<Conversations with Cho-Liang Lin
An extract from an interview of Cho-Liang Lin, a world renowned violinist from Taiwan. 

Conversations with Cho-Liang Lin
Q: You are a successful and well known violinist in the world. This is a source of pride for Chinese everywhere. Could you please tell us, what is the key to your performing with such conviction, how do you make your music so ‘convincing’ to your audience ? 
A: Firstly, it is absolutely necessary to have good techniques, and to have a good approach to practice; I practice  scales and Paganini caprice every day. But  most importantly,  one must feel the music. It is by doing so that the feelings embodied in the music can be expressed. Without this, the performance is unattractive to the audience and will not be successful. 

Q: You have been playing the Mendelssohn concerto for many years, how do you maintain such ‘freshness’ about this concerto?  
A: This is due to my having learned the art of expressing the same piece in different ways during my developmental years. There are indeed many ways to express the same piece. When I was young, I learned the violin by listening to my teacher; then listening to the tape of famous violinists play the piece,  I absorb the feelings of the music. Now, as a more matured performer, playing a piece that I have played from very young, I’d see it from a new perspective, and more carefully analyse and relearn it. 
As in the case of the Mendelssohn concerto, although I have not performed it recently, I have come to love and understand it more and more. When I was young, all I knew was that this was a piece that every violin student had to learn. But as I developed and progressed, I also developed a deeper feeling about it and see this piece differently.  Now I feel this is truly a great piece and a very beautiful piece indeed. It is this understanding and realisation that make me feel that I need and even like to perform it. 

Now, whether I am learning a new piece or performing an old piece, I’d always try to find a new way to express it. Otherwise, the performance would be stale and mechanical, and very easily lose one’s unique character. Such a performance cannot hold the attention of oneself or the audience. 

Q: Technically and musically, do you have any suggestions for the young violinists, say under 14 or 15 years old? 
A: It is imperative that the basics for both the right and left hands are properly and thoroughly learned during the course of the youngster’s development. This solid technical foundation must be laid. Even if you have the most profound musicality, it cannot be expressed without solid technical skills. As it is my experience that to be a good violinist, basic technical training must be thorough. This can only be done with the guidance of a good teacher.   

Q: Could you please elaborate on “basic training” and “technical basics”?  What, particularly, are you referring to? 

A: I am referring to intonation, tone colour, bowing, fingering and so on. Different fingering and bowing produce different tone colour and character. Do not always use the simplest fingering. Sometimes we have to learn difficult fingerings. Sometimes the depth and richness of the music can only be fully expressed by the difficult fingerings. 
The principle of the bowing is the same: while the left hand fingers play the notes in good intonation, the bowing creates different tone colour, resulting in different expressions of the music. It is also very important that a young violinist holds the violin properly, with relaxed, comfortable and natural bowing movement. Notice the virtuoso’s performance, you will find that the instrument seems to be an integral part of their body; the musical expression of the performance seem to have blended with the physical movement of their body and become one. The training of these basic pose postures also should be included at the early stages violin learning.  
As for the development of musicality, I strongly recommend that the young violinists participate in chamber music and orchestral playing, in particular, performing sonatas and in quartets. In this way they can obtain the experience of playing with others. A violinist can not only play the Paganini 24 caprices or Bach 6 solo sonatas and partitas for his whole life. Hence, it is also important to work with other musicians to learn the music and the experience of playing together. 
Q: From a purely technical point of view, regarding the training of a young violin student’s (weak) 4th finger, should it start from the very beginning or should it be delayed until the youngster is physically stronger? What is your opinion about this necessary training which must also be handled  carefully? 

A: My personal opinion is that we must always pay attention to the technical training  of a young violinist, regardless of the age or stage of  training. However, if pain is experienced at any stage or any time, practice must cease and rest imperative. Just as in gymnastics, we must not overdo it. While what violinists do is also a form of gymnastics, the main difference is that violinists  training mainly involve the finer muscles, which  must also not be overworked resulting in injury. 

Q: Take you as an example, from the prodigy to a mature and successful musician, did you have any difficult time? Has your success come smoothly or have you encountered any trouble at any stage? 

A:  I don’t think there is anyone who has a trouble-free life, and I am no exception. 

Q:  Do you have any experience or suggestion that you might want to give our young musicians to encourage them and help them in times of difficulty? 

A: Every successful musician has experienced difficulty, defeat, failure and struggled. To be a musician, you must have determination and a strong will. You must believe in yourself. Do not be afraid of failure – it is when you feel your performance is not to your satisfaction, not successful, or not win in a competition, that you know what you have to do next to achieve that success. But you cannot simply obtain this confidence by yourself. Encouragement from  parents and teachers, the guidance of the teacher are absolutely necessary. The familial support of musicians are vital. Often, people don’t see the story behind the success of a musician, what the family has done to help achieve that success, he/she didn’t fight those battles alone. 

     Q: Could you please tell us about your former teachers, their contribution and influence on your development ?  Do they have different teaching method? 

A: My first teacher, Mrs. Li Shu De, is a teacher who like children very much. So each lesson for me was an exciting and nervous experience. She had a hot temper. So, if the children didn’t practice enough, she would get angry, sometimes even hit them. So I was rather frightened. Later I understood her mind, she wanted the children to do well. So far as we practised properly and made improvements, everything was all right. Thanks to Mrs. Li, who provided the very good foundation for me in terms of technique and understanding  music. 
When I was 12 years old, I went to Australia. My new teacher was Mr. Pikler, he was rather different from Mrs. Li. He was a musician from Europe, who place great importance in music tradition. Mrs. Li taught me a lot of basic technique, for example, what bowing and what fingering we have to use here or there. However, Mr. Pikler taught me how to express the music. He thought that  if you played the Mozart concerto, you had to learn other compositions of Mozart, you had to play his string quartet, listen to his symphony, and then you could understand what is Mozart. I hadn’t thought about it that way before. 
For example, when I learned the Mendelssohn, I was happy if I could play it with feelings. But Mr. Pikler would say that that was not enough, you had to listen to Heifetz, to Stern, ask yourself why they played so beautifully? In what way was the performance beautiful? You’d have to listen to them and you’d have to tell him your opinion. This was entirely new to me. From Mr. Pikler I learned a lot about musical expressions and the value of musical traditions.       
Dorothy DeLay was again a different teacher. She was a marvelous teacher and she developed my performance techniques to the highest level. She fully equipped me, a good violin student then, with all the requisite skills of a virtuoso.   
That was a turning point that was so important for me . 

Q: It seems to me that you have the right teacher at the right time. 

A: Exactly, at each stage of my development, each teacher provided his/her important contribution, this is very interesting. That is first: basic technique, second, musical expression; third, the highest standard of  the art of violin playing.  …….. 

Q: How many times have you been to China? What is your opinion of China’s violin training system? What are their strong points and weak points? 

A: In my opinion the Chinese violin training system is very good. 1981, the first time I visited China with Professor Dorothy DeLay, we gave Masterclasses and recital at Shanghai and Beijing Conservatory. Both of DeLay and myself felt that the standard of these two conservatories was of international level and very high. 
In fact, they are comparable to any conservatory in the world, except the Juilliard School of Music. They understand violin playing thoroughly. They chose the very talented children and put them into the Primary School of Music and the Secondary School of Music and then to the Conservatory. They train the student from very young and is far advance than in Taiwan, where children (& their family) have to find a good teacher by themselves. Here, talented but poor children do not have the opportunity to learn music. This one of the good aspects of China’s training system. 
However, a weakness in China’s system is that they don’t understand the traditions of music well. They don’t have good instruments, music, tapes, records and books. The other trouble is, we all know that since China opened its door to the West, many good teachers have left China and gone abroad. I hope that after China has developed economically, good Chinese musician will return to China and pass on what they have learnt outside China to the next generation. We need to preserve our heritage, otherwise the lack good teachers will be detrimental to the training of young violinists in China. Now, economically speaking, Taiwan is very steady. Taiwanese musicians returning after their  studies abroad  can often find very good jobs. But changes in mainland China are still slow. 

Q: Do you mean that steady economic development in Taiwan will contribute to its cultural development, leading to better lives for musicians, while this not yet the case for China ?  
A: Yes. From most parents point of view, only after they have steady economic situation, they will encourage they children to learn art. In Russia or former European Communist countries, the children can leave their country only after they are successful in art, so they work very hard. 
Q: I think Molova is a good example. 
A: The Soviet Union and European Communist countries have collapsed. China too is changing, making money is easier. Are there still people who are prepared for the hard slog of years of practice on the violin? Anyway, there are still plenty of talents out there. Perhaps I worry too much. In the area of technique training, China has tremendous talents. But the understanding of music cannot be achieved purely by listening to taped recordings of performances. Life performances and masterclasses of the great masters are vital to attaining higher levels of artistic developments. 
  Q: About the instrument  itself, could you please analyse and compare those  violin that you have used?       
A: I have played a  lot of violins in my life. 

Q: Please tell us about each one. 

A: I started on my full size violin when I was ten years old. Naturally, it was not a good one.  I realised it was not a good violin when I gave a performance on it.  So I started to borrow good violins from whomever and wherever I could. Once, I borrowed a Guarneri from the Juilliard School for a short time. Later I was loaned a 1704 Stradivarius, named ‘Sammons’, by the Colburn Foundation in LA. I used it for about five years. That was a very important period in my life, that was when my professional performance career started, when I made many recordings. The contribution this violin made to my career was immense. At the end of that period, I was unable to extend the loan period for the use of this violin. At the time, aged 22, I could not afford to buy a Stradivarius. I had no choice but to continue looking for one on loan. 

Later, I was able to receive another Stradivarius, c.1708 named ‘Soil’, on loan from a benefactor in the arts from the State of Indiana. This violin was very beautiful. I recorded the Mendelssohn violin concerto and the ‘Bravura’ album on this violin. I recorded the Saint-Saens concerto on this violin too. But this violin was only on loan for one year. I realised constantly playing on violin on loan was not the solution, I had to buy one myself.  
In 1983, when I was in England, I bought a 1707 Stradivarius, ‘Dushkin’. I sold it eight years later. Later, I bought another Stradivarius, c.1708 named ‘The Huggins’. This was a very beautiful instrument. But I was not completely satisfied with its sound. I sent it for repairs. During that time, I came into my current violin, a 1734 Guarneri. 

Q: Could you please discuss the difference between a Stradivarius and Guarneri violin? 

A: In fact, no two violin’s the same. Even for Guarneri or Stradivarius, every violin they made was different. Generally speaking, Stradivarius violins have softer and more beautiful tones, while Guarneris are more powerful. They each have their own strong points. One needs to consider the performance style and personality of the performer. Hence, the Stradivarius suits some players, while the Guarneri suits others. 
Q: Do you think a violinist can change the sound of the violin? 

A: Absolutely! The violin can change the violinist’s tone production, and  vice-versa. It’s like two friends together, they can influence each other ….. I don’t like to change my violin very often, this is not good. I feel that to play a violin properly, I need to play it for a long time in order to figure out and understand the full potential and limitations of that violin. 
  

  

Q: Do you have any suggestions about the bow? 
A: French bows are obviously the best, the most attractive. So I have bought bows like Peccatte, Maline, Pajeot, as well as Sartory and Ouchard. But don’t ignore the contemporary bow makers, such as Mr. Liu Guo Zheng (LA) and Norwood Lee (Chicago), they make very good bows. I have used their bows and still own and treasure them. For violin students with limited economic power, it is not worth spending several thousand dollars or several hundred thousand dollars to buy a French bow. It’s much better to buy a contemporary bow such as those made by Mr. Liu. Buying a violin is the same, now  we have some very good new violins on the market. It’s not necessary to pay a lot of money to buy an antique violin. In fact, it is far better to buy a first class new violin than to buy a second class old violin. 
I don’t want to teach old student, because their basic technique and music personality are all fixed, it is often too late to change them.    
 
