S h ao -C h ia Lii
a n d the Taiwan
Philharm onic

A Third Look
Richard S Ginell
[The Taiw an P h ilh a rm o n ic , one of m any
world-class Asian orchestras, has been praised
in ARG by Gil F rench (m o st re c e n tly in
Mar/Apr 2016) and Robert Markow (July/Aug
2017). Now Richard Ginell gives another per
son’s look at this orchestra. -Editor]
he Taiwan Philharmonic made what can
be called a triumphant US debut in Costa
Mesa CA in December 2016 (M/A 2017)—
surprising in that we didn't know much about
them in America and d id n ’t know w hat to
expect. It was no fluke, either. The orchestra's
recordings over the last decade docum ent a
mastery in a large range of repertoire. Having
made the long trek across the Pacific in March
to see the Taiwan Philharmonic (known as the
National Symphony at home) on their own turf,
I can attest that they are even more impressive
in Taipei's National Concert Hall.
When you approach the hall on a vast pub
lic square adjacent to the monumental Chiang
Kai-Shek Memorial, you see an ornate Chinese
palace-like exterior that is a false clue of what’s
inside—a beautiful European-style modified
shoebox concert space. The walls are luxuri
ously pan eled w ith cherry wood, th e tiers
made of unfinished marble imported from a
mountain in Italy. The hall has a lovely warm
yet clear sound with plenty of resonance that
surrounds the listener as in the great shoebox
shaped halls of the world.
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With acoustics like that, it is no w onder
th at th e TPO has been able to develop its
sound to such a high level—given, of course,
its talented ranks and its experienced Vien
nese- and Am erican-trained Music Director
Shao-Chia Lit, 58, who is truly someone spe
cial. Soft-spoken and completely without pre
te n s io n s off th e p o d iu m , he beco m es an
extraordinarily expressive figure on stage,
whether with baton or just using his hands. He
feels the European tradition intimately and is
not afraid to dig beneath it, tapping into the
primordial forces behind great music.
Having sampled one tantalizing new piece,
The Last Mile by the young Taiwanese com 
poser Chun-Wei Lee in Costa Mesa, it was a
pleasure to hear another good one March 23 in
Taipei—the world prem iere of Lee’s threem ovem ent suite Picking Up the Sounds o f
Crops. The 16-m inute p iece delicately
em erged from silence as Taiwanese them es
mixed with mild dissonances for a Takemitsulike effect. Yet Lee can also get raucous with
trumpet, bongos, and bass drum.
Pianist Piotr Anderszewski was originally
set to perform Bartok’s Piano Concerto No. 3
but by concert time had swapped Bartok for
Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 1. He began
simply, blandly, with watery arpeggios, but
soon his playing became more involved, explor
ing subtle dynamic variances to produce drama
and m ystery in the first m ovem ent and a
dream-like state in the second. After opening in
a decidedly outgoing vein, Lii quickly picked up
on the pianist's introverted mood, listening

Music in Concert

21

carefully and tailoring the accompaniment to
dovetail with what his soloist was doing.
The TPO reportedly has had trouble selling
Sibelius to a Taiwanese audience; and, sure
enough, the hall looked only about three-fifths
full. Maybe the residents of a subtropical
island that straddles the Tropic of Cancer can
not relate to the composer’s Nordic chill. But
Lii and his orchestra understood Sibelius's
Lemminkainen Suite (Four Legends from the
Kalevala) perfectly well on their own terms,
creating a mesmerizing Zen-like stillness that
matched Sibelius’s northern soundscapes, if
with more warmth than one usually gets, as
well as plenty of animation and huge crescen
dos. ‘Lemminkainen’s Return’ could have used
more definition and rhythmic momentum
from the strings, but that might have been
because of my seat on the orchestra floor; they
project better upstairs.
Two nights later the Taiwan Philharmonic
performed a unique (in my experience) pair
ing of Mahler's Symphony No. 7 with Brahms's
Schicksalslied. While there are no professional
choirs in Taiwan yet, the Taipei Philharmonic
Chorus could give any of the pros a good run,
their voices skewing brightly in Brahms's con
soling meditations, while erupting passionate
ly in the middle section as sheer terror
emerged from the orchestra.
Mahler's Seventh remains his least popu
lar, least understood symphony, but it should
n’t be. According to conventional wisdom, the
Rondo Finale is the most troublesome part of
all; yet this excitable screwball movement was
precisely what drew me into Mahler for the
first time when I was only 13. It is the cracking
apart of the Central European tradition, the
buckling structure held together as if with fray
ing leather belts and Crazy Glue, while the rest
of the symphony is full of lurching or haunted
marches and strange things that go bump in
the night.
It was clear from this gutsy, propulsive,
rhythmically sharp performance that Lii gets it,
and the orchestra gets it too, never flinching
from the score's essential weirdness and
exposed dissonances. Everywhere Lii was able
to bring out details and fresh balances, making
sense of the Rondo Finale without losing sight
of its wildness. In the first movement, he placed
the solo tenor horn player all by himself above
and behind the orchestra next to the hall’s pipe
organ; the horn's opening lines never sounded
so strange, ominous, and booming.
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Aside from sometimes unreliable work in
the French horns and solo trombones, all of
the TPO sections sounded strong and confi
dent—especially the terrific timpanist in the
Rondo Finale. One shouldn't have been sur
prised, for the TPO already has a substantial
Mahler tradition in its brief history, having
played through all the completed symphonies
before and finishing with this Seventh another
cycle under Lii that began in 2010 with his first
concert as music director (Jan/Feb 2011). I
would go as far as to say that I enjoyed this
performance of it more than Simon Rattle and
the Berlin Philharmonic when they played it in
Los Angeles in November 2016. Yes, the
Berliners played extremely well, but they did
n't grapple with the music as fiercely and as
emotionally as the Taiwanese did.
These concerts were not all that went on
during my week amidst Taipei's lushly-forested hills, busy urban neighborhoods, and some
of the friendliest people on this earth. At the
National Concert Hall March 25 the Taipei
Philharmonic Chamber Choir, a spinoff from
the main choir, sang beautifully in a multimedia program titled "Ilha Formosa) devoted
to newly commissioned choral music about
the island (this and the Mahler concert were
part of the Taiwan International Festival of the
Arts). There is also a Taipei Symphony, led by
Hungarian conductor Gilbert Varga, which
opened a concert March 28 with another
arresting Taiwanese work, Tsung-Jen Hsieh’s
Mist, which juxtaposes soft Ligeti-like micro
tones and soft spare textures with unexplained
blasts of violence.
I also journeyed on March 24 by smooth
high-speed train (why can't we have this in
America?) 100 miles south to the city of
Taichung in the middle of the island to hear a
very entertaining concert of new percussion
pieces played by the skilled Ju Percussion
Group in the bizarrely curvy new National
Taichung Theatre. They donned masks, used
pre-recorded electronic rhythm tracks some
times, cavorted about like Blue Man Crew, and
generally thrilled a hall with lots of kids who
took naturally to avant-garde shenanigans that
would have been received all too seriously by
hipsters at a new music concert in California.
Those who still believe in so-called American
exceptionalism have a lot to learn from cul
tures like Taiwan's.
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