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Conductors have to conduct the
traditional pieces in a cerfain level
of effectiveness and also have a
quest of creativity and an open
mind of accepting challenges,
said Maestro Yan Huichang.
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The Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra (HKCO) is presenting its first
Conductors' Festival, with featured concerts conducted by the
renowned Zhang Guoyong, Tang Muhai, Chen Zuohuang and the
orchestra's Artistic Director Yan Huichang. One of the highlighted
events, other than the featured concerts, is the International Chinese
Orchestra Conductor Competition.
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Artistic Director Yan Huichang conceived the Conductors' Festival as a
sequel to the Composers' Festival, presented by the HKCO in 2010. The
Composers' Festival had laid o foundafion which made this Conductors'
Festival possible. After having accomplished musicians and good
compositions, what we need next are accomplished conductors,” Mr. Yan
says, and further thinks that the festival is catalysing musical and cultural
development in the long term.

The direct outcome of a conductor festival would be the discovery of young,
accomplished conductors, and putting new falents in the leadership roles
of Chinese orchestra. Moreover, there is an interaction between these new
talents and composers, therefore nurturing new compositions. Chinese
orchestra, modeled after the Wesfern symphony orchestra, has a history that
is half a century old. There is, however, an explosive amount of new works
being created specifically for the evergrowing Chinese orchestra.
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In mid March, the Orchestra
organised a Master Class on
Chinese Music Conducting in
order to provide fraining for
young conductors and music
enthusiasts. There were a fofal
of 11 students and 19 audit
students participated.
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A conductor uses much of his fime out of rehearsal to prepare and read the
music of a parficular performance. It is more daunting work to do for a new
work. 'A conductor spends a lot of time studying every single detail of a new
work. One has to know every note, every instruction well — equally well as
the composer — then the conductor has to use his imagination fo franslate
the notes on papers o sound," Mr. Yan says. Contemporary composers are
not shy about using modern Wesfern compositional techniques in Chinese
orchestral music, creating special effects and challenging the limits of the
instruments. These new elements are consfantly stretching the boundaries of
music, posing a great challenge to musicians, and particularly, to conductors.

Doming lam wrote 'Autumn Execution' in 1978, a stunning piece with free
tempo, figurations at the discrefion of the musicians and a complex texture.
law Wing Fai lays his music on a horizontal time line instead of regular
vertical bar lines in his 'Flowing Phantasm' which premiered in 2008. Pacing
far from the traditional notion of orchestral music, conductors become the
crifical person to keep the tourdeforce in one piece.

Down to a proctical level, a conductor is also involved in the working of the
notes. Overseeing stylistic issues at most of the rehearsals, a conductor does not
often find himself stuck in how fo play what is on the paper with members of @
symphony orchestra, especially when the repertoire on hand is from the classical-
romantic fradifion. There is a great diversity of styles in the Chinese orchestral
reperfoire from arrangements of folk music, orchestrated versions of traditional
ensemble music, to new compositions deploying avantgarde techniques and
nofations. Chinese orchestral musicians are more likely to face a great diversity of
music in their season roster or in a single concert than their Western counterparts.
Not only serving as stylistic guidance, a conductor of Chinese orchestra often
discusses the new work with musicians on how fo fechnically execute the notes
and insfructions, and sometfimes works and discusses with the composer in
creating the best possible sound of the composition on hand.

This is a vibrant era of how musical works come to be. The notes on
paper are fransformed info sound, and after hearing the sound, alferations
are put back onfo paper. This organic approach to musical creation and
performance, contrary to playing the inviolable, unalterable canons as in
a common symphony concert, is an everyday phenomenon in Chinese
orchesfral music. Composers, conductors and musicians are all key players in

susfaining this creating-performing symbiosis.
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The Orchestra is dedicated to the
development of Chinese orchestral music
through commissioning new works of
various types and styles. Its Music About
China series has become an eagerly
anticipated segment of the Hong Kong
Arts Festival as an annual showcase of
the latest frends in contemporary music-
making on China or Chinese themes.

"We hope young conductors in the competition will conduct the traditional
pieces with a certain level of effectiveness. We also expect them to have a
drive for creafivity and an open mind to accepting challenges by having them
conduct two pieces by Doming lam and law Wing Fai,'" Mr. Yan says, 'The
Chinese orchestral repertory is constantly growing and getting more and more
demanding. New compositions require accomplished conductors fo realise them,
in the same regard that conductors need good compositions fo flex their musical
muscles.'

HKCO has, over the years, commissioned composers o write over 2,000 new
creations and arrangements. The selection of Doming lam's 'Autumn Execution'
and law Wing Fai's 'Flowing Phatasm' out of the vast reperfory, according to
Mr. Yan, wasn't made lightly. The story behind 'Autumn Execution' is a fraditional
folklore about a miscarriage of justice on an unfortunate, innocent young woman
in empirical China. Being a wide-spread story which was made info numerous
Chinese operas of different dialects, Doming lam's orchestral version is daringly
modern and unconventional. Its freshness persists even 30 years affer its creation.
A revolutionary work, 'Autumn Execution' was named 'Classical Chinese
Composition of the 20th Century." 'Flowing Phatasm', also commissioned by the
HKCO, draws inspiration from ink paintings of the Song Dynasty from the 10th
fo 13th century, known for its flourish of literature and art. Combining the art of
painting and calligraphy, these medieval arfifacts hold the keys to a world of
imagination, nature and art. 'Flowing Phatasm' is parficularly nosfalgic, not only
because of the ancient past but also because of the here-and-now of Hong Kong:
flickering lights on the two sides of the harbour and their reflections on the waves
as seen from a sailing ferry very much parallels what we have in a painting.
With the memory of the old ferry pier, this music has ifs roots in Hong Kong.

One of the prizes in the conducting competition is 'Best Interprefation of Works
of Hong Kong'. Having a competition squad coming from many countries of the
world, including non-Chinese-speaking countries like Vietnam, the United Stafes
and Austria, the purpose of having Hong Kong music as the competition piece
is clear. 'The Conductors' Festival is a festival which starts in Hong Kong and
reaches out fo the world. In the competition, we want to meet young conductors
with a good understanding of Chinese culture and a clear vision of international
cultural scenes. We also want to meet young admirable musicians with sound
conductorship and a bright appearance on the podium. These young musicians
are to bring Chinese music fo the international audience, and this is what we, as
Hong Kong's cultural ambassador, always do,' says Mr. Yan.
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