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There was a distinct Asean flavour
to the Asian Cultural Symphony
Orchestra’s (ACSO) latest concert
jointly conducted by Dedric Wong
and Adrian Chiang.

In the concert attended by Presi-
dent Tharman Shanmugaratnam
and his wife, Ms Jane Ittogi, there
were no fewer than four medleys of
local and regional songs, but
thankfully, there was hardly any
overlap with each composer
having distinct voices.

Kelly Tang’s Symphonic Suite On
A Set Of Local Tunes, which opened
the show, highlighted Dick Lee’s
songs, including Home and Bunga
Sayang. Syafiqah ‘Adha Sallehin’s
Singapura Medley was strong on
Malay songs, beginning with Di
Tanjong Katong, while Zechariah
Goh's Singaporean Folk Medley
looked at local Eurasian culture,
closing with Jinkly Nona.

Amid the recent border dispute
between Thailand and Cambodia, a
musical truce was declared with
concertante works from both coun-
tries performed one after another.

Thai composer Jinnawat

Mansap’s Naka - celebrating the
mythological serpent, or naga as it
is known - featured Prapanpong
Maneewong on the khaen, a mouth
organ fashioned with bamboo
pipes. Its sheng-like sonority
dominated this work, which was
filled with striding martial strains.

In contrast, Cambodian compo-
ser Him Sophy’s The Way To Ang-
kor opened plaintively with Tola
Say bowing the tro sao, a Khmer
spike fiddle with a timbre not
unlike the zhonghu. Its duet with
cellist Olivia Chuang was short but
touching, and despite oncoming
dissonance from the orchestra, the
traditional instrument was a voice
not to be silenced.

Singaporean composer Wang
Chenwei’s Tekka Theka was a
tribute to the Kandang Kerbau
vicinity of Little India with its
bustling marketplace. Ghanave-
nothan Retnam’s hauntingly beau-
tiful bansuri (Indian flute) was the
protagonist in a work which had
Indian, Malay and Chinese influen-
ces. In support were Madhavan
Kalaichelvan (veena), Muhammad
Ansari Abdul Razak (rebana) and
Soh Swee Kiat (sheng) represent-
ing three musical cultures.

Singapore’s neighbour across the
Causeway was represented by Loh
Ui Li in her Malaysian Folk Song
Medley, which had Rais Igbal
resplendent on the serunai (Malay
reed instrument), with its plangent
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and piercing tone not unlike a
suona. Among the songs were Rasa
Sayang and Chan Mali Chan, and
before one cries foul, it should be
remembered that just a little more
than 60 years ago, Malaysia and
Singapore were the same nation.
Food is a subject where many a
debate arises, but Cultural Medal-
lion recipient Eric Watson chose a
Broadway idiom to frame his Gour-
met Paradise, a three-movement

dawn-to-dusk primer of local
meals. Vocalist Juni Goh from vocal
band MiICappella led a rap for
Nanyang Breakfast — “Kopi, eggs
and kaya toast/Nanyang breakfast
is so shiok” - before extolling the
virtues of roti prata and Hainanese
chicken rice.

Closing the colourful concert
was the world premiere of
Germaine Goh’s When Rivers
Remember, uniting four soloists

from four Asean nations. Here was
the baroque concerto grosso
updated to include water-related
songs Dayong Sampan, Loy Krath-
ong, Ulek Mayang and Sarika Keo
Euy, with visuals representing the
Singapore, Chao Phraya, Melaka
and Mekong Rivers.

If all governments can sort out
their problems as harmoniously as
these instrumentalists and ACSO,
lasting peace is here to stay.



