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In Gratitude to Professor
LI Chen-Tung

Learning the Erhu at National Taiwan
University (Part 5)

Text and Image / CHEN Tuan-An

In 1969, I was part of a group of students from the National Taiwan University Chinese Orchestra (NTUCO) sent to study the
erhu at the Da-Dong Dental Clinic. This visit marked the beginning of my profound connection with Professor LI Chen-Tung.
Originally from Yancheng, Jiangsu, Professor LI studied dentistry at the National Defense Medical Center and later estab-
lished his own practice. He showed exceptional musical talent and studied under YU Peng. He also worked frequently with
the Broadcasting Corporation of China Chinese Orchestra and once joined them on a tour to the Philippines. His clinic became
a gathering place for students of Chinese Music and colleagues from the music community, serving as a venue for both learn-

ing and exchange.

Professor LI's teaching centered on erhu solo works, drawing on the classics of LIU Tianhua, compositions by YU Peng, and
also newly created pieces. He had a keen command of stylistic features, such as glissandi and other slide techniques, ornamen-
tation, and bowing, and offered uniquely insightful interpretations. Even during the Martial Law period, when all contact with
mainland China was cut off, he would listen closely to recordings and figure out new pieces on his own. The versions he recon-
structed were often more insightful than the original scores. Beyond erhu repertoire, he also introduced Western Music and

early 20th-century Chinese songs as teaching materials, broadening students' horizons.

Outside the classroom, Professor LI cared deeply about the future of Chinese Music education. He believed that Chinese
Music belongs within the larger field of music and should therefore be integrated into music departments rather than set up as
standalone divisions. He was open to new ideas, such as improving traditional instruments and using Western staff notation in
Chinese Music. He reminded us that while trying new things was important, the distinctive sound of Chinese musical instru-
ments should never be lost. He admired CHUANG Ben-Li's drive to innovate, yet would also gently caution that if the erhu's
shape or tone changed too much, it might no longer be the erhu. As for notation, he saw it simply as a tool—helpful when
needed, but not something to follow rigidly.

Professor LI was also active in composition and arrangement. He once arranged a piece for the NTUCO to enter in a competi-
tion, but because it was based on a so-called mainland composition, the judges refused to consider it. In 1972, however, his
ensemble arrangement of the pipa classic Ambush from All Sides won first prize in the university division. He encouraged
students to compose, offering support without interference. He was both a mentor and a companion to his students, often
engaging them in discussions about the future of Chinese Music and its interaction with Western traditions. With his guidance,
his students established the Da Shue Chinese Music Band, creating new works and recording albums. Professor LI served as
a vital promoter, providing advice, offering rehearsal spaces, and helping with publication.

He was generous in sharing resources, recommending students for performances, and helping them pursue teaching or study
opportunities. He never sought fame or gain; instead, he poured his energy into his students. While he lectured in Chinese
Culture University and Soochow University, he also spared some time with students from National Taiwan University, which
had no formal music department; he inspired several students who later became important figures in the field including CHEN
Yu-Kang, WANG Cheng-Ping, and LIN Gu-Fang.

To me, Professor LI Chen-Tung was approachable, broad-minded, and wholly selfless. He was both an inspiring teacher and
a true exemplar. He did not merely impart erhu technique; he encouraged students to embrace perspectives from both ancient
and modern times, as well as from the East and West. Meeting such a master in my youth remains one of the greatest blessings
of my life.
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