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A FEW YEARS ago if someone had asked if there were any composers in Malaysia, we would
scratch our heads, and a few predictable names like P Ramlee would have come up. In the mean-
time, a quiet figure from Kluang was making waves in the art music scene in Belgium, winning
his first compositional award for his String Quartet No 2 “Scar”. Since then he has received vari|
ouuNards for his works, from first prize in thigiPoland (2002) to the Grand prix in South Koreal
(2003), first prize (Germany, 2003), the “Prix Special” (France, 2003) and most recently, finishing]
top at our own MPO International Composers Award 2004 (MPOICA) for his The Starry Night’s
Ripples for full orchestra.

His career is more than mercurial, a fairy tale story that is as endearing to the reader as his|
quiet, modest demeanour. Chong was not your typical Malaysian rich kid who had the fortune|
to get piano lessons as a kid, and who had the financial freedom to pursue his art in universi
ties abroad. Malaysia’s first recognised composer of international repute hails from the town off
Kluang, in a pastoral setting that may or may not have inspired Beethoven (or Villa Lobos), but]
which has certianly left an indelible mark on the musical outlook of this young composer.

Leaving the farm life, Chong headed north to the Malaysian Institute of Performing Arts
then to Xi'an Conservatory in China, eventually settling at the Royal Flemish Conservatory in
Brussels, a city that has nurtured his art with loving care and where he has since taken root.

We have the Malaysian Philharmonic to thank for bringing Chong home and introducing
him to us, and in the inaugural series of Composers Forums from 2002 to 2004, Chong has
shown us what we were missing. As the judge of the recent MPOICA says, “[Chong’s] work
impressed me most through the originality, fantasy and mysterious sovereignty of its sound
world and its unusual yet organic formal shape. The distinctive solo writing and insightful or-
chestration... the sensuous colour of the percussion writing, the terrifying moment of climax
with the police whistles and so on) all made it a real discovery, the statement of a genuine and
inquisitive musical personality.”

As Chong is finally home (for now), | managed to revisit him for that long-awaited chat on
the past, and the future.
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It was an amazing journey with four other
great competitors and companions in this
MPOICA. I'd like to share this happiness with
my wife Ka-Ling, who not only gave me un-
conditional support at every moment but
also for being so inspiring. Many thanks to my
family members and friends who supported
me wholeheartedly!

This prize is a great encouragement, not
only for me but also for all the composers in
Malaysia, to pursue their musical journey. For
me, | deeply believe that dreams will always
come true as long as you believe! This is also a
great moment to introduce myself to the au-
dience of my dear homeland, after spending
so many years abroad. | can’t wait to share my
music with them!

After the results had been announced, | called
my parents straight away; my mum thought
that | was kidding! My parents are proud
of my achievement at the MPOICA and en-
courage me to continue my music writing.
Actually, only my father heard my The Starry
Night’s Ripples [first version] during MPO’s
Phase Il concert,my mum never heard my mu-
sic before. My parents are both farmers and
they never listen to Western classical music,
so my music is quite difficult for them to com-
prehend. They enjoy more traditional Chinese
music rather than what | write.

Indeed, my parents are really traditional
Chinese parents! For them, the man of the
family should support the family with a good
profession and a stable income. When | first
told them that | would have liked to pursue
my music studies at the Malaysian Institute of
Arts [MIA], they felt reluctant to approve my
decision. But after all these years of achieve-
ment, I've proven that not only am | serious
about this career, but that it can have a posi-
tive outcome as well. [As a result] they don’t
worry as much now.

I had wanted to write music since | was at
MIA, but during that period, | learnt only gen-
eral music theory. | wrote ‘simple’ music until |
went to Xi'an Conservatory and met Professor
Rao Yu-Yan. He gave me a lot of advice and
also introduced me to the Royal Brussels
Conservatory of Music. He inspired me to
seek my own musical language that had cre-
ativity and personality. It was then that | de-
cided to choose composing as my profession,
although I knew | would meet many obstacles
along the way.

In younger days, | listened to traditional cere-
monial Chinese folklore from the Chinese
temple in my kampung. When | was in sec-
ondary school, | started classical guitar les-
sons. Then | listened to classical guitar music
and also to some Chinese ballads. While | was
studying in KL, | started listening to different
genres of music: world music, Western classi-
cal music and some contemporary music.

Yes, but it will take some time. After spending
so many years abroad, | didn’t realise that there
are already some fine media, music critics and
concert organisations and other contemporary
theatre and dance companies that promote art
music and modern art music in Malaysia. When
| came back for the MPO Forum in 2002, | was
astonished by these developments. | think that

these performances and reviews will build a
positive environment for people to get togeth-
er, and also understand more about what con-
temporary music is all about.

Actually, | still keep in touch with the other
composer colleagues from the MPO Forum;
we are hoping that we can collaborate
one day to have our works performed. Last
November, | represented Malaysia, courtesy of
the Arts, Culture and Heritage Ministry, at the
ISCM [International Society of Contemporary
Music] in Switzerland, where | met the com-
mittee members of ISCM and ACL [Asian
Composer League] from other countries.

They were so impressed that | was select-
ed by the International jury as an individual
composer [Malaysia doesn’t belong to ISCM]
to have my music performed at the festi-
val. They encouraged me to propose to our
Malaysian composers to form a composer’s
union and to join the ISCM and ACL. In future,
Malaysian composers will have an interna-
tional platform to perform their works and
share musical experiences with composers
from other countries.

Within two years, | have to compose two
works for MPO: one for a mixed ensemble and
the other for standard orchestra.l am conceiv-
ing a piece that will incorporate Malaysian in-
digenous instruments in my works and invite
some local artists to join the performance.

MUSIC

For the moment, | am staying with my fam-
ily in Malaysia for a period of time — I will
still go back to Brussels when | have projects
and performances. It’s difficult for me to de-
cide whether to stay in Belgium or move back
to Malaysia. | still have some commissioned
projects in Europe to work on. And artistic

life in Europe is exciting! Museums, theatres-

concert halls in every city; virtuoso perform-
ances, interesting events happening almost
every day! In Malaysia, art life is not popular
enough, it’s only happening in big cities. As an
artist, | need ‘nutrition’ to inspire me.

Most of the European countries provide
systematic aid for artists to complete their
projects, regardless of whether there is mar-
ket value or not. For Malaysian artists, | hope
that one day we can have some initiatives
from either private foundations or govern-
ment, not to ‘fight’ alone by ourselves.

"%
| love Johann Sebastian Bach! | listen to dif-. =
ferent artists like Sting, Yu-Chyi, Bjork, Tori___=

Amos... et cetera. Beside all these, contem-
porary composers like Gyorgy Ligeti, Gyorgyj
Kurtag, Salvatore Sciarrino and Kaija Saariaho
are my idols.

BACH, LIGETI, STING, Yu-Chyi. No wonder
Chong is such a fascinating composer, one
who will grow on you with repeated encoun-

Hopefully, Malaysians will have more
sgﬁz opportunities in the near future, but
only if there is a concerted effort by the com-
munity and the government, in particular, to
give their unconditional support. As it stands,
Chong has put Malaysia on the international
art music map in a span of five years, some-
thing that our neighbours take decades to

achieve —ifatall. O

MAR2005 57

e




MUSIC

REVIEWS

WHAT COULD ITALY possibly offer in terms
of World Music? Tomato farmers in four-part
folk singing? Gregorian monks doing hip hop?
Pavarotti duetting with Michael Bolton? Well,
it’s all been done before in the name of mar-
keting strategy (well, maybe not the part-
singing tomato farmers), so perhaps it’s about
time someone got to the musical truth about
Italy. In their heyday, they were the Dons of
classical music, the Godfathers of the opera
house, the Corleone of the Concerto, until the
rest of Europe and America took over. Now,
Italy remains but a relic in both classical and
pop history.

Which makes Italy backward enough
to qualify as a legitimate leg on the World
Music tour, and perhaps it isn't a bad idea.
The world is so hooked on the music of the
Anglo-American world, we forget that it was
the Italians who probably taught the world
what singing was. From the monks in those
morbid lightning-ridden monasteries to the
buxom Brunnhildes on the operatic stage,
from the gondoliers serenading lovers along
the canals of Venice to the choirs of tomato
farmers reaping their crop to feed the pasta-
loving peoples (well, | made this last one up),
the world would be a less melismatic place if
not for the Italians.

The good news is, this tour steers clear of
Pavarotti and Andrea Bocelli. If you are still
not tired of Gregoriana there are plenty of
stock in the “clear-stock” bins. If you do want
something fresh to pop into your dusty old CD
player that would not make you cringe nor
fall asleep, then these Rough Guide compila-
tions by World Music Network really do try to
make a difference.
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THE ROUGH GUIDE TO ITALIA NOVA
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Italian underground: the hybrid generation

World Music Network/Trident Media
RGNET 120

| checked out the cover and terms such as
“drum”and “bass”, and “electronica” brought
back nightmares of KL Rave parties, its brain-
tumouring timpanium-busting onslaught
of drum machine and white noise designed
to drive the dance floor to ecstasy-induced
delirium. Not my idea of fun.

But don’t run off yet — the 13 bands in
this eclectic selection know how to play a
tune after all, the tune, an anachronism that
went out the window when techno DJs over-
took the profession. Italian Nova is, after all,
post-modern folk, if that isn’t a contradiction
in terms. And folk implies that people are ac-
tually supposed to like this stuff. And | guar-
antee that you will.

A heady mix of nu-jazz, rap, synth pop
and club styles that is firmly rooted in folk
traditions is what this Rough Guide serves
up. From the ritual dances of the South
to Sardinian part-singing and the entire

Mediterranean potpourri of influences
thrown in, this is one journey you can take to
the Saturday night party.

Top of the pick includes the all-girl vo-
cal group Faraualla, who turn their tradi-
tional Southern polyphony into a club phe-
nomenon — imagine La Scala meets Planet
Hollywood with bulgarian folksingers doing
backup. Tangerine Café gets my vote for its
soulful duel between the Armenian douduk
and the saxophone evoking a call of long-
ing across the sea to the Holy Land, with
Thelonius Monk joining the party midway to
jam with the drum machine.

Rosapaeda’s accordion-driven hip-hop Ta
Travuda proves that the Arabs never really
left Italy — music was the best thing they left
behind, next to incense and a bath culture.

The disc opens with style with its distinct
European flavour, before all hell breaks loose.
Nidi D’arac delivers a cross between rap and
folk with a riff that will have the shepherds do-
ing hip-hop,while Daniele Sepe serves up some
acid jazz mixed with Red Hot Chilli Pepper and
an AC Milan soccer match to go. Mario Rivera
catches Bob Marley at a rave party chilling out
to lounge, and a few stadium rock numbers
will get the soccer fans doing the wave.

It all comes to head with Segesta, a track
that exemplifies typical euro-melodrama
with its soaring synth-string melody and
cool voice samples. One of the most original
World Music compilations yet, Italia Nova
makes you an offer you can’t refuse.

World Music Network/Trident Media
RGNET n24

Don’t know what to expect? Neither did I.
Apart from the only two things Malaysians
probably know about the country, that is,
famine, and more famine (I wonder whatev-
er happened to Bob Geldof, but let’s not di-
gress), is a history of music scene that does
not hold J-Lo and Westlife as their musical
icons. And that is progressive. The cream of
that scene can be found on the Abyssinia
Infinite album Zion Roots, headed by the in-
imitable Ejigayehu “Gigi” Shibabaw, perhaps
Ethiopia’s brightest of female vocalists.

This present compilation, however, stays
firmly in the Golden Age of Ethiopian mu-
sic, in the pre-communist years of the 1960s

Ethiopia ..
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African funk, soul & swing from Addis Ababa

when Addis Ababa was the swinging capital
of Northeast Africa. These are the days of big
band jazz and swing with an African twist,
of beehive hair and silver-purple mascara. A
veritable Who’s Who of the Ethiopian scene
of yore, this compilation is a journey of redis-
covery for fans of the genre.

Outstanding among them is Aster Aweke
with her distinctive voice, here singing to a
nocturnal piano accompaniment that sets
her contribution apart from the more extro-
vert samples on this programme. The rest
of it stays pretty much pre-Santana funk,
where sequin gowns and mirror balls were
pretty much the order of the day until politi-
cal ambitions dragged the country into the
dark ages from which it is now just emerg-
ing. That part of the story is best told by
Gigi, who is sorely missing from this foray.
No rough guide to Ethiopia would be com-
plete without her, but then she holds her
own on Zion Roots (2003, Network Medien,
Germany), which is truly an outstanding
album from start to finish, and one which |
would recommend far more enthusiastically
than this one. B

CH Loh is a musician

LEIF OVE ANDSNES AND THE NORWEGIAN
CHAMBER ORCHESTRA

Featuring Grieg’s Holberg Suite, Op 40; Mozart’s
Piano Concerto No 18 in B-flat, K 456 “Paradis”’;
Bach’s Piano Concerto in F minor, BWV 1056; Haydn’s
Symphony No 45, “Farewell” in F sharp minor. With
Leif Ove Andsnes on the piano. March 1(8.30 pm)

HUNGARIAN INVASION

The MPO plays Schubert and Bartok. Conducted by
Zoltan Pesko, with mezzo soprano Andrea Melath and
bass Istvan Racz. March 12 (8.30 pm); March 13 (3 pm).

JAZZ & WORLD MUSIC SERIES — ORCHESTRA
BAOBAB

Featuring their trademark combination of Casamance
and Cuban rhythms. March 14 & 15 (8.30 pm).
Malaysian Philharmonic Orchestra, Dewan
Filharmonik Petronas, Level 2, Tower 2, Petronas Twin
Towers, KLCC, KL, (03) 2051 7007

For more details, go to www.kakiseni.com
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