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Features of Chinese Orchestra :

Interview with General Director of Taipei Chinese Orchestra CHEN Cheng-Kang and
Singapore Chinese Orchestra Executive Director Terence HO Wee San

Text / LEE Ming-Yen ( Senior Lecturer, School of Music, Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts )

Image / Singapore Chinese Orchestra

The guest writer of this issue is honoured to invite Mr. CHEN Cheng-Kang, General Director of the Taipei Chinese Orchestra,
and Mr. Terence HO Wee San, Executive Director of the Singapore Chinese Orchestra, to share their experience in orchestra
management and therein, the creation of distinctive artistic features. Director CHEN Cheng-Kang has a background in performance
and academia. He has served as the professional manager of a large professional orchestra for over 20 years. He is also a prolific

researcher who has conducted extensive research on folk music culture among the Austronesian people.

Director Terence HO Wee San, a regular winner of erhu competitions in his youth, has had considerable training and experience
in Management Science. He is currently the Executive Director of the Singapore Chinese Orchestra and the Vice President of
the Singapore Chinese Music Federation. He is a former Nominated Member of Parliament (NMP) of the Republic of Singapore.
Both have held administrative positions in the Chinese orchestral scene for over 20 years, which makes this discussion worth

following. This is a synopsis of the interview.
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Director CHEN Cheng-Kang enjoys conducting fieldwork on mountains and on islands (2016.11. The once-in-a-decade sacrificial festival of the Saisiya Dwarf Spirit).
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LEE Ming-Yen (hereinafter referred to as LEE) : May I ask if you have ever incorporated something you were inspired
by, from the way each other’s orchestra is run?

CHEN Cheng-Kang (hereinafter referred to as CHEN) : It has been forty-three years since the establishment of the Taipei
Chinese Orchestra, and it has always been an institution under the jurisdiction of the Taipei City Government. As one of the
executive units of the public sector's arts and cultural administration, the orchestra has a clear orientation and is fully funded
by the government. Its function is clear and its achievements can be seen by all. As it is a part of a government department,
its operating income must be returned to the public treasury. However, in the face of the operational flexibility of foundation
consortiums and private companies, if the artistic performance team exists as a legal entity as a foundation consortium, it will
gain greater autonomy, and more flexibility in terms of organizational scale and human resources management. It can thus
quickly adjust its pace in response to the needs of emerging trends. In these aspects, as a national orchestra, the Singapore

Chinese Orchestra has set an example and is a reference for learning for other orchestras.

Terence HO Wee San, (hereafter referred to as HO) : I have had more contact with Team Leader Chung in the administra-
tive team of Taipei Chinese Orchestra. I think he is very capable. Under the leadership of CHEN, the operations of Taipei
Chinese Orchestra has been done meticulously well, which is really not easy. Most of the members of the Administrative
Team have had actual experience as orchestra performers, so when dealing with matters, they will have more empathy; they
understand issues from the perspectives of the orchestra as a whole and as performers. So now when we are recruiting, we

will also note whether the applicant has orchestra experience.

LEE : Director CHEN, since you took office, have you designated a theme for the planning of the unique characteristics of

the Taipei Chinese Orchestra? How is the schedule arranged?

CHEN : The former directors of Taipei Chinese Orchestra all have profound musical literacy and professional administrative
ability. Through various types of highly successful music exhibitions and performances, they have developed and expanded
the social function of professional orchestras. In this, they have done very well! We are going to build on this foundation
moving on. For a long time, Taipei Chinese Orchestra has been the capital's poster child for the arts, connecting with the
world through music, presenting the urban groove of Taipei city, and the distinctive cultural characteristics of Taiwan. This
main axis has never changed. The chief conductor we have just selected is CHANG Yu-An, a young conductor from Taiwan
(who lived in Germany). He is not only an excellent musician with solid training in Chinese music, but also a champion of
international music conducting competitions, a gifted communicator, and a top-notch musician on the world music scene.

Taipei Chinese Orchestra will fully support the various artistic development plans proposed by the chief conductor.

Director Terence Ho playing the erhu together with erhu performers.

26

In addition, in addition to continuing to bring the superb performances to the stage, Taipei Chinese Orchestra hopes to open up
more platforms for collaboration and invite more artists to work together, so that music and art can be shared with the public.

This will always remain the focus of Taipei Chinese Orchestra’s efforts .

Director HO, you have served in the Singapore Chinese Orchestra for 25 years. Please share with us, is the plan to shape
the orchestra's unique characteristics implemented in phases?

HO : This is a twenty-five-year story! The first five years saw the upgrading of the People’s Association Chinese Orchestra to
the Singapore Chinese Orchestra. The founding music director Mr. Hu Bingxu brought in many outstanding performers. At that
stage, the Chinese Orchestra played a large repertoire of classics by Chinese composers; that was the foundational period of
the orchestra. In 2002, Yeh Tsung took over as director, and in the past 20 years, the Chinese Orchestra developed rapidly.
Considering that an orchestra must have its own unique characteristics, where do these characteristics come from? First, reper-
toire: We have heavily invested in the following, such as organizing music composition competitions, composer workshops,
conducting workshops, etc. We spent a lot of time, from large ensembles, solos, chamber music, concertos, operas, musicals,
crossover performances; trying what we can, in order to make a breakthrough! Only breakthroughs can take this orchestra to
higher artistic attainments. As Singapore is so small, it is impossible for one type of repertoire to be performed at the Singapore
Conference Hall today, at the Esplanade tomorrow, and at the Victoria Concert Hall the day after tomorrow. Therefore, the
Chinese Orchestra’s repertoire must be diverse. In addition, I have always emphasized that in addition to diversity, Singapore
is also a multi-cultural country that draws from various regions. The orchestra has introduced operas with different dialects and
origins from different regions: Fujian, southern Fujian, Chaozhou, Hakka, Guangdong, etc. These operas are akin to nutrients
used to irrigate the repertoire of the season’s program. This is the lateral perspective, relating to a series of concerts for differ-
ent music genres. The vertical perspective related to different audiences, old and young, plus multicultural audiences. As for

overseas audiences we face during the live concert, our marketing will be more targeted, then we can expand and deepen this

platform. This is what we want to see.
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Left : Director Terence Ho participated in the academic activities of the 40th anniversary of the Taipei Chinese Orchestra.

Right : Director Terence Ho participated in the Gao Xingjian International Academic Conference in Taiwan.
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LEE: Director CHEN, please share with us what is Taiwan Guoyue? Director HO, please share with us what is Singapore
Huayue? What is unique about each?

CHEN : Surveying the scene, contemporary Chinese orchestras in Hong Kong, Singapore, mainland China, and Taiwan use
almost the same instruments and performance skills onstage. How do we then tell them apart? It is indeed a big philosophical
question. I often contemplate: How can the Chinese Orchestra tell a story that touches the heart? We all use chopsticks and
bowls to eat. The food in the bowls may be similar, but everyone's feelings and narratives turn out to be dissimilar. Going back
to the philosophy of music, or the point of view of music aesthetics, from the art’s perspective, is there really such a big differ-
ence between Chinese orchestras in Hong Kong, Singapore, mainland China, and Taiwan? If we look at acoustics, a combina-
tion of an accent and a different ensemble of musical instruments, through spectrum analysis, we can get different data results
of timbre, sound quality, and harmonics. Can these complete data that are perfectly accurate let us clearly discern the differenc-
es between each? Although the scientific data measured by devices are not controversial per se, we do not do it. This is because
I think the orchestra is a platform, the musical instrument is a tool, and the musicians are with flesh and blood. Using the tool

on the platform to tell a story that touches the heart, the content is the key.

HO : I use Rojak to describe Singapore’s Chinese orchestral music, you say it is a dessert, it is not exactly sweet; you say it is
a staple, and yet it is not exactly a staple.' So, I use Rojak to describe Singapore’s Chinese orchestra music. Many people may
think that this is derogatory, but in fact, when I talk about Rojak, it is descriptive. From the sensory perspective, there are the
different tastes of sour, sweet, bitter and spicy; similarly, there is happiness, anger, sorrow, joy, and some people are very
happy to eat it because they get to eat their favourite pineapple or jackfruit; some people get angry after eating the spicy bit.
Using the example of Rojak to describe Singapore’s Chinese orchestral music, it is the embodiment of the combination of
diversity and multi-geographies, so there are two pluralities, which also include the development, heritage and propagation of

all of Singapore Chinese orchestral music.

LEE : Please discuss, how do you think the orchestra’s operations will be adjusted in accordance with current social events
and international trends? For example, the COVID-19 pandemic in recent years, the Ukrainian-Russian war, the post-pan-
demic (post-covid) period, etc., are there any specific practices?

CHEN : No one can fully grasp how pandemic situation will develop. Probably they can only say to "cross the river by feeling
the stones"; facing problems and solving them. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, we have quickly launched various initiatives
to offer care and companionship. Taipei Chinese Orchestra invites old friends, good friends and young friends to sing with
music, opening up online exhibition and performance stages "TCO Fight the Pandemic Together" and "Gathering at the Online
Music Carnival", to forge and unite the hearts of musicians together passionately. Facing the different stages of the pandemic,
Taipei Chinese Orchestra will uphold the intention of "companionship" and dispel the sadness during the epidemic with music
lovers. At present, we are already in full swing. During this time, we have been in close contact with Director HO. We hope to
meet our friends in Singapore for our first overseas tour after the COVID-19 pandemic. Thanks in part to Director HO for
giving us a lot of support. International exchange has been interrupted for more than two, almost three years due to the pandemic.
After the pandemic is over, it should be resumed as soon as possible. We are very looking forward to entering the post-pandemic

era and facilitating exchanges between musicians from all over the world.

! Rojak (Malay) is a jumble salad, mixed with all kinds of vegetables, fruits, fried dough fritters... and other ingredients, and topped with various

flavoured sauces and spices. In Singapore, different ethnic groups have their own Rojak, reflecting multicultural characteristics of Singapore.
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HO : Singapore's national policy is to coexist with the virus, and hopes to "protect livelihood, life and lives, these three guarantees".
Under such circumstances, coexisting with the virus is not easy for us. We all hope to return to work and keep our livelihood.
From this starting point, the Chinese Orchestra has turned the crisis into an opportunity and conducted many online activities,

but I have always emphasized, we must be clear about this, that there is still a vast difference between online and on-site.

After the pandemic, from pandemic to endemic, this time of the new normal, you ask me what to do during endemic? Under
such circumstances, apart from regular performances in the future, what should we cherish more? Cherish our audience, what
we have done in the past, learn how to adapt to the situation during the pandemic, and accumulate our concert experiences ...
whether online, recorded, or live. This way, our two-year pandemic will not be in vain. Due to the pandemic, we have to do
more work to propel our modus operandi, realize that we have to step out of the concert hall and present our concerts in
communities, hospitals, and parks. How can we attract audiences to come watch our performances after the pandemic? If they
can't make it to the concert hall, you should deliver Chinese orchestral music to their doorstep! Forging more community

performances, post-pandemic, we actually need to invest heavily and put in a lot of work.

LEE : May I invite the two directors to talk about how your interests influence your work?

CHEN : For one who is responsible for himself, the pursuit of day-to-day leisure activities, and value system and life priorities
are balanced, and often this shows up consistently at work and in his service attitude. Just like my attitude of learning and
respecting Taiwan's indigenous music culture, I embody the same attitude at the workplace, towards musicians, musical works,
and every performance; I do my best to be respectful and strive for excellence. I think gratitude is very important. [ am grateful
that at every stage of my life, there seems to be a connection between heritage and inspiration. Modern life is stressful, so many
people say that their work and life are separate, but I think I am very lucky; my study, my work and my current interests are
always aligned on my life journey. These experiences accumulate, without disruption and I can connect my professional
training and life interests in the workplace. I am grateful for always being in company of beautiful music! And to be able to

work with so many great musicians and artists in the orchestra!

HO : Thank you, Director CHEN, well said! It is really your lifelong passion! My answer is actually very similar to yours. I
think my job is not a job. I don't think I am working, but I am enjoying my life. I think passion is very important. I like running,
because during exercise, I reflect, and that gives me a lot of ideas. When I exercise, I can often think of different angles, such
as the surprises and breakthroughs we need. For example, for the concert on July 22, I was struggling to resolve something.
One day when I was running, I heard an elder listening to the radio: "The song we voted for today, 1.2.3.4.5..." This inspired
me that the orchestra can ask for votes for the classic repertoire, and it also reminded me that we can use the power of newspa-
pers for the voting. So I chose Lianhe Zaobao to let readers vote for "everyone's favourite classics." What I want to say is that
when I'm exercising, [’m given a lot of ideas, and one more idea means one more hope. This is what I often say, the bigger the

heart, the bigger the stage, the more ideas, the bigger the stage!

The one-and-a-half-hour interview cannot be fully represented in the above text, but from the sharing of the two directors, it
can be seen that both the Taipei Chinese Orchestra and the Singapore Chinese Orchestra will have a more exciting future, and

are also looking forward to more mutual exchanges and collaboration.
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