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SMU student

rocks

electronic
music world

Breakout D] and producer has
played to thousands at major festivals

Brought toyou by:

This is the final of a
three-part series on
students who have
ventured beyond the
normal academic
routes and followed
their passion

and aspirations.

VIDEO:
~i ' See how student Manfred
Lim became DJ-producer
Myrne. http://str.sg/4fZ5
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: Today, to young music fans all over
¢ the world, he is the self-taught pro-
: ducer-artist known as Myrne - a
: combination of his first name and
: that of his idol, Talking Heads’
i David Byrne.

The 21-year-old is the breakout

¢ Singaporean D] and electronic mu-
: sic producer whose work has been
: picked up by Mad Decent, Gram-
: my-award-winning
: Diplo’srecord label.

producer

He has played to thousands at ma-

: jor music festivals in Indonesia,
: Mongolia and South Korea, and re-
: cently at the Singapore edition of
: top dance music festival Ultra.

He is also a freshman at Singa-

: pore Management University, stud-
: ying foraBachelor of Social Science
: degree, with plans to major in politi-
: calscience and psychology.

But four years ago, he was plain

¢ old Manfred Lim to most, a litera-
: ture-loving reluctant science stu-
: dent at St Andrew’s Junior College
: (SAJC).

The Alevels were looming.
Though Manfred had earlier

: topped his secondary school cohort
: for English literature and wanted to
! join the arts stream at SAJC, men-
: torsat school told him to take up sci-
¢ ence subjects as these involved less
: reading than the humanities.

But he struggled with the science

: subjects.

“No way was I going to use phys-

: ics concepts 10 years into the fu-
: ture. I thought there was no point,
: I was just done with it,” recalls
: Manfred.

He made it through the exams

: with two Bs and two Ds, but with an
: Afor General Paper, which assesses
: his writing and critical thinking
: skills.

In fact, he achieved a score of

i 2,250 out of 2,400 in the American
: Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT),
: placing him in the 99th percentile
: oftest-takers.

But the music world was beckon-

¢ ing. When he was 15 or 16, electron-
: icdance music (EDM) started creep-
: inginto mainstream pop,and he be-
i gan exploring the genres of house
: and techno dance music, and trying
: tocompose hisown EDM tracks.

He had clearly hit the right note.
By the second year of junior col-

: lege, he had amassed close to
1 10,000 followers on online plat-
: form SoundCloud, where most of
¢ his music was uploaded, and re-
: ceived favourable reviews from on-
¢ line magazines.

Amid all that, with barely three

: months to go before his A-level ex-
i aminations, the disillusioned stu-
: dent who saw no relevance in his
: science subjects told his parents
: that he wanted to drop out of
i schooland focus on music.

His mother, Madam Connie Looi,

: who co-ownsareal estate company
+ with his father, Mr Peter Lim, 53, re-
: calls: “We were quite shocked.

“We had always believed that if

i you could study, you should go all
: the way. Eventually we sort of
i struck a deal, and said that he could
: make a decision after completing
: hisAlevels.”

These days, mum and dad are sup-

: portive of him carving out a career
¢ in the music industry, but they
: want him to geta degree first.

“Aslongashe completes universi-

i ty, we know that he is well
: equipped to face the world,” says
: Madam Looi, 50. Manfred has a
i 15-year-old sister, who is studying
: theatreat the School of the Arts.

: HOW THE BEAT BEGAN

A music lover since he was a young
: boy, Manfred had played the trom-
: bone at St Michael’s School (now St
: Joseph’s Institution Junior) and ta-
: ken classical piano lessons, eventu-
: allyobtaining a Grade 8 certificate.

When he was around 15, he

picked up the book How Music
: Works, while taking a study break
: inapubliclibrary.

Written by Byrne, frontman of

¢ the legendary 1970s-80s American
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Manfred, or Myrne as he is known to music fans worldwide, taught himself how to compose electronic music when he was a 16-year-old student. He still works from
his studio at home and releases his music online. PHOTOS: DIOS VINCOY JR FOR THE SUNDAY TIMES

Manfred with his mother Connie Looi, his father Peter Lim and his sister Nadia.
His parents ferry him to performances, are the first to like his updates on social
media and even watch his shows on live-streaming mobile apps.

Burning questions for Myrne

Q What didyou want to be when
youwerel0?

A A war correspondent. I
thought that people in conflict
zones had a lot of things to say,
but couldn’t say them, so they
needed someone to go there and
record it for them.

Q What do you want to be now?
Alfyouasked me thisamonthlat-
er Iwould probably tell you some-
thing different. Probably an art-
ist in the true sense. Creating
timeless pieces of art, regardless
of genre, from music to visual me-
diums.

Q What do you hope to be doing
fiveyears fromnow?

A Collecting Grammys and other
awards.

Q Ifyou could change one thing
about the education system to
encourage young people to follow
their passion, what would that be?
A Make creative subjects like Eng-
lish and literature compulsory.
Schools should place equal em-
phasis on “hard” subjects like sci-

new wave band Talking Heads -
whose hits include Once In A Life-
time and Psycho Killer — it exuber-
antly traces Byrne’s experiences
from teenage music geek to rock
star, and details how the evolution
of recording technology created
new possibilities for musicians.

Such was its subliminal effect on
the then Balestier Hill Secondary
student that his stage name was in-
spired by Byrne.

Manfred recalls: “Up till that

ence and “soft” subjects like crea-
tive writing, creative thinking
and public speaking.

Exam systems that rank stu-
dents on a bell curve should also
be done away with. They create a
situation similar to The Hunger
Games... in junior college, people
refused to share their notes and
help each other out.

QWho inspires youand why?
A French electronic dance music
producer Madeon.

He dropped out of high school
to pursue music, and even though
he’s just one year older than me
he already has an album and a
record deal.

It shows that anything is possi-
ble, and age isn’t really a factor
when it comes to being success-
ful.

Australian musician and
stand-up comedian Tim Minchin
is also an inspiration because of
his piano and songwriting skills —
he writes funny, satirical songs
he performs on the piano. They
(can be) really offensive but are
alsoreally creative.

point, I thought songs were just cre-
ated by gathering a bunch of musi-
cians in a room and recording, but
that’s not really how it works.

“You can build a song, even if
you're just one person... That was
when I started getting into making
music ona computer.”

Manfred taught himself how to
programme dance beats on a laptop
in his family’s three-bedroom pri-
vate apartment in Balestier.

“It was a lot of hands-on work,”

he says. “I would take newly re-
leased tracks apart by listening to
them over and over again, and
spend alot of time on YouTube and
on forums, sending my music to
friends and getting feedback.”

He adds: “The main premise was
that it wasn’t physics or chemistry,
so it was exciting tome.”

While in SAJC, he cheekily made a
“funny song” from a chemistry
teacher’s voice by downloading a
lecture recording and adding
sounds to it on his computer.

He used to D] regularly at Vanity,
a club near The South Beach hotel
in Bugis, but now mainly performs
his own music at local and overseas
gigs, including venues like Zouk.

But for now, he is focused on his
university studies. He finds politi-
cal science intriguing, while he says
psychology is helpful for a range of
issues, from business relations to
human interactions.

But he is not ruling out the possi-
bility of taking time out from
school. “The best outcome is that
things get so busy that I have to
hold off university for a while,” says
Manfred, who has about two shows
in clubs or regional music events
every month.

His booking agency either ap-
proaches organisers and show pro-
moters for gigs, or gets contacted
by agents who want him to per-
form.

He says: “I've spoken to a lot of
people who are doing music
full-time. They said if your career
isn’t popping, it doesn’t make sense
to make ajump from whatever is sta-
ble and good for your creative
space. This balance I have with
work is quite okay... It’s good to just
exercise the mind.”

MUSICAL MILESTONES

Last December, Manfred was
booked for his first international
gig as Myrne at the Djakarta Ware-
house Project (DWP) in Indonesia,
a major regional dance music festi-
val that drew a crowd of70,000.

He says: “Back then, I was usually
just the resident DJ, playing whatev-
er the clubwanted.

“But getting booked for DWP
shocked me. People actually came
to the stage to hear my music.

“That’s when it hit me, ‘Hey,
you’re an artist now, you don’t have
towork foranyone else.”

Just two months before that, Mad
Decent released his five-track EP,
Softsins. It has racked up close to
500,000 plays on SoundCloud.

Another track that Manfred
worked on with Hawaiian producer
graves, Tiger Blood, has been
played 1.5 million times on the
same platform since it was released
last November.

Being in the music industry has
made the avid reader realise that it

is important to have broad-based
knowledge. Manfred says: “It’s
about a combination of people
skills, business skills and legal
knowledge for things like con-
tracts. The hard knocks you get are
really from talking to people and do-
ingbusiness.”

Mad Decent’s creative director
Paul Devro told The Straits Times
last year when news broke of
Manfred’s signing: “I hear a certain
seriousness and emotion in Lim’s
music that really stands out.

“Itstillis very upbeat.”

Manfred declines to reveal how
much he makes, but says that his in-
come from royalties and perform-
ances is more than enough to cover
his annual school fees of about
$10,000.

His parents do not attend his gigs
- “we’ll be quite out of place,” says
Madam Looi - but are ardent fans,
ferrying him to performances, be-
ing the first to like his updates on so-
cial media, and even watching his
performances on live-streaming
mobile apps.

PUSHING CULTURE FORWARD

Both parents closely follow the
progress of Manfred’s music career
and say they will be able to gauge if
it grows to the extent that it war-
rants him dropping out of universi-
ty temporarily.

Madam Looi says: “We believe
that you can make it big in music, es-
pecially in production. The econo-
my is more globalised, and you can
reachawider audience.

“There’s definitely a future for
him.”

They help him out with contracts
occasionally and advise him on fi-
nancial decisions, reminding him
to be prudent with his earnings.

Manfred is working on diversify-
ing his skill set to ensure he remains
relevant in the music industry, dub-
bing it his “longevity plan”, instead
of a backup plan in another indus-
try. He says: “I'm putting my fingers
in many pies, and am working to-
wards being not just a producer, but
alsoareally good instrumentalist or
remixer.”

Everyone needs doctors, lawyers
and accountants in society, who
bring an immediate benefit, adds
Manfred. “But if you adopt a
long-term perspective, you can ap-
preciate having a few more creative
minds in the population.”

His goal is to encourage other
people to push culture forward in
Singapore.

“Having creative people is also im-
portant inany society, for it to be re-
membered 100 years from now. Of
course people remember medical
breakthroughs, but they also re-
member the artsin the city.”
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