
Trying to Describe the Shape of Air 
 

Exclusive Interview with Joyce Yang 
 

By Bożena U. Zaremba 
 

The list of awards you have received is 
remarkable. Which do you cherish most? 
The prize that really changed my life was the Van 
Cliburn Silver Medal in 2005. That came as a 
surprise. I had entered the competition thinking it 
would be a great experience for me to gather 
such an extensive variety of music on that level. 
When I walked away with Silver, I had to become 
an adult overnight, a professional artist with a very 
distinct voice. I was just a second-year student at 
Juilliard, and till then I simply played the music I 
loved. Now I had all these high expectations 
behind me, I was doing interviews, and I had to 
define my music, not only through my 
performance but through words. Handling all the 
attention and adapting both musically and 
emotionally to the situation was a big challenge. 
 

Some musicians say that the most important part of a competition is 
the preparation, and if they receive a prize, it is just an icing on a cake. Was this the 
case with you? 
The preparation process was long and intense. For a 19-year-old to prepare two solo recitals, 
two concertos and two chamber music pieces in ten months is quite a demanding task. It was a 
journey in which I had to transform to a different level of artistry. The prize was a turning point 
and a pinnacle of all my efforts. It was also very rewarding to be appreciated for something I 
didn‟t even know I had in me.  
 

Can you tell us how it all started? 
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Anchor Sponsors for 2010:  

Halina and Alek Szlam 
Foundation 

 

 Chopin Society of Atlanta Annual Fundraiser 
 

November 6, 2010, 6 pm 
 

The Chopin Society of Atlanta will be hosting its 2010 Evening with Chopin—Annual Fund-
raiser with concert, dinner and silent auction, to raise funds for operating year 2010-2011. 
This tenth annual event will be held at the Country Club of the South in Johns Creek on 
November 6, 2010. We hope you will join us and/or consider donating an auction item, gift cer-
tificate or gift basket. To make a tax-deductible contribution, please contact Halina Szlam at 
hszlam@bellsouth.net or Barbara Leszczynski at bjl@selconex.com. A CSA committee mem-
ber will be happy to pick up the item at your convenience. As a donor, you will receive publicity 
prior to and during the event. Please submit your donation by October 15th, to ensure proper 
and timely recognition. 
 

Thank you for your support of the Chopin Society of Atlanta and for promoting music, culture 
and the arts in metropolitan Atlanta. 
 

Please look out for more details. 
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3xChopin was a stunning and unprecedented 
project undertaken to celebrate the Chopin Year in honor of 
the 200

th
 anniversary of the composer‟s birth. It featured 

three generations of Chopin‟s music interpreters, who 
offered their diverse visions of the works of this genius. As a 
part of the project, Chopin Society of Atlanta had a pleasure 
of hosting them at the spring concert. Here is the response 
from the youngest members of the audience, who 
participated in our essay contest for children. 

 

“I enjoyed the many perspectives given at the 
concert. The pieces played were both heartwarming and 
spine chilling. I loved the way Leszek Możdżer made 
Chopin‟s music fun and creative, while the Andrzej 
Jagodziński Trio gave me a perception of Chopin from the 
jazz point of view. Of all the wondrous performances given 
on that concert, I liked the Waltz in D-flat major played by 
Ewa Pobłocka most.…The dynamics were extraordinary, 

and she made the 
waltz sound 
exceptionally merry 
and blissful.…Her 
interpretation made 
me feel joyful, 
and...I couldn‟t help 
but smile. During 
the piece, it started 
to rain, but she 
didn‟t seem to 
mind.…The rain 
appeared to be 
singing along with 
her, getting softer 

when she did and louder when she did.…The 3x Chopin 
concert left its audience with a new admiration for Chopin. 
The performances were both inspiring and pleasant. From 
the classical perspective to the creative and then jazz, the 
stage was filled with harmoniously beautiful music. It was 
like biting into a delicious piece of cake; I took in all of the 
delectable flavors, savoring each of 
them as the individual flavors burst 
onto my tongue, causing me to want 
more.” (Ingrid Cai) 
 

“Frederic Chopin‟s Scherzo in 
B minor was most beautiful. The way 
Ewa Pobłocka performed it took 
everyone in the hall back in time and 
made them feel the same way that 
Chopin must have felt when he wrote 
it almost 200 years ago. It is amazing 
that his music could still be so moving.
…Imagine it„s November 1830 and the 
nation of Poland is embroiled in an 
uprising against the Russian occupation. Chopin is in Vienna 
on a tour when the event breaks out. He feels tragic 
desperation, knowing that his family and friends are fighting 
and he cannot be with them. Instead, he is alone in a foreign 
city. Every fast note shows the anger, desperation, and 
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bitterness that Chopin feels in the situation. Then all of a 
sudden, there is a change in the story… -- a softer side, 
when he introduces a musical painting that contrasts anger 
with an idyllic picture of a happy home at Christmas time in 
Poland. He does this by sneaking into the piece his favorite 
Christmas carol, “Sweet Little Jesus.” Composing this piece 
was his way to deal with his inner pain, and now, 200 years 
later, we can still sense the pain he was experiencing.…
Even after 200 years, Scherzo in B minor continues to 
fascinate for its speed, incredible technique, beauty of its 
melody, romantic tale, and a historical Polish 
theme.” (Aleksandra Zayac)  
 

Minami Ishiguro liked Leszek Możdżer best, because he 
“was very creative and interesting” and “sounded like more 
than one instrument.” 
 

Mai Nojima enjoyed the Jagodziński Trio‟s rendition of the 
Waltz in D-flat major most. She wrote, “I thought this piece 

was special in many 
different ways. I have 
played this piece 
before, and I would 
never have thought 
that it could be 
arranged with a bass 
and drums. It 
sounded so unique.
…I loved the jazz 
beat added to the 
piece, making it 
sound totally different 

form the original, yet shadowing the 
masterpiece that Chopin had written. I 
always thought the piece was 
straightforward, with many repetitions, 
but the jazz arrangements…showed 
another side of the piece. I also liked 
how each instrument had its own little 
melody and solo, even drums, which 
usually only keep the beat.” 

 

Thank you very much to all children who contributed to the 
contest. Authors of the best essays have been awarded 
Barnes & Noble gift certificates. Excerpts have been edited 
for space and clarity. 

Delicious Piece of Cake 
 

Essay Contest for Children 

Pictured: Leszek Możdżer, Elżbieta Gürtler-Krawczyńska, Ewa Pobłocka, 
Adam Cegielski, Czesław Bartkowski and Andrzej Jagodziński 

Ewa Pobłocka 

Adam Cegielski 

Czesław Bartkowski 
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I was four years old when my aunt, who 
was a piano teacher and believed that 
the instruction needs to start at an early 
age, convinced my parents to buy a 
piano for me. She became my first 
teacher and really my best friend. Most 
importantly she made me appreciate 
the instrument. She made the whole 
learning experience very attractive, and 
the piano became the greatest toy I 
owned. I never had to be forced to 
practice; I didn‟t even know it was 
practicing until much later. It was a 
fascinating process. Then I played for 
my parents and my relatives, and they 
were so shocked at all the things I 
could do on the piano. I got a lot of 
support and a lot of appreciation, which 
gave me a boost to move forward. It 
was like that until I was around ten. 
 

Was it only after you moved to the 
U.S. that you realized it was much 
more hard work than you had 
imagined? 
In a way, yes. At the age of nine my 
mom brought me to New York for the 
first time. I was introduced to Yoheved 
Kaplinsky, who eventually became my 
teacher for the next 14 years. I got an 
audition with her by sheer coincidence, 
and she said she would teach me if I 
could be here. My mom, who is a 
molecular biologist, was doing a 
sabbatical, and she agreed that we 
would stay in New York for a year. I 
would take piano lessons, learn a bit of 
English, and then we would go back to 
Korea. But at the age of 12 two 
prominent things happened: I won a 
competition in Philadelphia, which got 
me to play with the Philadelphia 
Orchestra, and I played at the Juilliard 
benefit concert. During the dress 
rehearsal for that concert, I was asked 
to join their roster, so, 12 years later, 
here I am. It seems that things always 
happened earlier than I thought they 
would. But coming back to practicing, it 
was never stressful, and it still never is. 
I never practiced that much, maybe 
three hours a day growing up, and now 
five hours. But it is five very intense 
hours. It is a creative process, figuring 
out what is right for the moment, what 
is intended by the composer combined 
with my own inclinations. To have that 
ability is extremely rewarding, and I 
know that without practice it can never 
happen. 
 

In 2006 you performed in your home 

town in South Korea, which was 
described as a “triumphant return.”  
It must have been very special for 
you. 
It was unbelievable. It was like a 
wedding reception without a groom 
(laughs). Probably every single 
person I had ever met in my life or my 
parents had ever known was present 
at that concert. For my family, it 

meant so much. For me, it was a 
proud moment. It felt like I was giving 
them this gift and showing them that 
this has been my journey. I felt that 
this way my efforts were validated. Of 
course, it was a great experience 
working with Lorin Maazel. There was 
so much trust. We took chances, and 
as a result, wonderful, spontaneous 
things happened. I was just floating in 
the air.  
 

You have performed with top 
orchestras and conductors. What 
does it take to collaborate with 
other musicians successfully? 
The same classical musicians are 
given the same notes, but we always 
alter the music with the energy level 
that we have at that moment, building 
tension here, releasing it there, 
building it up to a climax, then relaxing 
again. All these decisions are made 
during the rehearsal, when we try to 
feel each other and understand each 
other‟s instincts. It would be nice if I 
could just do whatever I feel like and 
the orchestra would respond perfectly, 
but that‟s not the case. It is not what 
music is all about. It is two (or more) 
different minds coming together; it‟s a 
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Continued from p. 1 “call and response” kind of a 
conversation. When musicians are 
similar enough and open-minded 
enough, after a while, with extreme 
artistry coming from all ends, there is a 
moment when it all comes together 
and it becomes completely inevitable 
what we are doing next. I think only 
great orchestras can accomplish that. 
A mediocre orchestra will rehearse a 
piece a thousand times and in a 
concert will try to duplicate exactly 
what they did during the rehearsal. For 
a great orchestra, on the other hand, 
rehearsal is just one way of doing it, 
and they can just change as a group in 
an instant. We shouldn‟t shy away 
from our instincts. As a soloist, I am 
extremely open, and maybe that 
spontaneity, that readiness 
distinguishes me from other soloists. I 
remember Maazel saying after one 
performance, “We‟ve achieved 
freedom today.” That freedom means 
to be able to take off in any direction 
we feel like going, because the 
moment asks for it. Only fine 
musicians can achieve that freedom in 
a split second. It is a thrill. It is magic.  
 

What about a solo recital? 
During a recital, I have just my own 
ten fingers, which is like having ten 
different instruments in me clashing 
against each other or coming together. 
I am one, and I have to separate into 
all those entities. That is a much 
bigger challenge than a concerto. A 
recital is a long, draining process, 
exploring every side of you. You pose 
a question, and it is you who answers 
it. It‟s like talking to yourself.  
 

One critic described you as “a 
powerful player, with the accuracy 
of a surgeon and the heart of an 
artist.” How would you respond to 
that? 
I would love to be that (laughs). The 
heart, I have. And my heart is always 
ahead of my mind. I cannot help my 
heart from going a certain way, and I 
can never make my mind stop the 
heart, not in music at least. I think it is 
a very Dionysian trait. So there is a lot 
of passion. I do it with conviction. The 
surgeon part is great because that 
means I practice enough so that my 
fingers can follow my heart. 
 

I can see a little bit of a surgeon’s 
mind in the way you talk about 
music. It was fascinating to listen to 

Continued on p. 4 
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your analysis of Bernstein’s Age of 
Anxiety, or Schumann’s Carnival.  
What a terrific insight! Do you study 
every piece you play with such 
scrutiny? 
I try to. I have great curiosity about the 
pieces I am going to play; I think I 

should understand them in order to 
produce the maximum effect. But I am 
not a book nerd. I can recognize a 
masterpiece that does not have any 
meaning besides how it sounds.  
 

It would be interesting to hear you 
analyze Chopin’s music. 
Chopin‟s music is very hard to describe 
with words; it is so organic. I have a 
case of synesthesia. That is, I envision 
the sound in colors and shapes, and I 
find Chopin‟s music very difficult to put a 
picture or shape to. It‟s like trying to 
describe the shape of air. It is such a 
challenge.  
 

What place does Chopin have in your 
vast and versatile repertoire?  
His music is very personal. In his more 
intimate pieces, like mazurkas or 
nocturnes, he pinpoints the kind of joy 
you feel when you are totally alone. 
While playing his music, I feel like I am 

always trying to grasp the emotion that I 
feel while I am by myself, rather than 
something you would share with other 
people. His music has incredible power. 
It draws you in. It comes to you like air, 
enters your system and takes you to the 
place that is familiar only to you. It 
cannot be expressed in words, because 
as soon as you say it, it‟s over. 
 

You have just graduated from the 
Juilliard School of Music, where you 
studied not only music, right? 
Yes, I also went through all the 
humanities courses, which I think is 
important. I think that humanities 
courses and reading all that mind-
provoking literature made me think. I am 
grateful for that. I absorbed whatever I 
could, given the amount of time I had, 
which wasn‟t much, because of all the 
concerts and engagements. It was a 
hard process. But I am glad it was part 
of my life, and I am glad I‟m done 
(laughs.)  
 

What, in your opinion, makes that 
school so unique? 
I think the determination among 
students is incredible. Everyone has a 
direction and knows what they want to 
be and what they want to say, and they 

Continued from p. 3 
are all ready to go out to the world and 
make it.  You feel that drive in the air. 
Being in that atmosphere wants you to 
be the best you can be.  
 

What about the teachers? 
I had only one teacher, Ms. [Yoheved] 
Kaplinsky, so I can talk only about her. 
The greatest lesson I learned from her is 
to be an individual. She always helped 
us find our own voice. Sometimes she 
might say, “I do not agree with everything 
you‟re doing, but you are the architect of 
your own building, and if I were to take 
out one pillar, the whole building might 
collapse.” For me to realize that this was 
my own creation was the greatest 
compliment. If she said, “It‟s not really 
convincing,” that was really the final 
testimony. I always relied on her opinion. 
Without her I have no idea where I would 
be today, and I am grateful for her 
guidance. 
 

Are you ready to be on your own and 
rely on your own judgment? 
It hasn‟t hit me that I am done yet, but 
psychologically I am ready for the next 
step. I am ready to be self-sufficient now. 
 

For an extended version of the interview please 
visit our website: www.chopinatlanta.org 


