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To See A World in A Single Note
— TCO Concertmaster CHEN Hui-Chun

Writer / LIN I-Tung Dictation ~ Photo sources / CHEN Hui-Chun Photo / WU Chang-Ju

CHEN Hui-Chun, erhu musician and concertmaster of Taipei

Chinese Orchestra (TCO), is elegant, natural and poised on

stage and extremely sweet and gentle during the interview.

CHEN Hui-Chun, Erhu musician and concertmaster of Taipei
Chinese Orchestra (TCO)

Some Things Are Worth the Wait

Before the fateful meeting with Erhu, CHEN Hui-Chun had studied Piano, Harp, and Zheng. As music enthusiasts, her parents
registered her for Harp and Zheng classes when she was in elementary school. She had dainty hands and delicate fingers as a
kid. The sharp and strong harp strings cut and blistered her fingers when she played. She lost interest in the instrument in about
a year and decided to give up the class. Her Harp teacher refused to let her waste away her music talent and recommended her
to switch to Zheng with relatively slender and softer strings. She continued taking the classes but was not too impressed. Later
when she became a Chinese music student in junior high school, she was introduced to the Erhu. She knew it was the instrument
for her the moment she started playing. “I took a lot of detours before I found the perfect instrument for me. I wouldn’t be able
to tell what was best for me had I not been through all those training. The choice might have something to do with my personali-
ty as well. The Erhu has only two strings. Performers handle the bow with their right hand and perform fingering techniques
with their left. It is much harder to learn the basics in the beginning compared to Harp or Zheng. I guess that’s what enthralled
me. [ was desperate to conquer the instrument and throw myself into in wholeheartedly. Needless to say, I made a huge progress

in a very short time.”

When talking about her favourite Erhu repertoire, CHEN Hui-Chun told us that she loved everything that expresses the charac-
ters of the instrument to the fullest. Without a fingerboard, erhu can produce a great range of effects in the hands of a skilled
performer. Its performance is characterized by subtle contrasts in bowing strength, powerful vibrato, glissandos and the
resonance of the skin membrane. This trait gives the erhu a flexibility and expressiveness almost comparable to the human
voice. “As a matter of fact, director CHUNG Yiu-Kwong imitated the singing of old men in Chinese opera with the Erhu in
Meng Xiaodong Erhu Concerto. The work will be performed on May 21st this year. I have been contemplating about how to
deliver the quality of Chinese opera with Erhu and reproduce intonation and fluctuation of human singing with the instrument

for a while.”
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To Finally See A World in A Single Note

When CHEN Hui-Chun was in her teens, cross strait relationships
started to thrive. She began flying back and forth across the strait
during summer and winter vacations, learning from the best in the
field. The routine went on for more than a decade. “We had to play
The Great Wall Capriccio in class once. After the orchestra begins to
play, the Erhu will follow with a solo beginning in one long note. [
spent two classes on this very note, ponding and testing the tone, the
pressure to apply, the speed of the bow and the expression. Bit by bit
I began to feel a sense of accuracy and precision. It required a high
level of control and understanding. There were many things to be
taken into consideration to reach the state. It was then I realized that

there is a world in a single note if you know where to look.”

CHEN Hui-Chun played The Great Wall Capriccio with Oradea State
Philharmony in Romania. The Erhu and Symphony Orchestra combi-
nation received great reviews. “The audiences were extremely
curious about the instrument and some even came backstage asking
for an autograph! This made me realize that Chinese music has the
potential to shine on the international stage. “It also taught her that
with the right instrument combination and an excellent conductor
who can balance the sounds of instruments during the performance,
Chinese music and Western music together can create something

awesome.

2018 Pearls of Wisdom - Works of SU Wen-Cheng

Performing Butterfly Lovers concerto in the concert celebrating the signing of sister city agreement between Taipei and Atlanta.
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Passing on The Torch of Music

To perform with instruments, one must first have a deep under-
standing of the music score. “I would learn everything there is to
know about the work and analyse it down to the last element.
Many exceptional musicians of northern school and southern
school in mainland China may have different interpretations on a
music score. The difference can totally change things.” CHEN
Hui-Chun believes that when teaching young students (note:
young being less experienced, not smaller in age), it is essential to
focus on perfecting their basic techniques. She would teach them
the skills required for a specific work. For experienced student,
she prefers to help them develop the ability to understand, analyse
and interpret a music work on their own. Therefore, she would
spend more time talking about the music score. CHEN Hui-Chun
also pointed out that young musicians should be passionate,
aggressive, resilient, and have an eye for detail and a heart for
perfection. They must also be strong enough to take setbacks in
stride and accept advice and guidance humbly. “We must explore
the culture, the thinking, the style and the aesthetic characteristics
of a music score before we can properly analyse its structure and
logic.” She said smilingly. Young musicians like LI Yi-Hsiang
and FU Jia-Wei under her tutelage are exceptionally skilled and

have a mind of their own.

To the left is concertmaster of TCO CHEN Hui-Chun and on the
right is FU Jia-Wei, sophomore at National Taiwan University of
Arts (top of his department).

Aside from practicing erhu, CHEN Hui-Chun also reads extensively, looks at paintings and watches movies. She believes that

elevating the soul and the mind has positive effects on performance. “Reading different books, looking at paintings or seeing a

movie help me to visualize the scenes or ideas conveyed by the music.” She spends a large amount of time practicing when not

performing or in rehearsals. Playing instruments is the only way she knows to express her feelings and emotions. Her perform-

ing history is also a record of her life.

“Erhu is a part of my life.” she said.

CHEN Hui-Chun performing concertos at Concentus Moraviae.
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