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A Model of Consummate Musicianship
Yu Qiwei’s Profound Understanding of Cantonese Music

In 2004, Yu Qiwei moved from Guangzhou to teach at The Hong Kong Academy for
Performing Arts (HKAPA), and this opened a new page in the development of
Cantonese music in Hong Kong. Yu was already a leading figure in worldwide

Cantonese music scene, and many musicians in Hong Kong would travel to

Guangzhou to seek his guidance. However, the distance involved meant that it was
difficult for interested local musicians to train with him for long periods of time. This is
especially a problem because the essence of a traditional music genre such as
Cantonese music is something that can only be learned through extended
immersion. It was only after Yu moved to Hong Kong that students from the HKAPA'’s
School of Music and other local musicians have access to more comprehensive
learning experience. No longer do they have to rush through one or two pieces with
the teacher within the limited time available and call it a day.

Yu gave a demonstration session at the HKAPA before he became its Head of Chinese
Music. | was in the audience along with Benedict Cruft, Dean of School of Music. At
the end of the demonstration, | invited Yu to show us the characteristics of
improvisation in Cantonese music, and he effortlessly played a passage of Thunder in
a Drought in three completely different styles. Cruft, himself a violinist from the United
Kingdom, had little knowledge of Cantonese music, but he was immediately moved by
Yu’s seemingly casual yet exquisite and lively performance.

In fact, when Yu first arrived at the Academy, the mainstream thinking among students
at the School of Music was to pursue modern hugin technigues. Regional music
genres such as Cantonese music was considered less technically challenging,
something that can be easily played by following the score. It was only after a few
years that they realised mastering the hugin and playing a seemingly simple piece of
music like it's second nature was a process that required serious observation and
experience. Under Yu'’s tutelage, a number of young Hong Kong musicians have been
able to demonstrate a mature level of music playing when performing Cantonese
music in recent years. Yu'’s teaching is not limited to students of the huqin, other young
musicians have also improved their skills through his teaching. In addition, many
musicians playing for professional orchestras in Hong Kong who hail from outside
Guangdong and are unfamiliar with Cantonese music would often go to Yu for lessons.

So what is special about Yu Qiwei’s music and why does it move the audience? As a
matter of fact, Cantonese music is distinguished by its profound humanism, and
showcases the adaptability of the people in the Pearl River Delta region. Yu’s music
captures the essence of everyday life while keeping its refined touch. Such a
seemingly paradoxical feature brings to the fore the uniqueness of Cantonese music.
Yet to be able to attain such a high level of musicianship is closely linked to Yu’s
continuous pursuit of artistic and conceptual innovation. This is evident from his



training with Liu Tianyi back in 1977. Liu was a legendary figure at that time, but Yu
was already a minor celebrity when he came under Liu’s tutelage. He had come to
Liu to pursue a higher level of artistry — it was not a bid to polish his credentials for
fame and fortune. In 1982, 24 judges unanimously recognised Yu Qiwei as champion
for his performance of Birds Returing to the Woods and In My Thoughts at the National
Competition of Folk Instrumental Music in Wuhan, attesting to the appeal of Cantonese
music as a regional music genre.

In fact, Yu has said that his appetite for artistry has changed many times over the
years. In his youth, it might have been more about showing off his virtuosity, but in
recent years it is more about refining one’s musical expression in pursuit of a higher
level. The best way to describe his music is that he has fully grasped the essence of
Cantonese music. First, his music suits both refined and popular tastes, and he shows
a deep understanding of what makes Cantonese music unique among traditional
music genres. Secondly, he has an eclectic repertoire, and his playing can flamboyant
without being flowery, simple and yet delicate. Thirdly, his music is philosophically
profound; not only does he demonstrate technical virtuosity and transport listeners to
a higher realm with pieces such as In My Thoughts, A Poem on Strings, Guangdong
Spirit, For the Love of the Pearl River, his performances of tunes such as Autumn
Moon in the Han Palace, Autumn Moon over a Placid Lake and Lovers’ Sorrow are
also rich in philosophical curiosity. Those who have heard him live would know that
he adapts to the changing moods of the performance and brings plenty of surprises
and unexpected artistic expressions to the concert stage.

Yu Qiwei’s musical career can be summarised by an elegant refinement and a
profound understanding of the essence of Cantonese music. It is a real treat for the
audience's ears to be able to listen to a concert featuring both him and his protégés.

Christopher PAK, Head of Academic Studies in Music, HKAPA



