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Singapore Chinese Orchestra Is Where I Belong —
What Taiwan Musicians in Singapore Have to Say

Text/ LEE Ming-Yen ( Department of Music, Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts )

Image / Singapore Chinese Orchestra

I set down with erhu artist CHEN Shu-Hua from Singapore Chinese Orchestra (SCO) at bugis on April 8, 2022. This vibrant old
district has a similar exuberance to Ximending. The history, culture and lively teenage dynamic give the district its versatility.
I was amazed by CHEN Shu-Hua’s love for SCO and how involved she is in the future development of the orchestra. To her,
SCO is home. She and her husband decided to form their family in Singapore and work together to promote the development of

Chinese music there.

SCO, founded in 1996, is the youngest professional Chinese orchestra outside Greater China. Orchestra members are from the
Greater China area. Presently, there are seven musicians from Taiwan in SCO. Listed by seniority are: zhonghu artist WANG
Yi-Jen (1999-,23 years), erhu artist CHEN Shu-Hua (2002-, 20 years), zhongruan artist CHENG Tzu-Ting (2008-, 14 years),
erhu artist HSIEH I-Chieh (2010-, 12 years), cellist HUANG Ting-Yu (2014-, 8 years), gaohu artist HU Chung-Chin (2017-, 5
years) and zhongyin sheng artist YANG Sin-Yu (2022-), who is new to the family.

Aside from YANG Sin-Yu, who just joined the SCO family this year, the other six virtuosi have all worked at SCO for over 5
years. Most of them became a member right after graduation and have stayed in Singapore ever since. The author wishes to look
for reasons why Taiwan musicians are loyal to SCO through their interviews.
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Taiwan cellist HUANG Ting-Yu, sheng artist YANG Sin-Yu, and Singapore Chinese Orchestra perform in Mother's Day Concert 2022: To Mum with Love.
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Reliable Administrative Team to Rid of All Worries

SCO is the only Chinese orchestra in the whole world with the privilege of enjoying the patronage of the Prime Minister. The
board of directors supervised by the honorable patron consists of elites from all walks of life in Singapore. They offer profes-
sional advice on SCO’s social participation and future development. The administrative department led by executive director
HO Wee-San is the heart of SCO. They carry out music director YEH Tsung’s vision and plan scrupulously, putting together
every planning, production, and marketing of concerts. In the first five years of the establishment of the orchestra, many
outstanding virtuosi were recruited from other countries. They were all paid well according to their respective positions.
Compared to jobs with minimum wage in Singapore, the member musicians earn enough money to ensure a comfortable living
after the basic expenses are covered. With a yearly raise, the compensation package is truly generous. It is not surprising that

musicians choose to become of member of the SCO big family.

Why is SCO able to afford such an extraordinary offer? The orchestra has a special Finance & Accounts Management Depart-
ment responsible for all financial management. The department handles government grants, SCO endowment and investments
with the orchestra reserve. All profit of the investment will go into a fixed deposit. According to FY2020/2021 Singapore
Chinese Orchestra Annual Report, the present reserve is estimated to be around 82 million Singapore dollars (around 1.9 billion
NTD)1. The professional financial team allows the orchestra to enjoy monetary and financial stability. Since SCO is spared
from financial difficulty or money shortage, it is able to offer a decent salary to the musicians. Members of SCO agreed that
the benefit of a stable financial system truly showed during the 2019 outbreak of Covid-19. The raging pandemic almost put a
stop to all the artistic performances and events. SCO cancelled several practices as well. However, the orchestra was able to
pay the members regardless of the chaos and loss around them. Musicians were able to stay within the safety of their own
homes with a sense of security. The professional administrative system made sure SCO was able to pass through this difficult
time without much turbulence or panic. The impressive strength and reliability further convinced the members how crucial a

competent administrative team can be to the steady development of an orchestra.

Future Development, Brand Building and Brand Recognition

The overall development plan of SCO adheres to Our SG Arts Plan published by National Arts Council every five years.
According to Our SG Arts Plan 2018-2022, the ten visions are 1.) Achieving arts excellence. 2.) Strong state support and public
institutions. 3.) Diversifying support for the arts. 4.) Enlarging social commons in diversity. 5.) Strengthening national identity
and shared heritage. 6.) Harnessing technology. 7.) Growing diverse capabilities. 8.) Providing access and opportunity. 9.)
Growing audiences. 10.) Unlocking arts spaces.

The overall development of SCO from 2018 to 2022 are in line with the outlines mapped out by the National Arts Council.
Every year, the programming of SCO strives to achieve arts excellence. For the past two year, as the pandemic wreaked havoc,
the integration of Chinese music and high-end technology allowed people all around the world to appreciate this great artistry.
SCO has and will always be the orchestra of the people. Through all types and forms of performances, the orchestra wishes to
get closer to the audiences, regardless of race, gender, or age. Through the collaboration of musicians of different ethnic
groups, the orchestra finds a common ground in music. In other words, SCO hopes to show how much it cares about the society
through Chinese music performances and showcases and, in turn, improve people’s spiritual richness.

Aside from a clear vision, SCO is also keen on branding. When asked what the most prominent feature of SCO is, the musicians
agree unanimously-- Nanyang Style Music. It is the manifestation of the rojak culture in Singapore. The style was established
when music director YEH joined the SCO family in 2002. YEH wanted something unique, something out of this world yet still
highly relatable to the Nanyang culture valued in Singapore. SCO hosted many international Chinese music composer competi-
tions in an effort to explore what Chinese music is in Singapore on a deeper level. Many great Nanyang style pieces were
created, such as The Sisters’ Island and Confluence, composed by WANG Chen-Wei, Prince Sang Nila Utama and Singa, and
Admiral of The Seven Seas, composed by LAW Wai-Lun, and Buka Pangguang, composed by YII Kah Hoe. These are exactly
the kind of music SCO is looking for.
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left : gaohu artist HU Chung-Chin / right : zhongruan artist CHENG Tzu-Ting

Cultural Clash Nourishes Professional Excellence

The government of Singapore believes racial harmony is vital to the country’s social cohesion. All races should have a say in
the society. The thinking is repeatedly stressed in the workplace of all industries and fields. 3/5 of the musicians at SCO are
from foreign lands. Musicians bring their culture and music philosophy here. Zhongruan artist CHENG Tzu-Ting says, “I am
grateful for the opportunity to be working with outstanding musicians from all over the world. I learn to appreciate different
music styles. Our instructors impart their knowledge, wisdom, and understanding of culture and the world without reserve. Step
by step, I become a valuable part of the team.” Musicians all over the world congregate here at SCO, making the orchestra a

microcosm of Singapore. Through music, SCO becomes home to musicians of many races and languages.

In addition, SCO provides a fantastic platform for musicians to sharpen their skills and continue progressing. For example, if
musicians wish to hold a concert, they can apply to perform for SCO Music Tuesdays. The orchestra will take over the adminis-
trative job, including marketing and promotion. Take the Transcending Time and Space concert this April for example, both
performers choose repertoire that accentuate their respective cultural background. This shows that SCO is happy to embrace
cultural diversity. The orchestra encourages cultural clashes and individuality. Musicians feel comfortable exploration other
cultures without losing their own distinctive characters. SCO also values member feedback. The board of directors communi-

cate with the members regularly to ensure a healthy development of the orchestra.
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Taiwan erhu artist HSIEH I-Chieh will premier "Xuan Wan" Erhu Concerto by Taiwan composer WANG Yun-Ya in Singapore. Let the bow dancing briskly on the
strings leads the audiences on a journey through the seasons and appreciate the beauty of the changes.

SCO Is Home

During the interview, CHEN tells us,” SCO is lucky to have Singapore Conference Hall as the rehearsal space and performance

L)

venue. The orchestra is like home to her. She feels safe and secure there.” The financial and administrative management of
SCO guarantees a stable and reliable environment for these musicians. The outstanding artistic program further enhances

loyalty and group identity as a member of SCO.

SCO recruits excellent virtuosi from all over the world. Through cultural clashes and exchange, the orchestra continues to
thrive and grow. The orchestra encourages members to take lessons and hold concerts. The professional administrative team is
their strongest support. The orchestra has a clear road map and brand image. This allows the members to identify with the
orchestra. All these factors contribute to the strengthening of group identify at SCO. Just like John Baldoni says, " The sense
of belonging heightens our ability to cooperate with others and collaborate in ways that enable individuals and teams more than
they had expected. Community nurtures the bonds that bind us in ways that employees find more fulfilling and employers can
find more rewarding. “3 This article is to convey the author’s personal observation and opinion on the interviews of Taiwan

musicians at SCO. You are welcome to leave your opinion or feedback.
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