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A professor in science and a 
conductor / clarinettist in an 
orchestra. How can one 
achieve top level in two 

entirely different fields? Is it the same 
chemistry that works for both science 
and music? “I had a deep and a pas-
sionate interest in Science. It is an 
important part in my life. Music and 
science, both were aspects which 
needed fulfilment in my life. Neither 
did I do on a competitive basis. I have 
not really strived to do anything. It is 
just doing what you like to do,” Presi-
dent, the Players Committee, SOSL, 
Professor Ajith Abeysekera says on 
Encounter of the Week.

Q: How did your path in 
the music field begin 

to unfold and how do you 
see yourself today?
A: I started music because of my 

mother who was a pianist. From the 
time I can remember I heard classical 
music at home. I was learning music 
and the piano before I started playing 
the clarinet when I was twelve. There 
was something in me driving towards 
the orchestra. Just before I got into 
the university in 1969 I joined the 
Symphony Orchestra of Sri Lanka 
(SOSL) as a clarinettist and have 
been playing ever since. 

Conducting the orchestra was 
more or less an accident. I am enor-
mously indebted to Professor Earle 
de Fonseka who was the principle 
conductor of the orchestra for the 
longest period of time. Mostly I see 
myself as a clarinettist and I enjoy 
making music with my friends. I 

have also been involved in the admin-
istration and am the President of the 
Players Committee.

Q: Can you reminisce the 
evolution of the Sym-

phony Orchestra of Sri 
Lanka?
A: The orchestra started off in 

1930s with three Danish brothers 
named Wagn living in  Sri Lanka 
started an orchestra. In 1958 Sym-
phony Orchestra of Ceylon was 
steered by the Arts Council which 
was an government institution. 
When the country became a republic 
the orchestra retained its logo SOC 
and changed its name to Symphony 
Orchestra of Colombo. We always 
had the blessing of the government. 

In 1994 it became the Symphony 
Orchestra of Sri Lanka. Thus as a 
tradition all our concerts other than 
special ones start with playing of the 
National Anthem.

The orchestra is not concerned 
about making money but we are try-
ing to play professional. The orches-
tra covers the whole range of people 
which includes students who are in 
their teens as well as professionals. 
We are very lucky to have exception-
al performers and people who have 
reached the top level like Ananda 
Dabare and Dushyanthi Perera. It is 
their commitment towards classical 
music that have brought the orches-
tra thus far. They do not play just for 
entertainment but they  retain the 

standard of the orchestra. It is their 
love for the music and their desire to 
share the experience with others, 
that keep them involved in the 
orchestra.

Q: The involvement of 
children in outskirts of 

Colombo in the orchestra is 
less. What is SOSL doing to 
reach the talented in those 
areas?
A: SOSL embarked on a special 

project called ‘SOSL Outreach Pro-
gramme’ last year. Through the Out-
reach programme we give away fifty 
free tickets to school students and 
university students. That is to take 
the orchestra out of Colombo. We 
have been conducting programmes 
consistently over the last few years in 
outstation areas. We recently went to 
Killinochchi. We have been to Galle 
and we are planning to go to Jaffna 
this year. We also bring in students 
from outstation in order to expose 
them to orchestral music. There is so 
much talent in the country. I believe 
it is a crime not to give them the 
opportunity to hear classical music.

We also encourage Sri Lankan 
composers and we play suitable piec-
es of music in the orchestra . To give 
the opportunity to young classical 
musicians, every year young soloist 
concert is also held.

Q: How did the children in 
the other districts 

respond to classical music 
which is rather alien to 
them?
A: We basically talk about how 

music is made and about the instru-

ments when we do the Outreach Pro-
grammes. In Killinochchi we played a 
Tamil song and the response was 
amazing. We had people there who 
had been waiting for about two hours 
for our arrival. It was very satisfying.  
We also bring in children from out-
stations. For our last concert we 
brought children from North and 
East with the support of Sri Lanka 
Army and charity organisations. 

Taking the Outreach Programme to 
Galle was different. Galle was not 
totally illiterate. There is a fair bit of 
activity going there because of the 
National Youth Orchestra. So there we 
played a bit of sophisticated music.

Q: The interest of young-
sters in classical music 

is gradually fading away. 
What do you think are the 
reasons for this decline?
A: There is no opportunity for the 

younger generation to listen to classi-
cal music. Those days there was a lot 
of good music played on the radio. 
We mainly follow three music types- 
Northern Indian, Karnatic and West-
ern. Today children never get to hear 
good music. Even with the advance-
ment of electronic media, it is only 
pop and popular music that they get 
to hear. It is all about the song, 
dance and the act. It is bad to 
restrict them to one thing. Music is 
now driven by money. So it is chal-
lenging to cultivate classical music in 
the young ones. I think media plays a 
huge role in enlarging the audience 
of classical music. Electronic media 
should be doing a great deal in this. 
What we see from the West is the 
popular culture entering our society. 

It is unfortunate because by the time 
they become adults their minds are 
formed. For those who grew up with 
music in the house it is much easier 
for them to get involved in classical 
music. It is a fast moving world. So 
the millennium generation has to be 
ready to spend time. If I do not prac-
tice I can not play. They have to be 
prepared to commit themselves. We 
have very good young players who go 
abroad and only a certain number 
will comeback. We have lost a lot of 
talent due to this. Now that the con-
flict is over I hope things will change 
in the future.

Q: Classical music is gen-
erally conservative. 

How do you think you can 
work to enlarge the musical 
experience of our audience?
A: When you go for a musical 

show, you will want to know the 
singers who will be coming before 
knowing the songs they will sing. But 
in the orchestral concerts first they 
ask what are the pieces that will be 
played. If it is entirely new people 
wont come. So you have to strike a 
fine balance here. When we make the 
programme we include very familiar 
pieces along with the not so popular 
ones. We also do light concerts such 
as the Christmas Concert at which 
we play music for the family. We also 
do concerts for the premier custom-
ers of the HSBC Bank.

Q: Apart from the orches-
tral concerts of the 

SOSL what other things are 
done to keep classical 
music alive?

A: We also do a lot of chamber 
music. Chamber music developed our 
love for classical music. In an orches-
tra the player is submerged. He is 
submerged to the conductor and it is 
a collective performance. But in 
chamber music our personal expres-
sion is there. We are trying to keep 
chamber music alive. It gives a lot of 
satisfaction to the players. The deep-
est thoughts of the composer is 
found in chamber music. 

Now we are providing the opportu-
nity for the public to experience 
chamber music which will make 
them love classical music. The main 
problem in promoting chamber 
music is the funding. In any other 
country very rich people leave their 
money behind to what they believe in 
and for cultural things. In Sri Lanka 
very few do that. We hardly find cor-
porate sponsors in promoting cham-
ber music. Fortunately at present we 
have Professor Earl de Fonseka Trust 
to promote chamber music.

Q: There are many 
renowned choirs in Sri 

Lanka. Does the SOSL col-
laborate with them for con-
certs?
A: Almost all the choirs do popu-

lar music. They cannot project over 
an orchestra. They sing a different 
kind of music that need microphones. 
For our Christmas concert we  work 
with choirs. Our biggest choral was 
in 2009 when we presented Verdi 
Requiem with the best choirs in 
Colombo. The orchestra was over 80 
and an  audience of more than 2500 
people gathered to witness this 
event.

Wednesday, June 20, 2012 page 15

              There is no opportunity for the younger 
generation to listen to classical music. Those 
days there was a lot of good music played on the 

radio. We mainly follow three music types- 
Northern Indian, Karnatic and Western. Today 

children never get to hear good music. Even with 
the advancement of electronic media, it is only 
pop and popular music that they get to hear. It is 
all about the song, dance and the act. It is bad to 
restrict them to one thing. Music is now driven 

by money

Tuned to a different 
chemistry

O
rganized for the first time in history by Higher Education 
Ministry, ‘Kavitha’ is a talent show to encourage creative 
skills among university and higher technical institute 
students. The talent show is divided into categories such 
as literature, stage, cinema and music.

According to project director Professor Sunil Ariyaratne, the 
response has been overwhelming. Fields such as music, dance and 
announcing have received over 1000 applications. A special pro-
gramme on Kavitha will be telecast on TV Derana on June 20 at 
9.30 pm, and will be telecast every Wednesday afterwards.

The talent show received an overwhelming response from 22 
state universities and affiliated institutes, and 17 higher technology 
institutes. The cash prize for the first place is Rs 100,000, second 
place Rs 75,000 and third place is Rs 50,000.  There will be 54 first place awards. The 
competitions were held in respective universities.

The final award ceremony will be held in Nelum Pokuna with President Mahinda Rajapaksa as Chief Guest. The 
programme was initiated by Higher Education Ministry Secretary Dr Sunil Jayantha Nawaratne under Minister S B 
Disanayaka’s instructions. It comes under the purview of Sports and Skills Development Unit of the Ministry.
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