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Introduction

The Call of the Orioles

I first met Prof Yu in 2009. At that time, I was a fourth-year English Literature undergraduate at the National University of Singapore, writing up a thesis on Samuel Beckett and the middle voice. I had also been part of the university’s piano ensemble for four years, playing two-piano duets with my colleagues for annual concerts; I remember greatly enjoying Copland’s “Hoe-Down” and “Saturday Night Waltz” from his ballet Rodeo. When a duet went well, you felt a great sense of synergy and energy — the laughter, excitement, and relief we shared backstage were unforgettable.

However, things on the solo piano scene were not going very well for me. I had just failed my Licentiate of the Royal Schools of Music (LRSM) in Piano Performance, greatly disappointing my previous teacher. I remember very well how I received the news. I had been notified to collect my results from the office at Victoria Concert Hall, and upon being handed a slim envelope rather than a cardboard-backed envelope (containing a certificate), I knew I must have failed again. This had happened to me for the previous exam, the DipABRSM in Piano Performance, which I had fortunately passed on the second attempt, solely on the patience of my teacher.

At that time, the old Capitol Building in Singapore had a very quaint Japanese curry restaurant, which I frequented very often. As my order of Ebi Tempura Curry arrived, I opened the envelop and realized that I had failed by more than a slight margin; in fact, I had failed all components of the exam: performance, sight-reading, viva voce. There was no redemption to be found. The playing was insecure, shaky, and lacked interpretation, the examiners said, adding that the groundwork for reliable technique was sorely missing. I remember calling my teacher to explain the situation, and he was very understanding about it. It’s not a problem to fail, he said, but think about whether you want to sit for it again, and I’d call you when I have free slots in my schedule for you to come back for lessons. I put down the phone, finished my Ebi tempura and thought it really might be time for me to recognize that I could progress no further in music despite my love for it. The waiters, seeing how dejected I was, offered me a matcha ice cream.
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