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Message
from the Editorial Board

S

eptember 2021 marked the 7th
anniversary of Vantage. We strive to
continue to provide our loyal readers
with interesting articles about music and its
practitioners going forward.
Recently, pianist Tra Nguyen has been
working on several recording projects and one of
them is on pieces written by Nimrod Borenstein.
Through her introduction, we had a fascinating
conversation with the composer via Zoom. The
British-French-Israeli composer shared with us
how he came about being one of Britain’s most
sought-after composers, talked about his music
endeavours, including the 24 Études Project,
and mused about what it takes to be a great
composer.
One of our contributors, Dr Colin
Huehns, has, in fact, a collection of wonderful
strings instruments and he kindly agreed to
tell us more about them. Vantage will include

Contents
Issue 19

these in a series of three articles – the English
hammered dulcimer will be presented first and
then followed by the medieval rebec and the
Renaissance fiddle.
Pianist Tomasz Liz has also contributed a
piece on art and culture during several difficult
periods in human history. We are optimistic –
the current pandemic will be over, though it may
take longer than expected – and he promised
that he will be writing something more upbeat in
the future.
For some young musicians in the region,
they have been busy with their music-making
activities. In August, some of them were
performing in a chamber music concerts to play
duo sonatas for piano and violin by Beethoven,
Schubert, and Grieg. In less than a month’s time,
they will be playing in a theme concert featuring
works by Rachmaninoff and his contemporaries.
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In Conversation with
the Cong Quartet

V
C

M: The quartet has been ensemble-in-residence at
the Chinese University of Hong Kong for the past
two years. What is the commitment like? Can you
share your experience with us?

Vantage Music | Hong Kong | June 2021

Q: When the position was offered to us, Professor
Chan Wai Kong was about to retire and coincidentally
it was the tenth anniversary since the ensemble-inresidence programme was established. The Department of
Music wanted to appoint an ensemble group which was also
alumni of the university. They hoped that the group could
hold the position for longer than just one year, as has been the
case previously, to give students more time to get to know the
ensemble before another one took over. This is particularly
true for composition students because, just as they start to
understand the style of the ensemble through writing for
them, the ensemble has already moved on.
We would perform and record compositions by CUHK
composers. Also, we taught chamber music masterclasses and
offered coaching to students.
It is a pity that, during our first year of residency, many
activities were cancelled or postponed due to political events
and COVID. We still managed to organise a recital in January
2020, performing works by Webern, Beethoven, Hong Kong
composer Adrian Wong and also a quintet by American
composer Kenji Bunch with violist Kaori Wilson from the
Hong Kong Philharmonic. Shortly after this recital, the arrival
of the pandemic forced everything to be put on hold again. It
wasn’t until June, when the situation improved, that we were
able to hold an in-house composition concert.
The teaching schedule of the second year of our residency
was more stable. We had two recording sessions of the
composers’ work, which were turned into online-broadcasted
concerts. And, besides chamber music coachings, we held a
lecture recital on Beethoven String Quartet Op. 59 no. 1 and
the manuscript version of the Mendelssohn Octet in May
2021. We got to perform the Mendelssohn with four students
and it was a very meaningful collaboration.

In early June, Vantage Music caught up with the Cong Quartet to talk
about their musical experience and their future endeavours. Formed in
2015 at the Indiana University Jacobs School of Music in the US, this
year marks the sixth anniversary for the ensemble. Through this brief
exchange with the group, we get to know about their development in the
past few years, including the challenges they have faced as a professional
string quartet.
Photo credit: Calvin Sit
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VM: Would you like to tell us about your Europe trip at the end
of last year? Was it at the Netherlands String Quartet Academy
all the time? How did it come about?
CQ: In October last year, we went to different major cities in
the Netherlands over six weeks, including Amsterdam,
Utrecht, The Hague and Rotterdam. The Nederlandse
Strijkkwartet Academie (NSKA) in Amsterdam is the only
place that consists of string quartets and offers only string
quartet-focused courses. The institution is affiliated to the
Conservatorium van Amsterdam (CvA) and they had degree
programmes but the one we went for was more flexible such as

the duration of the course and lesson arrangements with our
tutors. Apart from the music director, most of the tutors do
not teach at the Conservatorium; they provide coaching at the
Conservatorium or in different parts of the Netherlands and
all over Europe.
We were not the only ensemble group there; the Academy
had around twenty or so ensembles each year but they didn’t
all come at the same time. We met around three to four of
these ensembles. For example, when we attended coaching
sessions in Utrecht, the tutor was booked for the whole day
and each ensemble group had around three to four hours with
the tutor. We had classes for three consecutive days.
In terms of performances, we had two private invitations
but the concerts were cancelled due to crowd restrictions
brought on by COVID. Moreover, a week-long performance
in France was also called off due to complications with visa
arrangements.
VM: You guys won both the first prize and grand prize at the
2019 Salzburg Mozart International Chamber Competition in
Tokyo. What was the repertoire like for this competition? How
was the experience?
CQ: The competition took place at the Yamaha Ginza in Tokyo.
There were two rounds to the competition and any chamber
work by Mozart was allowed, not limited to string quartets.
To meet the timing requirement, we had to add something else
of our choice on top of a work by Mozart. We played Ravel’s
String Quartet.
We arrived in Tokyo three days in advance for rehearsal.
We were called to backstage thirty minutes before our turn
and we felt the pressure when we saw the young players who
were on before us as it is a known fact that the Japanese
maintain a very high standard.
From the comments we received, we were well-liked,
which perhaps had something to do with being one of the last
groups to perform, which made us more memorable. However,
we were also told by the adjudicators that ‘the Mozart was
not very convincing!’ which worried us. The result of the
competition was announced a week later.
The winner of the competition was offered one concert in
Tokyo and one in New York. We were invited four times but
the pandemic started after our first invitation. We wanted to
invite some friends to attend the concert in New York but it
was sold out.
One of the adjudicators was a professor at the University
of North Texas. He personally invited us to Texas. For the
concert in Texas, the audience was mainly students. We were
also invited to some composer forums during our time there.
September 2021 | Vol. 7 No. 1 | Vantage 5

VM: The quartet was formed in 2015 at Indiana University while you were all
there. From the past five years of experience, what are some of the important
habits to form, things to develop, as you are gelling as a quartet?
CQ: It is important to practise your own part thoroughly before coming to
rehearsals. It is difficult to play together if you don’t prepare your own part
beforehand. A lot of people like to use the word ‘jamming’, which we find
unappealing because ensemble practice should be regarded as a professional
engagement.
Group rehearsal is not only about learning your own part but also those of
the other players. But we find that even that should be done in your own time
outside of rehearsal. Rehearsal time is a space which allows for experimenting
with each other in terms of what works best as an ensemble. Intonation, tempo
or character are some of the things that we try to coordinate.
We also focus a lot on discussing who should take the lead in different
moments in the music. Another fun thing when rehearsing is that the first
violin doesn’t always have the leading voice, or for most of the time the driving
force of the music isn’t the melody. So each part of the quartet is equally
important and we will have our own moments to lead the flow of the music.
And, throughout the five years, we think we understand each other’s
tendency and approaches better. For instance, matching intonation is a big part
of quartet playing. During our first or second year, there was a Mendelssohn
piece that we played where we had found it difficult to play scale passages in
unison or in parallel. Each of us has a slightly different tuning tendency. One of
us tended to play more in equal temperament as he was a pianist before, while
some others played in a just intonation.
As a chamber group, each player doesn’t bring just 25% to the quartet to
make a whole, but each brings 100% of himself to the ensemble.
VM: Do you listen to recordings as references?
CQ: We wouldn’t only listen to recordings of the pieces that we are working on. We
would listen to other works by the same composer of that piece. For example,
Haydn had written numerous string quartets and if we were playing quartet
Op. 76 no. 2 we would listen to the other five in the same opus. We would
listen for the dynamic between members of the other chamber groups as well as
observing how other string quartets approach the music of that composer.
VM: Do you listen together to yourselves?
CQ: Some of us do and some of us don’t. We have a habit of recording our
rehearsals. In the early stages, such as when we were in the US and were living
together, we would listen to the recordings of our rehearsals together because
we had more time. However, now we aren’t quite able to do that except during
quarantine.
We would still listen to recordings of our rehearsals or coaching to pick out
places for discussion. When we spent too much time in just one section and got
stuck, we would listen to the recording and it actually sounded fine by the third
or fourth listening. By doing that, we would know when to move on to the next
section when we encounter the same situation next time.
Relying on recordings to evaluate our performance could be both a good
thing and a bad thing. The recording is not always a true reflection. Sometimes
when you record at a close distance it sounds clear, but when you are ten metres
away it becomes blurry. The recorder can pick up the tiniest sound which you
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Photo credit: Calvin Sit

did not intend to project so you have to be very careful
and take into account the qualities of the environment.
Listening back to recording is helpful for reliving
the rehearsal experience and for evaluating our
interpretation choices, but not for determining whether
our performance has met a certain standard.
VM: Do you guys agree on the tempo before starting to
rehearse?
CQ: As a quartet, we would agree on a particular tempo.
But, at the same time, we always experiment playing the
same piece in different tempi. Sometimes if we perform
at a very reverberant venue, we need to take down the
tempo for the sake of clarity; if we perform somewhere
that allows for a more direct sound, we might want to
play faster. And the tempo is also affected by our mood
on the day of rehearsal. If we are tired, we might play at
a slower tempo. It is not a bad thing because often we

would find new inspiration in the tempo of the piece under
these circumstances.
VM: Are there any other things that you find effective?
CQ: We are very fortunate to have known a lot of quartets
who played on the recordings personally, so we are able
to ask them questions. For example, with the Shanghai
Quartet, when we find something interesting about their
interpretation choices such as fingering, we would send them
an email or, more conveniently now, a message.
VM: Do you guys argue? Tell us a time when you guys really
fought over something and the subsequent conflict resolution.
CQ: Yes – about what to wear! We don’t like wearing all black.
Disagreements on a musical level are inevitable. Of
course, there is no right or wrong: we can do our own thing if
it doesn’t cause any conflict. It is often difficult to assimilate
comments from other members of the ensemble because they

haven’t played our part and we have to try to make sense of
what they meant and incorporate that into our own playing.
We have heard from our tutors who also play in
ensembles that, as a group, they may have played a piece over
and over multiple times but were still unable to achieve a
satisfactory version. On the extreme, some groups may not
play together any more or even talk to each other. However,
when there is friction amongst the ensemble, they would still
have to play together harmoniously and professionally when
performing.
VM: Do you think the quartet has evolved since 2015? How do
you think this has affected the sound?
CQ: What I think has evolved the most during these past five
years is the communication language we use both within the
group and with ourselves. For example, like we mentioned
about note accuracy, we have developed a system to achieve
that, and we would use that in our practice sessions.
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We have different sounds individually. When there
are changes in members of the quartet, the sound would
inevitably be different. When we perform with a new member
in the quartet, there would be a different kind of atmosphere.
It is not evident during rehearsals, especially as we sit in the
same place every time, but we would know from feedback
from the audience.
For example, when we performed for the first time after
having spent three months in the Netherlands, our regular
audiences told us that we sounded very different.
The biggest difference between rehearsals and
performance is that everything seems to stay pretty much the
same during rehearsals but, at a live performance, adrenaline
can affect each player. That’s when the group really gets to
know the new player’s habits.
In technical terms, we were told to play nearer the bridge
by a tutor during our time in Europe. This may not sound
very different when only one person is playing, but when all
four of us are playing this way together, the effect would be
amplified.
VM: In terms of repertoire, does the quartet have any
preferences? Or are you are still exploring most of the standard
repertoire?
CQ: We haven’t yet agreed on a particular composer which all of
us like – we need time to discover which composer has the
most influence on us. One of our tutors from the Borodin
Quartet told us that Shostakovich has a large influence on
them, but not every piece by the composer interests us.
For us as a quartet, we mostly play to prepare for
competitions so our repertoire is determined by the
competition requirements. We would like to explore works
by composers such as Beethoven, Haydn and Mozart with
whom everyone is familiar.
We would also look at contemporary works by American
and European composers. Some of these works may already
be performed over and over numerous times abroad so we
would like to bring these pieces to Hong Kong. We would
choose those that are suitable for string quartet in terms of
the sound effect of course.
We try to choose local works which represent our culture,
which would make our performance more unique. But, for
us, works by composers like Beethoven really speak for us in
terms of the message we want to convey through our playing.
When we are young, we appreciate music such as works
by Beethoven because they sound pleasing but, as we grow
older, we become more interested in exploring how to turn
our thoughts into music. We use this kind of skill more
when making contemporary music. We did a project using
multimedia to express a philosophical issue and to create a
8 Vantage | September 2021 | Vol. 7 No. 1

voice in society and to turn this idea into music. A good piece
of work allows you to understand the relationship between
the message and the sound and we’d like to use this skill with
composition of classical pieces.
For instance, in our lecture recitals, a lot of the works have
been heard countless times but, when we discuss and try to
understand the historical background of the pieces, you will
find that what you play represents something or has some
kind of significance and that brings something different to the
piece.
If we choose works by some composers to play as a cycle,
we can consider whether we can relate to his thoughts when
composing the piece. For example, the things that some
composers write are a puzzle: would that be something that
we’d like to explore? For example, war can be a theme. But we
haven’t decided on what to focus on, such as which composer
to play as a cycle, but we are interested in doing something
like this.
VM: Did you have a teacher for the quartet at the beginning?
How influential is it in forming the quartet at that time?
CQ: Brandon Vamos, cellist of Pacifica Quartet in Indiana, was
our first tutor. We are familiar with the other members of
the Pacifica Quartet too. They are good role models and
are very down to earth. They taught us how to interact as a
quartet and demonstrated to us what this career path is like.
There are two to three quartets who trained under them who
went on to have professional careers or to other schools as
ensemble-in-residence. Chamber music was not very popular
in Hong Kong at the time.

VM: What has been the most embarrassing moment for the
group? The most bizarre thing live on stage? How did you
react?
CQ: (Francis Chik – 1st violin) I remember there was an online
live concert where I had a mix-up with the rundown. I started
playing a different piece to the rest of the quartet and the
others all looked at me in bewilderment. We started afresh
and the mistake was edited out. There were interruptions to
the broadcast and the performance was shortened.
(All) Another occasion was during a summer festival,
when one of us was tuning our instrument, the other mistook
a gesture for starting the performance when not all of us were
ready.
There was one time when we played Dvořák’s Piano
quartet no. 2 and there was one bit which was played in
unison but one of us played a note wrong during rehearsal.
Although we made the effort to remind ourselves not to
repeat the mistake during the performance, we still messed
up.
During a rehearsal for Elgar’s Introduction and Allegro
for Strings, Op. 47, at Indiana University, there was one part
where one note always sounded out of place. However, when
the conductor picked out each section to play on their own,
everyone played the right notes. At the dress rehearsal before
the performance, the cello principal, who is also a quartet

player, came to Yan-Ho [the cellist in the Cong Quartet] and
said that he played in the wrong clef (should be tenor clef but
he read it in bass clef ).
VM: What is your future plan? Upcoming months? What
would you like to achieve in a few years’ time?
CQ: We will be touring in the US. We will also return to the
Netherlands in October this year and also the week-long
performance in France, which was supposed to take place last
year, is rescheduled for this year.
We would like to continue to grow as a quartet and aspire
to win a bigger competition.
In Hong Kong, a quartet player doesn’t seem to be
recognised as a full-time profession: people expect you to
be also doing something else like teaching or playing in an
orchestra.
We would like to establish ourselves as a quartet that can
represent Hong Kong and to be a role model for the younger
generation.
The interview came to a close after nearly two hours of intriguing
conversation. We wish the Cong Quartet every success for their
upcoming projects. ¢
Interviewed by Vantage Music, written by
PuntidTantivangphaisal.

VM: Do you remember the most enjoyable moment – when it
was like, ‘I am so lucky to be part of this group?’
CQ: Performing is always enjoyable. Although we often have
disagreements musically, we enjoy playing together and we
would always find a solution.
Having the chance to travel together is also a bonus. We
remember the time when we went to Iceland for a music
festival and the long daytime meant that we could do a lot.
VM: I suppose you have fans… do you interact with them?
How? Have they ever inspired you?
CQ: We would communicate with them through private message
on Instagram. They would post videos on Instagram and
tag us. We have fans of all ages such as our friends and
classmates whom we may not be familiar with but we find
that they always come to our concerts. There are also high
school students and even seniors. They like our music and
not necessarily us as individuals. Some people at first come to
listen to our concerts to see who we are, then they get hooked
on to our music.
Photo credit: Calvin Sit
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Concerts You Have Missed

From left to right: Le Hoai-nam, violin; Andrew Ling, violin / viola; Colleen Lee, piano; Kaori Wilson, viola; Julie Kuok, pianist/ composer;
Elliot Leung, composer; John Schertle, clarinet; Laurent Perrin, cello. Photo credit: RTHK

From left to right: Yukio Chidori, Shakuhachi; Tan Cong, cello; Peco Chui, piano; Anthony Cheng, artistic director; Wan Pin Chu, Erhu.
Photo credit: Yoko Tsai

NEXUS ensemble Grand Opening Ceremony cum Press Conference
27 June 2021 | Sunday 5pm
The ONE Academy of Music and Arts

T

his was a concert for the inaugural ceremony of the new music ensemble Nexus, formed by five
gentlemen and featuring a cello, a Shakuhachi, an acoustic piano, live electronics and erhu –
amalgamating the distinctive colours of musical instruments from the East and the West.

The ensemble performed a medley with excerpts from masterpieces from music by Kreisler, Grieg, Debussy,
Piazzolla and theme songs from notable movies.
Nexus’s artistic director Dr Anthony Cheng especially arranged the music for this occasion.
An entirely new experience to witness the variety of musicality these instruments can generate together.
Interested readers can revisit the live performance via this YouTube link: https://youtu.be/3102IQ9FrAw. ¢
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The RTHK Chamber Soloists | City Hall Virtuous
2 August 2021 | Monday 8pm
Theatre, Hong Kong City Hall

A

wonderful musical evening with a programme that included works from Mendelssohn, Mozart and
Copland, spanning from classical to contemporary style. In particular, Elliot Leung, a Canada-based
composer, was commissioned for a new piece, Quintet No. 2, “Gardiner Expressway”, to be world
premiered for this concert. Being a film music composer, he wrote this piece by making use of the quarantine
period while travelling around different countries. “Gardiner Expressway” was an exciting piece with perpetual
momentum, as its title suggested – surely not something light for any performers but the chamber group
executed it very well, leading to an enjoyable and captivating concert.
The audience who stayed behind after the end of the programme would certainly be thrilled with the
opportunity to listen to the encore – a commission piece by composer and pianist Julie Kuok. An
arrangement based on Chinese piece named “賽馬” (composer Huang Haihuai), she blended it with Rossini’s
“William Tell”, together with some of her extended composition techniques, to create this invigorating piece.
The strings and clarinet players needed to imitate the neighing of horses towards the end drew the concert to
an amusing close. ¢
Kelly Kim
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Many strings!
Colin Huehns | London | May 2021
‘Many strings to his bow’, they say, but in my case, it has proved to be many strings and many bows: an organic

Photo credit:
Tanya Huehns

collection of stringed instruments has grown that now comprises some forty or fifty items, all of which I play,
spanning both Europe and East Asia. From my first love, the violin, came the erhu, but then the yangqin to provide
an accompaniment and eventually the hammered dulcimer to give a more ethnically British flavour, as is described
‘Dolce Melos’, the first essay here. Then backwards from the violin to its Arab and European ancestors, the Medieval
rebec and Renaissance fiddle that are discussed respectively in ‘A Smal Rubible’ and ‘Parnassus’, the second and
third essays. Today, I played arrangements of Handel keyboard suites and popular ballads from the early twentieth
century on the English hammered dulcimer, but tomorrow, which one will it be?

Figure 2: The same modern English dulcimer played
sitting.

Photo credit:
Tanya Huehns
Figure 3: The same modern English dulcimer
played standing.

even a damper mechanism supplied, but these features simply
mean it takes longer to tune and is less easy to transport,
and it starts to resemble a piano without a keyboard, so its
essential rationale and individuality are lost.

Dolce Melos
The English Hammered Dulcimer
‘Dolce melos’, or ‘sweet melodies’, soon corrupted itself in the
English language to become ‘dulcimer’ and this is the name

the strings simultaneously, rather than just two hammers,
and the orderly arrangement of notes on the keyboard largely
solved the perennial dulcimer problem of striking wrong
notes all too easily.

The trapezoidal shape is geared to placing the thinner,
shorter, and higher-pitched strings furthest away from the
player. The strings themselves are usually arranged over
bridges and struck on both sides of the bridge to increase the

by which the hammered trapezoidal stringed instrument is

As a vernacular instrument, the dulcimer’s early history

number of pitches available. It can be played seated (Fig. 2) or

known to this day (see Fig. 1). The modern English version

is obscure, but the earliest iconographical examples surface in

standing (Fig. 3), and many early depictions have it carried on

shown here, made by Timothy Manning of Frome, Somerset,

the medieval period in Middle Eastern and European sources.

a loop around the player’s neck and played walking, perhaps

has clean and clear lines, is light and portable, is made

It was evidently popular in the sixteenth and seventeenth

to accompany dancing. This performance practice is mimicked

entirely from wood (including a plywood front plate), and is

centuries and found its way to East Asia, where it is known

by the custom-made brace shown in Figure 4, and, to make

strung with steel strings. For each note, a ‘course’ of strings is

in China as the yangqin 揚琴. With the rise of keyboard

provided: one string for each course for the bass notes, which

instruments in the European baroque, it was gradually

are wound in copper, two for the middle register, and three for

supplanted in the richer areas of western, northern, and

the highest pitches.

southern Europe, but remained plentiful in poorer regions

It is a little-known fact that the piano itself evolved
from the dulcimer in the early eighteenth century by
combining a keyboard mechanism and the notion of hammers
hitting the strings to produce a versatile instrument that

east of the German-speaking heartlands. With occasional
exceptions, it has not found its way into the Western
symphony orchestra or classical music canon.
This is a pity because all instruments are equal, even if

Photo credit:
Tanya Huehns

the cimbalom, it has been enlarged, more strings added, and

it more portable, the dulcimer itself is a smaller and lighter
version with fewer strings.
Sticks come in a bewildering array of shapes and lengths,
each designed to produce a different range of timbres, and
several of these are shown in Figure 5. On the extreme left
is the standard stick. It is fashioned from narrow, rigid, and
lightweight wood and is relatively short, with its curved ends
each lined with a strip of leather. Shorter sticks make for

retained the sensitivity and colours of the dulcimer but had

some are more equal than others; the touch and sensitivity

more accurate playing. If the leather is removed, the sound

greater musical potential. All ten fingers could now engage

the dulcimerist has with his sticks directly striking the strings

is harsher, more brittle, and brighter, as is shown on the

can be more sensitive than any keyboard instrument because

stick the second from the left. Third from the left is a piebald

Figure 4: A small modern dulcimer mounted on a
brace for playing when walking.

‘combination’ stick that has the leather strip on one side of the
ring and bare wood on the other. It can be rotated in the palm
quickly in performance to make either timbre available. On the
extreme right is the modern yangqin stick, which is made from
bamboo and so is extremely light and flexible, and the tip is
faced with latex rubber.
As the ‘poor man’s piano’ and generally relegated to an
accompanying role, historic dulcimers do not survive in large
numbers, but Figure 6 presents one such rare example, again
of English provenance. It too is of the generic trapezoidal
shape but is dark in colour and made of oak. The bridges over
which the strings are stretched have been replaced by movable
‘chessmen’, which means that they can be slid across the front
plate as an aid to precise tuning. It was completely restrung
when restoration took place and had evidently been out of use
for many decades. Large iron bolts brace the instrument on
both sides in the vain hope that this will prevent cracking of
the front plate – a common problem for dulcimers – but to no
avail, as on the left side a split has opened in the area where
the strings are wound onto the pins.
Heavily constructed, it can only be played supported

there is no keyboard through which the player’s movements
and emotions have to pass before the strings are brought
into vibration. The dulcimer is, however, constrained by the
number of strings that can be put on the instrument, which
means the maximum range is five octaves, the limitations
imposed by the two sticks that the player uses, and the
technical complexity of striking the strings accurately if
certain prescribed patterns are not followed. It also needs to
be tuned after only a few hours of playing, a chore that can
Photo credit: Tanya Huehns
Figure 1: A modern English dulcimer by Timothy Manning of Frome, Somerset.
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Photo credit:
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take up to a couple of hours and which requires patience and a
fine ear. Especially in Hungary, where the instrument is called

Figure 5: The side of the rebec.

Photo credit:
Tanya Huehns
Figure 6: A late nineteenth-century restored dulcimer.
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on a stand or table. It came with customised garden canes as

though Tess of the d’Urbervilles had herself won my heart as

its sticks (fourth from the left in Figure 5), which, although

a teenager; folk songs of the British Isles and other English-

flexible and faced with leather, were clearly not original or

speaking nations nonetheless still have their place.

indeed particularly well crafted. Various experiments with
length and materials produced the flexible sticks tipped with
felt (like piano hammers) that are the second and third from
the right in Figure 5. To retain authenticity, the stick third
from the right is the same playing length as the bamboo cane.
Several collections of the dulcimer music of England and
North America were published at the time this instrument was
made and all comprise simple melodies with no accompanying
part. They are mostly folk songs, tunes from operas, sea
shanties, hymns, popular ditties, and dances. This was clearly
vernacular and proletarian music and dulcimers such as this
specimen were probably common in homes where a keyboard
instrument would have been an unaffordable luxury.
As a classically trained violinist and composer, my own

The dulcimer sound is clear, clean, bright, and
quintessentially ‘English’, and reflects the construction of
the instrument. It must be perfectly tuned, or resonances of
fourths and fifths and modal melodies do not ring forth with
their intended glory, particularly since, given that there is no
damper mechanism, the resonance time is extremely long. Any
music played on it must bring out these characteristics.
Beginning with the folk songs, I moved into
arrangements of compositions of the English virginal school
(Byrd, Gibbons, and John Bull), then Henry Purcell, but
backwards too to early plainsong and two-part counterpoints;
the voice of the oppressed: African American spirituals; pop
songs we danced to in the 1970s; musicals; hymns I sang at
school; choral pieces; Christmas carols; arrangements of music

journey to the English dulcimer began with the Chinese erhu

of the British classical revival of the early and mid-twentieth

and an ethnomusicological quest to explore the folk music

century; the blues; jazz. As an accompanying instrument:

of a (then) alien culture. I graduated to playing the yangqin

Scottish fiddling, English song, Welsh flute tunes. Even duets

simply to give my erhu students a fluent and appropriate

for two dulcimers – itself a virtuoso feat of simultaneous

accompaniment. Born and bred in rough-and-tumble London,

tuning – so that four-part harmony could now be realised.

a British citizen and scion of an ethnically Anglo-Saxon

Specially commissioned compositions, but always stemming

mother and German refugee father, as the years ticked by I

from this sound-world as their beating heart.

realised that I should perhaps have lingered on my own folk
music as well as fostering a love for all things East Asian. I
found that the English dulcimer satisfied this musical econiche
perfectly, particularly since so much yangqin technique was
readily transferable.
Timothy Manning had already redesigned his instrument

When you next press the keys on a piano, try not to
think of interfacing simply with the keyboard and letting the
instrument do the rest; think instead of the poor hammers
hitting the strings on your behalf and pause in thought. Try
to make the hammers live for you as if you held them in your
hands and treat the keyboard as simply a means to make them

to add a bass octave, which means that the player’s right hand

behave as you ask. You will love it all the more. Remember that

can provide an accompaniment while the left concentrates on

you are playing a stringed instrument and its ‘sweet melodies’

the melody, greatly increasing the musical potential. This was

and feel for the vibrations under the fingers. And, whatever

an extremely promising point of departure. Given my ethnicity

you play, treat the music as your own, as in fact it is, and

and interests, what then was my folk music? What was my own

always will be, a folk music coming from your heart. ¢

indigenous musical heritage? I quickly found that it was not
exclusively the rural folk music of Thomas Hardy’s Wessex,
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 three-year 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.
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Essays 2 and 3 will be featured in the upcoming issues of
Vantage.
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.

F

Czech Concert Series:
With a Clear Voice, Sound the
Fiddle Strings

A couple of years later in an article, A Few Words on Counterpoint, which appeared in the Brno Magazine
Hudbní Listy in 1888, Janáček is equally effusive:2

I am convinced that Mr Dvořák’s scores are masterly studies in counterpoint. He is not satisfied
with the mere harmonization of a single melody in a clear and interesting way; he combines two,
three or even five varying themes. I could compare his scores to a good picture: a single idea
recurring in many groups of scattered figures, each face bearing its own particular characteristics.
Similarly, the pages of Dvořák’s scores are filled with interesting figures which unite to produce
a great harmonic thought, without, however, a single one resembling another. A musician grows
attached to Dvořák’s scores. What is most important, Dvořák never leaves his figures perpetually
in one voice; hardly has one of them claimed our interest, than another rises up for notice. We are
kept in constant excitement.

ollowing “A Splendid Wintry Carpet” , Vantage Music will present another three-concert series in 2022
featuring two influential Czech composers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century – Dvořák and
Janáček.

Highlights of “With a Clear Voice, Sound the Fiddle Strings” will include string quartets by Dvořák and Janáček, a
song cycle by Dvořák and other chamber music by Janáček.
Antonín Dvořák (1841–1904) and Leoš Janáček (1854–1928) shared a mutual admiration. Here, a letter Dvořák
wrote to Janáček on September 13, 1886, in Vysoká:1

Dear Friend,
I received your choral works [four male-voice choruses] and send you my thanks, not only for them, but
also for the dedication of which I am very proud and which gives me great pleasure. As soon as I had
opened the parcel, I read them through several times and I must admit that in many places, especially
with regard to your modulations, I was taken aback and unable to form an opinion. I did not go straight
away to the piano, I did not play them; I think I understand a thing better, from a theoretical point of
view, by merely reading it. But when I had played them through once, twice, three times, my ear gradually
became accustomed and I said to myself: well, after all, it may be possible, but we still might argue about
it.
That is, however, unimportant. I think they are a real enrichment of our poor literature (poor in that kind
of work). They are original, and what is most important they breathe forth a truly Slavonic atmosphere.
They are certainly not “Liedertafel” [“Song Playlist”]. In places, the effect will be enchanting and I hope
it will soon be possible to hear them. I congratulate you on your small but at the same time significant
composition and hope that you will write many of the kind.
Do not think that I praise you because you have dedicated the work to me. I wanted to tell you at once,
but I was afraid to do so. I thought it better to keep my opinion to myself or to tell you later, or to write to
you. That is why I read yesterday’s article by Novotný in the “Hlas národa” [a newspaper] with the utmost
pleasure. It is just as I would have written it myself and I am glad that I was not disappointed.
Once more my most sincere thanks for such a precious gift and I remain yours ever.
			
Antonín Dvořák

Leoš Janáček: Letters and Reminiscences, Bohumír Štĕdroň, translated from the Czech by Geraldine Thomsen. Prague: Artia,
1955, pp. 58–9.
1
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Although Dvořák was only thirteen years Janáček’s senior, they belong to different generations, which
is even more evident when considering the comparatively late flowering of Janáček’s creative muse that
occurred mostly well into the twentieth century, long after Dvořák had died. Janáček specifically praises the
“counterpoint” in Dvořák’s music and the way “figures” are transferred between different voices, both of
these Germanic traits of the symphonic tradition that Dvořák had inherited, whilst Dvořák draws attention
to the individuality of Janáček’s harmony and its specifically un-Germanic “Slavonic” features. Something
has happened from the one composer to the other: an emancipation of a uniquely Czech musical voice from
the dominating dynamism of Germanic traditions. This concert series explores this evolution. ¢
Ernest Robin
2

Vol. IV, 1 January 1888, p. 33; see Leoš Janáček: Letters and Reminiscences, p. 60.

Concert Diary (Hong Kong)
Sep 2021 (date TBC)
Live Broadcast:
Due Recital by Sally Law and Ingrid Chan
Presented by Vantage Music & Tom Lee Music
Tom Lee Theatre, Tom Lee Music
3 & 4 Sep 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Season Opening: JAAP | Beethoven 7
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

8 Oct 2021 (Fri) 8pm
For the End of Time – 80 Years of the Messiaen
Quartet

13 Nov 2021 (Sat) 7:30pm
Swire Symphony Under the Stars
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Central Harbourfront

11 Oct 2021 (Mon) 7:30pm
HK Phil x Tai Kwun: Chamber Music Series |
Rapturous Russian Quartets (String quartet)

26 Nov 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Come Fly With Captain Happy Gabby
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Auditorium, Tsuen Wan Town Hall

Grand Hall, Lee Shau Kee Lecture Centre, HKU

Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
JC Cube, Tai Kwun

10 & 11 Sep 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
JAAP | Dvořák 7
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

22 & 23 Oct 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Jurassic Park in Concert
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

17 & 18 Sep 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Swire Denim Series:
Mozart Meets John Williams
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Auditorium, Tsuen Wan Town Hall

Nov 2021 (date TBC)
Live Broadcast:
Recital by Eric Yip, Bernard Chan and Ingrid
Chan
Presented by Vantage Music & Tom Lee Music
Tom Lee Theatre, Tom Lee Music

24 & 25 Sep 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
National Day Concert:
Ning Feng Plays Butterfly Lovers
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

5 & 6 Nov 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
JAAP | Beethoven 3
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre

10 & 11 Dec 2021 (Fri & Sat) 8pm
Miloš: Master of the Guitar
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
18 Dec 2021 (Sat) 8pm
Elim Chan Returns Home
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
23 & 24 Dec 2021 (Thu & Fri) 8pm
Christmas Fantasia
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
30 Dec 2021 (Thu) 8pm
New Year Celebration
Presented by Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra
Concert Hall, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
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A Love Affair with Music

The Cziffra Foundation

imrod Borenstein’s fascination with music predated
his earliest memory. “I couldn’t remember anything
about it, but apparently when I was three I had already
discovered music.” During a holiday in France, the Borenstein
family had been walking through a forest when they came
across an outdoors concert. “My parents told me that I had just
stopped and refused to move until the concert was finished two
hours later. It was then that I decided to be a violinist.”

In 1984, a family friend introduced Nimrod to a competition
organized by the Cziffra Foundation. “I had heard about György
Cziffra, an amazing pianist and founder of the organization,
and the competition sounded interesting, so I asked my violin
teacher if I could join the competition, even though I had no
idea what I would get from it.” To Nimrod’s dismay, his teacher
dissuaded him from joining. “No way,” his teacher told him. “It
was far too advanced for you. This type of competition was for
young professionals like me.” Being of a rebellious age, Nimrod
naturally wasn’t deterred. “I came back home after the lesson
and discussed with my mom. Together, we decided to enter the
competition by ourselves, without telling my teacher.”

N

Nimrod was born in Tel Aviv in 1969, but his family moved
to Paris shortly afterwards, allowing Nimrod to experience
France’s music education. “I had music lessons as after-school
activities three times a week, and every day would be different.
It could be an instrumental lesson on one day, a music theory
class on the next. When I was eight, I even wrote a piece for the
school’s chamber orchestra.” Nimrod stressed that his love for
composition was organic. “My desire to become a composer
didn’t arise out of the blue. I had played violin for three years
back then, and I liked what I heard. I started to compose
because I wanted to create something as beautiful and moving
as Beethoven and Bach, who were my gods then… and are still
now!”

Artistic Discourses
Nimrod’s father, Alec Borenstein, himself a renowned artist,
encouraged Nimrod in his unique way. “Since age ten, I would
have long talks with my dad three times a week, discussing
everything related to art and music.” Superficially, father and
son had different interests, but Nimrod discovered that, once
he brushed apart the technical externalities, visual arts and
music are fundamentally the same. “Art, on the whole, is about
contrasts and structure.”

THE CURSE OF
COMPOSING

To develop Nimrod’s artistic awareness, Alec would
engage in lively discussions with his son on abstract topics like
the meaning of art, or what constitutes goodness and badness
in music. “One lesson I learnt from the discussions is that you
can’t put everything on the same level. There is no room for
moderation in great art. If you are aiming for the stars, you have
to distinguish between goodness and greatness.”

INTERVIEW WITH

NIMROD BORENSTEIN
Vantage Music | London & Hong Kong | April 2021
British-French-Israeli composer Nimrod Borenstein shares with us how he came to become one of Britain’s most sought-after
composers, talks about his 24 Études Project, and muses about what it takes to be a great composer.
Photo credit: Sonia Fitoussi
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Nimrod listed some composers as an example. “I would
rank composers like Mozart, Bach, Beethoven and Schubert as
the greatest, and Tchaikovsky or Chopin as the next level. After
that, we have people like Saint-Saens.” Nimrod would explain
to his dad the rationale of his ranking, why he thought that
Saint-Saens was not as good as Mozart, or why Tchaikovsky
was not quite the same as Beethoven. “All these talks helped me
formulate and articulate my thoughts clearly and concisely, and
it trained me to defend my views.”

It was a good decision. “I remembered playing Mozart’s
Violin Concerto No. 3 on stage. When I finished playing the
piece, Cziffra stood up and asked me about the cadenza,
commenting that he couldn’t recognize its composer. Of course
he wouldn’t have recognized it – I wrote the cadenza myself!”
Cziffra was impressed by Nimrod’s playing, and Nimrod became
a laureate of the Cziffra Foundation that year, touring France
and performing in various concerts as a violin soloist.

A Parisian in London
Becoming a laureate was only a small part of Nimrod’s plans;
he wanted to continue his studies overseas. “I used to go to
Israel every summer holiday to visit my grandma, and when
I was 17, I asked my violin maker in Tel Aviv to recommend
me an amazing violin teacher. I told him that I didn’t care
where the teacher was; I just wanted the best one.” By chance,
Russian-Israeli violinist Itzhak Rashkovsky was conducting
a masterclass in Jerusalem, and the violin maker connected
Nimrod to Rashkovsky. The violinist took a liking to Nimrod,
and invited Nimrod to study with him at the Royal College of
Music in London.
Studying in London was not easy. “When I first arrived at
the college, I couldn’t speak or understand a word of English.
During my first week, I sat in a music theory course, and I
couldn’t understand a word of what the teacher said.” The
course in question was a mandatory introductory music theory
course for undergraduate performance majors, featuring
materials that Nimrod had already learnt whilst in France. “It is
frustrating because I can do all the examples and exercises, but
I couldn’t understand a word.” Not wanting to waste his time,
Nimrod decided to ask for help. “I asked the school if I could do
the course exam straight away so that I can be moved to other
classes with less need for English.” The school consented and
assigned Nimrod to the postgraduate programme, allowing him
to skip all the English-dependent lessons.
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A Lesson from Chopin
Before going to London, Nimrod had envisioned himself
being a performing composer. “I always knew I was going to
be a composer, but I had thought I would be able to become
a violinist as well. It wasn’t until I had started to live as a
professional musician that I understood being a violinist and
composer at the same time is not going to work – there were
simply not enough hours in a day. If you were very disciplined
like Heifetz or Rubinstein, it would be possible to concentrate
intensely for four hours a day and get your practice done. But,
for composers, you need a lot of time. Five or six hours is, to
a composer, the equivalent of only an hour of practice. Even
if I were to work 15 hours every day, it still didn’t seem to be
enough.”
Nimrod was frustrated with the whole situation until he
heard a radio documentary on Chopin one day. “I learnt that,
even though Chopin was a renowned pianist and composer, he
had only given 30 or so concerts in his whole life.” Nimrod was
flabbergasted. “No professional soloist these days could give
only 30 concerts in a lifetime!”
Eventually, Nimrod came to understand that the career
of a composer-performer was a product of their times. “There
used to be great composers who were also good performers,
but it is not the type of career we are asking for as a musician
now. In the past, a performer might be able to stay in one place
and only give concerts in his hometown; nowadays, performers
need to travel around a lot, and it took away a lot of their time. I
realized that I won’t have time to both compose and perform, so
from then on I focused on being a composer.”

Next Steps
After Nimrod graduated from the Royal College of Music, he
faced a common question of many graduates – where should he
go next?
As a child prodigy, Nimrod had been offered all kinds of
opportunities in Israel when he’d been young, so it was natural
that he would like to go back to his birthplace. “I went back
to Israel at the age of 21, trying to see if I could develop my
music career in Israel. However, after living there for one year, I
decided that it was not for me. Israel is a very dynamic country
with a beautiful climate, but I felt that it was too far from
everywhere.”
So where else should he go? Nimrod thought that Paris
was out of the question. “French is much more international
now, but 30 years ago it was very much a closed circle. There
were seldom any internationally renowned French violinists. In
fact, during my time in the Royal College of Music, there were
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only two Frenchmen in the entire college, and both of us had
not applied through the French music system.”
Nimrod had considered going to America. “When I was
still in Israel, I met a professor from Yale University, who had
come to Israel to attend the premiere of his piece by the Israel
Philharmonic. He was impressed by my works, but he advised
me not to go to America.” America was hit by a recession in the
early 90s, and scholarships were scarce. “American universities
are very expensive without scholarships,” the professor told
him. “I would have gladly accepted you if you came, but, if I
were you, I would not go to America.” Instead, as a gesture of
goodwill, the professor gave Nimrod his private phone number,
asking Nimrod to call him anytime he needed help.
In the end, Nimrod decided to go back to London. “I
liked the fact that London was buzzing with energy. I once did
a concert of just my music at St. John’s Smith Square when I
was 20. I put together the whole concert with my friends as
violinists, cellists and even the conductor. We did it for free
because we were young, and we wanted to make good music.
This was unthinkable in Paris, where they would ask you how
the rate is, or how much does it pay. People in London are more
motivated, and I feel inspired by them.”

Back to London
Nimrod’s decision to go back to school was not purely an
academic choice. “I had started composing when I was six,
so by the time I was 20 I had already learnt most, if not all,
that there is about composing. However, studying again
allows me to connect with my fellow musicians, easing my
entry to the London music scene.” After much consideration,
Nimrod decided to go to the Royal Academy of Music to study
composition under Paul Patterson.
“I sent the Academy various scores of my music and
was supposed to have an interview, but after a few months
waiting in Paris I realized I had not received any news from
the Academy. There were no emails in the 90s, so I called
the Academy and told them I had not heard from them.” To
Nimrod’s horror, the staff informed Nimrod that there would
be an audition in London in two days’ time. “At that time, there
was a train strike in France, so I couldn’t possibly arrive on
time.” Fortunately, Jonathan Freeman-Attwood, then the head
of academic studies, reached out and rearranged the interview
to suit Nimrod’s schedule.
Nimrod recounted his meeting with the head. “When I
arrived, I was greeted by Professor Attwood, who invited me
into the office and just chitchatted with me, asking me things
like how I learnt music, or about places that I had visited
before.” They were still chatting half an hour later, so Nimrod

asked the professor, “Mr Attwood, when will I be doing the
exam?”
Attwood told him not to worry. “Don’t be so nervous;
we were all very excited that you would come. In fact, you
had already been admitted!” Nimrod later found out that the
Academy had received a strongly worded recommendation
letter from the professor at Yale University. “The Academy
even said that they had never received such glowing
recommendation from the professor before. I was really lucky.”

A Champion and Friend
Over the years, Nimrod developed a good friendship with
legendary conductor Vladimir Ashkenazy, and he still
remembered how they first met. “I once saw Ashkenazy
on television in 2008.” Ashkenazy was talking about how
composing was like a curse – it was something one couldn’t
do without – and his words struck deeply with Nimrod. “I was
convinced that we would get along, if only I could show him
my music.” Nimrod wrote to Ashkenazy’s agent, and received a
reply two days later, saying that Mr Ashkenazy was interested
in Nimrod’s works, but he was very busy and could only
schedule a three-minute meeting for him.
“I picked some of my most important pieces and went to
the meeting with a CD player. I played him my first piece, which
lasted for two minutes.” As Nimrod had hoped, the maestro
liked his work, so Nimrod said his thanks and prepared to leave.
“Thank you, maestro, for your time. That’s it.”
Ashkenazy was surprised. “What, that’s it?” “Well, your
agent said that you only had three minutes…” “Pff, show me
your other pieces!” What started as a three-minute meeting
turned into almost three hours, and thereafter Ashkenazy
became a champion of Nimrod’s pieces, performing and
conducting various pieces by the composer. In 2017, Ashkenazy
even produced a CD that consisted solely of works by Nimrod.
“We used to meet for coffee twice a year in London, and he
talked about recording my music once or twice. I thought he
was being polite, but when he proposed the idea again, after a
year, I knew he really meant it, so we got serious and discussed
the practical arrangements, deciding which pieces to record.”
The resultant CD, featuring a violin concerto and two orchestral
pieces, The Big Bang and Creation of the Universe (2009) and If
You Will It, It Is No Dream (2012), was highly successful and was
named BBC Music Magazine’s “Choice” of that year.

Concerto Season
Nimrod told us how the violin concerto was conceived. “It came
out of an idea I had 12 years ago. I had really liked the concerto
form, but I had difficulty finding one written in the last 50

years that could stand up to the likes of Mozart or Beethoven. I
wanted to fill in the gap, so I decided to write a concerto for all
the common soloist instruments (violin, piano and cello).”
Commissions flew in once Nimrod started writing. “I
ended up writing more concertos than I imagined I would,
because people kept contacting me to write a concerto for their
instruments.” To date, Nimrod has written seven concertos,
some featuring exotic combinations like the Concerto for Alto
Saxophone and String Orchestra (2015) and the Concerto for
Trumpet, Piano and String Orchestra (2016), and the piano
concerto (2020–2021) will be the latest addition to the series.
“Interestingly, the piano concerto, which I thought would be
the first one to be finished, turned out to be one of the last
concertos to be completed. On the flip side, this gave me ample
opportunity to become more familiar with the instrument,
allowing me to incorporate the things I learnt from the études
into the composition.” The piano concerto will be recorded
for a new CD album next May, with Nimrod as the conductor,
alongside the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra and the pianist
Clélia Iruzun.

The 24 Études Project
Another multi-year project that Nimrod had been tackling
lately was his set of 24 Études, inspired by Chopin’s work of the
same name. “Chopin was the only person to have written 24
études that are all incredible. I loved them all, and I gave myself
the challenge to create my own set of études that would be
different from Chopin, but still comparable in greatness.”
It was an ambitious undertaking, to say the least. “I
started the project six years ago, and I have only written 12 now.
I’m halfway there, but it gets more difficult the more études I
write, because it gets harder and harder to create another étude
that was different from the rest but was still as great.”
Nimrod looked for inspirations all around the world when
composing his études, and the sixth one in the set, Méphisto,
is a case in point. “It was a commission from the Hong Kong
International Piano Competition back in 2019. They were
looking for a living composer to write a piece for their semifinals, and one of the jury members, Pascal Rogé, recommended
me to them.” Initially, Nimrod had a hard time coming up with
ideas, so he asked his wife for help. “My wife noticed that it
was the sixth set of opus 66, the number of the devil, so voila,
Méphisto it is.” Interestingly, Nimrod’s conception of Méphisto
was different from that of the German tradition. “When I
thought of Méphisto, it was not the Méphisto of Goethe but the
Méphisto from Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita. It
conferred to me the idea to write something diabolical.”
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British-Vietnamese pianist Tra Nguyen will be recording
Nimrod’s first 12 études on CD this year, and she had this to
say about the études: “I’ve played and mastered most piano
repertoire, so just by the look of the score I originally thought
I can handle it. But the difficulty of Nimrod’s étude lies not in
the number of notes. It’s about the musical layers, about what
he does to the rhythm. It’s like another layer of polyphony
by rhythms. I have to retrain my brain to get into thinking
rhythmically; it’s already polyphonic, you have separate voices,
but Nimrod added another dimension of rhythmic complexity
to it.”

Future Plans
Some composers have their favourite instruments and genres,
but Nimrod embraces variety in composing. “If I think about
Richard Strauss, it’s a pity he hadn’t written a piano concerto.
He could have written something very good. Or he could have
written a symphony, but he didn’t. It was a waste. It was the
same for Wagner and Mahler, for, when you hear how good their
works were, you’d think it’s a total waste they hadn’t written
in other mediums. It’s a real pity they basically didn’t write
anything else.”
And so Nimrod didn’t limit himself in terms of
instrumental choices. “The Italian pianist Roberto Prosseda
once introduced me to the pedalflügel (pedal piano), an
instrument that looks like two grand pianos stacked on top
of each other; you use your hands to play one keyboard, and
use your feet to control the other one, much like the organ.
Roberto told me that Schumann had written three opuses for
the pedalflügel, and convinced me to write a piece for the pedal
piano also. It was a nice piece, but it’s a shame it wasn’t played
a lot, because it’s not every day you see a pedalflügel. But this
is the sad truth. If you write for extinct instruments, like what
Schubert did for the arpeggione, you won’t get performed
often.”
As his next step, Nimrod plans to explore more genres.
“I am in my fifties now, and I have been getting interested in
things I had not done.” Looking at his own catalogue, Nimrod
realized he had written many concertos, string quartets, solo
works and chamber music, but there were still certain genres
he hadn’t touched. “What I have in mind is an opera, and a
certain number of symphonies. I’ve got projects for more string
quartets, something with voice, and some commission for
different things, but operas and symphonies are something I
had been clearly thinking about lately.”
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On Composing
For Nimrod, originality is paramount in composing. “The
most important thing for a creator is to create a thing that
had not been done before. From age six, I had wanted to write
something that was new. When I was seven or eight, I started to
play around with 12 tones, and I thought I invented a groundbreaking technique.” Nimrod’s joy was short-lived, however,
as the conservatoire’s director introduced him to Arnold
Schoenberg, who had discovered the same technique nearly a
hundred years beforehand. “I was understandably upset, but
this incident impressed upon me the fact that, if you model
your piece upon other’s works, you cannot copy their aesthetic,
because if you do something that resembles somebody else,
people will know.”

The 15-Second Rule
When Nimrod starts writing a new composition, he puts great
attention to the beginning of the piece. “What distinguishes
a masterpiece from a mediocre piece is its first 15 seconds. If
you are a great composer, and the first 15 seconds of music that
you write is amazing, the rest will be amazing too.” But therein
lies the difficulty. “The problem is that the first 15 seconds
come out from nowhere. You need to have enough creativity
and imagination. There are no tricks, even for me, who has
composed for more than 45 years.”
“Some say that creativity happens by chance, but I do
not think that is true at all. The human brain works by making
connections. You could say it is by chance that we made
these connections, but I would argue that it is the genius of
someone to be able to make this connection. It’s like chess or
mathematics; whilst it entirely took place in your mind, you
won’t say it is up to chance, because you had gone through
conscious thinking. Composing is a bit like mathematics, only
that we are reasoning with feeling.”

Discovering Good Music
“I had always wanted to write good music. When I was young,
I wanted every piece I wrote to be equal to Beethoven’s
Appassionata sonata.” Nimrod quickly realized it wasn’t a
feasible idea. “I discovered that you cannot only write great
pieces, because even great composers don’t consistently write
masterpieces. If you look at Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier,
for example, you can easily see that some of the preludes and
fugues are more inspired than others. Now, when I compose, I
try to accept (or avoid thinking about the possibility) that my
next piece might not be as good as my previous one. It’s just the
normal ups and downs of a composer.”

That’s not to say Nimrod is lowering his bar. “One of the
pieces I have been finishing lately is the piano concerto. I had
written a grand opening, much like Schumann’s piano concerto
or Beethoven’s Emperor concerto, but since it is of such a large
scale, I spent another 600 hours to develop the piece, making
sure that each note could not be something else.”
Nimrod illustrated with an analogy. “Let’s say you are a
novel writer, and you wrote a character called Bob. Bob was a
nice guy, he’s a sound engineer, got a wife and three children,
and he ate sushi from time to time. Suddenly, on page 77, he
took out a gun and killed three people! If someone wrote that,
it’s badly written, it just doesn’t work. It is the same with music.
If you put an F-sharp in a place where it doesn’t belong, it sticks
out like a sore thumb. It just sounds wrong. For a good piece,
there should be a feeling that each note couldn’t be otherwise.
That’s why every time I finished a good composition, it always
feels like I had not written the piece, but merely discovered it.
It’s like completing a jigsaw puzzle, wherein I just cleared all the
dust away to reveal the final piece.”
“Discovering” a perfect piece is no easy task. “Practically,
what I did every day was to look at a phrase at a time. If I’m
happy with that part, then I continue; otherwise, I’ll try to
improve it, changing the aspects of everything until I gradually
‘discover’ the piece.”
Contemporary reviews have often noted a strong sense
of structure in Nimrod’s works, and Nimrod attributes it to his
chronological approach to composing. “There is only one way
that you could find truth and perfection in a piece, and that
is via the way it is supposed to be listened to. Some literary
writers say that, when they are writing a novel, characters in
the book started to do things by themselves. That’s what I felt
as well.”
As a result of his style, structure comes naturally to
Nimrod. “Sometimes people tried to analyse my pieces, but
they often got it wrong. Structure comes from within. It’s all
motivic, ideas by ideas. Each piece has its own sense of logic,
and you can’t apply the same structure to all of them.” Nimrod
illustrated a potential pitfall of the “structure-first” approach.
“When I taught composition classes, I used to take the first
sonata of Beethoven and the first sonata of Hummel, and
asked my students why the Hummel sonata was not as good
as the Beethoven one. The reason is that Hummel’s sonata is
too symmetrical. If you start with the structure and then think
about what you can put inside each section, it will be easy for
the piece to sound academic.”

A Matter of Life and Death
Composers of the contemporary era have often struggled
between pandering to the audience and writing for themselves,
but Nimrod thinks that it is a false dichotomy. “Funnily
enough, the only way an audience would like something is if
you also enjoy it yourself. You need to be true to yourself, to
really believe in your piece, for it to succeed. To me, music is
not about pleasing myself or pleasing the audience. It is not
about pleasing at all. It’s about creating something beautiful,
something transcending oneself.”
Much like how Ashkenazy described composing as a
curse, Nimrod also felt obligated to compose. “Just like we have
a moral drive to do right things, I also felt the need to create
beautiful music. If you really like music, and if you have the
ability to create beautiful music, you will want to create more
of it.”
This is why Nimrod felt conflicted about composing. “The
process of composing gave me a lot of beautiful things, but
it also brought me a lot of agonizing and suffering. But that’s
exactly the point. For me, there is no point in composing if it did
not feel like a matter of life and death. It has to mean everything
to you, just like being in love. You cannot have love without
suffering. You have to sacrifice something. You cannot obtain
something precious if you hadn’t paid a certain price for it.”

Mastering Greatness
Nimrod had one final musing on today’s “fast food culture”.
“These days in university, or even in secondary schools, there
is a tendency to skip the source reading and go straight to
the digest. Let’s say you were assigned to read Tolstoy’s War
and Peace. Instead of reading the book itself, you read what
someone had written about the book; you read an analysis of
the book. That’s not a good way to learn. When I study music, I
only read Beethoven’s scores; not what others say of Beethoven.
If you think that the person who did an analysis of Beethoven
was as clever as Beethoven himself, you were very wrong.”
Nimrod cautioned against a mere imitation of the
composer’s mannerisms. “When studying Beethoven, you
analyse the music and try to see what makes it great, not what
makes it Beethoven, because what makes it great is different
from what makes it Beethoven. They are two different things.
What makes Beethoven sound like Beethoven, and what makes
Bach sound like Bach, that’s highly specific, but greatness is not
that specific; what makes things great is always the same.” ¢
Interviewed by Vantage Music, written by Chester Leung.
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CULTURE IN THE TIME OF COVID
Tomasz Lis | Warsaw | May 2021

W

hen cultural institutions switched their lights
oﬀ last year, no one thought it would be for so
long. Not since World War Two has the British
public been denied access to its museums, theatres and concert
halls. Even during those darkest years, when the death toll was
significantly higher than today, museums such as the National
Gallery in London kept their doors open, exhibiting one
painting at a time and putting on concerts to maintain public
morale.
In those days, there were no computers, iPhones,
YouTube or other technological devices or platforms available
to allow war-weary Britons unrestricted access to music,
theatre or the visual arts of their choice.
No matter how faithfully and beautifully designed
or recorded they may be, these digital reproductions will
never replace the physical and aural sensation of watching
and listening to a live performance, seeing an exhibition,
experiencing the thrill of theatre or even visiting a cinema
with friends. During these troubled times, when economic
prospects are bleak and uncertain, such ‘luxuries’ may seem
unnecessary and frivolous. Nothing could be further from the
truth. The arts are an inherent part of human existence. They
enrich the fabric of life, opening up areas of creativity and
imagination as well as feeding our desire for beauty.
Since the beginning of the pandemic, two troubling
issues have weighed heavily on the arts and culture sectors.
The financial tightrope walk seemed inevitable, with
large portions of income wiped out by venue closures and
performance cancellations. The other aspect concerns a
serious lack of support and sometimes complete disregard
for the industry and its role by the political establishment.
This deplorable attitude varies from country to country
but the overall picture is dire. Some countries, like France
and Germany, have long-standing traditions of support and
respect for their respective cultural heritages, going back
several centuries. However, in the United Kingdom and the
USA, the majority of cultural institutions rely more on private
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sponsorship than government aid and seem to be treated, to
some extent, like business assets. Arguably, neither approach
is perfect but regardless, with arts and entertainment
contributing a staggering £5.7bn yearly to the UK economy,
the government’s response to its concerns resulting from the
pandemic is frankly shocking.
It’s depressing at the best of times to see concert halls,
theatres and museums at the bottom of a priority list, right
there with casinos, gyms and pubs but way behind shopping
and garden centres. Before Christmas, one could easily mingle
with thousands of shoppers in large department stores but
hearing Beethoven at the Barbican or visiting an art gallery
of any size was deemed too dangerous, despite all the safety
precautions taken and comparatively low visitor numbers.
There’s an impression that the creative industries will always
cope, that, as if by magic, they can just resurrect all activities
and achievements.
Great moments of artistic flourish stem from human
ingenuity and verve, but, for that talent to thrive, the
intellectual and cultural soil needs to be fertile. This often
requires financial and political support from certain wealthy,
enlightened and influential groups and benefactors. Various
monarchies, aristocrats, the Church, the bourgeoisie or the
state itself have all donated to and supported the arts over the
centuries.
Without Louis XIV, the Medicis, the d’Estes and
Gonzagas, Pope Julius II or Paul Duran Ruel, great artists
such as Jean Baptiste Lully, Charles Le Brun, Sandro Botticelli,
Leonardo da Vinci, Andrea Mantegna, Claudio Monteverdi,
Michelangelo or the impressionists might have never reached
such lofty heights, or would have simply faded into obscurity.
The relationship between art, power and money has
often been volatile, complex and sometimes unhappy. The
years Claudio Monteverdi spent in Mantua resulted in
countless masterpieces, yet his financial uncertainty drove
him to despair. The Gonzagas presided over one of the most

sophisticated and lavish courts in Europe, with cultural
activities to match. Sadly, they rarely paid on time. Monteverdi
eventually found happiness in La Serenissima that showered
him with enough financial rewards that he could focus on his
work, untroubled by financial anxiety.
Civic pride was another prevalent factor in the cultural
landscape of the Italian city states. Venice shines as a great
example but so did Florence, Siena and many others. When
Michelangelo executed his David and a jury was created to
decide where it should stand, all Florentines watched its
unveiling. This masterpiece of Renaissance sculpture was a
confirmation not just of Buonarroti’s genius but also of the
power and sophistication of the Republic.
Art, architecture and music have always been central
to Italy, with its unprecedented artistic wealth and patronage
over the centuries. France arguably reached its zenith during
the reign of the Sun King, whose passion for excellence in
every aspect of life created a remarkable cultural legacy and
set the foundation for many institutions still in existence
today. Louis XIV was a keen dancer, music lover, theatregoer
and architecture fanatic. He was also an obsessive gardener,
marketing maverick and supporter of craftsmanship. In short,
the perfect patron, as long as your work was obviously to his
taste. He loved music so much he even went to war with his
own musicians. Few could compete with Louis XIV’s largesse
but future monarchs and courtiers continued their artistic
patronage while keeping their heads, literally. The guillotine
may have interrupted this sparkling chain of artistic and
musical supply but only briefly. Future emperors and finally
the Third Republic continued with projects on a massive
scale, especially in the fields of architecture and engineering,
redefining city landscapes for years to come. Surprisingly,
in increasingly secular France, this included some of its
most famous churches, like Paris’s La Madeleine and SaintAugustine and further afield such as the Sanctuary of Our
Lady in Lourdes.

‘Aut cum scuto aut in scuto’, or ‘do or die’, as Spartan
mothers said to their sons on the eve of battle. If there is any
hope or lesson to derive from this crisis, it is that cultural
institutions must speak up; they must believe in what they do:
promote the highest quality of art, education and research. It
is imperative that they advocate for beauty and never forget
they are custodians of cultural works and institutions created
by past generations that we all enjoy and benefit from today.
There was one voice that struck a chord last year, while
most had buried their heads in the sand or had been muted
on a Zoom call. In her closing statement at the end of the
last year’s Salzburg Festival, organised in spite of Europe’s
pandemic upheavals, event president Helga Rabl-Stadler said,
‘While everywhere else, theatres and concert halls and festivals
were cancelled, we were allowed to perform. Or rather, I
should say: we had to perform. After all, this was the Salzburg
Festival’s centenary, and, thinking of our founding fathers,
we would have been ashamed to simply give up. In 1920 the
Salzburg Festival was founded as a project against misery, a
peace project. And in 1945, once again, the idea was that a
cultural beacon would give hope to people devastated by war.’
Let’s remember those words and indeed never give up.
Even if we can’t build another ‘Il Redentore’, we must continue
fighting the forces that hamper and oppose us today. ¢

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

The expanding middle classes awoke an insatiable
appetite for art and culture that flourished on an
unprecedented scale until the onset of the First World War.
With the end of the Covid pandemic still unclear,
what will the cultural landscape look like and what legacy
will there be for future generations? What marks a great
civilisation is perhaps its self-confidence. With cultural
institutions struggling to survive financially, searching for their
purpose and place in modern society, bending to incessant
commercial, ideological and political pressures, they are often
afraid to stand up for their own beliefs. When they are trying
desperately to avoid accusations of elitism, is it any wonder
they have little self-confidence left?

T

omasz Lis is an exceptional pianist with passion for arts. In
2019 he co-founded Bespoke Tour - Concierge Travel Agency
organising luxury tours to Poland, focusing on art, music and fine
dining. For more details visit bespoketour.co and tomasz-lis.com.
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MUSIC IS AN EXPLOSION!
by CHUN HO MAK
(YMS participant since 2013)

Yearning for music, tenderly reaching for the keyboard,
Men, women, children watch on.
So, time to start the show!
Young children crowd alongside the stage
Musicians preparing their instruments,
Series and series of songs, ready to be played.

YMS 2021 Chamber Music Recital
1

3

Of all the children in my group,
I may not be the brightest.
Of all the music in the world,
Mine may not be the most melodious.
But when I learnt to stand on my own,
I could almost touch the stars.
Thanks to my time here,
I finally learnt how to move forward,
Step by step;
And eventually
Slowly
Able to grasp
The meaning of existence.
Friends, teachers, parents.
No matter who, no matter when,
Supports me, wherever I go.
Even when I fail again,
I’d advance, rather than falling below.

2

5

4

6

7

Laughter, mockery, all directed at me,
Disappointment, criticism, hate
All directed at me, guaranteed.
Shyness, fear, stress,
As onlookers watch on.
All these emotions in me
Bubbled up, and are released.
However, thanks to my experience here,
I finally grasped: this is what is like to be human.

8

11

10

9

Across the ocean,
To the west, to the north, to the north-west,
To learn from the great masters of the piano
Excitement, trepidation filling my veins
As I sat down.
Playing in a church, playing on a stage.
But nothing unnerved me more
than talking about my experience
On the radio.
Wow, how fun! Wow, how exciting!
Completely new to me,
Like a breath of fresh air.
Over the years,
My mind, my body, and my soul have grown.
Oh, how wonderful it was
Just to sit on a chair,
And wait for the enchanting music to flow
Out of the soft and spiritual contraption.
Thank you. Thank you for teaching me wonderful things.
Thanks to you, I am finally free of the chains of the world.
28 Vantage | September 2021 | Vol. 7 No. 1

15

14

12

13

Venue support: Tom Lee Music

Performers (pianists unless stated otherwise): Piano Recitals: 1. Vera Ho, violin. 2. Friendly staff at Tom Lee Music. 3. Nathan Tsang, viola. Ernest Li. 4. Ernest Li. 5. Pinki Lau. 6. Group
photo of the performers: (from left to right) Ernest Li; Vera Ho, violin; Candy Lam; Pinki Lau, violin; Natalie Lui; Nathan Tsang, viola. 7. Natalie Lui and Pinki Lau, violin. 8. Candy Lam and Vera
Ho, violin. 9. Group photo of the performers and the teachers. 10. Cindy Ho and Berta Ng. 11. Cindy Ho, Grace Tse and Stephen Hung. 12. Vera Ho, violin; Candy Lam. 13. Pinki Lau, violin;
Natalie Lui. 14. Nathan Tsang, viola; Ernest Li. 15. Ernest Li and Nathan Tsang, viola.
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