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The Wisdom and Legacy of

Chinese Orchestra Conductors (2)

Interview with Y AN Huichang, Artistic Director
of the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra

Interview and Article /| LEE Ming-Yen (Senior Lecturer, Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts)
Images / Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra

o
NETCONCERT HALL

From traditional roots
to cutting-edge visionary.
Embracing diversity
and eclectic styles.

Net Concert Hall

LEE: Maestro, what is the biggest highlight of the orchestra you are currently leading?

YAN: The Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra has continuously accumulated compositions over the years, and there are various
forms of music creation. Our orchestra exists for the citizens of Hong Kong, we present mainly large-scale Chinese music, in
addition to different forms of high-level performances, various arts festivals such as: Drum Festival, Dixiao Festival, Guzheng
Festival, Composer Festival, Conductor Festival and so on. Also, with our education, research, international academic
seminars, and musical instrument reform, we have become a diversified professional group with a focus on performance. This
is the future direction of our orchestra. And now we are strengthening our internet connectivity. For example, during the
pandemic, we created the form of MV, and the rehearsal hall of the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra became a dance-music
theatre. We have also done many broadcasts and collaborated strategically with modern network operators, so that we will not
be left behind in the E era. We formed an alliance to discuss what today’s technology is all about; technology can fuse with
music. Then we invested resources to digitize and systematize the materials, and finally turned it into the Hong Kong Chinese
Orchestra Online Concert Hall: Net Concert Hall. Upon registration, you can watch videos, listen to audio, and enjoy these
materials for free. It is a huge database for researchers, students, conductors, composers, or for audiences. This is freely
available to audiences; the Berliner Philharmoniker was the first in the Western music world to do the same. Net Concert Hall
encompasses Chinese orchestral music. Among the four different Greater China regions, the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra is
the first to establish a concert hall on the Internet. We know that it is not easy to build an online concert hall, and it needs a
certain amount of supporting funds to set it up. It takes a lot to build this skyscraper, upload the information, and then keep

updating it. It is a demanding task.
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In our mission statement, keeping abreast of the pulse of the times is mentioned. If we don't keep up with the times, we will not
be able to make use of the most modern, latest, and trendiest ideas, and we will become obsolete. We are keeping the tradition
faithfully, that is, as I said just now, by having a deep knowledge and understanding of the tradition of Chinese music. You
uphold this tradition, just like us Kungfu practitioners, you have to train and preserve your own internal energy, and only by
guarding your energy can you excel in the external world. We will continue to use state-of-the-art technology to promote our
music to every corner of the world, especially through the internet that knows no national boundaries, and replicate the authen-
tic experience in the concert hall. So in this, we want to excel, and to excel consistently.

We have been talking about making music excellent. We are not counterfeit. What is counterfeit? When you zoom in, you know
a fake when you see it. When you look at the real thing, it is very beautiful no matter how you zoom in. This is why, today and
tomorrow, we must be consistent in pursuit of the supreme state of music.

LEE: The reform of the musical instruments of the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra has achieved the achievement of
good timbre, which is a success for all to see. Maestro, what is the ideal timbre of your Chinese orchestra? In
addition, what more do you think can be done for the symphonic Chinese orchestral music? Or is there anything
worth reflecting about?

YAN: I think the reformation of musical instruments is something that everyone can see. We have been promoting environmen-
tally-friendly musical instruments. We are still in the process of continuously optimizing environmentally friendly musical
instruments. We have been making adjustments to the satisfaction of the members and the conductor. In the 2nd International
Chinese Music Forum, I gave a lecture "Eight Major Issues that Chinese Music Conductors Must Pay Attention To", and the
first system was called the sound system. Why did I mention the sound system in the first segment, that is, what does the orches-
tra do? What does music do? Music is about making sound. If the sounds are wrong, what is this orchestra? Is the sound you
make the ideal sound you have in mind?

We are now doing much better than the traditional huqin. The Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra has replaced the python skin with
an environmentally-friendly skin, thus substituted the heterogeneity of the python skin for a unified vibrational frequency,
thereby achieving optimal synergistic resonance. The moral of the story is, the traditional huqin’s one plus one falls short of
two, while the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra has achieved one plus one equates to greater than two; this is musical instrument
reform. As for other musical instruments, such as soprano sheng, tenor sheng, bass sheng, and guans, there are many problems
that need to be solved. Therefore, musical instrument reform is a long journey. Musical instrument reform requires the coopera-
tion of conductors and composers, particularly conductors. Therefore, the reform of the musical instruments of the Hong Kong
Chinese Orchestra is not my personal agenda. It must be led by the music director of the orchestra from a high-level and macro
perspective.

LEE: May I ask, maestro, will the eco-hugins be available in the market in the future? I've heard a lot of people say
they want to buy it and play it. Will the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra have this plan to sell these instruments?

YAN: A small quantity is fine. We only supply a limited number now, and all of them are made one by one. It will take a long
time for us to mass-produce them. We have been striving these years without success, and we are still working hard on it.

LEE: What do you think, maestro, how can the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra and other professional Chinese
orchestras cooperate, to open up new horizons for Chinese music?

YAN: Here [ would like to introduce to everyone to the International Chinese Orchestra League; Taipei Chinese Orchestra, the
Singapore Chinese Orchestra, the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra, at least these groups signed on to this alliance. This year, a
new annual meeting of the International Chinese Orchestra League will be held. This annual meeting will expand. I hope that
in the future, all Chinese orchestral music will unite. We jointly appoint a few big-name composers, and we all work on some
projects together. For example, if we all sign up for a competition in Taipei Chinese Orchestra, as long as the conductor win
the competition, the conductor can play once in our music season. After the 4th Conductor Competition, the three conductors
who participated in the finals, members of the International Chinese Orchestra League, will come to participate in the finals.
They will also choose their favorite conductors. For your future music seasons, anyone can join, and everyone works in harmo-

ny.
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Figure 2 International Chinese Orchestra League

LEE: Maestro, please talk about how you can harness the centripetal force of the members so that under your
leadership, the members can constantly aspire to the exquisiteness and perfection of music, without feeling weary or
burnt-out, especially when faced with very familiar or very unfamiliar repertoire?

YAN: Firstly, as a conductor, no matter how many times you have performed the same work, you must act as if you were
conducting it for the first time. So you have to find out where this performance falls short compared to the last performance.
For example, Dream of the Red Chamber, 1 have performed it many times since 1988, but today I have a new interpretation.
That is to say as a conductor, no matter how many times you have performed the same piece, you should prepare anew, and you
must read the score carefully. The conductor does this, making each member feel that [even when] the work has been performed
many times, but the conductor can still offer something new; there is the belief that "new things can be gifted to the members".
This is a strict requirement of the conductor for himself, in order to level up.

Secondly, it is a kind of training for the orchestra members, a kind of training for the group’s style. You require the members
to reach the highest musical level every time they perform. So, when polishing the details, I often ask the team members to
distinguish clearly what is counterfeit and what is a genuine product. For our orchestra, what we play is a luxury product; you
cannot be a fake. So every time you play, what do you need to achieve? Are there those arpeggios in the Northwest Suite that
are very feminine and soft? The breath cannot be very rough, but a very soft feeling, something not just heard, but also seen.
As American music critics said, watching the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra is just as exciting as listening to it. You have to
do it this way. The conductor not only needs to have very sensitive ears, but also needs to see very clearly, and the eyes must
constantly discover. Just like the celebratory New Year song, during the performance of the New Year's concert, the members
all said, how could the conductor think of the God of Wealth? They thought it was quite fun. So the conductor has to always
present something new to the members, so that they feel that when they spend more time honing and polishing, they will not
see it as a waste of time. In this way, hard work yields success, and the sense of pride of the orchestra generated by the orchestra
members, a kind of cohesion is formed; I am proud of my orchestra, and myself, and I feel proud of it. This bonds.
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Figure 3 Music from the Heart

LEE: Maestro, what do you think can be done to increase the audience’s acceptance of more diverse repertoires?

YAN: From our "Music from the Heart"' and "Music about China Series"? , the launch of these two programs is very import-
ant. Our requirement for the members is that no matter how difficult the composer writes, as long as the laws of physics allow,
you have to play it, and then comment whether this composer wrote well; this is a kind of professionalism. It is not the case
of me not doing a good job and I critique the composer's work. This is the kind of style of the orchestra.

The same is true for the audience, just like when we enter a restaurant, you have tasted the food in the restaurant, so you will
go in and eat what you know. But there are many premiere works in music that you haven’t heard before. You have to be bold

and listen to them. You might don’t like them, or maybe after listening, the music will be in your head all night. It might have
a huge impact on you, and maybe you won’t like it. It’s like trying a new dish, and it’s too spicy, right? But you experienced
it, you dared to try; you are amazing. Therefore, we offer to the audience this: if you dare to try new works and new ways of
expression, you are an amazing human being. We encourage this kind of spirit, slowly forming a habit of listening to new
works. The Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra's "Music from the Heart" has been in existence for more than 20 years. I created it
in 1999. These parts are also gradually and continuously developing, slowly cultivating, grooming our composers, audiences,
and performers, forming a process of positive interaction.

LEE: The last question I would like to ask, maestro, is: in the current Chinese music education, which parts do you
think should be strengthened?

YAN: In terms of Chinese music education, I often give lectures at the Central Conservatory of Music in the Mainland, I
always talk about it in the lectures. And learn from Tainan University of the Arts, take it as a model, learn from Hong Kong
Academy for Performing Arts, also take it as a model. Students of Tainan University of the Arts, because of such a insulated
environment, students can only practise and soak in the arts; the environment is lacking in terms of shopping, dining, etc., they
can only immerse themselves in the arts. I think Principal ZHENG’s idea is very good. If you want to learn Jiangnan Sizhu
ensemble, you should take your students to Shanghai to learn Jiangnan Sizhu, and to learn Mongolian music, take your
students to the great grasslands to learn how to play the morin khuur, and to know how the Mongolians live. Students should
do these field studies during their summer vacation.
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Figure 4 Music about China

Why do I want to hold folk music conducting ensemble classes in professional colleges and universities across the country?
And publish teaching materials? After publication, you can see the progress of their ensemble classes at the China Conserva-
tory of Music, traditional music textbooks, and which pieces to choose? Which works are chosen for modern music? How
about Taiwan's compositions selection? How does Hong Kong choose compositions? How does Singapore choose composi-
tions? How do we choose songs in various places and schools in the Mainland? Once such information is in the open, every-
one can know about it. Where is the gap between us? What can be learned from this? If it is possible to have an exchange,
we can jointly publish a textbook outline for ensemble courses in professional colleges. What I want to say is that the publi-
cation of the score is very complicated, but at least there is an outline. If you look through this outline, how many works I
have in this outline this year, and how many works have been performed in Taiwan, but we have only performed five works.
We will find the gap.

I would like to compliment the musicology in the Mainland. Now China’s musicology has made great progress. They call it
"Cultural Heritage (Comes) into Campus", so they have an Intangible Cultural Heritage Centre, both in the Central Conser-
vatory of Music, and the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. New students are brought to know traditional music every year.
There may still be some gaps in this respect among other conservatories, but I think it is very good. My outlook of the future
of education is that tradition and modernity will go hand in hand. I am very optimistic about the future of Chinese music
education.

! "Music from the Heart" invites composers from the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area to collaborate with the Hong Kong
Chinese Orchestra through composition competitions, forums, and performances. Since 1999, this initiative has nurtured numerous local
composers.

% "Music About China" is a series of programs co-created by the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra and the Hong Kong Arts Festival. This

program primarily features the premieres of exceptional compositions by composers from Greater China and around the world. It has
been in development for 16 years and has amassed a wealth of classic Chinese orchestral compositions.
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