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Looking Like Yourself : The Philos-
ophy of Stage Styling for Chinese
Music Performers

Text / YEN Tsai-Teng
Image / LIN Chen Feng, HSU Penny, HSIEH Tsung-Hsin

A compelling musical performance depends not only on moving and expressive playing but also on tasteful, appropriate
makeup and hairstyling, which are an indispensable part of the audience experience. For this column, 3 specialists in stage
appearance, specifically 2 performers of the Taipei Chinese Orchestra (TCO) and a stage makeup and hair designer, share how

they manage their onstage appearance so that music and styling enrich one another.

HSU Penny, who was trained in Chinese Music, is now a professional stage makeup and hair designer. As a child, she disliked
being made up to resemble the brightly painted boy-and-girl paper effigies used in traditional funeral rites, so she began
learning makeup on her own and later turned it into her profession. With her performer's background, she insists that styling
must not only look good but also avoid interfering with the instrument. Her design principles are "keeping musicians close to
their usual selves" and "ensuring they still look like themselves." Styling should extend individual character and suit the reper-

toire, because, as she puts it, "Musicians interpret the fine details of the score, and makeup and hair interpret the person."

Principal percussionist HSIEH Tsung-Hsin of the TCO says that she is "not particularly good at dressing up." Nevertheless,
her many years on stage have resulted in a natural and consistent personal style. Her guiding principle is to "look clearly
prepared without the makeup and hair becoming a burden." Percussion requires vigorous movements and often leads to heavy
sweating, so she chooses sleek hairstyles and clothing that allows for freedom of movement. To stay performance-ready, she
pairs ornate tops with long black trousers. For filmed performances, she pays special attention to how her foundation looks
under stage lighting. She stresses, "When performing, you must achieve a state of peace and stability; only then can your focus

remain entirely on the music."

Gaohu player LIN Chen Feng admits that he once paid little attention to his appearance. Immersion in the urban environment
and in performance circles gradually made him realize that managing one's appearance is also part of artistic professionalism,
leading him into the broader realm of styling. He favors clean, well-fitted contemporary Chinese-style clothing. In addition to
commissioning new pieces from designers, he often searches online for special finds. He emphasizes that his clothes have to
be comfortable and easy to move in; if an outfit looks good but gets in the way of playing, it has missed the point. For him,
the ideal look feels natural and quietly shows personal style. "The audience's focus should ultimately return to the music

itself," he says.

All three agree: styling needs to be personal and comfortable, but the music always comes first. Contemporary stage styling
has moved well beyond the strict traditions of the past. Today, more attention is paid to how performers look on stage, but any
visual effect still has to work with the practical demands of playing. Designers and performers now collaborate to define their

image rather than follow rigid rules. This shared exploration mirrors the music's desire for authentic expression.
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