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Calvin Yang

He is an Emmy-nominated music
composer and arranger who has
worked with more than 100 musi-
cians, including Michael Jackson,
Ray Charles and Frank Sinatra.

Now, Dr Joseph Curiale is hoping
to use his experience to help stu-
dents here reach the top of the mu-
sic and entertainment business.

In August last year, the affable
61-year-old American, who has near-
ly three decades of experience work-
ing with Hollywood’s creme de la
creme, joined Lasalle College of the
Arts as a full-time music lecturer.

“The talent pool in Singapore is
amazing,” he said. “Many times, stu-
dents bring in their new songs, and
I would listen to their work and
then I sit there crying.

“There are a lot of talented stu-
dents here. I just thought it would
be really great to share all my experi-
ences and help students to get the
shortcuts towards their goals.”

Dr Curiale, who has a PhD in mu-
sic composition from the Universi-
ty of Minnesota in the United
States, teaches modules such as mu-
sic production and music business.

Five years ago, he was introduced
to Dr Timothy O’Dwyer, the head of
the School of Contemporary Music
at Lasalle, and was impressed with
the direction he has taken for the
school’s courses. Dr Curiale felt

then that Lasalle was one of those
rare institutions that prepared stu-
dents for a working career in music.

“I like that it is a performance-
based school,” he said.

“Because I realised that a lot of
universities are kind of mass-pro-
ducing music educators and musi-
cians on an assembly line, and they
are very good at talking about mu-
sic, but not very good at performing
and writing music.”

During his years in show busi-
ness, Dr Curiale composed and pro-
duced music for television shows
and movies, such as the 1987 come-
dy film, Roxanne, starring Steve
Martin. He also had a hand in the
music arrangements for big televi-
sion specials.

He once got a call at midnight
from the music director of a televi-
sion special, asking if he would like
to work on the arrangement for
the late King of Pop, Michael Jack-
son, who was going on the show
the next day.

“I couldn’t turn down the oppor-
tunity,” said Dr Curiale, who
worked through the night to get
the arrangement ready. “This was
for Michael Jackson, there can’t be
one mistake.”

He went for the show’s rehearsal
later that day to check on things,
but did not attend its recording.

“Once my work was done, I just
wanted to go home,” he said.

“And so I didn’t go. I went to Little

Tokyo and had dinner while they
taped the show.”

Even though he has worked in
Hollywood, Dr Curiale described
himself as “the most un-Hollywood
person”. “My peers used to laugh at
me, because people would kill to go
to these shows.”

Dr Curiale, whose research inter-
ests include the history of rock ’n’
roll and television music’s golden
age, said: “Many of my students
probably have Hollywood dreams.

“But since most of them will not
get there for one reason or another,
it is pretty cool that Lasalle just hap-

pened to bring Hollywood here.”
Dr O’Dwyer, who got Dr Curiale

to join the school, said: “Here, it’s all
about exposure and giving our stu-
dents access to the best in the field.
With a decorated career spanning
nearly 30 years in Hollywood as
well as Asia and Singapore, (Dr Curi-
ale) is the real deal.

“As an educator, not only does he
share invaluable knowledge from a
global perspective, but he also lever-
ages his wealth of experience to
help students launch their careers
by connecting them with industry
locally and internationally.”

Beneath the glitz of all that song
and dance, down-to-earth values
like punctuality are important, not-
ed Dr Curiale, who is strict about his
students’ attendance.

He said: “If you are late for a re-
cording session in Los Angeles, they
will not call you again. There are 20
guys and girls just as good as you
who are hoping that you mess up.”

Dr Curiale, who composed and ar-
ranged a number of songs on home-
grown songbird and Lasalle alumna
Kit Chan’s albums, said the arts edu-
cation scene in Singapore has
grown over the years.

There are local artists students
can learn from and relate to, he
said. “Don’t go running to America
so quickly any more, because
things are changing here.”

calyang@sph.com.sg

Rahimah Rashith

Mr Muhammad Sanoccima Shaiful
Bahar chuckles when asked about
his early years in music.

“I remember picking up the gui-
tar when I was 14 but I didn’t consid-
er pursuing music seriously until I
had been playing for about four or
five years,” said the musician, who
prefers to be called Sano.

“Where I grew up, at my second-
ary school, and at that age, you get
into trouble with drugs and gangs.
But it was the guitar that kept me
busy, and kept me at home.”

Last week, Mr Sano graduated
with a bachelor of arts in music
with first-class honours from the La-
salle College of the Arts.

At 24, he is already an established
musician, regularly playing his elec-
tric guitar alongside local house-
hold names such as Gentle Bones
and Linying here and abroad.

“I picked up the guitar after
watching the movie, Back To The
Future,” he said, adding that his fa-
ther was supportive and enrolled

him in Yamaha Music School.
“But I had to learn the classical

guitar because, in my father’s mind,
the classical guitar is like an angel
and the electric guitar is the devil,”
said Mr Sano.

However, after just a year, he
dropped out of music school. “I real-
ised classical guitar just wasn’t for
me so I just left,” he said.

But instead of abandoning music
altogether, he had his eye on some-
thing else. “I went to the devil,” said
Mr Sano with a laugh. “ I really want-
ed to learn the electric guitar.”

He said he also wanted to explore
more of genres like jazz and blues.

Hungry for an electric guitar, Mr
Sano served food at KFC for four
months to save up for it.

“At that time, saving up $300 for
the electric guitar was a lot to a
15-year-old,” he said. He would work
for $3.10 an hour, earning about $15
at the end of a five-hour shift.

“Once I got the electric guitar, I
just spent a lot of time at home prac-
tising,” he said. “It was around the
time when YouTube started to
grow popular, so everything I

learnt was based on the Internet
and practice.”

In 2010, after completing second-
ary school, he felt the tug of the gui-
tar again. A friend got him to apply
to Lasalle, he said. “The day I was ac-
cepted was one of the happiest days
of my life. I went right away and
signed the papers.”

He immersed himself in classes,
studying everything from music
business to theory and ear training.

In no time, he was acing them.
Dr Joseph Curiale, Mr Sano’s lectur-

er at Lasalle, said: “In addition to be-
ing a fine guitarist, Sano has devel-
oped his own local-flavoured, Ameri-
can blues-based hybrid that makes
him stand out from the crowd. This,
combined with his sensitive playing,
clean sound and thoughtful composi-
tions, afford him a very special place
in Singapore popular music.”

Mr Sano, who moves between
playing the guitar for artistes as a
session musician and being a music
director, said: “From then till now,
it is the guitar that has guided me.”

rahimahr@sph.com.sg

Dr Curiale, who has a PhD in music composition from the University of Minnesota, teaches modules such as music production and music business. ST PHOTO: MARCUS TAN

The guitar kept him at home and out of trouble, says Mr Sano, 24, who has graduated with a bachelor of arts degree in
music with first-class honours from the Lasalle College of the Arts. ST PHOTO: MARCUS TAN

The Emmy-nominated American joined
Lasalle as a full-time music lecturer last August

Lasalle College of the Arts, which marked its 30th convocation last month, continues to break new ground, from hiring prominent arts
educators to nurturing gifted graduates. Rahimah Rashith and Calvin Yang spoke to some of them.
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The talent pool in Singapore is
amazing. Many times, students
bring in their new songs, and I
would listen to their work and then
I sit there crying. There are a lot of
talented students here. I just
thought it would be really great to
share all my experiences and help
students to get the shortcuts
towards their goals.

’’DR JOSEPH CURIALE, whohasnearly30
yearsofexperienceworkingwithHollywood.

Saved by the electric guitar


