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Conductor CHANG Yu-An (Source: CHANG Yu-An)
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LIEN Boon Hua after an exhilarating world premiere performance (Source:
Sichuan Symphony Orchestra)
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CHANG Yu-An and the Budafok Dohnanyi Orchestra (Source: CHANG Yu-An)
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CHIANG Chen-Hao conducting the TCO Academy Chinese Orchestra (Source: CHIANG Chen-Hao)
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The Practice and Challenges of
Conducting Chinese Orchestra 11

Interview and Article / LEE Ming-Yen
(Senior Lecturer, University of the Arts Singapore / Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts )

Image / CHANG Yu-An ~ Sichuan Symphony Orchestra ¥ CHIANG Chen-Hao ~ Singapore Chinese
Orchestra ~ Singapore Symphony Orchestra

Question 3 : What main abilities do you think a Chinese orchestra conductor must possess?

CHANG Yu-An: I think the main ability that a conductor of Chinese orchestra must have is to be able to understand and
respond to the special characteristics of Chinese instruments; understand how the instruments create sounds, because the sound
production method of instruments are unique. We can imagine that the mouth shape of a brass instrument differs from that of
a woodwind instrument, and the sound produced by plucking is also distinct from that of a suona. The ability of a conductor
lies in having a sense of empathy. Can we feel what kind of mechanism is used to sound the instrument? When musicians see

the musical cue from our hands, they are on the same page and feel natural and confident to sound in unison with the rest.

Moses GAY Enhui: Actually, I don’t distinguish between Western symphony orchestra and Chinese orchestra very much,
but if I really wanted to, Chinese music is more difficult in terms of regional styles. For example, when performing the Mongo-
lian style, how do you immerse yourself in the Mongolian style? Often, you have to listen more, observe more, and research
more before you are immersed and can understand; of course, the learning is never finished. The same is true of opera. Styles

such as "singing freely upon a rushing accompaniment" really needs to be mastered.

CHIANG Chen-Hao:I think the basic conducting competencies are the same, whether for a symphonic orchestra or a
Chinese orchestra. Our job is to receive the information from the music score, then convey that through gestures, so the orches-
tra can perform well. Simply put, this is it. Our most important core competencies, including how we interpret music scores

and how we work harmoniously, are actually these two components.

LIEN Boon Hua: I think it is very important to gain more experience, especially practical experience. The main competency
requirements are that the basic skills must be solid, such as auditory discrimination skills for rhythm and pitch. In addition, the
ability to solve problems is a very important skill for a conductor. Although it sounds very technical, this is a basic skill for
me. When you hear a problem, can you quickly analyze why this problem exists? Why are some sections rushing? Or why are
some other sections dragging? I feel that if these basic problems can not be solved, then there is lofty musical ideas would seem

superficial to the orchestra.
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Conductor CHIANG Chen-Hao (Source: CHIANG Chen-Hao)

FRH R (AR « HThsEse e )
Conductor Moses GAY Enhui (Source: Singapore Chinese Orchestra)

Question 4: Please share what are the most common problems you encounter when rehearsing with the youth
Chinese orchestra? And further share how to rehearse efficiently?

CHANG Yu-An: Many youth orchestras are exposed to works for the first time, and they still need to meet technical
standards first. Therefore, sectional practices are very important. At this time, a good youth orchestra would need to train how
to breathe with the conductor. A good conductor’s breath work has syntactic and expressive qualities. At this time, train the
youth orchestra to try to listen. In fact, listening is more important than seeing. In addition to listening, also talk about how to
sing this phrase? And then where is the crescendo? Where to fade? How to go about the harmony? I think this is the direction

in which a youth orchestra can improve, and not just in terms of technical pursuits.

Moses GAY Enhui: A common problem encountered by youth orchestras is that they often come unprepared. Often, every-
one is still figuring out their own parts. Therefore, my requirement is that everyone must come prepared to the first rehearsal.
It is to instil in them that they should first be well-prepared, then attain the best standards. When you have practised well, we
can all improve on the problem together and learn how to match each other's voices, so that we do not waste time. Some
orchestras may take several months before they can officially perform. At the university where I teach, I also train them to go

on stage after a few rehearsals.

CHIANG Chen-Hao: I think when working with youth orchestras, it is inevitable that we have another role as a teacher. We
need to spend time coaching them, teaching them how to respond to the conductor, or how to understand the music. We need
to set a very worthy goal from the beginning, and then each rehearsal must clearly move closer to that goal. This goal should
be felt and seen by everyone in the orchestra. Once they feel that "this conductor is serious now, and we have to meet this
standard," they will try their best to show up and attain this standard within the limited rehearsal time, and then we can
proceed. Set such a standard at the beginning, and then urge everyone to move towards this standard in the shortest possible
time. Of course, it may not be possible to complete concert rehearsals as quickly as a professional orchestra. However, |
believe orchestra rehearsals should not be longer than necessary, as doing so can compromise the organic nature of the music.

Once the orchestra members lose interest in the music, the music becomes like stagnant water.

LIEN Boon Hua: I think efficient orchestral rehearsals and rhythm management are the most important things for a youth
orchestra. Often, students are afraid of seeing mixed time signatures. As a conductor, I try to equip students with concepts to
internalize and simplify complicated rhythms in order to stabilize their tempo. In addition, students must also learn to listen to
one another and understand the function and relationship of each other’s “parts” to to achieve a more balanced sound. When
these important issues are resolved, the orchestra can take care of itself and move forward on its own, without having to watch
the conductor “to” keep the time. Although the conductor's main responsibility is to solve the orchestra's problems and enable
the orchestra to have better quality performances, the most important thing is the conductor’s musical vision and direction and

making magic happen on the stage during the concert.
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LIEN Boon Hua conducts the concert celebrating the 20th anniversary of Esplanade (Source: Singapore Symphony Orchestra)

Question 5: Please give some advice to young people who want to pursue conducting as their profession.

CHANG Yu-An: I think everyone has a very romantic ideas about conducting initially, because being able to lead many
people is a fantasy of a profession. But in reality, after entering this industry, you will find that you need to invest a lot of
effort; there are really too many things to know, and you have to sacrifice a lot at the same time. Then, we have to deal with
extremely delicate things; whether technically or psychologically, we must stay in a good state. I think there are several points
that are very important. For example, you must be a healthy person. When you are a healthy, both physically and psychologi-

cally, only then can you make the best decision possible at every moment, whether for others or for yourself.

The next thing is to try to do as much as possible that which makes you most focused and happiest. If you are lucky and enjoy
conducting and all things related to conducting, then congratulations. The road on this conducting journey is very difficult,
regardless of whether it is a career. I think not just as a conductor, but as a professional in anything arts-related or not, I think

these suggestions are universally applicable.

Moses GAY Enhui: I would like to suggest to young people who are interested in conducting, I think passion is the most
important. If you do not have a heart that is willing to work hard to find answers, I suggest not to take the conducting path.
Often, this path can be a bit thankless. I remember Bernstein said, “We are both conductors and musicians." Sometimes you
know you won't make a lot of money, but you just want to understand the sound and make music better. Once you find the
answer and gain a deeper understanding, You will feel that the world is a better place. I believe that a conductor must possess
the firm belief that the pursuit of beauty is boundless, and would be more willing to put others before themselves for this very
belief.

34

AR BT DR S T A R Sl Bl CRORIAOUR - T ] )

LIEN Boon Hua joins force with Singapore Chinese Orchestra to present a Children Concert (Source: Singapore Chinese Orchestra)

CHIANG Chen-Hao: My suggestion might be "ask yourself in every moment why you want to be a conductor”, especially
when you encounter setbacks. In fact, [ believe that many current musicians or conductors, had such ambitions when they were
young, and regarded this as a motivator. This is actually a very beautiful thing. But conducting is a little different from other
professions... conducting is really lonely. In any other profession, you can still entertain yourself, but conducting is completely
different. We must always collaborate with others and become accustomed to creating within a group. Yet, we must also be
very independent to work alone behind closed doors, where no one knows what we are dealing with. Under such circumstanc-
es, I think it is easy for a conductor to lose sight of his or her own truth, so in this career, we must always maintain the motiva-
tion and enthusiasm to do this job, or always use high standards to examine ourselves. The standards I refer to are not just
technical, but also a lot of dealing with people and matters, and when working with our orchestra. When encountering various
challenges, I will always return to this starting point. Why do we want to be a conductor? This has become my stride, or my
motto in life. Then whenever I encounter some difficulties and setbacks, I feel that this so-called motto can always be the

reason for me to persist, so I think it is very, very important to have such an anchor.

LIEN Boon Hua: Seize every opportunity to get better and develop yourself! This is an ongoing journey. In addition to all
the wonderful suggestions from everyone, I recommend watching more rehearsals, listening to more music and never stop

learning from the people around you.
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