
“Singing by myself never interested
me. What excited me most about
singing was singing with other people,
the relationships you form and making
something worthwhile together,
those are more important to me.”
Jennifer Tham on not taking voice lessons
when she was growing up

“My happiest memories have all
had to do with singing, even from
young. It is when I feel most alive,
when all my senses are going.”
On her life-long love for singing

“Definitely happy. My mum has
a scrapbook of all previous press
articles on me.”
On how her parents feel about her achievements

“They are so stressed and their
self-esteem is so bound up with
the competition, I have to remind
them that they are not competing
with other people, that it is a team
effort and they just need to be as
good as themselves.”
On her advice to students in school choirs
during competitions

“The work never ends. We discuss
it and spring ideas off each other
all the time but we really love what
we are doing. We are also very
different personalities so we
balance each other.”
On working with her husband, Albert Yeo, 50,
who sings in the SYC Ensemble Singers and
helps to run it. He is also general manager
of the Young Musicians’ Society

I
n the almost three-hour-long meet-
ing with choral conductor Jennifer
Tham, she never once loses her bolt-
upright posture, cool as cucumber
composure and charming grin.

Smiling comes naturally and often to
the long-limbed musician with a pixie
haircut and she has reason to be beaming.

Tham, 50, recently received Singa-
pore’s highest arts honour, the Cultural
Medallion, for her unflagging efforts over
more than two decades in nurturing and
promoting the local choral scene.

She has been a conductor of several
school choirs and the amateur group SYC
Ensemble Singers, previously known as
the Singapore Youth Choir.

She is grateful that the award recog-
nises her personal achievements but it is
when she talks about its impact on the
choral community that her voice swells
with gentle pride.

She says: “My life hasn’t changed that
much with the award but it has really
enabled amateur musicians and anybody
singing in the choir to feel like they are
also artists.”

Those in the amateur music scene
vis-a-vis professional musicians, she
says, are often classified as hobbyists, not
artists.

“They don’t consider them as making
high art. So what this award does is it
recognises the field of choral music and
choral musicians,” she adds, the corners
of her mouth gracefully turned up. “I
think that is really fantastic, that we are
recognised for our art.”

And one might add, finally.
She has been a volunteer director with

the SYC Ensemble Singers since 1986.
And she has kept the 40-strong award-
winning choir evolving through the years
even as it contended with audiences with
a taste for conventional choral melodies
and more recently, the loss of a perma-
nent home for the group.

Since last July, her home in Barker
Road has doubled as the administrative
office for the choir and the non-profit
arts company, the Young Musicians’ Soci-
ety, of which she is artistic director. Both
groups used to occupy three shophouses
in Waterloo Street under the National
Arts Council’s Arts Housing Scheme, but
they had to vacate the space because the
buildings were structurally unsafe.

They had the option of relocating to
Goodman Arts Centre but they gave up
the space because it did not meet their
needs and they could not afford to outfit
it. Most of the group’s funds come from
ticket sales from its concerts and contri-
butions from members, and about 30 per
cent is from public funds from organisa-
tions such as the National Arts Council.

The SYC Ensemble Singers now holds
its twice-weekly practices at various loca-
tions including studios and auditoriums
in schools such as the Singapore Manage-
ment University. These rehearsal spots
are rented at preferential rates or bar-
tered for choral education programmes.

Tham, however, says the move has not
been bad for the choral group and her ear-
nest sun-kissed face shows she means no
irony. “We are more visible. Even though
Waterloo Street was right in the middle
of town, it was still separated from the
community in a way, whereas now, we
are really living and singing within the
community.”

She admits it was “devastating” losing
a home filled with precious memories and
a permanent place that the group could
use any time they wanted to.

“But it’s no point sulking about things
that you can’t change. There are always
two sides to everything and what is
perceived as a weakness can actually be
turned into a strength,” she says, ending
with her characteristic grin. “I think I am
already very blessed to have this life so I
can’t complain.”

She is seated on a nondescript white
couch in the living room of her abode and
a yellowing three-blade ceiling fan whirs
overhead. She, her husband, Albert Yeo,
50, general manager of the Young

Musicians’ Society, and their grey
Siberian cat named Henry, live with her
parents in the post-war bungalow.

The couple have no children and their
living quarters occupy most of the first
floor of the house, once a hostel for
Anglo-Chinese School students. Her
grandfather, a former hostel master,
bought over the compound when the
number of students outgrew the space.

The house has never undergone major
renovation since it was built in 1952 and
its age shows in corners where paint on
the wall is peeling. But the ground-floor
dwelling feels homey with its mish-mash
of furniture, including the wooden frame
of her childhood bed, which has been
turned into a daybed for neat piles of
stuffed toy presents from choir students.

She and her husband moved in because
her mother had done it up in anticipation
of their return in
1995 from under-
graduate studies at
Simon Fraser Uni-
versity in Canada.

The welcome
home was “both expected and then a
relief for us”, she says, because they
could not afford their own place initially
on their salaries as artists. Later, they
chose to stay put.

She says: “This is the place where I
feel at home. There is a garden, luxury of
space, baby bats at night, all kinds of
birds and we even had a baby rhinoceros
beetle in the bathroom one day, it was so
cute.”

For her, this sense of being at home
and surrounded by things that remind her
of her past and present has been a leit-
motif in her life. It was what led her to
become a full-time musician even though
she did not consider it for many years.

The eldest of three children – her
father is a retired educator at the Nation-
al Institute of Education and her mother a
former Methodist Girls’ School principal
– she grew up surrounded by songs at
home. Her father listened to a wide
repertoire including American singer
Doris Day and operatic works, and his
love for music rubbed off on her.

She was always part of the choir, first
at Methodist Girls’ School and then
Anglo-Chinese Junior College. Later,
while doing philosophy and sociology at
the National University of Singapore, she
joined the Singapore Youth Choir.

While she always enjoyed singing, she
never thought to make it her livelihood.
Her parents never forbade her from pur-
suing it but when she graduated in 1985,
Singapore was in a gloomy recession.

It took her almost a year of job- hunt-
ing – she gave tuition in the interim –
before she found a job in the programme
acquisition unit of the then Singapore
Broadcasting Corporation. A year later,
she joined Anglo-Chinese School in
Barker Road as an administrator.

Throughout the recession, she con-
tinued singing with the Singapore Youth
Choir, which met after office hours.

“How can you not
sing in a time like
that? The music
takes you out of
yourself,” she says.

In 1989, how-
ever, she took the plunge and became a
freelance school choir conductor. The
school choral programme spearheaded by
the Ministry of Education was taking off
and choir conductors were in short
supply. She earned almost the same from
coaching as her previous jobs – and she
had more fun.

Her sister, Carol, 48, is a housewife
and her brother, Colin, 43, is an aesthetic
surgeon.

After she married Yeo, whom she met
through the Singapore Youth Choir, the
couple left for Vancouver in 1991. He did
biology studies and she had her sights set
on a master’s degree in business
administration with a focus on arts
administration.

But she found that Simon Fraser
University in Vancouver was starting a
new music department. Around the same
time, she was awarded the Young Artist
Award by Singapore’s National Arts
Council. She says: “I called home and I
said to my mum, ‘Ma, I think I’m not
going to do an MBA, I think I’m going to

do music’. And she said ‘Oh, about time’,
because music had always been the one
constant in my life. “This is why I say
music found me against all odds.”

She was offered arts administration
jobs in Canada after she finished her
Bachelor of Fine Arts in Music in 1995 but
she turned them down to return to an
uncertain future in Singapore.

“I felt I had something to do, some-
thing to offer and give back to the people,
the society which had given me so
much,” she says. “And coming from a
music composition school, I thought,
‘Now what can we do to really promote
and be a champion for Singapore choral
arts in terms of new works being written
and pushing the idea of what a Singapore
choir can do?’”

Upon her return, she began commis-
sioning local and international composers
to create works for the SYC Ensemble
Singers. Today, the group has commis-
sioned more than 50 pieces, including
works by Singapore composer Joyce Koh
and South American Alberto Grau.

The group also shifted its focus from
Renaissance- and Romantic-era songs to
experimental new music that sometimes
crossed into the realms of acoustic theory
or theatrical performance.

She acknowledges that some works
they perform are “not easy listening” for
Singapore audiences weaned on a “sugary
diet” of melodious choral music.

“But we don’t want the audience to
just sit back. We want to engage them
and there has to be a response, not
necessarily one of like because if they
dislike it, that means the music is power-
ful enough to provoke,” she says.

“What we really try to do is provoke,
which was never the model of choirs in
Singapore. Before, it was to soothe,
please and entertain.”

Dr Kelly Tang, 51, dean of arts at the
School of the Arts, who has worked with
Tham and the choir, says: “Jennifer
stands as the shining antithesis and anti-
dote, to the prevalent obsession with
hollow sensationalism and cosmetic
glamour, which threatens to keep our
cultural growth in the dark ages.”

Under her direction, he adds, the
performances “always sound colourful,
fresh, urgent and relevant”.

Miss Deborah Gan, 32, subject head for
aesthetics at a secondary school and a
member of the SYC Ensemble Singers,
says the group’s practice sessions with
Tham can be “intense” but they are also
filled with laughter.

She adds: “I have a boys’ choir in
school that she sees on a monthly basis
and they love it when she is around. Her
practices are fun and engaging.

“They do unconventional things like
singing on one leg or in martial arts
poses, but she also gets the boys to learn
what it takes to be an independent and
responsible chorister.”

Under Tham’s leadership, the SYC
Ensemble Singers have travelled to
several choral festivals, including the
International Choir Festival Mundus
Cantat Sopot in Poland, where they were
awarded Festival Grand Prix last year.

Indeed, the group’s reputation has
become so burnished that composers
such as Lithuanian Vytautas Miskinis and
Japanese Ko Matsushita have written
compositions for the choir as gifts. At
home, the healthy attendance at the
choir’s concerts shows that local audien-
ces are gradually warming up to them.

Between conducting the SYC Ensem-
ble Singers and several school choirs,
including Singapore Management Univer-
sity, Temasek Junior College and River
Valley High School, Tham finds little
time for hobbies. When she needs to
relax, it is not music she turns to, which
she finds “too invigorating”, but role-
playing computer games such as Final
Fantasy and Dragon Quest.

For now, she is busy working with the
choir to prepare for their 50th-
anniversary celebration concerts that
kick off next year. And one of her
long-term goals is to publish an
anthology on the Singapore choral scene.

She says: “There’s no documentation
currently because it’s always been seen as
a hobby. Without any records, there will
be no trace of the scene.”

With a song in her heart
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Jennifer Tham (above)
with Albert Yeo on
their wedding day,
conducting the SYC
Ensemble Singers
(right) and during her
younger days in 1975
with her family (from
far left) sister Carol,
mother Anna and
brother Colin.
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Choral conductor Jennifer Tham now plans to publish an anthology to document the choral scene in Singapore. PHOTO: DESMOND LUI FOR THE STRAITS TIMES
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