Sydney Summer School
 Paolo Hooke reports on a special opportunity for all string students. 

For years Professor Zhang, one of the most eminent violin teachers from China, had dreamt of establishing a special string academy at which he could share his knowledge with violin students. In 1995 he was described, by the late Sir Yehudi Menuhin, as ‘one of the greatest teachers of the violin in the world today. He is a wonderful teacher for all ages, but his own particular delight is to train the young ones to whom he gives a solid basis, which will serve them for the whole of their lives.’ 

Zhang moved to Australia with his wife eight years ago after a distinguished career. Between 1956 and 1995 he was Professor of Violin at the Shanghai Conservatory, receiving awards in 1985 and 1986 for excellence in teaching. In 1994 Zhang was awarded the highest honour by the Chinese government in recognition of his outstanding contribution to musical life. Zhang has given masterclasses all around the world, been a juror in many international violin competitions (including the Yehudi Menuhin International Competition for Young Violinists) and has published Chinese translations of many violin books. He has trained many students for international violin competitions, achieving numerous successes and since moving to Australia has been a violin lecturer at the Sydney Conservatorium and the Australian Institute of Music. 

Now, Professor Zhang’s dream has become a reality through the Australian String Academy Summer School. For 15 days, between the 22 January and 6 February next year, exceptional string students from throughout the world will have the chance of private one-hour sessions with world-class teacher including Professor Zhang and Charmian Gadd. The latter violinist enjoyed an acclaimed international career spanning four decades and was previously head of the String Department at the Sydney Conservatorium. Gadd was the founding violinist of the Macquarie Trio and currently operates The Violinery. Other notable teachers involved with the School include Professor Robert Masters (former head of strings at London’s Yehudi Menuhin School), Professor Owen Carman (Director of the famous Meadowmount School of Music in New York and head of cello) and Charles Avsharian (Vice-President at Meadowmount and professor of violin at Michigan State University). 

Hosted by the Central Coast Conservatorium, the school will be located in the beautiful surroundings of the South Kincumber Education Centre near Gosford. It brings classical music of an international standard to the Central Coast, enriching its cultural life and boosting the image and profile of the Conservatorium. A number of concerts are planned featuring newly commissioned Australian works, with the public also able to attend masterclasses and workshops. A ‘farewell’ concert and masterclass will be held at St Andrew’s Cathedral, Sydney on 5 February. Proceeds from the concerts will go towards a scholarship fund to reward outstanding students, giving them encouragement, support and contacts for their future professional careers. 

The school will create an intensive environment of learning and expertise, with a dedicated private practice schedule of at least three hours a day. Part of Professor Zhang’s dream is to encourage schools of excellence in regional Australia, giving students from these areas access to world-class teachers and artists. One of the highlights will be the chance for students to have private lessons with internationally acclaimed world-class teachers. Students from regional areas will also have the valuable opportunity of playing in string quartets and orchestras, which they might otherwise not have had owing to their geographical isolation. 
The inaugural year of the school will establish a regular cultural exchange between Australia and China, between the Central Conservatorium and the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. In 2005 at least 20 students and teachers will travel from China for the school, following in the footsteps of Professor Zhang. A permanent link will also be established between the school and the Meadowmount School of Music as part of Professor Zhang’s vision to position Australia’s violin pedagogy internationally. 

To conclude with the words of the late Sir Yehudi Menuhin, from a letter to Professor Zhang in 1995 ‘I have admired your work with young people over some years and always look forward to hearing your pupils and, of course, to meeting a most warm-hearted colleague.’ The Australian String Academy Summer School is a special opportunity to witness first-hand the results that can be achieved when promising young musicians are given access to world-class teachers. 

   
