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Mervin Beng

Pianist Song Ziliang works full-
time as a general music teacher in a
secondary school, but the pro-
gramme he presented for his recit-
al was as substantial as that of a per-
formance by a concert pianist.

The recent graduate of the Royal
College of Music and Moscow Con-
servatory also spared no effort to
connect with the audience, draw-
ing them in with engaging chats
and including piano arrangements
of film, pop and anime music in the
programme.

The concert began with Italian
pianist-composer Ferruccio Buso-
ni’s transcription of the Chaconne
from J.S. Bach’s Partita No. 2 For So-
lo Violin.

The Chaconne is widely regarded
as one of the greatest pieces ever
written for solo violin and Busoni’s
transcription aptly captures the es-
sence and imposing architecture of
the work.

The mild-mannered Song deliv-
ered the piece strongly, giving it
scale, structure and some of the
best piano tone this reviewer has
heard at the School of the Arts Con-
cert Hall.

Busoni’s piano part is every bit a
technical minefield as Bach’s origi-
nal is for violin. Although there
were a few missed notes and great-
er contrast in the voicing of parts
would have helped, his perform-
ance as a whole was technically
sound and did full justice to the maj-
esty of the Chaconne.

The Fantasie In C Major, Op. 17 by
Schumann is a work that is so chal-
lenging that Franz Liszt was reput-
ed to be one of the few pianists of
the time able to perform it.

Song was well up to scratch and
the naturalness of his interpreta-
tion made the 30-minute piece feel
considerably shorter.

The passionate first movement
could have done with greater gravi-
tas, but the tenderness and intensi-
ty he showed in the final slow move-
ment was wonderful.

As if the Bach-Busoni and Schu-
mann Fantasie were not enough,
he performed the Sonata No. 5 by
Scriabin, which is considered one
of the most demanding of works in
the piano repertoire.

The rigour of his four years of mu-
sical education at the Moscow Con-
servatory came into play and he per-
formed with ease, brimming with
pathos and conviction. This was a
most impressive performance.

He prefaced the Scriabin with
the world premiere of Syafiqah
’Adha Sallehin’s commission Mahl-
igai, an expression of love and mari-
tal bliss.

The short work with slow-
fast-slow sections features a melo-
dy with unmistakably Malay influ-
ence, embellished with “grenek” –
traditional Malay musical ornamen-
tation – which did not sound far re-
moved from baroque ornamenta-
tion.

The Malay folk melodies and
rhythms Syafiqah used combined
comfortably with Western harmo-
nisation, although the final out-
come was more a mash-up than a fu-
sion.

In Song’s speech to the audience,
he waxed lyrically about his desire
to bring classical music to new audi-
ences, especially the young.

His earnest, homely tone and
self-effacing humour won many ad-
mirers and the younger members
of the audience were particularly
entranced with his selection of ani-
me and Chinese pop arrangements.

If all school music teachers had a
fraction of his musical abilities and
passion in sharing their love of mu-
sic, Singapore’s musical future will
be a bright one.

REVIEW/ CONCERT
THE ITALIAN BARITONE
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In a state where vocal recitals are
uncommon, a baritone concert is a
curate’s egg.

Singaporean baritone Martin Ng
has been gradually making a name
for himself. Based in the Italian city
of Verona, his performance in Octo-
ber as the eponymous Flying Dutch-
man in the Singapore premiere of
the Wagner opera gave notice to his
considerable abilities.

This recital, presented by the Sin-
gapore-based opera blog The Mad
Scene, centred on Italian operatic
roles where baritones are often lim-
ited to the part of villainous, avuncu-
lar and anti-hero characters. Here,

he proved his mettle, not just vocal-
ly but also dramatically, as one
might in an opera house.

The programme began with two
contrasting arias from Donizetti’s
bel canto operas. In Cruda, Funesta
Smania from Lucia Di Lammer-
moor, he projected with a force and
heroism more often associated
with tenor arias.

Equally well emoted were the lyri-
cal pages of Come Paride Vezzoso
(L’Elisir D’Amore), which showed
sensitivity and balance and proved
that he was not just a pair of sturdy
lungs.

His performances have indeed
grown in stature over the years. The
board-like stiffness that accompa-
nied his earlier appearances has giv-
en way to a more supple and flexi-
ble persona befitting a variety of
roles.

In Ponchielli’s Ah! Pescatore
from La Gioconda, his agile and ar-
ticulate way around its tricky
rhythms was a marvel to behold.

Even better were the offerings in
the second half of the concert –
Verdi’s Pieta Rispetto E Amore
(Macbeth) and Cortigiani Vil Razza
Dannata (Rigoletto), and Gior-
dano’s Nemico Della Patria (Andrea
Chenier).

Ng’s towering and booming en-
tries and anguished expressions
found a foil in the flowing melody,
which his mellow and multi-hued
voice served well. This indicates
that he is ready for major roles in
more repertoire operas.

Adding variety to the programme
was non-Italian repertoire per-
formed by Chinese soprano Li Jie, a
graduate of the Nanyang Academy
of Fine Arts who is now living in Ger-
many.

Her command of Schumann’s
lied In Der Fremde, Lehar’s Meine
Lippen (from Giuditta) and the ob-
ligatory Puccini aria (Signore Ascol-
ta from Turandot) was excellent
and every bit Ng’s equal.

The accompaniment was provid-

ed by Montenegrin pianist Boris
Kraljevic, whose orchestral concep-
tion of the music ensured that a full-
er ensemble was not missed.

His solo segment was as varied as
the songs he played for, with myri-
ad shades of bell sonorities in the
two Rachmaninov pieces, the Musi-
cal Moment (Op. 16 No. 5) and
Etude-Tableau (Op. 33 No. 8).

Together, the trio served up sump-
tuous readings of the recital’s most
substantial pieces, operatic duets
from three Verdi operas.

The relationships between father
and daughter (Rigoletto), father
and prospective daughter-in-law
(La Traviata), and evil duke and
would-be lover (Il Trovatore) were
shelled out with a show of passion
and conviction.

The chemistry among all three
performers was clearly palpable
and prolonged applause after a stir-
ring Udiste... Mira, Di Acerbe La-
grime (Il Trovatore) was followed
by a rousing encore.

MONTREAL • The idea was to cele-
brate Montreal’s coming 375th anni-
versary with a Christmas tree big-
ger and grander than the famous
one at Rockefeller Center in New
York.

Instead, downtown Montreal
wound up with something only
Charlie Brown could love.

“It’s a bit of an eyesore,” said Ms
Noor Malick, who has a view of the
tree from her office window.

“It’s quite sad, really,” said Ms
Michaela van den Berg, a visitor
from England whose husband com-
pared the tree to a matchstick.
“Maybe it’s a joke.”

People certainly are laughing,
both in the streets and online. The
tree has two mock Twitter ac-
counts, one mainly in French and
one in English. Ms Melanie Joly, the
federal minister of Canadian herit-
age who, among other things, over-
sees the national holiday decora-
tions in Ottawa, tweeted that she
loved the Montreal tree, but she
added a winking emoji.

A classic specimen, the tree is
not. Its trunk is crooked, for one
thing. And its other shortcomings
are painfully obvious to passers-by.

“It doesn’t have a top. It looks like
it’s missing branches; it’s kind of
skinny-looking,” Mr Pierre Bourci-
er said after snapping a photo with
his phone.

And then there are the orna-
ments: The tree is covered with red
plastic inverted triangles topped by
green maple leafs, the logo of the Ca-
nadian Tire retail chain, which sup-
plied its white lights. A small child
standing at the base of the tree this
week stumped her father by asking
why it “looked like a store”.

How did a holiday celebration be-
come a municipal punchline? Chalk
it up to (perhaps too much) ambi-
tion, inadequate financing and
Murphy’s law.

“We have good intentions,” said
Mr Jean-David Pelletier, one of the
principals of Sapin MTL, the compa-
ny that came up with the idea of ri-
valling New York’s tree. “But the
road to hell is paved with good in-
tentions and we had problems.”

Sapin MTL is in the business of
home-delivering normal-size
Christmas trees and it proposed the
big one as a promotional gimmick.

Mr Pelletier said the company
had a more majestic, shapely tree in
mind. It researched the typical
height for recent Rockefeller Cent-
er trees – 22 to 23m – and found
one which was 24m in Ontario that
Mr Pelletier described as “amaz-
ing”. But its narrow height advan-
tage vanished early last month
when Rockefeller Center an-
nounced that its tree this year

would be a 28.6m Norway spruce.
Mr Pelletier and his partners then

had less than a month to come up
with a new, taller rival, and they ap-
pealed to the public, which suggest-
ed about 100 candidates. The bal-
sam fir they chose came from the
Eastern Townships of Quebec, near
the border with the United States.

“It’s not perfect, but it’s authentic
and it’s a real tree that you find in
the forests of Quebec,” Mr Pelletier
said. “We’re not pretending this is
the most amazing, beautiful tree in
the world.”

Facing a Nov 30 deadline for un-
veiling the tree, the Sapin crew had
to hurry. The tree was harvested,
placed on a special flatbed truck
and brought to Montreal under po-
lice escort within 72 hours. But a
tight schedule and a tight budget
meant that some corners were cut –
and so was the tree.

Somehow, the tree that reached
the closed-off section of St Cather-
ine Street where the market is held
measured just 26.8m. Mr Pelletier’s
brother Philippe, another principal
in the company, said a bit sheepish-
ly last Friday that they had simply
settled for the tallest tree they
could find in time.

And there was no time or money
to give it the extensive arboreal spa
treatment that the New York tree
gets; all the workers could do was
reattach, sometimes rather obvious-
ly, a few of the larger branches that
had broken off in shipping.

As for the decorations, Mr

Jean-David Pelletier said his
company’s responsibility ended
once the tree was in its bare steel
stand in St Catherine Street.

Ms Jane Shaw, a spokesman for
Canadian Tire, said the company
had not required the logo orna-
ments in exchange for donating the
lights. She called them “a gesture
from the organisers” of the Christ-
mas market.

The skinny, misshapen and wide-
ly unloved tree does attract some ex-
pressions of appreciation. Many
seem to be of the ironic variety of-
ten reserved for no-budget horror
movies. But some seem sincere.

As a reporter was interviewing
Mr Pelletier in the market, a woman
interrupted to say the tree was
“beautiful” before swiftly walking
away.

This year’s debacle has not de-
terred Mr Pelletier. He said his com-
pany was determined to make sure
that Montreal truly outdoes New
York next year, now that his fellow
citizens have had their fun at the ex-
pense of this year’s tree.

“I think we can celebrate the
Christmas magic and stop saying
it’s ugly, ugly, ugly,” he said, as a
family posed for a photo in front of
the tree. “Now in Quebec, there’s
Cirque du Soleil, Celine Dion and
the naughty fir – we prefer that to
‘ugly’. ‘Naughty’ is better.”

Gesturing up at the tree, he said:
“Look at him. You’ll find something
sympatique in him.” So would Char-
lie Brown. NYTIMES

The Christmas
tree in St
Catherine Street
in Montreal is
making people
laugh, both in
the streets and
online. PHOTO:
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A baritone grown in stature

An unloved Christmas tree
Montreal wanted a festive tree
bigger than the one at New York’s
Rockefeller Center, but ended up
with an eyesore

Brimming
with talent
and
conviction
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