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Magical Melange
Guests from Singapore Play Sensitively with Influences from Asia and Old Europe
by Jens-Uwe Sommerschuh
The Singapore Symphony Orchestra is still young, and it is a guest at the Music Festival for
the first time. It was formed in 1979 and has nothing in common with its predecessor of the
same name which gave around 50 concerts after the Second World War, and was then
disbanded. In the intervening period, the wealthy city state only had amateur ensembles. At
the Sunday concert in the Frauenkirche, which attracted great attention, the guests from
southeast Asia demonstrated their supple understanding of music with four very different
pieces. Whether you were listening to them down in the nave or up in the second-storey
gallery, the musicians from Singapore under the baton of Lan Shui carried conviction with
the warm waves of their elegantly attuned and lively sound.
Ethnically, Singapore is mainly Chinese and Malay, but culturally it is a melting pot, mixing
Asian tradition with Western influences. The composition ‘Of An Ethereal Symphony’ by the
32-year-old Cheng Zhangyi, which opened the concert, lives in the composer’s own words
by its ‘confluence of cultures’. Gently circling structures flow into ethereally wafting paths of
sound which are then rhythmically pulled together. There was something enchanting about
it, but the enchantment was such that only the musicians seemed to know the formula of the
magical invocation: the audience may have been amazed, but they remained on the sidelines.
Things were different with Schoenberg’s atmospheric early work ‘Transfigured Night’,
whose original string-sextet version dates from 1899, before he turned to atonal music. Even
those who don’t know the piece can feel at home with it. The version played here was the
orchestral arrangement dating from 1943, in which, in a particularly balanced manner,
Schoenberg mixes the ‘developing variation’ à la Brahms with Wagner’s suggestive Tristan
harmony: fascinating. Then, in Ravel’s ‘La Valse’, an intoxicating interpretation of the old
Viennese waltz culture, we had this strangely tingly sensation of a submerged culture
reappearing, a culture which can only be experienced in the memory.
However the emotional climax of the evening was the appearance of the violinist Gil
Shaham, brilliantly accompanied by the Singaporeans, playing Mendelssohn’s Violin
Concerto and, as an encore, the Gavotte from JS Bach’s E-major partita. Shaham, who was
born in America and grew up in Israel, has been acclaimed for years for his pure, elegant
sound, and he made his Stradivarius ‘Countess Polignac’ dating from 1699 (and definitely
not from 1955, as the programme notes would have us believe, even if Stradivarius is a
‘living legend’) sing in a positively elegiac fashion. Menelssohn’s Romantic masterpiece,
when interpreted as clearly and all-embracingly as this, attains a beauty that goes far beyond
tender gracefulness and sensibility. Thunderous applause.
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