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Fine - Tuning the Sound of Taipei
— CHENG Li-Pin Interview

Writer,”HONG Tzu-Wei  Photo Taipei Chinese Orchestra

General Director of TCO : Cheng Li-Pin

CHENG Li-Pin, a mainstay of Taipei Chinese Orchestra (TCO), will be leaving the position as general director on April 30th,
2021 and return to the Department of Chinese Music at Chinese Culture University after 6 years of outstanding service.

CHENG Li-Pin saw the past 6 years as the most wonderful surprise in his life. He told us that, “I had originally applied to the
position because teachers and colleagues at the department urged me to share my observation and understanding of Chinese
orchestra music with the ensemble. I was wholly unexpected to be accepted.” He was greatly honored for the opportunity to

contribute as a conductor and help creating something new and amazing for Chinese orchestra with TCO.

10

Fine-Tuning the Sound of Taipei

As a conductor experienced in both Eastern and Western music, CHENG Li-Pin was able to listen, identify and come up with

a new seating arrangement on stage for TCO to find the ideal blend of sounds.

He believed in the harmonious integration of all instrument sections for optimal acoustic results. To this effect, he rearranged
Hugqin to the right of the conductor so that the resonance box will be facing outward. Suona section slightly to the side. The
plucked string section situated in the middle on a slightly elevated platform for it housed the most used instruments in Chinese
orchestra. As for the percussion section, TCO decided to go against tradition and place the Timpani in the middle, surrounded

by the other percussion instruments.

“Timpani is critical to Chinese orchestras and symphony orchestras. The deep powerful sound anchors the entire performance.
Therefore, some say that Timpani is the second conductor in the orchestra.” The music of TCO has in fact become more coordi-

nated and stable under the lead of Timpani.

Outstanding Musicians to Broaden Your Mind

CHENG Li-Pin didn’t stop at rearranging seating position on stage. He also invited many guest conductors to become a part of
the TCO family. Amongst which were leaders from distinguished overseas orchestras like YAN Hui-Chang, Music Director of
Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra, YEH Tsung, music director of Singaporean Chinese Orchestra, LIU Sha, director of China
National Traditional Orchestra, PENG Jia-Peng, principal conductor of Suzhou Chinese Orchestra, and ZHANG Lie, music
director and principal conductor of Guangzhou National Orchestra. There were also established veteran Taiwanese conductors
like KU Pao-Wen, YEH Ho-Chung, LIU Chiang-Pi, YU Hsin-Yi, and HUANG Guang-You. The presence of emerging Taiwan-
ese conductors who dazzled the world in international competitions including multiple international conductor competition
winner CHUANG Tung-Chieh, winner of Bucharest International Conducting Competition CHANG,Yu-An, and winner of
Fitelberg Conducting Competition, Poland YANG Su-Han were also seen. These conductors from different countries,

backgrounds and generations achieved great synergy and elevated the work and skill of TCO by strides.

To CHENG Li-Pin, the Sound of Taipei meant the perfect balance between seating arrangement on stage, the level of harmony
achieved and how ensembles were conducted. New ideas were tested, revised and improved constantly. However, they would
not be adopted until the entire orchestra, the audience, and the experts within the industry all approve of the new form. That

was the most gratifying experience of all.

General Director of TCO : Cheng Li-Pin and Taipei Chinese Orchestra
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Whole New Season and Whole New
Challenges

TCO had vivid character, quality and charm. They shined in
all types of performances played. CHENG Li-Pin said that
director CHUNG Yiu-Kwong spent 8 years accumulating
repertoires across a wide spectrum, setting TCO apart from
other orchestras with the foresight of nurturing creativity and
encouraging production. CHENG Li-Pin benefitted from the
process and got into the habit of planning the entire music
season ahead like the other internationally acclaimed orches-
tras. The programs of the year fell under 8 to 10 respective
series, targeting different audiences and gave people a better

idea of what TCO was and what TCO was capable of doing.

CHENG Li-Pin established the popular TCO theater in 2017
and started putting on an opera and a musical by turn each
year. Meaning that every year a large cross-sector production
was made. “These large productions are a huge challenge to
the musicians and the administrative team of TCO. But we
are ready. From The Four Women in Puppet Master LEE
Tien-Lu's Life in 2017 to Formosa Bloom, the story of the
extraordinary Tiunn Tshong-Bing who married Rev. FENSUT DI P
MacKay and made something of herself, TCO Theater TCO Theater is amusing and relatable to daily lives.

allowed the general public to appreciate the beauty of
Chinese orchestra in a brand-new way. The script and music
were packed with elements near and dear to people in
Taiwan. It also left a deep mark in Taiwan’s music and

theater world.

In 2015, the mayor of Kaga personally greeted musicians when TCO toured the
city.

Virtual and Physical Marketing Leads to Record Breaking Success

Having a wide variety of programs was not the only answer. TCO also shifted their marketing strategy and looked to expand
their audience base.

CHENG Li-Pin laughingly said that, “No director before me has put that much attention on ticket sales.” He came up with two
main marketing directions - space and land. Space focuses on reenforcing the role of social medias. TCO interacted with the
young generation on Facebook, Line and IG. Land meant actively cultivating audiences by establishing relationships with
clubs, schools and companies. Taipei Chinese Orchestra Enterprises Friendship Association was established to handle large
transactions such as discount group tickets for company employees and their friends and families or giving out free tickets to
NGOs so that the underprivileged would have a chance to immerse in the beauty of Chinese music as well. Prior to the outbreak
of covid-19, TCO has already achieved 1.4 million in ticket sales in 2019, reaching 120% of the expected total revenue, making

it the best year since the establishment of the orchestra.
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The 2016 Youth Composer Cultivation Project

Rebranding Chinese Orchestra and Opening Up More Opportunities

The escalation in ticket sales wasn’t the ultimate pursuit of CHENG Li-Pin. He had eyes on the increase of value instead of
price. Through the support of enterprises, TCO concerts became a new social occasion or meeting point. This greatly improved

or changed the brand image and allowed Chinese orchestra more room to breathe and grow.

The attention to marketing and audience outreach originated from CHENG Li-Pin’s days in private orchestras. For private
orchestras, 1/3 of the annual budget came from government subsidies, 1/3 came from contribution from enterprises and 1/3 from
earned income. Public orchestras were supported 100% by the government. They were under less pressure to sale tickets. The
privilege should mean that they have the responsibility to improve market dynamic and value. In the future, the government

orchestras may become administrative corporation. The ability to drive ticket sales will become a huge advantage for them.

Shoulder Public Responsibly and Cultivate Music Talents

CHENG Li-Pin understood the importance of public responsibility and proceeded to establish a great variety of talent cultiva-
tion projects and legacy programs. He invited aspiring Taiwanese musicians such as TSENG Wei-Yung and LIAO Yuan-Yu to

join as guest conductors. Off stage he continued to scout and train potential conductors and composers.

The 2016 Youth Composer Cultivation Project comprised 2 programs. One was Test Perform New Works. Young composers
would compose a 10-minute music piece to be played on site by the orchestra and then the members of the orchestra or veteran
composers would give their feedbacks and insights. The other was the Composer Workshop. Members of the orchestra would
play each instrument individually for the young composers so as to give them perspective and enhance their understanding of

the instruments. This might in turn help adding sophistication when composing.

In 2018, TCO founded International Chinese Orchestra League(ICOL) together with many other overseas professional Chinese
orchestras. Selected young musicians would perform with other aspiring musicians from member ensembles, giving them a
chance to interact and exchange ideas. In 2020, TCO and three other public orchestras, Kaohsiung Chinese Orchestra, Taoyuan
Chinese Orchestra and Tainan City Traditional Orchestra initiated 2020 Who Will Be the Successors - The Young Multi-Star
Project, giving young musicians under age 35 a chance to perform onstage with professional orchestras and exploit their poten-

tial.
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Compile Classic Repertoire and Commission New Works

Beside putting on performances, TCO also strived to add more repertoire to the existing collection,

further enriching and developing the industry.
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TCO published the very first challenging scores collection for Chinese orchestra, 800 Tips for Chinese

Orchestra—Excerpts in 2018 to prepare the students for a career in the music profession. Later TCO
again published scores for instrument solos by Taiwanese composers like The Best of Pipa and Ruan
in 2019 and The Best of Dizi and Xiao and The Best of Huqin in 2020. These complete collections of

classic works were preserved and passed on to the next generation.

Aside from compiling existing scores, TCO also initiated a 3-year project, the Cross - Season Concerto
Commission Program starting 2018, inviting composers to create concertos for individual Chinese instru-

ments and help to keep the industry alive with new concertos.
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Reach Out to The World and Build Cultural Relationships

Through the past 6 years, TCO raised their profile in the world and conducted many exquisite cultural

exchanges for Taiwan.

In 2015, the mayor of Kaga personally greeted the musicians when TCO toured the city. It was a truly
successful testament to city diplomacy. In 2016 TCO participated in Cross Strait City Arts Festival-Bei- TCO is the 1st Taiwanese professional music assemble to perform at Carnegie Hall in the US in 2018
jing and China Shanghai International Arts Festival. This promoted the exchange between cross Strait
Chinese music world. They also worked together with pipa artisit Wu Man and performed at Carnegie

Hall in the US in 2018. TCO was the 1st Taiwanese professional orchestra to perform there.

Aside from onstage performances, TCO also invited violinist LIN

Goodbye Is Not the End and The Future Has No Limits

From fine-tuning the structure of the orchestra to reaching out to the world, CHENG Li-Pin related in detail on what has

Cho-Liang to put together an album on the works of composer

KUAN Naichung and Joel HOFFMAN in the name of Memory of
Mountain. The album was released worldwide by major classic ﬁﬁxﬁ happened in the past 6 years. He told us that he found out his son had cancer and needed to undergo chemotherapy at the same

music company Naxos Records and captured the attention of (b, 1939) time he took the position as general director. He was struggling to find a balance between administrative need and the love for

many foreign music critics. Memory of Mountain_

The exhaustion, pain and strain pushed him to his limit every minute of the day.
Joel ]
CHENG Li-Pin believed that cultural and art exchange programs - —F iy -

proved to be most productive and influential in helping Taiwan {b. 1857) Maybe that was why TCO has, in a sense, become like a child to him as well. He had fought with the crew because of his short

Nautilus Symmetry temper and the pressing need to make sure everything was perfect. As he is about to retire from the position and return to the

music at work and suffering great pain and heartache because of the malignant disease trying to steal his child away at home.

reach out and open the door to the world. The distinct characteris-

tics of Chinese orchestra left deep impression on people, giving Violin 'I'_:.'.GI'IL‘E!'tG No. 2
‘Snow in Spring’ and his teachers showed him. It is his most sincere wish that the music world and the community will continue to show TCO

arms of his other family, Chinese Culture University, he was truly grateful for the love and support the crew, the staff members

TCO a great advantage on world stage. Take the 4 live concerts

online due to the outbreak of the pandemic in 2020 for example their support so that the Sound of Taipei will never stop to inspire and grow.

they attracted thousands and thousands of audiences and obtained Cho-Liang Lin, Violin

close to 200 overseas media coverage. This not only increased the Taipei Chinese Orchestra » Li-Pin Cheng

exposure of Chinese music on international stage, but also showed
the world Taiwan’s success in keeping the disease at bay. Memory of Mountain was the first album recorded by Taipei Chinese

Orchestra (TCO) and leading European record label, Naxos Records. It was
released in 2020 around the world.
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