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Lotus Sutra Practitioner at the keyboard:
An Interview with Gwhyneth Chen
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Gwhyneth Chen, the international pianist known as "laiwan's pride’, A TEBERR] 2B BEIRMEREARRAM
held an outdoor piano recital to commemorate the 50th anniversary of £ > GA24B £ HBMERBITT —F L 55N
Master Hsuan Huas Coming to the West. The concert took place at the — y x {5 & B | 8 P IMAASAEE A
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas at Talmage in Northern California on June o B EAAESQ0 L T Mg d 5 i LG
24th. Among the over 500 concerts in her career, this was a very different T B AR o % AR L & TE R
one. More than 80% of the audiences that night were local Talmage and
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Ukiah residents. After the piano recital, clergies from various religions
P = = e A

prayed rogether for world peace. Dharma Master Wu Guang from Beijing AE o BALEFHGAMAAREAH S A

Longquan Temple praised the concert, saying: "This was really a good way FAds o R BRI RLFHBE LI HER ¢

to attract Westerners to Buddhism." Mg A& @ F A RGTFHE -
The next day, we interviewed Gwhyneth Chen about her career as a BAERD R EE LS ATI LY > W5
pianist. The following is an excerpt from the interview. SR IE A E o DUT R E F BN 4% o

Q: I heard this story from someone. It says that that when you were

in kindergarten, you saw your teacher playing the piano in your music (] = B IR STAHERRIRF » 15 M0 R -2 R4 o
class. When the teacher took a break, you walked up to the piano and 2 Mg TREEEENRE - Hopig EXk
played it. Everybody was so surprised. Do you think that you are gifted 5 SERARIETHMREDS - IrEBHCER
or maybe you have already had a close affinity with music in your past BAEMEN K  EEET IR S E N iE

lives? 4% ?
A: Regarding the congenital condition for playing, my bone structure M SREEEEA S R S - IR B AR

is stronger than the average woman even though my hands look quite
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normal. So, when [ play the piano with such force, it was described as
"earth shattering”. A chiropractor once told me that I should not ask
all my students to play like I do. I do not have much strength when I'm
not playing. But when I'm playing, my strength increases. In music, I
found myself.

I was nine when I came to the United States, and I met a very good
piano teacher who taught me for six years and laid a solid foundation
for me. Later I encountered another teacher and then I went to the
Juilliard School of Music and met yet another wonderful teacher.
My affiliations with teachers are very good. My piano teachers and
the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua are all great teachers. Among all
the relationships in my life, the best ones are the ones with teachers.
‘Whenever I want to learn something, a good teacher will appear.

Q: Talk about the Venerable Master’s influence on you.

A: When I was 23 years old, I competed in the Ivo Pogorelich
International Solo Piano Competition which is a global piano
competition that awarded the highest prize---$100,000. Out of more
than four hundred works, only 40 entered the preliminary round. The
preliminaries, the semi-finals and finals were finished within three
weeks. In the beginning of the competition, the contestants were
harmonious like a family. But the closer I got to the finals, the fewer
friends I had. I was the youngest contestant among the group. When
it was announced that I had
won first prize, the media went
into a frenzy which became
the headline news in the music
industry. However, that night,
no one talked to me. Back in
my room, | fell into an extreme
loneliness.

During the preparation for
this competition, I had read
the Venerable Master’s Dharma
talks. I was particularly moved
by the story of his staying by
his mother’s grave to mourn for
her. So I decided to take refuge
with the Venerable Master after
finishing the competition. A
photo of Venerable Master and an image of Earth Store Bodhisattva
were put on my piano to accompany me through that period of
preparation.

The next day after winning, I went to pay my respects to Venerable
Master. It was the first time I saw him. Venerable Master gave me a lot
of advices. However, at that time I did not really understand some of his

words because I had just learned about Buddhism. What I remembered
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the most clearly was that the Venerable Master had instructed me to
not be in a hurry to get famous. A lot of brokers in the piano industry
and many large music companies came to me, and those were good
opportunities. But the Venerable Master advised me not to sign any
long-term contracts. Venerable Master told me to stay at home to
practice more, cultivate more, and to get a doctoral degree in music.

I was very lucky to have a number of opportunities to meet Venerable
Master in private. It not only affected my comprehension of music,
but also affected my personal cultivation. Venerable Master asked me
to memorize the Lotus Sutra. I do not know why the Venerable Master
specified this Sutra. To this day, I still have not memorized it. But I have
bowed to the Sutra: one bow per word and have already finished bowing
the entire Sutra once. I am now bowing the second round.

Q: Did you ever want to become famous before the Venerable Master
advised you?

A: No, it was not my personality to get famous even though the
opportunity has always been there. I am an introvert. I do not like noise.
Now my life is basically playing the piano, meditating, holding mantras,
bowing to the Sutra, and practicing Qi Gong. Those five things keep me
busy from morning to night.

However, in the performing arts and entertainment industry, a lot
of socializing is inevitable, especially when I was young. Those social
activities are a waste of energy. It is especially difficult due to my diet.
All musicians drink. Drinking alcohol is as common as drinking water
in Europe. When I went out with other musicians, they all drank wine,
I was the only one who ordered orange juice. They would laugh at me,
saying: "Don’t you already have enough Vitamin C?" Because I am a
vegetarian, and I do not eat this and that, they would mock me: "Do
not be so hard on yourself, take a day off and eat some meat!” On the
contrary, a vegetarian diet gives me strength when I play the piano, and
sometimes I even break the strings!

Q: Hundreds of listeners were from Talmage and Ukiah last night.
They would not have come if it had not been for the concert, and they
looked very happy.

A: To perform at CTTB is also a task which Venerable Master gave
me to do. I finally fulfilled my vow last night. Everyone has a different
mission. Although I am not a nun, I think my mission is to promote the
Buddha Dharma through music. I had donated the entire $100,000,
the prize of from the Ivo Pogorelich Piano Competition to Venerable
Master back then because I believe that the Venerable Master can put
that money to better use than me. I was very happy that I could donate
the prize money but the organizers were very unhappy with me when
I did that.

Ivo Pogorelich heard about it within a week after the competition.
I was studying piano with him in London at that time. He said: "The

money is yours, and you can use it as you wish. However, the prize
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was meant for you to study, buy a piano, or host a large recital." I
said that I had found a better use for the money. I also told him that
I would arrange for an audience with the Venerable Master when
the opportunity arises. Ten years later, he went to Berkeley Buddhist
Monastery to bow to the Buddha. He had also visited Taipei Dharma
Realm Buddhist Publish Association in Taipei. Whenever he comes to
Taiwan nowadays, he would eat vegetarian meals with me. It is not easy
for a pianist from Europe to eat like that.

Q: To what degree does your daily cultivation help your performance?

A: I can give you a definite answer. I had attended a two-week tour
of Hong Kong, the United States, and Canada. Except for the two
nights riding the airplane, twelve consecutive recitals started at eight,
every night. The daily schedule is to tour during the day, practice in the
afternoon, and perform at night.

If you did not cultivate and adapted adopted a vegetarian diet,
two decades of such a lifestyle would be very harmful to your health.
After two full hours of a recital, there are large parties, small parties,
receptions, or dinners with the conductors and brokers, in addition to
meeting the fans, some of which are wild. You do not have any chance
to be alone, and there is no time to restore your energy. When it is time
to play, you have to be in an optimum state. Whether one can do it
really depends on one’s own “gong fu” of concentration.

It is very dangerous for musicians to consume so much essential life
energy, which definitely needs to be restored. This restoration relies on
cultivation. A pianist’s career is like drinking tea. Only by sipping it
slowly will it last a lifetime. This is what Venerable Master taught me
back then: "Take your time, so that it will last for a long time." I did
not understand it until now.

Regarding cultivation, I do not meditate much. My favorite practice
is to bow to the sutras. Every day I bow the Lotus Sutra, one word, one
bow. I can feel myself transforming and breaking through during each
bow. Every page of the Lotus Sutra gives me inspirations, much needed

for a musician. &
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A tune of non-production at the beginning,
A song of immortality at the origin,

The dharma is just Thus.

It neither decreases nor increases.

— by Venerable Master Hua
on July 16, 1985
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