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Doing his bit
for Singapore

LI Y

Vietnamese-
Canadian
guitarist Han
Vo-Ta has
written a
classical guitar
version of Stand
Up for
Singapore.

By CATHERINE
TAN

AMONG the 27,000 peo-
ple at the National
Stadium on Sept 8 who
stood and gasped with
pleasure at the New
York Philharmonic’s
lush orchestral version
of Stand Up For Singa-
pore was Vietnamese-
Canadian  guitarist-
cemposer Han Vo-Ta.

*The 36-year-old *‘‘musi-
cian by nature and bank
manager by profession”
said: “For an aching mo-
nrent, T almost wanted 1o
be a Singaporean so that
I too had a right to stand
up and cheer when I
heard that familiar 25th
amniversary tune given
the full orchestral treat-
ment.”’

~His imagination fired
by the rousing melody,
Vo-Ta went home and
worked until the wee
hours of tike morning
writing a classical guitar
version of it.

By the end of this
month, Vo-Ta’s version of
this tune and his solo gui-
tar arrangements for four
other Singapore melodies
— Sing Your Way Home,
Di Tanjong Katong, Chan
Mali Chan and Burung
Kakak Tua — will be
compiled in Cantes De
Singapere, a special 25th
anniversary of nation-
building commemorative
edition. The book will be
available in music shops
here.

Cantos De Singapore
(Songs of Singapore in
Spanish), published under
the sponsorship of the
Bank of Montreal Asia
Limited which he man-
ages, is Vo-Ta’s contribu-
tion to' Singapore’s 25th
anniversary celebrations.

For the banker and his

family of three who have
lived all over Canada and
the Far East, Singapore
is the tropical island
home where they have
felt they can ‘‘really play
a part and join in like
they have pever done be-
fore’’

When Canada’s fore-
most concert guitarist
Liona Boyd was in Singa-
pore to give a concert
last week, she heard Vo-
Ta's arrangements of the
Singapore folk songs.

They enchanted her so
that she is seriously con-
sidering them for her
next album of favourite
songs of the world.

‘““Life is full of sur-
prises,”” said Vo-Ta.

“Maybe 1 can help to
get Singapore known for
her music as well as her
business prowess.”’

All his life, Vo-Ta has
always had to choose be-
tween the two.

He was among the top
five musicians in Viet-
nam when he graduated
from the Saigon National
f;ﬁ%servamry of Music in

Han Vo-Ta ... after his experiences in war-torn Vietnam, musie
5

seems “‘sinfuily easy and enjoyable”

He was also a top stu-
dent who won a scholar-
ship to study business
and mathematics at the
San Jose State Universi-
ty.
Since he was three, Vo-

" Ta had known war — ex-

ploding bombs in the
dead of the night and
bodies of the wounded
and dead in the streets.

Once, when he was 12,
he even had to go down
on his knees to beg for
his life when he was con-
fronted by rifle-wielding
Vietcongs on his way
home from school.

Music thus seemed too
“sinfully easy and enjoy-
able’” a way to make a
living and Vo-Ta chose
the world of figures and
dollars and cents.

By 1973, he had gradu-
ated from the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT) with a Mas-
ters degree in
management and won
two awards for having
the best grades in his
class and for his cultural
contributions to the col-
lege.

Most music lovers and
musicians along the
American East Coast
have been to Vo-Ta’s
recitals and know of his
MIT classical guitar soci-
ety.

His first job was with
the Bank of Montreal and
he lived in Canada for six
years.

In 1975, Saigon fell and,
feeling like ‘‘a mango
tree transplanted in the
snow”’ because there was
no more home to go to,
the music in him dried up
and he stopped playing
the guitar.

Only four years ago,
while living in Manila,
did he begin to play
again.

In Singapore, his in-
volvement began early
last year when he gave
short concerts over the
radic and TV. During
Deepavali last year, he
transcribed Sing Your
Way Home into an in-
tense classical guitar
piece.

Not long after that, he
heard a recording of
Peter Low’s choir singing

Di Tanjong Katong and
the melody so inspired
him that he soon translat-
ed it into music the gui-
tar could produce.

Chan Mali Chan chal-
lenged him to tramslate it
it into a rhumba flamen-
co style while all the
possibilities for his favou-
rite tremolo effects in Bu-
rung Kakak Tua made
him work on it next.

But for the ‘“modern
nomad’’, who as a youth
longed for able Viet-
namese leaders so that he
could return to work for
his homeland, Stand Up
For Singapore and its
soaring patriotic over- :
tones is the song closest
to his heart.

He has published 2,000 ,
copies of this arrange-
ment (600 of which were -
distributed during Liona
Boyd’'s concert) to send

.to the guitar-playing sol-

diers in the Ministry of
Defence and to schools
through the Ministry of
Education so that those
who can’t make joyful
noises singing can play it
on the guitar.
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‘TALKING
GUITAR’

Classical society sees an infusion of life

By VIOLET OON

“PHE workshops I attend at the Singapore Classical
Guitar Society meetings are much better than
- clasgses I've attended in music schools,” declared
Anthony Ho, 20, a Singapore Armed Forces platoon

se?m nt. -

" _He s one of a large proportion of youngsters who
have “invaded” the 20-year-old society and who
have decided to spend one Sunday afternoon a month
at the Alliance Francaise “talking guitar” with other
aficionados.

One presumes that it is not the aim of the society
to- u¥plant the commercial music schools but the
-very fact that the instructors conducting the work-
ﬁgare doing it out of love, gives it an edge.

exam&;e, Singapore’s Dr Robert Liew con-
ducted a workshop for the Society as did other guitar
names; Alex Abisheganaden, John Mills (concert gui-
tarist) and Ronald Nguyen are just a few among

-them

“Ta“lking guitar” with five of the Society’s younger
mefnbers revealed that they do need an association

like this to keep them abreast of the musical world.,

They-all- a deep love for the instrument
and iad Been mg g up guitar lessons with

to be

confined to technique and interpreta pretation of works.

They seemed totally ignorant of the wider world
ﬁf, music beyond the small confines of what they

ew. -

For example, Robert Liew’s name was familiar
but they knew not in what context except that he
was a somebody in guitar. And Alex Abisheganaden,
the man whose name has been synonymous with the
guitar in Singapore for over 20 years (he was in fact
one of the founder members of the Society), drew
forth a blank look, even though he is ome of the
advisors of the Society, and one of the more visible
ones at that! -

Whatever lack of sophistication was, however,
made up for in enthusiasm and the Society is doing
something to harness this youthful vitality in its very
active programme.

But its president, Mr Han Vo-Ta, who is credited
with revitalising the Society in recent months with
an imaginative range of activities - including the
inception of a very readable and informative news-
letter — voiced a concern over a sense of impersona-
lity that had arisen from its sudden success.

That is why, at the last meeting in June, the
format took a change. Instead of formal workshop.
sessions, a guitar exhibition was held, providing time
for members to talk together in small groups, with a
view to holding an informal workshop later.

Over 20 famotis name guitars were on exhibition,
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The guitar

takes

centrestage

By CATHERINE ONG

IF THE full houses at its four
concerts were anything to go
by, Singapore’s first mini-gui-
tar festival, The World Of
Guitars, held early last year,
was a resounding success.

So a second guitar mini-fes-
tival, called The World Of
Guitars II, has been organ-
ised, starting with a concert
by New Zealand-based John
Mills and Cobie Smit at the
DBS Auditorium on Tuesday
at 8 pm.

This time, the Ministry of
Community Development
(MCD) and the National The-
atre Trust (NTT), which
jointly organised the first fes-
tival, has passed the mantle
of responsibility to the Singa-
pore Classical Guitar Society.

After last year’s success,
guitarists from all over the
world, who are always on the
look-out for new audiences,
contacted the society directly
to express their interest in
performing in Singapore.

So it is only logical that the
150-strong society, the only
one of its kind in Singapore,
runs this year’s show.

Formed in 1967, the society
almost ‘‘fizzled out” in the
'T0s, says its vice-president,
Mr Alex Abisheganaden.

It was revived this decade
by its current president, Mr
Han Vo-Ta, a conservatory-
trained classical guitarist-
cum-financier.

Mr Han, a Vietnamese, is
the senior manager of special
projects at City Develop-
ments Ltd, which is part of
the Hong Leong Group of
companies.

It was Mr Han who secured
the sponsorship of Hong
Leong Finance Ltd, and Mr
Abisheganaden who, with the
help from the MCD’s Cultural
Affairs Division, handled all
the arrangements to make
this year's guitar festival
possible.

Once again, another bunch
of top classical guitarists in
the world will perform.

They will concentrate on
presenting different eras of
music, from the Baroque to
the present.

According to Mr Abishe-
ganaden, Swede Erik Moller-
strom, who specialises in
Spanish guitar music, is the
man who will perform ‘“the
kind of music that everyone
who learns the guitar wants
to play”.

Hubert Kappel, who was
contacted through the Goe-
the-Institut, is a world-class
guitarist.

Last year, the MCD and the
NTT spent $28,000 on the
World Of Guitars. For the
World Of Guitars II, the Sin-
gapore Classical Guitar Soci-
ety’s annual grant of $6,000
from the MCD will be used to
meet extra expenses.

Three members have also
opened their homes to five of
the guest artistes.

The Goethe-Institut has ar-
ranged for Kappel to stay at
a hotel.

This year’s six musicians
paid for their own airfare to
Singapore. The artistes’ fees
will be paid from the festival
concert ticket sales.



ERIK MOLLERSTROM
represents the best of
interpreters of the Spanish
school of guitar.

Born in Stockholm, he
played both the banjo and
guitar but went to Spain in
1962 to concentrate on the
guitar.

Since then, he has studied
with Eduardo Sainz de la
Maza in Barcelona, Roland
Bengtsson in Stockholm and
the British guitar master,
Julian Bream.

Now a renowned soloist, he
is also a chamber musician
who has recorded albums in a
duo with a cellist and as a
member of a Swedish
professional guitar trio.

MARIA HOL, one of
Holland’s top cellists, has
had works dedicated to her
by European contemporary
composers.

She currently teaches the
cello and chamber music at
the Municipal Conservatory
in Zwolle, Holland.

She will team up with her
husband, Pieter van der
Staak, to perform unique
music written for their
combination of instruments.

o

~ Who will be playing

HUBERT KAPPEL offers
“nothing short of the utmost
excellence’’, according to the
West German radio station,
Saarlandischer Rundfunk.

In 1978, he won the first
prize in the Concorso
Internazional di
Interpretazione in Gargnano,
Italy.

In 1978, he founded the
Paganini Duo with violinist
Michael Dauth of the Berlin
Philharmonic Orchestra. He
performs regularly with the
Swiss ensemble, Die
Kammermusiker Zurich.

Besides teaching at the
Cologne College of Music,
Kappel directs master classes
in Hungary, Greece, England
and Israel.

COBIE SMIT hails from
Rotterdam, where she began
studying the guitar at nine.

Later, she moved to
France, where she took part
in master classes given by
the celebrated guitar duo,
Ako Ito and Henri Dorigny.

She began to give duo
concerts with John Mills
from 1982, and they married
two years later.

Since 1985, the couple has
been based in Nelson, New
Zealand, where she also
teaches at the Nelson School
of Music and the Nelson
Polytechnic.

B 4

JOHN MILLS began studying
the guitar when he was nine.
From 1966 to 1969, he was a
student of John Williams at
the Royal College of Music,
from which he graduated witt
the Association of Royal
College of Music scholarship.

After winning a Spanish
government scholarship, he
played in master classes
conducted by guitar maestro
Andre Segovia at Santiago de
Compostale.

From the late '70s, he has
also taught in seminars and
master classes throughout the
world. He is a tutor at the
Nelson School of Music and
Nelson Polytechnic in New
Zealand.

PIETER VAN DER STAAK has studied
with Emilio Pujol and Andres Segovia. He
is well known among guitarists for having
an original Antonio Torres and two Fleta
guitars in his collection.

He is a respected solo guitarist, teacher
and composer. He has composed music for
TV and radio plays and theatre
productions.

Today, he is on a panel of select
composers commissioned by the famous
publishing house of Broekmans and Van
Poppel to write for solo, ensemble and
chamber music with the guitar.



WHEN he is not pre-occupied with figures, banker Han
Vo-Ta spends his time championing guitar music, as presi:
dent of the Singapore Classical Guitar Society which bmngs
in international soloists for regular guitar concerts. :

Tomorrow evening’s recital at the Singapore Conference
Hall features Canadian guitarist Norbert Kraft and a classi»
cal programme dotted with names such as Tedesco, Albe-
niz, de Falla, Villa-Lobos and Torroba.

Winner of the 1985 Segovia International Competition in
Spain and a recording artist on the Chandos label, Kraft
has been praised by critics for his use of timbre and
warmth of tone.

His recital is sponsored by Singapore Finance and the
Canadian High Commission in Singapore.

Tickets at $5, $8, $10, 312 and $15 are on sale at the
Central Booking Office (Victoria Theatre), Centrepoin;,
- Tangs, Wisma Atria and Yamaha Music (Plaza Singapura_.





