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The Shanghai Quartet celebrates its 35th anniversary during the 2018—19 season by performing
eight complete Beethoven cycles around the world. The players speak to Charlotte Smith

about forming at a time when Western chamber music was barely understood in their native
China, and about promoting the art form to Chinese audiences and students today
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SHANGHAI QUARTET

hen we formed the
Shanghai Quartet in
1983 chamber music
in China was almost
non-existent,’ says
the ensemble’s first violinist Weigang Li.
“Western music had been introduced to the
country in the 1920s and 30s, and the first

generation of classical musicians included
my grandfather, a violinist, who played in a
quartet with Yo-Yo Ma's father (also a
violinist) before the latter moved o Paris.
Bur most Chinese musicians, even by the
1980s, simply weren't aware of the scope
and drprh of this fantastic n‘.pnrmirv.'

Li is speaking to me at the 2018

¢ Stern International Violin

shanghai [
Comperition, where he is serving as a jury
member. His fellow quarter members are
here too, providing the professional
element for the chamber music round.
The significance of the Stern name is not
last on Li, who in 1979, at the age of 15,
was featured in the Oscar-winning
documentary From Mao to Mozart: saac
Stern in China. Meeting and playing for
Stern was a momenrous event for the
violinist, who ar the rime was a student at
the Shanghai Conservatory Middle School.
Just two years later he was selected for a

year-long cultural exchange programme

with the San Franc

o Conservarory
of Music, an eye-opening trip which
introduced him to Robert Mann (later
a teacher), Nathan Mil

d Efrem Zimbalist.

1 I Il‘!'] I'}‘k

SZCT_\'[I;

Thus, when the Chinese Cultural
|\'1'||11'.\lr}' ;Uuulu]lu_'d 4 L']'l:l”ll)(.']' ”ulsll(_'
competition for students of the major
Chinese conservatoires in 1983 — the prize
being the chance to compete in the 1985
Portsmouth International String Quarter
Competition (now the Wigmore Hall
International String Quarter Comperition)
in the UK ~ Li was unable to ignore the
opportunity. ‘[ was a third-year student at
[11(' Sh'.'ll']:_“h'.'li (:n“\'L‘l\".“nT‘\’ (‘i{- k{ll.‘iic ﬂnl'
my brother Honggang Li was also a violin
student,” he explains. “We found a decent

as part ¢

violist and cellist with the intention of
working hard for a year in the lead-up

to 1’](.' I;T}l contest. \‘:"L‘ I'Iil'.l no Si.‘l'illll.\ e
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SHANGHAI QUARTET

ambitions to form a professional group.
All we wanted was the chance o visit
England — where none of us had ever
been - for three weeks! We had no

idea how to prepare, so we grabbed
every teacher who came through
the conservatory. It became more
and more serious to the point that
we would rehearse for five to seven
hours every day, We worked
especially on intonation because we
realised this was p:lrliul]:lrl}' hard to
get right, eventually runing note by

note. l_{JUkill; 1\2 'I\'. [h&'ll .'il]u!ld.\ Crazy,

bul wo d]‘dn“ llil\'C any l‘ll]ld' ]L'nlull
principles from which to work. All we had -
was our intuition and relatively good ears.”

‘The strategy worked: the ensemble won not only the Chinese

L_l'ln'l'PL‘.FIlTiOn bl'lr '.'I[ﬁ('l .';l?L'l)nd Pri?.(‘ at fh{' I’{)rl.\'“'l[}lllh conresr.
‘Shmuel Ashkenasi, who was a jury member and later became
our teacher at Northern lllinois Unive

id our Mozart was

Iy, 3

the best. [ was so Hartered thar a Chinese quarter could play
Mozart berter than the Europeans! We weren't ar all upser with

second prize — it was a Cud-gi\-‘un gj!'l. Win first prize would

I]'.l\"l' meant an inseant kl:]'l('liil!l' HII:F:) CONCeres over |llt' nexe year

-‘ll'l('i we SJIITlPl‘\' \\"I.‘I'I.'I'I’F J'l.".‘(i_\_' o h(‘l’l)lln‘ pmﬁ‘ssinnﬂ]i. Bllr

1ing second stood us in good stead going back to China. All

mnes IXCL'llLlSL‘

E SletlL'" WC WCre in 1|1(.' ”C\\'FP;{'\L'[S {U'ld ”1‘.[5:
th' (‘:ll‘l”(.'f\(.' h'.{(.l never won any }‘ri}’.(.'& in L'I]'.{T'nl“.‘r music I]CI-UTL'\
and they still treated music very much as a sport.”

ow, more than three decades later, the Shanghai Quartet is

not only a leading name in Chinese chamber music but

also highly respected on the world stage, with more than
30 albums to its name on labels i

(:luding Delos, Camerara,
Naxos, BIS and Warner, and a reputation for working closely with
contemporary composers such as Krzysztof Penderecki and Tan
Dun. Of particular note is the ensemble’s ability to straddle the
divide between E

stern and Western music, |w|]wd in no small
part by second violinist Yi-Wen ] i,mg'.\' composing and arranging
ability. To date, the group’s most successful album has been
Chinasong (Delos, recorded in 2002), a disc of rraditional and

¢4
popular Chinese folk songs arranged by Jiang for string quartet,
but there have also been the complete Beethoven string quartets

F 89

on six albums (Camerata, recorded between 2005 and 2009) and
recordings of Schumann, Dvoiik, Brahms and Mozart.
I.i.\[c[]i[]g Lo (I!L' L'”.\'L'["["Ii.' pL‘r{Urlll at 1I]L' &1[1[]“&1’ Jiii.‘th.’iinL’
du Pré Charity Concert at London’s Wi
2019, one could hear all facets of its craft on fine display. The
line-up has changed somewhat since its formation: while the Li
brothers remain, Honggang is now the group’s violist, a role he

101¢ HU]! in FL'IH'U'-ITIY

‘WE H:

Leaving the stage of
Tianjin's Grand Theatre

D NO SERIOUS AMBITIONS TO FORM A PROFE

assumed in 1994 when Jiang joined the

quartet; US cellist Nicholas Tzavaras,

the group’s only non-Chinese player,

came on board in 2000. The four
P(‘l'fﬂl—n!l‘(i rl'll‘ir pl’()gri\n)n'ﬂ‘ nl:
Haydn, Beethoven and Brahms with
an '.Illn'l Ilr"'lbl(' sense nr‘t‘ﬂst‘n]b!(' i'lnl'
a i”)‘il] Rli”]ﬂ]ll]‘( iﬁ[” even in |h('
ll{_:h'l'r I [il‘\'d]'l \\-'I'Prk. ‘l]‘f.' hn"rh(‘f.‘i [.i
ﬂ('.ri‘({ asa Cﬂllnr(:rh.’!!ﬂ”c(' o 'I]j.".

with a lighter and more delicate tone,

15t the

\\'I‘JiL’h was L'U‘.Jli}' rt'[‘l'c)\]lll[lg '.lg: i
deep earthiness of Tzavaras’s cello. This
\\"l)]’l\'.‘.’d })illliﬂul&lri}' “-1.'" in ll“.' [!]1‘&'(.'
selections from the Chinasong album in which
melodies are passed between first and second
violin and viola in a charming and egalitarian
arrangement designed to showcase the group's different voices.

Maore than three decades after its formarion the quarter

continues to play the role of ambassador berween Chinese and

Ssiern |T|l|§iﬂ'ﬂ] 5‘."11'§ - a5 CV ilit‘l1lik'li I)‘\' ']‘l(‘ \:\’-’igﬂ‘lﬂn' ill]dl‘\'ﬂ(\'l.\
delighted response to the folk arrangements. Its appropriare, then,
thar in irs anniversary year the quartet is prrﬁ\rmiﬂg 0'1g|1r L'.nmplr.‘.m

al Chinese

BL"L'lhi.]\-'t'Jl L'_\‘L'](_'h '.{FULIINJ l}\t‘ \\'(Ifld‘ il]L’!lejﬂg in sev
cities Il‘.\ﬁ acc II.\I!}IHI‘I] [{4] lZIL'“'I'l!H'!' MUSIC CONCETTs, I\\"’(' II.'!\-'t'

performed Beethoven in Shanghai and Beijing before, of course,

arc more |-'(:m

explains Weigang Li, ‘but there the audiences

\\'i[]l \Y"‘I(.'f\u.'rrl CI;L\. IL“.ll music. .I}“."\' Are gn_\\\'llllg very I-J.S( '.L]'ld
becoming more discerning in their demands for quality
performances. [ was surprised, though, when third-tier cities such
as Tianjin, Wuhan and Changsha — still each with three or four
million people — said yes to the Beethoven. Ten years ago [ would
not have been able to programme these cycles anywhere other than
Shanghai and Beijing. Even more surprisingly, audiences for each
concert l‘l)l!.\' f;lr h'ﬂ\-'l.‘ nl"“l‘N‘r('({ ar l("ﬂﬁr a 'l'll)l
more than you would play to at a standard recita
Yer there

violinist Jiang, who speaks to me over the phone in Seprember

nd people, which is

America.’

15 \UI" morc \\'!)I'I‘C o i'}\‘ ({l'l]'l(‘. .‘ll'i'.('ll'di I'lg o Sl.‘L'.ﬂl)d

2018 from New York’s JFK airport while waiting with h
cul]c:{gucs to catch a ﬂig]u Lo Bcijiug. “The first time we |\|:1)'c(i
Beethoven in China it felr like we were premiering these works.

I remember a Chinese composer came backstage after our
performance and said, "My God! This music is so wonderful!

[ don't think anyone else should ever compose after that.” The

h
for our 35th celebration. My mission is to introduce the greatness

Ill'”l.\'.{(.l wWas s0 U\"L'r\\'lli.'lr" F. [!'lﬂl we 'alllLd to C.\'l\'.ln(! Our re3d
of Beethoven. Of course, Western music has taken off in China,
but I still think there is only a very small group of people there
who really know abour the culture of Western music and its
philosophy. To this day, the preference is for surface spectacle.
I:.\'L’]—‘\"r]'li ng ]]ils to bl' an enormaous E‘x‘!'il\'ﬂgﬂn?.'l -2 blg l‘P(.’rﬂ or

SIONAL

GROUP. ALL WE WANTED WAS THE CHANCE TO VISIT

ENGLAND F
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4 bl{U[‘\‘ macstro. Blli \\'h{{l‘ [l.".l[l,\'\ dll you gll.l n 1}{)[“ 1|1'.11.:’ 1"_\‘0[1
dl“'l.l l\'['lﬂ\\‘ |hL' nt'{'TEIH\'L'['I (I[I.'!T[l'lﬁ. ]1(!\\‘ Can you say you k[ll\\\‘

L‘bﬂl]r Ct'.'l '."l] muis

ith this in

Ii]ld. L]'l(.' Sililllg}'l'

i IT'IL']I'lbL'FS - as gl.l(.‘.\l

essors at the Central Cor
g and the Shanghai Conservatory — are taking an
active role in training a new generation of Chinese musicians, It's
still a work in progress, according to Honggang Li, who also
speaks to me from the airporr. ‘Students in the East and West
respond differently to chamber music coaching,” he says. "We are
also professors and artists-in-residence ar Monrtclair State
University in New Jersey, and even when the kids there are not
thart strong as individual instrumentalists, they all have an innate
sense of how to p|-.1)' chamber music. In China you somerimes see

servatory of Music in

incredibly advanced players who simply don't know how to
communicate in a chamber group. However, it is gerting better.'

..]]'liﬁ new gi'lll‘!’:{[ji}ﬂ ﬂ{. (T;'I]‘H(‘Nl' Nl”lll'n[ﬁ i very SMaAart — I]'ll'_\"

can scnsc ximig!n away \\"]13f Ih(‘_‘-' \l"'.'lnf.. L'.i'lll!'ii mn Jll'.‘l'lg. “”It‘_\'

s missing from their daily study and practice,
'xl[“.l Are cager o :IL‘I.V.‘II) L'\'L'r}'ll!i]lg. ]3“‘ lIIL‘) 1'.\‘.] want to IJ‘.'
f\'UIUiElH ﬂlid ﬁllpL'Tbl'dfﬁ :Uld to I-\\'"]“. 'I 1“."\" T'l(.'(.'d o uﬂ(.{(.'r.\[:l"(l
that even as a soloist, playing a single line, you will have a better

unde r>lai1ding of

ll])icﬂl Lextures, L'l.‘IU'LlFS 'xl['ILI 111[FII]UI

S
which will add to your own performance —if you have come
from a chamber music background.’

When cellist Tzavaras comes to the phone, he expresses his
agreement. ‘In the States there is a culture of appreciation for
chamber music which has been passed on through the
dominance of the Second Viennese School in US conservatoires.

JIITJ, L']'I.'IIT[ITK‘J' music

1 IT'&FI !)I.S["ll(i(‘l'llﬁ‘ mik ﬂ] K‘l'lll’-‘lt]‘l’lﬂ.

it's not at the forefront. The hig orchestral concerts with
soloists srill dominarte, and in terms of a career, chamber music

]Ih['lll Ic ]!}' S0 1you (I(I encounter a

an HI" on —w

NIU]'[:II I.'['lﬁl‘!'l'lhll' Ill.ﬁ L I:{"_\‘ ASSOCL l'll \\'i[]'l a conservatoire.

Irml-

B\l[ W arc .'iL'L']II'lg .'b]'['h'll[ .\L’L‘dﬁ UFg[U\\’lI], [!il(li(’lililfl}' in terms UI‘

NGHAI QUARTET

audicucc INterest. (‘:L‘ﬂai]ll,\" at lI!L' l:lrgcr CONSCIvatoires .\Ludcnls
arc hl:{”li['lg [T4] IH'Idl'IH:II]l] l]'l(.' \’J!I[Il‘ II{ I}l‘l:ﬂ]'[\lk“g 4 g[l“l] [ I]:{['!'Ihl']'

ion or two for it to

musician, but it will probably rake a gene
become a dominant musical form.

This change in attitude is being spearheaded by the Shanghai
Symphony Orchestra and its conductor Long Yu, who has set up
a formal partnership between his orchestra and the quarter
musicians. Since 2009, all four members have served as guest
principals of the orchestra for berween four and six weeks every
year. The collaborarion serves not only to broaden the musical
experiences of the quartet members, but more importantly to
ll‘nl' a L-I".'IrnhL'f L]I)Pr[)'ﬂl._.]'l 18] rh{‘. }TErfnrn'l ing sr}'l(? I]f |]'l1.‘ Flll[-ri me
ians. *We play full-scale orchestral concerts with
r]'lr['n‘ hllr '.'I]S(T Slni{”l‘f l'l)i‘ml‘)‘.‘]' CONCCres \\"i'l] ['ni'i'l'lh('r.\' I"Pf II'I‘.‘

orchestral musici

string and wind sections,’ oxp];\'m.\' Tzavaras, “We have even done
some conductorless chamber concerts with the string section,

which is very exciting, l.(:ng Yu understands, [ think, the value of

ﬂ]'l']'li'ﬁlf'll 1w Jkilig:lﬁ ﬁnl'l.

ns I]'IIK'I' i?l:{}'i‘i’h’. .”'ll‘ I'H.']ll'r

a chamber musician, the betrer they will be inan

f]'l(' Pl'.'l_\_ CI &

l)l'(_']li_‘?il[ﬂl St'llillg. 1“."_'1“]5(.' a S_\'[I!PI!UI])’ S]ll}llld 1)(.‘ l“.‘l'lll'.'d

lllt‘ < ! 1mm lJ'L']' wurk .‘

large-s
As 10”%'“.']'”] C}l:lllibt‘r II'l'LlSIlL'Iil{”f\‘ L]“.' S}KU]:?;]'['.EI[ I.‘jl{}'L‘TS h'.{\".'
appreciated the ‘eye-opening’ opportunity of playing in full-scale
UrC]'lL'.“ r;ll concerts in a L’r{!ild range Uf T(_‘}‘Crloir(.‘ &1]1‘.[ ‘tli‘lcil“
from wonderful conducrors and their different colour palettes’,
according to Tzavaras. Equally rejuvenating has been a special
anniversary partnership with Beare’s Internarional Violin Sociery,

\\'hi('!l h"‘s lf)i{n(‘l{ rI'JL' gr(!llp a “Il]'l'lh(?r n"ﬁ|1l‘ instruments E-Dr
their Beethoven-cycle tour and beyond — currendy Weigang Li
has the 1714 *Kneisel, Griin’ Stradivari violin, Jiang a 1769 G.B.
Gu 1700 Matreo Gofriller viola and
Tzavarasa 1710 C 15 Andreae’ cello.

.lgllil1l‘ I [I’.)I)ggﬂﬂg I

1seppe Guarneri ‘fil

FUI' .].'!' VAras, \V]'lU 'LlS'Ll'd"_\-' i]L‘TﬁJJ’II]! on two cunlcmpurar_\'

Instrun s —one Ii’!}lﬂ llli' US '.II!{I one I.F!}H'l (‘.|1j11' - [11(‘{']1'\"1{_"{.'

1 lot of class

has been s1ri]-¢.ing. ‘T think an older instrument h

ill](l lll(.‘l'i.".\ d i‘&lTiiL’Ll]ill’ SUUl]d []'lill comes \Vlllll it—a [luruis]wd B
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‘WE ARE ABLE TO TRAVI
CHINESE FOLK MUSIC AND
[ALECT OF WESTERN C

3 1)(' ]'l'(:ll}l llﬂ_'[! ]!)’ arecent I_\J

I'I):“{(‘ I]'\S[’T'll['l)(‘l'lr.‘ ]'ll.' s . ‘! i‘('(‘l I am RITIL‘ o Pmdlll'(‘ morc

colours with this instrument, but I'm still a big fan of modern
instruments as well.” Weigang Li agrees: “This Strad has a clarity
of sound that I have rarely experienced from any instrument.
‘Thar sound of your favourite violinist that you try to recreate in
vain? It's right here in this instrument! It allows me to cut L}lmugh
the texture of the quartet without too much volume.”

"The loans are due to come to an end in December 2019,
having already been extended, but for now, the instruments with
their famous names are helping to artract audiences to the

ina, where Tzavaras
likens their attraction to that of ‘driving a fancy car’.

quarter’s performances, particularly in €

o where does the quartet go to from here? There’s a possible
Bartok cycle in the pipc]inc on the Camerarta label, further
collaborations with contemporary composers, and the

in of 38 Chinese folk :

rom

recent plll)l 1cat r'.\['ll_"t']'['ll‘lll 5 ll‘\-' j i,'l'l'lg

fim‘.|uding those iu.r;.nrmg] in sheet mus

C fhrm 1'!)' lh(‘

'.‘4
. THESTRAD MAY 2019

LASSIC
THAT SEPARATES US’ -

instrum

,RSE THE LA IAGE OF
EQUALLY TO CONVEY THE
AL MUSIC. I'T°S AN ASSET
NICHOLAS 1TZAVARAS

Hlll'lll'[\g (-:ﬂ'l'[\l},'{'l'l‘\f. meani ring I}I J !'r{:m hlIT}\

SIC l'

.]]'li{ \v('ﬂf now ll'l.'l\"(‘ ACCEss o 'l'll'.\'t' pnplll.‘r [nes in a L'.]i
friendly format. If any group can make the case for popularising
l}“.'f\'(.' \Vl)rk‘- iL‘f\' lI]L' Shﬂ”g}lll]‘ i_‘[ul\'t'fs. as -] Zavaras }\L\]‘ nts out:
'\!("L' are '.ll]](.' Lo traverse lllL' l:ll!gu:lgc UE‘Chi]lCSL‘ E‘U“\ music U]lt{
equally to convey the dialect of Western classical music.
ML[SiL‘il]I}' a]ld &11[(&1"_\"\ Ill..'- an asset lil\lt ."T_'Pilrﬂl[.'s lls.‘
F“rl]ll.'rrn(}ﬂ." l!ll.' L'HSL'IT][‘ILI remains L'UTT'H'”]Ithd Lo Iliukillg
the case for the works of many and varied composers withour
arrogance or ego. ‘Once you put yourself ahead of the
composer, it’s over,’ says Weigang Li. “You may hear well-
performed music, but it won't be from the heart. We strongly
believe in serving the composer; in being the medium to convey
idience.” It's

\Qﬂ".“ wnrk.\' o an a lThiIﬂSﬂph}' dllr\‘L'll_\‘ at I]dliﬁ

with the cult of the ‘star’ thar thus far has dominated Chinese

l’.'.l'.'lSSiL'.ﬂl music, “’l" one \\']'llt('h I'I:'I.‘u' Sl‘]’\-’(’l' ['hl.’ gmup i\‘l.?“

I||r:1||g]mul its |}r:1ﬂ'hsi(m:1] lif

As the S]r.mgh.';i Quartet’s

il]”ll(‘nt'{' continues to !H' I‘l‘li new gvm-r:l['um l}j" )*uung

JSteps. &)

p|;1ycr.s may well follow in its



“Our schedule takes us around the world and consists of over a hundred concerts
a year, teaching masterclasses, and judging competitions. We look for balance,
power and clarity, and be it Thomastik-Infeld Vision Titanium Solo, Peter Infeld,
Spirocore for viola and cello, or the new Versum cello strings — they all have a
beautiful well-balanced, yet rich and powerful sound with long lasting overtones,
and offer the different variety of colors a string quartet needs.”

The Shanghai Quartet
proudly plays PETER INFELD, VISION, SPIROCORE and VRN

TiTamium 50L0
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www.thomastik-infeld.com
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