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By Xing Daiqi

The 13th much-anticipated 
annual Beijing Music Festival 
(BMF) will open tonight with 
a grand concert featuring the 
China Philharmonic Orches-
tra, Lang Lang and Howard 
Shore, marking the beginning 
of a string of celebrations 
presented by world-famous 
orchestras, conductors and 
virtuoso soloists. 

Billed as “the hottest artist 
on the classical music planet,” 
Lang Lang’s performance of 

the world premiere of Shore’s 
piano concerto Ruin and 
Memory is set to pave the way 
for an exciting three weeks of 
classical repertoire.

Multi-Academy Award win-
ner Shore, most notable for his 
scores for The Lord of the Rings, 
was commissioned to compose 
the work by BMF as a tribute 
to Chopin. 

“Shore wanted to pay tribute 
to the great Polish composer 
who is very much in fashion 
in a nostalgic way,” Lang Lang 
said. “Shore’s work is very ro-

mantic, he uses piano to create 
a lyrical and colorful space.” 

The opening concert also 
includes several arrangements 
of Chopin’s works by 20th 
century composers to mark 
Chopin’s 200th birthday, in-
cluding Les Sylphides arranged 
by Roy Douglas. 

This year’s BMF is dedi-
cated to Baroque music, with 
one of the world’s most promi-
nent conductors of Baroque, 
Christopher Hogwood, taking 
the baton of Guangzhou Sym-
phony Orchestra and present-

ing works from both Bach and 
Handel. 

Tafelmusik, Canada’s ac-
claimed Baroque ensemble 
will stage their The Harmony 
of the Spheres concert, as a 
tribute to the International 
Year of Astronomy. With the 
aid of stunning visual effects 
and recitation, audiences will 
soar among the stars, basking 
in the wonders of the cosmos 
to the music of Vivaldi and 
Purcell. 

For opera lovers an adapta-
tion of Handel’s Semele as well 

as Madam White Snake from 
BMF and Opera Boston will 
see a fresh take on Chinese sto-
ries, in Western opera form. 

The 21-day festival will also 
feature Li Yundi, Krzysztof 
Penderecki, the Royal Liverpool 
Philharmonic Orchestra and 
King’s College Choir. 

BMF began in 1998 with 
the aim to bring illustrious or-
chestras and soloists to China 
and is becoming more sophis-
ticated each year, according to 
Yu Long, acclaimed conductor 
and founder of the festival.

 Zheng He’s influence continues to travel 

Peranakan culture in Paris

Star-studded Beijing Music Festival starts with grand classical concert

By Ming E. Wong

Singapore and Malacca are like 
chalk and cheese, but both will 
contribute to a small, unique 

exhibition that will open at Musee 
du Quai Branly (MQB) in Paris this 
month. 

The show will reflect the differences 
of the two, one vibrant and eager to 
embrace the latest trends, the other, a 
small, somewhat sleepy town living a 
lot on its past. 

A seaport in the Straits of Malacca, 
in the 15th century Malacca had been 
occupied by the Portuguese and 
Dutch. Chinese admiral Zheng He’s 
huge ships came to town and with 
many of the crew marrying local Malay 
women, a new race of people were 
born, the Peranakans. 

The term means “local born” in 
Malay but essentially is a mix of Malay 
and Chinese, with some Indian and 
European influences. 

Traditional Peranakan clothing 
features intricate Chinese embroi-
dered blouses in bright tropical colors, 
paired with batik sarongs. Food is 
spicy, marinated and cooked, often 
necessitating a full day’s toil in the 
kitchen. Peranakan men are 
called babas and 

the women, nonyas and they are the 
matriarchs of their households.

The Peranakans have long been 
known as resourceful and adapt-
able. Initially spreading to northern 
Malaysia, with Penang a Peranakan 
stronghold, as well as Singapore and 
Indonesia, they learnt English and 
became successful in politics and 
business.

While Malacca is the cradle of Per-
anakan culture, Singapore has worked 
aggressively to preserve and promote 
it. One of the biggest achievements 
is the establishment of the exquisite 
Peranakan Museum in a restored 
colonial building, a treasure house 
of Peranakan furniture, kitchenware, 
traditional clothing, jewelry and crafts. 

A local Peranakan TV series The 
Little Nyonya was a hit and iconic plays 
such as Emily of Emerald Hill have 
been performed from Singapore to 
Edinburgh. 

Local cultural 
arts and theater 
group The 
Main 

Wayang Company has produced over 
70 Peranakan-themed performances 
and will stage a traditional wedding 
procession and dance at MQB in Paris. 

“Many young Singaporeans are 
coming forward to ‘claim’ their Per-
anakan heritage and their roots,” said 
Richard Tan, one of Wayang’s found-
ers. 

Peranakan culture is growing as a 
viable art form with Tan viewing the 
promotion of Peranakan culture as the 
promotion of cross-culturalism and 
multi-racialism.

 “Like our Peranakan forefathers, 
this is the modern wave of sinkeks 
[Chinese Fujian for new visitors] 
from foreign shores settling on our 
Singaporean soil and yes, if the tour-
ism board can find use through baba 
culture, why not?” 

In 2008, UNESCO World Heritage 
status was awarded to Malacca and 
Penang, which means 
that the twin cities 
will be more care-
fully preserved 
and promot-
ed. 

The old town of Malacca is beautiful 
to visit, with its Red Square and red-
painted Stadthuys, the oldest Dutch 
building in Malacca as well as the Old 
Dutch Church. 

Chinatown boasts temples and clan 
association houses with intricate roofs 
and entrances, as well as the Zheng 
He Museum, a somewhat cluttered 
but highly interesting collection with 
great models of Zheng He’s ships. 

Rumah Baba, (rumah meaning 
house) the home of a former success-
ful anglophile who filled his home 
with Chinese antiques, English tea ser-
vices and knick-knacks. Visitors take 
off their shoes to enter the upstairs liv-
ing quarters and descend to be served 
tea in an open courtyard kitchen. Most 
old Peranakan houses have no roofs in 
some parts, allowing fresh air and sun-
light to circulate freely. There are many 
old-style two-story Perakanan houses 
with elaborate facades still standing in 
Malacca, used for residential abodes, 
businesses and shops. 

While its culture is being celebrated 
on the other side of the globe, Malacca 
is a great place to visit and perfect for 

those seeking an escape 
from the more bustling 

cities of Asia. 

A rooftop in Malacca showing Chinese 
influence. Photo: Ming E. Wong.


