I know then

that I would be asked to perform there as a soloist in the St John
Passion many years later! Whenever a choir was needed, my
grandparents would be roped in! It wasn’t such a global world at the
time, so the stars of the day would go and perform in these small
venues – something that now seems quite incredible. In addition,
the Davies sisters were great patrons of the arts, supporting music,
painting etc. We needed this support then, and need it even more
at this current time… So my singing started off through choirs, and
was further encouraged by a wonderful teacher and oratorio singer
by the name of Pamela Cook. I recall her saying to me, ‘I don’t know
what your voice is going to do, but you’re going to be a singer. We’ve
got a lot of work to do, but we will get you into conservatoire.’ She
didn’t say ‘you might have a chance at being a singer’ but that it
was a certainty. She further added that I would need theory and
piano skills, and that I would be taking part in festivals to gain
performance experience. Here was someone who really knew
what they were talking about regarding singing, giving me the
encouragement and guidance to pursue it as a career.
Who was your biggest inspiration when you were starting your
career?
It has got to be Dame Janet Baker. She was in full flight both before
and during my studies at RCM (Royal College of Music), and I had
watched her perform in Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius on TV
and also in a recital in Nottingham before I came to college. I was
entranced by what she did with repertoire, and by her commitment
to text, and looked up to her as the definitive mezzo. I was also
heavily inspired and encouraged by my teacher at RCM, Meriel
St Clair, whom I was desperately hoping I would be given as my
principal teacher before I arrived at college. My dream became
reality as I was lucky enough to be assigned to her by Sir David
Willcocks (director of RCM at that time), after my audition at
RCM. Although Meriel never took on a singer she hadn’t heard in
person, after David had heard me sing in my audition he gave me a
scholarship and asked Meriel to teach me – and for me it was the
perfect match. I needed her painstaking care, as I was a bit stolid
and was wrapped up in making sound rather than interpretation. I
knew I had a voice, but I didn’t know what to do with it until I was
taught by Meriel.
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You have spoken of your enjoyment of singing in the native
language of your audience. How does this impact on the singer and
on the audience?
There is something very special about singing in the language of the
audience to whom you are performing. When I first sang in choral
societies, including the Bach Choir under the direction of Sir David
Willcocks, we sang many oratorios in English, which meant that I
learnt them all cover to cover and also understood them all deeply.
We sang in English rather than German or Latin because we were
singing to an English audience – just as Bach composed in his own
native language (German) so that the congregation would understand everything. The impact of the piece is completely different
to singing in a language that is not your mother tongue; there is a
directness and immediacy to the piece. Rather than just getting
the odd word now and then, there is an immediate understanding,
which makes the text seem incredibly real. Oratorios have since
come to make up a substantial part of my career, having performed
as a soloist in numerous performances for a span of ten years.
Your voice has taken you all over the world, including Hong Kong
and Beijing. What were the highlights of these trips to Asia?

a heartfelt poem of the same name by Cardinal Newman (an
influential member of the Roman Catholic Church in Britain during
the nineteenth century), and tells the story of a man, Gerontius,
who is dying in his faith, surrounded by friends and with a priest
in attendance. As these friends (the chorus) sing prayers for the
dead, he is sent on his way to meet God (‘Go forth upon thy journey,
Christian soul’), accompanied by a guardian angel (the mezzo
lead role), who, unbeknownst to Gerontius, has been with him
throughout his life. However, the angel warns him that he will be
sorry he asked to see God, as when God appears to Gerontius he will
be filled with joy, but it will also hurt – such is the purifying fire of
God. In fact, one of the loudest chords in any orchestral work at the
time was at this point: when Gerontius meets his maker. This work
is full of Catholic dogma, but the inspiration of it and the way in
which Elgar has set the poem to music is about the universality of
everyone’s journey. We will all die at some point, and do not know
where we will go, and, even if the process described in Gerontius
is not true, the thought that those who have gone are being looked
after by a caring creature such as the angel is extremely comforting.
You might ask why it is entitled a ‘Dream’. It may well be, but, for a
singer, it feels much more like a narration of what happens when we

I have some wonderful memories of performances in Asia –
specifically in Hong Kong, Beijing and Tokyo. A highlight was
performing as the alto soloist in the B Minor Mass with the Bach
Choir at the opening ceremony of the Hong Kong Cultural Centre
on the harbour in 1989. It was in the presence of Prince Charles
and Lady Diana, and felt incredibly special. In fact, I performed
there several times with the Bach Choir, including in Handel’s
Messiah when I performed the alto solos, and I remember it being a
magnificent space. These concerts were such fun, and I made many
friends in the process. Another highlight was a performance of
Britten’s Peter Grimes with Tokyo Opera, which we had performed
beforehand at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. There were
just four English performers (including myself) in a cast made up
of Japanese performers, as well as a Japanese conductor, which
made for an incredibly special international experience. Japan is
such a beautiful place. Finally, I have very fond memories of singing
Mahler’s Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen with Andrew Davis (a
great friend of mine) and the BBC Symphony Orchestra in Beijing in
2019. The audience was so appreciative, which makes it all the more
enjoyable for the singer!
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Britten’s masterpiece Peter Grimes deals with quite different
topics, but is equally powerful. Taken from a set of poems entitled
The Borough by George Crabbe (1810), and set in Britten’s hometown
of Aldeburgh, it tells the story of the fisherman Peter Grimes – an
outsider who is determined to catch more fish than anyone else
in the town, and who ends up responsible (through accidental
circumstances) for the deaths of two young boys whom he recruits
as helpmates on his boat. At the same time, Grimes is cared for
by the town schoolteacher, but does not reciprocate her love, and
he is eventually ostracised by the local townspeople. Although
it is apparent that Grimes is physically violent and is not the
most likeable character, he nevertheless experiences some very
human emotions, and the story addresses other themes such as
victimisation and mob rule. We see Grimes turn mad at the end
of the piece, as his conscience cannot cope with the death of two
children. He is afraid it might happen again, and so takes a boat out
into the sea and is not seen again.
What has been your most memorable performance to date and
why?

Britten’s opera Peter Grimes and Elgar’s grand oratorio The Dream
of Gerontius are works in which you have performed many times,
and that are close to your heart. What do you feel makes each
work so timeless?
Both The Dream of Gerontius and Peter Grimes contain universal
themes: Gerontius focuses on the spiritual, Grimes on humanity, so
there are aspects in both to which everyone can relate. Gerontius
(a word meaning ‘old man’ in Ancient Greek) uses the text from

die rather than a mere dream. It is also worth noting that Catholics
did not have the vote at the time Elgar wrote the work, which made
them feel very much like outsiders. This might therefore provide a
solid reasoning behind the passion conveyed by Elgar in the piece:
he wanted to share fervently his religious beliefs with the public.

Catherine Wyn-Rogers in Peter Grimes
The Royal Opera © Photograph by Clive Barda, ROH 2011

There have been multiple memorable performances over the years
for which I feel very lucky. Of course, debuts at La Scala, the MET
and Covent Garden stand out, but there are others too. Performing
‘Rule, Britannia!’ at the Last Night of the Proms in 1995 was an
incredibly special event for me, and I felt very privileged to be a
part of it. Another memorable occasion was the royal wedding of
Prince Charles and Lady Diana in 1981, when I was part of the final
chorus of ‘Samson’ (Let their celestial concerts all unite) in the
Bach Choir supporting Kiri Te Kanawa. It was a simply wonderful
day. The singers had to arrive very early, and we were all bussed
in from different parts of London in order to rehearse and then
perform at the wedding. I remember the hordes of people lining the
streets outside St Paul’s Cathedral in London (the wedding venue),
cheering at anything that moved. When the couple said their vows
in the ceremony, the congregation in the cathedral remained quiet
and po-faced – but outside the crowds cheered. It was a beautiful
moment. In the evening, I had to get down to Glyndebourne as I
was performing in the chorus of Fidelio that evening, and after
the performance there were fireworks for royal wedding day. I
remember the positive spirit of everybody at the time. Little did we
know how things would change – but, at that moment, everything
felt joyous. Another highlight would have to be the production of
Peter Grimes which we performed on the beach at Aldeburgh for
the Britten centenary in 2013. I think Britten would have said he
wouldn’t have wanted it performed in this manner because it might

have been compromised by all the technical difficulties, but I hope
he would have realised that it was done with incredible care, and
was not at all gimmicky. An enormous amount of technical expertise
went into the production. All the singers sang to a pre-recorded
orchestra on tape (the orchestral members of the Britten–Pears
School, no less), and each member was miked and had earphones
in order to listen to the orchestral accompaniment – all played
back by a man in a tiny hut dug into the shingle, which is where
the conductor was! It was quite an amazing achievement, and the
sound of the North Sea in the background added so much to the
production. The set consisted of a broken-down jetty, with boats
positioned here and there, and I can remember the final chorus
of the production where the mob chorus sing ‘Peter Grimes!’, with
regular intervals in between. In these intervals, the waves crashed
on the shore – it seemed to be perfectly timed! Although Britten
specifically stated that the sea must not be a character in his opera,
in our production the sea was a backdrop, and the performers sang
out facing the audience. This seemed fitting as the show is about
people, and must not draw too much focus onto the sea.
How do you go about learning a completely new role?
You should always learn the text first, especially if it is in a foreign
language. It is important to unpick problems you might find in
the pronunciation, and then to develop a feeling of fluency. You
must also get an idea of the whole story if you are talking about
an operatic role, and know the background. I also ask myself the
following questions: why am I singing what I am singing, and
when am I singing it in terms of the plot? Furthermore, what is my
relationship to the characters around me? It is essential to know
not just your own part but what is around it. Only then should you
start looking at and learning the music. When you do so, be careful
to always start by getting the music right the first time round. I say
this because your brain will try to fit what you are learning into
a pattern it already knows, so it is very easy to memorise wrong
intervals and intonation. Through my teaching experience, I have
also noticed that students tend not to be as careful with rhythm
as they are with pitch – but rhythm is just as important! The pitch
has got to fit the accompaniment, and words have a spring in
them. Having a strong rhythm framework is vital. Finally, the score
with the musical notation is not the music but only the guidelines
for how the music should sound! Musical accuracy is absolutely
important, but you’ve got to punch your way through the paper
score and reach the music on the other side. Make sure that you’re
actually saying the words and meaning them, and not just making
the sound of words. What is the composer ultimately trying to say?
As a teacher at RAM, what are your key tips for improving vocal
stamina?
I believe that vocal stamina comes from a combination of muscular
development, experience and practice. Half of the job of singing is
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speaking, and you cannot change your larynx, but you can develop
your breathing over time. When being used well, it is incredible
how much stamina the vocal chords have. But it is important to pay
attention to how your voice feels. When you have been singing for a
long length of time, stop and gauge how your throat is afterwards.
If after lots of rehearsal your throat is sore, you are maybe not
supporting the voice properly. You will probably need to stop and
get some technical help with either a singing teacher or a voice
specialist. The mind goes straight to the larynx when it is worried
about the throat, so, if your throat is not feeling well, it is important
to sing more normally than ever. Breathe as if nothing is wrong, and
if at the end of that the throat or vocal chords are still hurting or not
feeling right, then it is best to stop and rest – if rest for a couple of
days doesn’t help, then seek expert help. Never adjust technically
to make your singing ‘feel better’; try hard to sing as normally as
possible so that your breath and support work well and the throat
isn’t strained in any way.
In today’s world, there are many talented classical singers, fresh
out of conservatoire, and all fighting over a small number of roles
and young artist programmes. What would be your advice to them
regarding establishing yourself in this competitive arena?
This is a very difficult time everywhere for singers just starting out
in the profession, as COVID-19 has only exacerbated the already
competitive nature of the singing profession. My best advice
would be to try to make your own opportunities, be that through
online auditions, concerts or other methods. These are difficult
circumstances, but there are still ways to make music. In terms
of auditions, I would recommend going into an audition with the
mindset that it is performance practice and not the be-all and
end-all, even if it might feel that way. I like a quote from the actor
George Clooney, who said the following about auditions: remember,
if you are turned down, you’re no further back than when you
entered the audition room. There is a lot of truth to this. There are
many criteria that panels are looking for, and their decision is not
necessarily all about your vocal quality but about how you fit in with
the colleagues you might be singing with. Their decision could all
come down to your height, for example! Remembering this as you go
into an audition is important both mentally and physically so that
you simply enjoy the experience of singing for the panel and do your
best. A physical exercise I would recommend doing before entering
the audition room is to take three deep breaths. This will take the
edge off your nerves, and will allow you to breathe better in the
audition itself. Accept that you will be nervous, so prepare for this.
Furthermore, if you really perform the meaning of the words and
music, you won’t really have time to worry about how nervous you
might be. Your mind should be on what you bring to the music you’ve
chosen. Overall, my main advice for entering the singing profession
would be to present yourself as the best you can be, and also as the
best colleague you can be.
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What genres of music do you enjoy listening to in your spare time,
and what do you think a classical musician can learn from other
genres?
It may seem odd, but I don’t often find myself listening to singing
in my free time, as it is not a completely relaxing experience! I’m
constantly judging and listening very carefully to the voices, and
so much prefer listening to orchestral music to relax. However, I’ve
always been a big fan of the Beatles, and have recently discovered
Buena Vista Social Club – I love their cool and soothing tones!
Another favourite is Caro Emerald, whose 50s swing arrangements
are great fun and so catchy. She’s also a brilliant singer. And, of
course, Ella Fitzgerald. How could I forget her? I think the freedom
which these artists display with their voices and words can teach us
more formal and classically trained singers a great deal.
What three qualities do you think make a successful singer?
There are many aspects, but I would say, in order, these three things:
curiosity, receptiveness and imagination. Of course, you need a good
innate voice, but there are many more things that make a singer.
It is important to always be curious about any piece of music you
sing, and also to be receptive to constructive criticism. And then
imagination is vital: you need to be able to own the piece of music
you are singing, and to be able to bring it alive.
How has the COVID-19 situation affected you and what is your
advice for singers regarding how to make the best out of the time
while we are all at home?
I am very fortunate to have been able to continue teaching my
students at the Royal Academy of Music online throughout the
pandemic, and am very impressed with how the singers have thrown
themselves into the process. Although it is an awful situation, they
have worked very well online, and many have made incredible
strides forward. This is the time to focus on our own vocal technique
in order to come back onto the stage with renewed strength. We
have to all keep strong and optimistic during this time, because
all the opportunities for musicians will eventually return. During
the pandemic, I have often found myself thinking about those who
lived through the horrors of the Second World War. There was an
atmosphere of fear, anger and rage for six years – and yet, when it
was all over, people picked themselves up and carried on. We can
do the same – in some ways, getting to know new repertoire and
working intensively on technique, while waiting for things to get
back to normal, can be very fruitful.
And finally, what are your upcoming musical projects this year?
At time of writing (and COVID permitting), I am very much looking
forward to several projects this coming year, including performing in
Madrid in a production of Peter Grimes, directed by Deborah Warner,
that will transfer to the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. ¢

Photo credit: Paul Foster-Williams
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CHILDREN IN OPERA
Andrew Sutherland | Hong Kong| February 2021

Psyché (1678), to entire children-only productions such as
the eleven-year-old Mozart’s Apollo and Hyacinthus (1767).
In England, opera sprang into life after the Restoration, and
composers such as John Blow, Thomas Arne, Henry Purcell
and George Frederick Handel used children from the Chapels
Royal in several productions. In addition, writing parts for
royal and aristocratic children was common practice for many
composers.

Children’s solo roles in the nineteenth century

riting this book1 has allowed me to explore
the role that children have played in the
development of opera from the early part of the
seventeenth century to the present day. The twelve chapters are
largely chronological and discuss the ways in which changes in
society are reflected in the use of children in opera productions
around the world.

The nineteenth century saw a proliferation of opera houses to
confirm the nationalist pride of many countries throughout
the world. These grand buildings mirrored the grand opera
that was gaining in popularity. The use of children was not
as prolific at this time; however, the roles that were created
represented a new trend of specific casting for the child.
The roles were often small and represented the cliché of
innocence. Richard Wagner’s Tannhäuser (1845), Modest
Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov (1873), Giacomo Puccini’s La
Bohème (1896) and Tosca (1900), and Claude Debussy’s Pelléas
et Mélisande (1898) all feature small solo roles for children.
The modest number of solo roles for children at this time is
disproportionate to the enormity of output that dominated
the musical landscape. The roles that emerged often tend to be
small to the point of being dispensable; however, much of this
music is expertly crafted and perfectly written to capture the
bell-like resonance of the upper voice.

Introduction

The emerging children’s chorus

Children were not always considered in the way that modern
society does. While opera was being developed, the concept
of a child was basically just that of a smaller adult. Several
companies used children as travelling novelty opera acts. Two
in particular, in eighteenth-century Germany and nineteenthcentury Australia, caused the laws to be changed to protect the
safety and well-being of child performers. The Jesuits saw opera
and education as an ideal vehicle for spreading their message,
and many examples of opera sacra included children. Some of
the earliest child opera stars such as thirteen-year-old Francesca
Caccinni, as well as child opera composers from Telemann to
Nino Rota, are discussed.

As the nineteenth century progressed, grand opera began
to give way to a newer style of realism known as verismo.
Composers were increasingly interested in including children
in the chorus structures to help more realistically represent
society. Eventually, composers such as Hector Berlioz and
Georges Bizet wrote specifically for children’s chorus, giving
them separate material to the adult sopranos, and this became a
popular trend.

Children in Opera - The Turn of the Screw. Image © Scott Armstrong, 2020

W

European beginnings
In a similar way to Commedia dell’arte, prolific opera composer
Francesco Cavalli used a set of stock characters in a double
cast. His operas usually included a boy to represent an angel (in
the mythological world), and a page (in the human world). As
opera spread throughout Europe, the examples of children are
varied, from small but pivotal roles, such as Amore in Lully’s
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The presence of a children’s chorus in Carmen (1875)
reflects the reality of the Seville Tobacco Factory. From the late
1820s, the tobacco factory in Seville inaugurated a policy of
exclusively employing women. Women were generally rewarded
with lower wages and were ideal for such labour. Many of the
women had babies, and, as they grew up, the Real Fábrica de
Tabacos de Seville instituted nurseries, and then, eventually,
rudimentary primary schools to accommodate the need for
childcare. Bizet writes in a much lower tessitura for these
children, giving them a more guttural chest-voice, a quality of
noisy brats rather than angelic figures.

Lost innocence in the early twentieth century

Benjamin Britten

The twentieth century witnessed a major change in the way
society viewed the child. In opera, they could reflect the
horrors of two world wars, a depression and a major pandemic.
This loss of innocence provided a profoundly emotional
experience for the audience. No example is more visceral
than Hans Krásza’s opera Brundibár (1938) – premiered
in Theresienstadt, and used by the Nazi Party as televised
propaganda before the composer and most of the cast were
ushered off to the gas chamber.

The characters that Britten created for his operatic children,
as well as the music with which he provided them, elevated
their involvement to such an extent that he really can be
considered the father of children in opera. This shared view
was not without its controversy as Britten worked extremely
closely with the boys he wrote for and often had them stay at
his house and even in his bed. Despite this, there is unanimous
acknowledgement from the boys that he was the perfect
gentlemen and nothing nefarious transpired. The image on
the cover of the book is of Miles in Britten’s Turn of the Screw
(1954).

Leoš Janáček’s Osud (1905) includes one of the youngest
singing characters in the operatic repertoire of the time.
Míla and Živný’s son, Doubek, appears as a five-year-old in
Act II, and then as a sixteen-year-old in Act III. Both roles
are indicated in the score as being a soprano. In the first
staged performance, Doubek was performed by Bohumír
Kurfürst, who later went on to record other operatic roles in
Janáček’s works. Ultimately, the composer never heard the
work performed. The non-staged version finally premiered
in 1934 thanks to a pupil of Janáček’s, Břetislav Bakala, who
conducted the work for the Czechoslovak Radio. The first fully
staged production did not take place until 25 October 1958
at the State Theatre in Brno as part of the Janáček Festival, in
commemoration of the thirtieth anniversary of the composer’s
death.

Post-modernism and operas with children
The post-modernist period saw the Eurocentric proliferation of
children’s roles become far more international. It seemed that,
from the middle of the century, the floodgates were open and
the huge variety of children’s roles were as varied as the music
and libretti. The value of children in providing novelty, as well
as variety in vocal timbre, mirrored the growing understanding
that there was a genuine economic benefit for their inclusion.
After Hans Werner Henze used a child in his opera for radio,
and Menotti’s hugely successful Amahl and the Night Visitors
(1951) was televised in the United States, it was becoming
more difficult for directors to cast adults to play children’s roles,
and composers such as Britten were becoming quite insistent
on age-appropriate casting.
César Cui
The following four chapters look more closely at four of the
most prolific composers for children in opera. This starts with
César Cui, one of the less celebrated of the Mighty Five. His
four operas were written entirely for a cast of children and
mirrored the European trend of drawing upon traditional
children’s stories for his libretti. Cui had opened a boarding
school and had two children of his own. His characters were
not one-dimensional pageboys but complex, meaningful young
people and, in this way, he was ahead of his time.

1
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Gian Carlo Menotti
Italian-born American composer Gian Carlo Menotti took the
baton from Britten and wrote a plethora of memorable roles
for children. Chet Allen, who played the first televised operatic
child character, would later commit suicide at the age of 45.
Menotti and his partner, Samuel Barber, adopted their own
son, Chip Phelan, who also struggled in adult life. Menotti’s
work became increasingly old-fashioned over time and his
distaste for electronic music was ironically seen in his score
for Help, Help, the Globolinks! (1968), where the violin-playing
child would save the world from bizarre alien creatures.
Peter Maxwell Davies
Maxwell Davies is often known for his avant-garde scores;
however, when he moved to the Orkney Islands in far-north
Scotland, he was commissioned to write a number of children’s
operas, which he premiered at several of the local schools. With
help from schoolteacher Glenys Hughes, he created nine short,
well-crafted operas that could be successfully produced in the
humblest of primary schools.
Children-only operas
The list of children-only operas is so significant that only a
small selection could be chosen for discussion in this chapter.
Australian composer Malcolm Williamson wrote ten extremely
short operas for children with limited training. These could
be staged virtually anywhere and learned in just a few hours.
Jorge Peña Hen deserves special mention for La Cenicienta
(1966). After transforming the youth music scene in Chile, and
touring with his opera, written to be played by his celebrated
youth orchestra, he was killed by the Pinochet coup in 1973,
ending the life of one of the most passionate activists for youth
music the world has known. Venezuelan educator, musician
and activist José Antonio Abreu referred to the significance of
Jorge Peña Hen’s work, recognizing in it the catalyst for the
movement that would later develop in Venezuela, and various
other sister countries. As a result of the 1973 coup, the two
men never had a chance to meet, as Hen was killed. Three of
his fellow Chilean friends and musicians, Hernán Jerez, Sergio
Miranda and Pedro Vargas, fled to Venezuela and continued
Peña Hen’s legacy by creating a children’s orchestra. This twist
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of fate informed and inspired the programme that would
become a global movement for youth music.

Conclusions
The final chapter discusses where we are now and looks to
the future. The future developments for children in opera can
be framed from musical as well as social perspectives. Opera
companies wishing to expand their audience base are likely to
see in-house children’s choruses as integral to their education
and outreach programmes, as well as oven-ready performing
groups for the growing repertoire requiring
them. With freedom to explore diverse
material for prospective libretti,
composers are likely to continue
incorporating children’s characters
in their works, and seek to develop
their understanding of the capabilities

of the child’s voice, rather than replacing them with adults.
Crossover with the mediums of film and streamed content will
make the suspension of disbelief in this regard a greater burden
for the modern audience, accustomed to a sense of realism.
The age of reality television, internet underage cyber-sex,
and the inclusion of children in dramatic works for shock value
are discussed. I also make recommendations for the delivery of
opera in school music programmes, making the argument for
active participation rather than passive consumption for young
people. The book includes a list of around 250 operas that are
either discussed in detail or mentioned briefly. I hope it adds
to the discussion of this topic and that some of the fascinating
stories are as absorbing for the reader as they were for me.
For more information, visit www.cambridgescholars.com
and search for ‘Children in Opera’. ¢
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Concert Diary (Hong Kong)
15 May 2021 (Sat) 11am & 3pm
Happy Gabby’s Debussy Musical Adventure
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Auditorium, Tsuen Wan Town Hall

31 May 2021 (Mon) 7:30pm
100 Years of Brassmania (Brass Quintet)
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun

26 Jun 2021 (Sat) 8pm
JAAP Conducts Mozart & Schumann
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

16 May 2021 (Sun) 3:00pm
HK PHIL × HKU MUSE ‘Orchestral
Spotlights: Percussion’
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
and HKU MUSE
Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

Jun 2021 (date TBC)
Live Broadcast:
Elena Chiu & Zenan Kwan, two pianos
Presented by Vantage Music & Tom Lee Music
Tom Lee Theatre, Tom Lee Music

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

4 & 5 Jun 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
HK Phil x Ted Lo - Jazz Up
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong City Hall

28 Jun 2021 (Mon) 7:30pm
Beethoven Meets Mozart (Piano & Wind
Quintet)
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun

17 Mar 2021 (Mon) 12:45pm
Jockey Club Keys to Music Education
Programme | HK Phil Lunchtime Chamber
Music Concert @ Tai Kwun
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Tai Kwun Laundry Steps, Tai Kwun
22 May 2021 (Sat) 8pm
French Musical Bonbons
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Auditorium, Tsuen Wan Town Hall
24 May 2021 (Mon) 7:30pm
Summer Nights in the Americas (Woodwind
Quintet)
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun
29 & 30 May 2021 (Sat 8pm & Sun 3pm)
The Red Violin: Movie in Concert
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
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7 Jun 2021 (Mon) 12:45pm
Jockey Club Keys to Music Education
Programme | HK Phil Lunchtime Chamber
Music Concert @ Tai Kwun
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Tai Kwun Laundry Steps, Tai Kwun

29 Jun 2021 (Tue) 7:30pm
Grieve in elegance - Multi-media piano recital
Presented by RAMHKAA
Y Studio, Youth Square

11 & 12 Jun 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
HK PHIL: Lio Kuokman | Scheherazade
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

30 Jun 2021 (Wed) 7:30pm
Crawling Forward – Piano Trio Concert with
Choreography
Presented by RAMHKAA
Y Studio, Youth Square

18, 19 & 20 Jun 2021 (Fri & Sat 8pm; Sun 3pm)
BBC Planet Earth II Live in Concert
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

3 Jul 2021 (Sat) 8pm
Jukka-Pekka Saraste Conducts Bruckner
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
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C o n c e rt III
Selected pieces from Romeo and Juliet (op. 64: 1935) arranged for violin and piano
Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953)
A frosty night, the wide sky clear,
Illumed by a wondrous, celestial choir,
Flowing so quietly, so harmoniously...
from Alexander Pushkin (1799—1837): Eugene Onegin (1823—1832; chapter 5, verse 9, lines 1—3)
Introduction

Mercutio
Benvolio:
I pray thee, good Mercutio, let’s retire.
The day is hot, the Capulets abroad,
And if we meet we shall not scape a brawl;
For now, these hot days, is mad blood stirring.
[Act 3, scene 1]

Chorus:
Two households, both alike in dignity,
In fair Verona, where we lay our scene.
[Shakespeare’s play, the Prologue]
Julia [Juliet]
Nurse:
Thou was the prettiest babe that e’er I nurs’d;
An I might live to see thee married once,
I have my wish. [Act 1, scene 3]

Kampf und Tybalts Tod [Duel and Tybalt’s Death]
Romeo:
Now, Tybalt, take the “villain” back again
That late thou gav’st me; for Mercutio’s soul
Is but a little way above our heads,
Staying for thine to keep him company.
Either thou or I, or both, must go with him.
[Act 3, scene 1]

Tanz der Ritter [The Dance of the Knights]
Romeo:
But He that has the steerage of my course
Direct my sail! On, lusty gentlemen. [Act 1, scene 4]
Balkonszene [The Balcony Scene]
But soft! What light through yonder window breaks?
It is the east, and Juliet is the Sun. [Act 2, scene 2]
Tanz de Paare [Pas de Deux]
Romeo:
If I profane with my unworthiest hand
This holy shrine, the gentle fine is this:
My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand
To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.
Juliet:
Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,
Which mannerly devotion shows in this;
For saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch,
And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss.
[Act 1, scene 5]
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P

rokofiev extracted three orchestral suites and one for piano from
his ballet Romeo and Juliet, with the purpose of reliving the musical
impact of the original in the context of a concert. The intent behind
this selection for violin is, however, different: it is principally to create a
virtuoso performance piece via melodies familiar from the ballet, and is
more concerned with technical display. As such, its wellspring is a musical
genre familiar to nineteenth century concert-goers, by which arias from any
recently-composed opera soon found their way into the hands of the local
fiddling fraternity. Most of these potpourris of opera tunes have since fallen
by the wayside and are no longer performed, with the notable exception of
Carmen Fantasy, which is still regularly heard in several versions.
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Sonata for Violin and Piano no. 3 in E minor “Epic”, Op. 57 (1935—38)
Nikolai Medtner (1880—1951)
I. Introduzione: Andante meditamente – Allegro
II. Scherzo: Allegro molto vivace e leggiero
III. Andante con moto
IV. Finale: Allegro molto

L

ike the second violin sonata, the years during which the third violin
sonata was composed also span a period of transition for Medtner, as
during this time he moved to settle in London. It too is a huge work,
lasting some 45 minutes. The composer himself aptly titled it “Epic”, as is
recorded on the frontispiece of the first edition, published by Novello. In terms
of primary musical ingredients, the same driving, dense symphonic polyphony
of chromatic harmony derived from Brahms and Wagner dominates. Largescale classical architectures, as well as Medtner’s characteristic divisions into
smaller sections, each one developing a different motif through incessant
repetition, are also important features. Something fundamental has, however,
changed. Like so many émigré artists, as the period overseas becomes
extended, a home-sickness starts to kick in and the aesthetic features of a
long-lost native land begin to reassert themselves. In 1951, Medtner died at
his home in Golders Green and was buried in nearby Hendon cemetery, both
suburbs of North London with very large Jewish populations. These are mostly
descendants of refugees from Eastern Europe, and to this day Yiddish can still
be heard in conversation on the streets. Perhaps it is this ethnic milieu that
explains in part Medtner’s cultural shift.

Valse-Scherzo, op. 34 (1877)
Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840–1893)

O

riginally intended for violin and orchestra, Tchaikovsky’s Valse-Scherzo
was dedicated to former composition student, the violinist Josif
Kotek, and premiered by Polish violinist Stanislaw Barcewicz in Paris
in 1878, conducted by Nikolai Rubinstein. Kotek was evidently a violinist of
distinction and was credited with assisting Tchaikovsky in editing the more
technically demanding passages of the violin concerto to be more suitable for
the instrument; however, clearly with only limited success given the extreme
difficulty that remains, though the musical merits of the piece are undeniable.
Tchaikovsky himself was trained in Western European composition
and the Germanic tradition at the newly-opened St Petersburg Conservatoire,
and he worked for many years as Professor of Music Theory at the Moscow
Conservatoire. Thus, his musical style orientates itself much more strongly
in a pan-European rather than purely Russian direction. The year 1877 in
which the Valse-Scherzo was composed was an important turning point for
Tchaikovsky, as in addition to his friendship with Kotek, he also suffered a
short-lived and unsuccessful marriage to Antonina Miliukova. Moreover, in the
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same year he first started to correspond with his future patroness Nadezhda
von Meck, who had herself played chamber music with Kotek. In his final
years, Tchaikovsky’s more international style set him on a path to the outside
world a generation earlier than Prokofiev, Rachmaninoff, and Medtner,
and he visited America in 1891 and was awarded an honorary doctorate by
Cambridge University in 1893.
That said, the Valse-Scherzo is no more than bit of froth, and fun for
both player and audience alike, featuring: up-bow flying spiccato; repeated
down-bows; playing high on the G-string; melody in false harmonics; patterns
in consecutive thirds; ricochet bowing; complex arpeggiated double stops;
scales in fingered octaves; and virtuoso scales. After a spirited start there
follows a central cantabile section, and then a cadenza before the reprise of
the opening. Tchaikovsky’s fascination with the waltz form is well-known, and
this was just another firecracker to set alongside the celebrated examples in
his ballets The Nutcracker, Sleeping Beauty, and Swan Lake.

The whole sonata is cast in a gloomy E minor. A sombre sense of
spacious sorrow hits the ear with the first few dark chords of the Introduzione,
where bare piano harmonies with no adorning figuration are followed by a
violin melody in sonorous folksy double stops of which even Prokofiev would
have been proud. Occasional traceries of fast violin scales over subsequent
recurrences of these piano chords add an almost Debussy-like sense of
arabesque that also seems uncharacteristic of the Brahmsian sternness of

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.

Medtner’s earlier work. When the movement proper begins with the allegro,
the metre is hard, incisive, and geometric, and the violin part is replete once
more with lavish double stops: here is klezmer folk-fiddling! And if these
melodies were devoid of their rolling accompaniment, they would be found
to be no more than simple folk-tunes with few chromatic notes: the verve and
swing of the music really gets the feet tapping.
The Scherzo that follows also brings a similar sense of movement if not
more; but suddenly and unexpectedly in the midst of the feverish intensity,
the music changes. As with the last movement of second violin sonata, the
habanera rhythm emerges, though this time less assertively and more ghostly
in manner. The slow third movement begins with seven declamatory piano
chords which recall the opening to the Finale of Brahms’ symphony no. 4;
however, by contrast, it continues with a violin melody that is a simple folk
tune in clear phrases with clear cadences, and its notes are all drawn only
from the F minor scale. That is also the case with the slow chordal piano
accompaniment: melancholy and mournful, bemoaning a far-off homeland
that has been lost.
In the Finale, the folk fiddler crashing into gutsy chords returns. About
halfway through, however, the music stops its relentlessness, and the violinist
is left high and dry with an improvisatory soaring solo that is entirely repetitive, modal, and folk-like in character. This is a kind of Eastern European Lark
Ascending with Chagall’s folk violinist suddenly bemused by a mystical dream.
It is merely, though, a short-lived fantasy before the symphonic argument
resumes, and with the final tumultuous climax and glorious chords, we are
left wondering: who is the real Medtner? ¢

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.
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My days at YMS by Gwyneth Suen
12 September 2015
Dear Diary,
Today was a big day for me. I had my first ever piano performance in Hong Kong City Hall! Isn’t it
exciting?
I started learning piano with Ms Evelyn Chang in August last year and a few months ago she asked if
I would like to share music with other young musicians. Of course I would – without a doubt! It’s a
concert on the theme of “It’s story time – let’s dance!” organised by the Young Musicians Series. I was
given the precious opportunity to perform two of my favourite pieces: Oesten’s Doll’s Dream and
Burgmuller’s Tendre Fleur. I always like playing Doll’s Dream because of its singsong quality – it has so
many contrasting parts, such as the playful runs and staccato as the doll dances, and yet, at the same
time, some much gentler and tender sections – almost mystical and soothing – when the doll is
dreaming. It is certainly a very fun piece to play!
I have had a fever, without any symptoms, since last night and I was devastated when Mum suggested
not joining the YMS concert. No – I was feeling perfectly fine! I couldn’t wait to perform – would it
be an effect of the adrenaline, I wonder? Luckily, Mum gave in after seeing how excited I was for the
concert. Hopefully I played beautifully tonight. I think I did well.

Love,
Gwyneth

And my little turquoise dress – I just LOVED it!

***
28 April 2018
Dear Diary,
What a special and memorable day!
Today I joined the YMS team to be part of a
community concert for the Jockey Club Home for
Hospice, playing music to end-of-life patients. I
performed Faure’s Impromptu in F Minor Op. 31,
an incredibly challenging piece for me. It is elegant
and tranquil but captivating, with an airy rhythm
of two triplets, six quavers per bar in a swirl. How
much time I have spent working on the lightness of
texture, trying to create a feeling of tenderness and
yet maintain clarity and equality between hands!
And do you know when the magical moment was? It was when the
organiser told us that one of their end-of-life patients, who was in a
coma, was trying to open her eyes and respond to the music during our
concert! Do you see and feel the power of music? Almost like a miracle –
it was a very touching and meaningful experience for me. It makes me
feel important to be heard.
I always believe that music is a creative way to explore and discover life.
Like a rainbow, music has many different colours. Every piece of music is different, and is shaded in different colours.
The most beautiful thing about music is that, oftentimes, in many dark, sad, or more greyish pieces there is a tinge of
yellow and orange, or even red and pink, here and there. There may be a different perspective to a piece that can
uncover joy and hope as you go deeper. There is always a soul to be found.

Love,
Gwyneth

***
6 October 2018
***

Dear Diary,

Dear Diary,

My hands are still shaking, even though it has been two hours since I had my
first solo piano recital at City Hall.

10 September 2016

I was awake at six o’clock this morning. I cannot wait for tonight! I cannot wait to see Lynn and
Mincheong for our first piano trio performance at City Hall!
I met my group at YMS – Lynn was playing the cello and Mincheong was on the violin. Miss
Cindy gave us a beautiful piece – it’s Bridge’s Saltarello No 6 in D minor. None of us knew each
other previously. And none of us has had any experience in chamber music. It was slightly
horrifying to see the scores at first – so many notes! Where should my eyes go?
But it was fun, right from the beginning. We
worked hard on our parts separately. Then we
gathered at Lynn’s house in Pokfulam: we
discussed what we thought about Bridge’s exciting
melody. We sought to understand the challenges
we each faced in our respective parts. We thought
of ways to solve tricky parts together and
synchronised our sounds. We sang the rhythms of
our music. And thanks to Lynn’s mum, Ms Reiko
– who shared with us so many lovely treats and
gorgeous food! It made practice even more
enjoyable!

I was so nervous that I nearly fainted before the start of the recital. The
pressure – the idea of showcasing my hard work and yet, at the same time, the
worry that I might disappoint – was overwhelming. And, yes, I was having a
fever again. I’ve had a fever every time I performed!
Ms Evelyn came to see me backstage and said, “Don’t worry, Gwyneth; you
are going to be fine. Enjoy it!” She probably could not imagine how much
weight her words helped to take off my shoulders. I took a deep breath and
reminded myself of the wisest words, “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try
again. Fail again. Fail better.”
I went out to my audience.

I love making new friends.
I love the chance of making music together.
I love the feeling of belonging to a trio – it gives purpose to the music I learnt!
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Tonight, friends and families, and my favourite teachers at HarrowHK all
came to hear me play. Other music lovers too! Ms Cindy told us that we had
a full house for the recital tonight. Can you believe that people actually paid
for a ticket to hear my music? Some strangers who were willing to spend their
precious Saturday night listening to me, a random 10-year-old, performing
Bach, Mendelssohn and Chopin. I was so humbled and grateful – touched
beyond words!

I was greeted with lots of blurry smiley faces.

Love,
Gwyneth

I sat down at my piano – and let music take control.

Love,
Gwyneth
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***
26 July 2019
Dear Diary,
Yes, today IS the day! Yes, really. I just
performed at the Weill Recital Hall, Carnegie
Hall in the United States. And, no, it wasn’t just
a dream.
The year 2019 marks the 10-year anniversary of
the Young Musicians Series. I was so lucky to be
invited to join the YMS New York music tour. It
was an eight-day music camp, in which I got to
learn music theory, transcriptions, and film
compositions. Teacher Stephen even taught us
how to conduct Beethoven’s Symphony No 1!
The YMS music teachers and Ms Tamami
Honma, the guest musician in New York, were
all truly inspiring, with their passion and their
limitless enthusiasm – I just wish I can still
maintain their level of energy in 10, 20 years’
time.
And tonight was the most anticipated recital at
the prestigious Carnegie Hall.
I performed Chopin’s Variations Brillantes, Op.
12 – a rather dramatic piece of variations that
started off with a series of elaborate legato
semiquavers representing the theme – followed
by a dance-like staccato rhythm. The third
variation was always my favourite – the
elegance, the grace, the sweet tenderness, and
the expressiveness that draws us all to greater
emotional depth.
Strangely enough, I seemed to have coped with
my performance anxiety in a much better way
this time. No more fever. No more hollow
fluttery sensation. No skipped heartbeat.
Instead, I feel immensely proud. Maybe I am
just older now. Or maybe, with all the performance experiences I have had with YMS over
the past four years, I have really learnt to enjoy
the moment. Enjoy the spotlight. Enjoy the
applause. Enjoy looking at the blurry, unrecognisable faces down there.
Because I know we are all connected.
With the music I played.
From the love of music we share.
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Love,
Gwyneth

