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eing cool is not the only reason to interview the four resident artists and
Btwo artistic directors of the Yat Po Singers; it is also on account of the
group being the first professional a cappella ensemble established in Hong
Kong, and the interviewees are all music creators (and CASH members). Such
a combination is rarely seen in this music field. Also, their inaugural work Rock
Hard received wide acclaim, including the “Best Serious Composition” of "CASH
Golden Sail Music Awards” in 2009 that was voted for by professional judges.

The first issue that every a cappella ensemble has to encounter is the limited
availability of repertoire. Before joining Yat Po Singers, each resident artist
gained experience of music creation in a different a cappella stream of their
own. “Before Yat Po, | tried arranging music for my own vocal group,” Keith
Wong said. ‘That was the time when | first learnt how to do arrangements.
| listened to works from overseas, trying to get inspiration for my own
arrangement.” Keith added. Ronald Tsang shared the same experience since
a cappella groups used to perform popular repertoire but the works needed
to be rearranged to fit in vocal groups. As for the works of Raoul Chan, who
studied Opera & Vocal Studies at university, they have the flair of serious music,

Sam Lau, another singer of Yat Po Singers, found where the most interesting
point laid. “If a member in a group can imitate a particular instrument, | will
intentionally write something for him. If he has strong rhythmic sense, |
will customarily write rhythmic music. When you meet people of different
characters, you will think hard on how to make music specifically for them
and at the same time you pose some challenges to them. This is the most
interesting point of creating music.”

Although the four singers of Yat Po have experience in creating music, the
creative brain of the ensemble rests with Ng Cheuk Yin, one of the co-artistic
directors of Yat Po Singers and a commanding composer who possesses a
clear mind and purpose in his own creations. “A lot of a cappella ensembles
perform something like pop or jazz music. However, from the very beginning,
Yat Po Singers does not confine themselves to pop, but rather, roams the
vast space of creativity. Therefore, for me, any genre could be turned into our
voices.” Yin insists undertaking creative tasks on his own, and the joy of writing
for a cappella offers the amalgarmation of a variety of musical elements.

iy
Artistic Director Ng Cheuk Yin
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A Mixture of Traditional and Modern

With a totally new musical language, Patrick Chiu, also an artistic director of
the ensemble, takes charge of the technicality in order to meet the music’s
demand. “Yin's music is extremely versatile and attractive. This requires us to
study the music very closely to uncover the hints of interpretation and style.”
Patrick emphasised that the purpose of bringing Yat Po into a theatre is to have
both audio and visual stimulation and to present a new perspective to the
audience. At the same time, it is the task of the other artistic director, Yuri Ng, to
help display the music onstage by designing the visuals, the stage appearance
and body movements for the singers.

Ng Cheuk Yin's music does not only challenge traditional musical boundaries
but also brings new insights to the singers. Raoul explained, "Before becoming
a member of Yat Po, | listened to unaccompanied covers of Michael Jackson
and equated that with a cappella. Yin's music, however, challenges my
understanding; it is neither pop nor traditional.” Ronald further elaborated, "Take
Rock Hard as an example. It gave us a feeling which was very different from
usual. Therefore, as performers we had taken a lot of time to make adjustments

to ourselves.”

After seven years, four singers and three artistic directors have created a new
path with their fresh understanding of a cappella. It is no longer music that
transforms pop songs or covers of super hits; it is a genre of its own with a
unigue voice, Though Yin is the creative brain, Patrick and other members of
Yat Po are creative cells and shoulder some of the writing and arrangement
tasks. In one project focused on creation, for the sake of exchange and training,
each singer had to produce an a cappella theatrical performance of half an
hour, from music to lighting plus costume and concept formation to stage
line up, all being solely responsible for their own performance. In addition
to feature-length performances like Rock Hard and projects like the one
mentioned, Yat Po sometimes cooperates with other performing groups
which are very different from them. Patrick described their team
as a non-stop creative team. Some of the collaborating groups
included Hong Kong Dance Company, Hong Kong Chinese
Orchestra and even The Chinese Artists
Assaciation of Hong Kong, the best
known union of Cantonese Opera
in Hong Kong. The possibility of
a cappella is stretching to different
kinds of art forms.
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Creating and Performing: A Symbiosis

The four singers of Yat Po have developed their own creative style. During
the interview, they talked about each other's musical style. Raoul's music
demanstrates minimalism and harmonic tones. May it be the influence
of education or even of Western operatic music, his music is always filled
with long semibreves. Keith's music is adorned with his unique usage of
chord progression. Ronald's favourite rhythms and grooves can easily be
distinguished yet his music rarely lacks surprise. Sam's creativity pops up as if
from nowhere and often links up with many unthinkable ideas and execution
details. Growing from amateur singers to professionals, performers undertaking
creative tasks, the process is indeed fascinating and natural.

Here is a timely reminder. Most composers in the past were also extravagant
performers. Performing and creating pose demands in a symbiotic relationship.
Though the four singers compose and rearrange from time to time, they do not
create as a team but as four individuals, Take the dance production of Voices
and Dances of the Distant Land by Yat Po Singers and the Hong Kong Dance
Company in 2015, they split up the tasks and worked independently. Later,
they shared their drafts and made adjustments to accommodate performance.
After all, the singers are the ones who eventually perform.

Along with many new possibilities to explore, Ng Cheuk Yin said there were
also difficulties. "When you write for instruments, there are universal rules for
musicians to abide by; range and techniques through which both creators and
professional musicians know what can be done and what cannot. A cappella
however, is highly customised for performers, as every performer’s strength
is different. Creators have to tackle some uncertainties during composition.”
Yin believes this uncertainty is not necessarily a hindrance. In view of this
uncertainty, a composer needs thorough communication with performers.
This communication in turn brings excitement to the music after taking the
performer's abilities into account.,

How does a cappella develop? For Ng Cheuk Yin, it depends on how artists
persevere, and how the government, audience and supporters respond to
sustain this art. How to persevere? Patrick said, “Every ensemble must shape
their artistic identity after being established for a few years. The answer to
this identity, however, is always related to creation. This does not only mean
ensembles need to have their own music. Even if one is specialised to

do covers, one has to find their own style in order to bring new

perspective to the covers. | personally

wish a cappella

ensembles would

think about how

voices are used.

We do not succeed

purely by how good

we can imitate a musical

instrument, but also how

our voices carry the music

and emation naturally by

using a balance of all these

voices." To conclude, Patrick

~ wishes to see more a cappella

ensembles have their own
calibre in the future.
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