


Fine tunes
BY ANDRE A L I      

Individuals are increasingly commissioning music to mark special occasions

Commissioned work has 
been the lifeblood of 

The Hong Kong Chinese 
Orchestra for decades

ong Kong-born composer Lam 
Fung, at the age of 27, was one of 
the youngest Chinese composers 
to be commissioned by the BBC. His 
piece, Unlocking, took inspiration 
from an exhibition of padlocks he 
saw at London’s Victoria and Albert  
Museum, and explored themes of 
codes, secrets and locks. Lam is one 
of the relatively few Asian compos-
ers who have worked with individu-
als who commission music. 

“I personally always welcome talking to my commissioners  
before I start working on the music as more often than not I find 
inspiration from them, be it the reasons behind the commission 
or from their own interests or background,” Lam says.

Although Hong Kong has seen funding cuts to the arts,  
private contribution to new music remains largely elusive. 

Private commissions are very unusual, says Timothy Calnin, 
the retiring Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Philharmonic 
Orchestra (HKPO). “I can only think of two instances in the 
past five years. People just aren’t aware that this is something 

they can do, but I think it will take off with time.” In 2009, the 
HKPO launched a three-year commissioning programme to 
attract funding from foundations and individuals.

Even the Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra (HKCO), an active 
underwriter of new works, says none of its commissions has 
been funded by private individuals. “Private contributions are 
usually made towards individual concerts or education and  
research. It would be great if we had sponsorship specifically for 
new works,” says Celina Chin, the orchestra’s Executive Director, 
adding that commissioning has been the orchestra’s lifeblood 
for several decades. Unlike Western classical music, Chinese  
orchestral music only has a 50- to 60-year history. However the 
HKCO commissions more than 10 pieces of new music and  
re-arranges more than 30 works each year.

“The philosophy of commissioning is very important,” says 
the HKPO’s Calnin. “It is necessary in order to keep the art form 
contemporary and relevant. Otherwise orchestras will just be 
playing the music of dead white guys all the time.” 

When she was relatively young and unknown, Hong 
Kong-born composer Angel Lam began to work with New 
York City’s famous Carnegie Hall. Clive Gillinson, Carnegie 
Hall’s Executive and Artistic Director, says the hall has used 
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commissioning to tap new and established talent. Lam’s 
second commission for Carnegie Hall, Awakening from a 
Disappearing Garden, will premier at its festival of Chinese 
culture, Ancient Paths, Modern Voices, from 21 October to 
10 November.

Individual commissions have gained growing popularity in 
Europe, Australia and the United States over the past decade 
as classical-music enthusiasts catch on to the concept.

When Australians Jenny Kena and her former partner  
Colin Gray made money on several property deals, they 
could have splashed out on any number of luxuries. But the 
couple instead chose to commission Oma Kodu, an Estonia-
inspired clarinet quintet.

“This was an opportunity to support a different branch 
of the arts and was something that would last forever,”  

says Kena, whose father was Estonian. “To me, the experience 
was value for money. I got so much back from it. It is a gratify-
ing feeling to know that this music wouldn’t be in existence if 
it weren’t for me. Not only that, it can now be appreciated by 
a wider group of people and can add to the body of work in 
Australian music.”

 It takes a special type of person to commission music, says 
Richard Gill, the Music Director of Australia’s Victorian Opera. 
“It is unlike anything else. The result is not tangible so it  
requires people to think outside the box. A typical patron is well  
educated, appreciates the artistic life and values the importance 
of the arts to the life of the community. You are sponsoring  
immortality. It just doesn’t get any better than that.” 

In growing numbers, individuals are commissioning music 
for celebratory reasons – a wedding anniversary milestone,  

Angel Lam 
(left) was 
commissioned 
to write a piece 
for Carnegie 
Hall (above) 

CARNEGIE HALL USED COMMISSIONING 
TO TAP NEW AND ESTABLISHED TALENT
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once done by the Australian government has diminished,” 
says Vine, Artistic Director of Musica Viva, an organisation 
that helps individuals with the commissioning process. “This 
has resulted in the importance of private patrons.” 

Similar instances are unfolding elsewhere. Ed Harsh, is the  
President of Meet the Composer, which is a New York-based  
organisation that champions new music. He says half of all its 
support for the commissions in the past eight years has been 
funded by individuals. Past patrons have included a venture 
capitalist, a doctor and a university professor. Commissioning 
clubs are also sprouting up throughout the US, galvanising  
individuals to bankroll pieces of work, en masse, and 
making patronage accessible and affordable. Meet the 
Composer is now looking at the feasibility of taking the 
commissioning club model online by establishing a website  
of new projects (www.meetthecomposer.org) for anyone 
to browse and sponsor.

Selecting a composer is only half the story. Australian  
Andrew Ford says the composer and patron need to identify 
the performers for the piece upfront otherwise the commis-
sion will just remain musical notes on a page.

“Knowing who the performer is also helps me to write,” says 
Ford, who composed Oma Kodu. “A private commission is a 
lovely experience for the composer. The endeavour is more 
personal and genuine. It’s nice to know the person paying for 
your work is also a fan of your music.”

Or at least they should be. Identifying a composer can be 
an exhaustive process. The search requires the patron to be 
familiar with the work of the composer and to ensure some 
level of compatibility with the individual. The framework of 

a spouse’s 60th birthday, in memory of a beloved family 
member and as a gesture of philanthropy.

Geoff Ainsworth, a professional investor in Sydney, who 
has underwritten new music in Australia since 2001, says he 
is driven by the excitement of contributing to the existing 
repertoire. “The gratification comes from knowing you have 
done a good thing for music and society. We don’t know 
who the next great composer is, but the only way to find out 
is to give composers the opportunity to compose.” In 2004, 
Ainsworth and his wife Vicki commissioned String Quartet 
No. 4, a 15-minute string quartet from Musica Viva Australia 
in celebration of composer Carl Vine’s birthday, with support 

from the Melbourne-based Ian Potter Foundation.
Private patronage is, of course, not new. Prior to the accessi-

bility of public funds, composers such as Mozart, Beethoven 
and Bach depended on the generosity of the aristocracy. 
Today, with tightened government budgets and a growing 
stable of talent, private money is once again in the limelight,  
becoming ever pivotal to the development of new music.

“My impression is that a great deal of commissioning 

Lam Fung 
(below) is 
inspired by 
those who 
commission 
him to write

“WHEN PEOPLE COMMISSION ME, 
THEY TRUST MY ARTISTIC SENSE”



the piece, involving issues such as instrumentation, budget 
and theme, is then worked out.

Commissioning fees are largely arbitrary and depend on 
the composer’s reputation and the scale of work. The ball-
park range in Australia is somewhere between AUD2,000 
(about HKD12,300) to AUD40,000 while costs in the US span 
from USD1,700 to USD400,000 for a full-length opera.

“We tell patrons that they are never commissioning the 
composer’s last piece, but always their next piece so there 
is a certain element of risk involved,” says Harsh. “At the end 
of the day it is the composer’s responsibility to find their 
own comfort level and make the decision to turn down the 
project if they feel their style is being encroached upon.”

Instances of projects going awry are few and far between. 
Patrons generally respect commissioning etiquette and have 
a good grasp of what the composer can and cannot do. 

Lam Fung says: “When people commission me, they 
trust my artistic sense. They would not be requesting me 
to compose something that sounds like someone else, but 
rather they would prefer me to take inspiration from them 
and supply them with something exciting and surprising. 
What’s the fun if you know exactly what you’re going to get 
when you’re commissioning an artist? Part of the excite-
ment about commissioning a new piece of music is the 
fact that you don’t know what exactly you are getting.”

For Ainsworth, his personal opinion is not relevant. “It  
doesn’t matter whether or not I like the piece,” he says. ‘‘I know 

Making notes: 
Australian 
composer 

Andrew Ford  
writes scores  

by hand   
(above left)

“IT’S NICE TO KNOW 
THE PERSON PAYING 
FOR YOUR WORK IS A 
FAN OF YOUR MUSIC”

I will still appreciate the music and it will still be something fresh 
to my ear. Most important is the motivation behind my com-
mission. I am not funding the composer to write something I 
like, but want to play a role in contributing to new music.” 

Artistic directors who commission on a broader scale 
agree. “The risk of commissioning is such that you have 
no idea whether the work will be disappointing or utterly  
exhilarating,” says Carnegie Hall’s Gillinson. 

“But if you look at the music of any composer, the reality is, 
even music that’s less good is almost always worth hearing. 
Chances are you are still getting something important. It’s 
just a question of how important.”  

23   THE CLUB  

BESPOKE






