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A Titanic Tribute

Titanic, the musical is an honest account of a real historical event, says Drama student
Edwin Wan Po-ching, who was invited to perform in the show in Perth, Australia. He

tells Nicola Chan about the experience.

When most of us hear the word "titanic", we may think of the tragic sinking of the ship,
the RMS Titanic, in 1912 - but we're just as likely to associate it with the 1997 classic

movie where Rose tells Jack, "You jump, | jump".

And while there's been some buzz lately about a possible Titanic: The Musical, few are
aware that the first musical based on the historical event was actually performed the

same year as the iconic film was released.

Last summer, Edwin Wan Po-ching, 27, a drama student from the Hong
Kong Academy for Performing Arts, presented a concert version of

Titanic with musical theatre students from the Western Australian
1 Academy of Performing Arts (WAAPA) in Perth, Australia.Wan and his
" classmate Nicole Liu Yuning were invited on an exchange to WAAPA
because of their achievements in musical theatre and proficiency in
English. They spent an intense two weeks in Australia rehearsing

for the performance.

Contrary to expectations, Wan told Young Post that the
musical isn't simply a stage version of the movie. "Many
people are familiar with the film Titanic. But the sinking
of the Titanic was a real historical event. The RMS
Titanic was an ocean liner that sank in 1912; it was

the largest moving object in the world at the time."

Wan added that the musical, unlike the film, was
written "based on historical facts and testimonies of

the disaster survivors".

"Since it is about honouring the passengers on RMS
Titanic, there are no lead characters [because everyone is

equally important] ," explained Wan.

Wan's role was that of a wireless operator, Harold Bride,

one of the 700 survivors.

For most of their time on stage, Wan and the other student performers sat behind
music stands, arranged in a "U" shape. They took turns to stand and speak, or walk to

the centre and act out the important scenes.

While a rehearsed reading might sound less demanding than a fully staged production,

Wan admitted it was still "quite a challenge".

I know that as long as | spend more
time working to improve my areas of
weakness, | can reach [a professional]
standard.

"Although we all held our scripts during the performance, we still had to learn all our
lines and vocal parts by heart beforehand because instantaneous sight-reading was

almost impossible."

He added that performing in English, which he speaks fluently but is nevertheless his

second language, made things even harder.

"Since English is not my mother tongue, | might spend half a second thinking about my
word choice - given that | can already think in English. However, if this happens when
I'm acting, it would affect the quality of the performance, which is supposed to be a

spontaneous interaction," he said.

"l didn't want the overall quality of the show to be affected, or the audience experience
to be diminished, just because English is not my first language. So, | put in a lot of extra

effort to make my speech flow smoothly."

Wan recalled being taken aback by the fast pace of rehearsals when he showed up

on his first day.

"The teaching pace of the songs was so fast that we'd gone through all the ensemble
numbers of Act | by the end of the first rehearsal. In other words, we had to learn

each song in 15 to 20 minutes."
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In comparison, he said, he would normally be given around a week to learn the same

amount of material in Hong Kong.

"Drama schools in Hong Kong tend to put emphasis on acting, which means musical
theatre is only touched on very briefly. With limited musical theatre training, | couldn't

get used to the pace."

There was no time to work out how to hit the right notes during rehearsals either;

perfectly pitched singing was a prerequisite.

"The musical director expected everyone to have already taken care of it, and focused

on the dynamics and unison instead."

"So, after the day trainings, Nicole and | would spend extra time practising the songs

in the piano room of our dormitory."

With dreams of becoming a professional musical theatre performer, Wan was grateful
that the exchange trip allowed him to identify his own strengths and weaknesses - and

gave him the determination to improve.

"l joined a range of dance classes to strengthen my dancing skills as soon as | returned

to Hong Kong," he said.

But the experience hasn't dented Wan's self-esteem; rather, it made him aware of
his potential. Now in his final year at the academy, Wan is a candidate for a place
on a master's programme in London, the city where he first fell in love with musical

theatre.

"I've realised that my singing, acting and English skills are not as bad as | had imagined,”

he said. "It has given me confidence to pursue further study in musical theatre."

"l know that as long as | spend more time working to improve my areas of weakness,

| can reach [a professional] standard."

#EH B Young Post, South China Morning Post HH8:12017-10-24 32 :Nicola Chan
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Pitch Perfect: Hong Kong
prodigy Hannah Tam Wan-
ching wins international violin
competition

Most |2-year-old children would probably tell you their biggest dislike is eating their

vegetables. Or possibly going to bed early.

But Hannah Tam Wan-ching is not like most people her age. Her biggest dislike is bad
pitch; in fact she hates it.

What sets her apart doesn't end there. This month, the child prodigy became the
first Hong Kong winner of the |7 international violin competition Kulturstiftung

Hohenlohe in Germany.

" can't stand bad intonation because it hurts my ears, so | practise up to four hours

a day before or after homework," the Form One pupil at St Paul Co-ed told the Post.

[t was that drive - along with her violin professor, a supporting pianist, a smiling tiger
mum, hard work and talent - that has allowed her to achieve success at such an early

age.

Her mother, Iris Chow Man a self-described tiger mum, "though a smiling one", recalled

the first sign of Hannah's special gift.

"She was three and one day complained from inside the bathroom about her brother's
bad intonation. So | recorded his playing and asked his teacher about the intonation,

and the answer was 'bad'," Chow said with a laugh.

| practise up to four hours a day before
or after homework.

Like many parents in the city, Chow put her children in music classes at age five in
the hopes of securing admission to a good school. Hannah's natural gift for the violin
began to shine. She claimed first prize at an annual school festival for participants

under age |9 - and she was just nine.

"Hannah is very willing to learn, that's the number one thing," said Michael Ma, the
head of strings at The Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts. He has been teaching

Hannah since she was seven.

"l believe in the theory of a solid triangle for success with the student at the top
and parents and teachers at each of the two corners in the bottom," he explained.

"Hannah's case is an example of that."

Maria Jee, Hannah's piano coach and one of the three official accompanists at the
competition, noticed there was something different in the girl's playing during three

rounds of contest against international competitors for the under-15 category.
"Hannah has everything but she's often holding back something when she plays in
Hong Kong," she said. "But she's relaxed and opened up during the competition and

spontaneity is very important in a live performance.”

The audience factor, Chow added, was why Hannah was "holding back".
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"She told me if she expressed herself musically in front of a local audience, they would

laugh at her and she felt very uncomfortable about it.

"But the audience at the competition was informed and Hannah felt appreciated and
hence giving all of herself in the music," the mother said, citing one audience member
who shouted bravo at the end of Carmen Fantasy in the second round. Many in the

crowd treated Hannah as a star, asking her for her autograph.

The win in Germany earned her a prize of €1,800 (HK$16,790) and a performance
with a local orchestra. Next up is her local debut with professionals including cellist
Trey Lee in November, followed by a performance with the Hong Kong Philharmonic

next February.

"Whatever Hannah does in the future, | hope she always enjoys her work without

pressure," Chow said.

URKUNDI
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Why Hong Kong’s theatre
design graduates have no lack
of job opportunities

Graduates in theatre design are much sought after for their versatile skills but there is
still a lack of appreciation for the hard work that goes on behind the scenes, according

to a school dean and young artists.

22 graduates of The Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts' School of Theatre
and Entertainment Arts have rolled out their signature works in an exhibition at the

institution. The school is a specialised wing of the Academy.

"There are many job opportunities for our students, whether it's design, technology,
lighting or sound - they are all needed," Professor Gillian Choa, School Dean since
2013, said.

Students in the four - year curriculum for the bachelor's degree in fine arts must

cover |2 fields, from costume to technical drawing, before taking up their majors.

Choa recalled that, when Hong Kong Disneyland and Macau's entertainment industry
both started, "thousands of technicians" were sought from the School. "We couldn't

fill the vacancies even if we gave them all our graduates.”

At the time, she added, HKAPA graduates were helping implement others' ideas,
especially from the US, without offering much creative input. "Now it's very different
and | think it's the confidence employers have in our graduates. Some of our alumni

are now in senior positions in design and management."

Our students graduate as professionals and
they can assist or work independently with all
the practical training they received.

Universal Studios in Beijing, due to open in 2020, has also approached the School

about possible job opportunities.

"Our students graduate as professionals and they can assist or work independently
with all the practical training they received thanks to the six Schools at the Academy,

which present |3 productions every year," the dean said.

Hong Kong students, she claimed, enjoyed a competitive advantage in spoken and

creative languages, even on the international market.

The School now boasts a 98 per cent employment rate among its graduates.

Zora Lai Lok-yan, a 2017 graduate in costume technology, whose "Cinderella
transforming dress" - a unique outfit that can change form and colour in a split second
- will take up a job in Switzerland next month.

Her work is featured in the current exhibition.

"My parents were tailors in the bygone textile industry, so it's a natural thing for me

to go into costume design," Lai, 24, said.

"l have no problem finding a job but remuneration is lower than what | expected.
Perhaps it's hard for people to appreciate tailo-made costumes when they can get

everything cheap on Taobao," she added, referring to China's online retail giant.
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Fellow graduate Ryan Lo, 22, secured a job as an instructor at the general education

unit of the University of Hong Kong even before he received his degree.

"l once worried about employment with a degree in set and costume design, but no
longer after offers poured in during my final year" said the Toronto native, who now

works as a freelancer.

"' will first have some fun and learn by freelancing. Recently there was a demand for

designs of haunted houses since Halloween is coming," he added.

The HKAPA exhibition is open to the public at the school's Wan Chai campus and

runs until July 2.

gE 8. South China Morning Post HH3:2017-06-25 3Z:Oliver Chou

Poised to go professional

The Academy Festival, held by The Hong Kong Academy of Performing Arts (HKAPA),
kicked off with School of Dance Spring Performances. HKAPA students worked
closely with both foreign and local noted choreographers to create the shows.

The Hong Kong Academy of Performing Arts launched its first festival to showcase

works by young talents whom the institute has helped hone to very fine standards.

The first-ever Festival of student performances put together by The Hong Kong
Academy for Performing Arts (HKAPA) is on in full swing.

Until July 6 the students of HKAPA's six Schools - Chinese Opera, Dance, Drama,
Film and Television, Music, and Theatre and Entertainment Arts - who will soon take
their degrees and be ready to take the skills they have acquired at HKAPA to the
professional sphere, are showcasing their best works. Academy Festival 2017 is the

pilot edition of what's going to be an annual event.

"There is such a wonderful range of talent. It is very exciting to see all the work
coming together," says Professor David Steele, Dean of the School of Dance at
HKAPA. "Hong Kong has a strong, active dance scene, and HKAPA can do more

to develop that scene and take it forward," he adds.
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The Festival kicked off with the School of Dance Spring Performances on April
28. Australian choreographer Gabrielle Nankivell worked with HKAPA students of
contemporary Dance to create a performance piece called Cat Dérive, where "the
routines and rhythms of the city's inhabitants build a moving map that traces our

shared environment".

"Each individual's idea of order is different. What's chaos for one may be orderly for

the next," said Nankivell, elaborating on the idea informing Cat Dérive.

Hong Kong has a strong, active dance
scene, and HKAPA can do more to
develop that scene and take it forward.

London-based choreographer Cameron McMillan worked with Ballet students to
come up with a powerful work called The Inheritance of Form, in which they explored
the scope of contemporary ballet. "By acknowledging and exploring a rigorous
expansion of ballet's pure and physically formal architectural language base as a point
of departure, we engage in the evolution and re-definition of the form and its realm

of possibility, seeking to ask what ballet could be in the 21t century," said McMillan.

Chinese choreographer Gao Chengming has created a searching work called Fortunes
with students from the Chinese Dance department, while HKAPA faculty member
John Utans choreographed a piece called faint Parallel Lines, which he described as
"exploring ideas of simultaneous existence and thought". "The piece looks at the way
different structures and patterns exist independently, in real life and in art and the
moments when these patterns and paths cross over, collide or remain running side

by side," said Utans.

Reaching out

Samuel Leong, chairman of the organising committee of the Festival and Deputy
Director (Academic) of HKAPA, noted that most events were un-ticketed as the idea
was to ensure the greatest possible exposure for the students, rather than be guided

by the logic of profit.

Steele too sounded keen to reach out
and share the excitement over the
cultural programme developed at the
institute. "lt's hugely important that

people are able to witness it," he said.

"We're actually worried that the events
will be over-subscribed as the previous
graduate shows have been," quipped
Leong.

16-17.5 2017 (e e

e "l hope more people will be interested
' in Chinese opera and see it as an art
form that contains many elements," said
Wong Ho-yau, a third-year student of

Posters of The Cityscape, a multimedia Chinese Opera who will be performing
concert presented by the School of Music,
is the highlights from the Academy Festival
offerings.

in the Gongs and Drums Cantonese

Opera performance on May 26 and 27.

"l will be playing a male role this time. Chinese opera is much more contemporary

now and the diversity of roles for female performers is improving," she added.

Eye on Asia

HKAPA is actively seeking out opportunities to collaborate with organisations and
professionals in Hong Kong and beyond, including Beijing, Taiwan, South Korea and
New York. According to Steele, the institute's School of Dance is trying to get New
York City's renowned Trisha Brown Dance Company to come over to Hong Kong and

conduct workshops for its students.

"That would be a valuable experience for any dance artist," said Steele. "lt's important
to share work and bring in visiting artists from around the world. But it's also our
business to show our talent to those coming in, not just learn from them. It's really
about sharing our expertise and intelligence in Asian cultures with the people who

visit us."
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Asia is at the heart of what HKAPA does, Steele added. The Academy's educational
philosophy reflects the cultural diversity of Hong Kong with emphasis on Chinese and

Western traditions, and interdisciplinary learning.

The Academy attracts not just Hong Kong students but also students from all over
the world, Steele notes. "We try to get a balance between Asia and the West - that
between bringing international people here but also making sure the quality and

strength of the local work is represented,” he said.

Students of performing arts in Hong Kong have a unique advantage in terms of
exposure to very fine standards of art from the world over, given the city's rich and
diverse cultural mix. Living in this cosmopolitan and business-oriented city also gives
them a leg up on how to prepare for entering the job market of today's dynamic art

and entertainment industry.

"It's a delicate balance between cultures, and we need to educate students to
understand and value their heritage as well as their own experiences and perspectives.
In order to innovate, you need to digest all that and see how it works for you," said

Steele.

8E 8. China Daily HE:2017-05-12 3:Carmen Ho
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