
Sarah Chang has grown from child 
prodigy to seasoned soloist. 
Claire Jackson meets her 
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Nestled in the heart of London city proper lies 
the Barbican Centre, an imposing building home 
to the London Symphony Orchestra (LSO) and 
BBC Symphony Orchestra. This gigantic space 
also houses a library, theatre, art gallery, three 
cinema screens, myriad conference halls and 
smaller performance spaces. It is brutalist in 
style, spawned from the modernist architectural 
movement when angularity was top of the pops. 
The complex multi-level layout has the feel of an 
industrial, human-sized rabbit run, in which we 
discover our very own artistic wonderland. 
 The effect of the Barbican burrow is that, no 
matter how many times you visit and without even 
intending to, you’ll inevitably stumble across a 
new entrance or hallway. And so, when I arrive to 
meet American-Korean violinist Sarah Chang,  
I am not surprised when it takes several attempts 
to track her down. When she eventually appears 
– looking stunning in a faux (or was it real?) fur-
trimmed black coat, killer heels and immaculate 
smoky eye make-up – she immediately begins 
bustling about to ready drinks for us. Apologising 
profusely for her initial no-show, she gestures 
to the pseudo living room set-up in the corner 
of the dressing room and we perch in adjacent 
armchairs like visitors at a mutual friend’s house.
 Chang, 29, is our generation’s one-time  
child prodigy. Born into a musical family (her 
father is a violinist and her mother a composer), 
she started playing the violin when she was four 
and auditioned for the Juilliard School at  
five-and-a-half, an age when most children are  
still figuring out how to sign their name. To say 
she is an experienced performer would be a 
woeful understatement.
 In a few hours’ time, Chang will fill the 
Barbican’s concert hall with a lilting, enchanting 
virtuosic display. She will, as always, charm her 
audience into submission before going in for 
the musical kill. She is, as the New York Times 
so eloquently surmises, the ‘most consistently 
satisfying violinist’. 
 This performance is all the more satisfying 
given that Chang doesn’t often do recitals. (The 
term ‘recital’ enjoys a level of ambiguity in the 
21st century, often denoting a whole range of 
classical events. Chang uses it in its traditional 
sense to refer to a solo showcase, accompanied 
by piano.)
 ‘Concertos are the bread and butter of  
what I do, but I love doing recitals’, she says 
softly, leaning forward in the armchair. ‘I play 
in London a lot, usually with the LSO or LPO 
[London Philharmonic Orchestra]. In my case  
I do recitals once every third year and for some 
reason the last time I did my tour – Carnegie 
[Hall], Washington, New York, and so on – we 
missed London. I’m very excited!
 ‘I love how cosmo London is and that on any 
given night you’ve got incredible orchestras, 
plus touring orchestras and opera – it’s such 
a culturally wealthy city’, she sighs, seemingly 
content with her temporary surroundings.
 ‘At this point, I have more friends here than  
I do in any other city! When I was a student, most 
of my friends were in Philly or New York, but they 
sort of branched out and went to Europe or other 
cities, scattered around all over the place. I’m 
in London frequently enough that I have a circle 
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of friends here – in fact I have more [London] 
restaurants and clubs programmed into my 
phonebook than anywhere else!’
 At a recent Royal Albert Hall concert hosted 
by Classic FM, Chang displayed an almost 
childlike enthusiasm on stage. With the energy 
and finesse of an Olympic athlete she pounded 
her way through the performance, hairs from 
the strings of her bow flaking off under the 
pressure. It was after that evening’s concert that 
we first met. She was practically hidden behind 
a small table that offered limited protection from 
the crowds waiting for an autograph, a CD, a 
handshake. With the exception of Lang Lang  
and – perhaps to a lesser extent – Cameron 
Carpenter, she is one of the few young artists 
who command a superstar status in the classical 
music world today. 
 It’s not difficult to see why. As well as being 
a precocious talent, former child genius and 
vivacious performer, Chang has the aura of a 
star. Her life is a well-rehearsed production with 
three key scenes: airport, hotel, concert hall. ‘For 
me, travelling and living in a hotel environment 
is pretty normal’, she shrugs. ‘I’ve been living 
out of suitcases pretty much full-time, although 
not completely, since I was eight years old. Being 
home and having to fend for myself – if I’m hungry 
having to cook for myself, or, if I want to go out, 
getting in a car and driving myself somewhere – 
that unsettles me. When I’m in Philly – which is 
extremely rare – I go home and I sleep.’
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 If there was a trace of wistfulness in her 
voice, it disappears quickly. Chang is undoubtedly 
a global phenomenon, her celebrity status 
cemented by her affable persona, immaculate 
appearance and passion for fashion. She exudes 
the reactionary glamour of classical artistes 
from yesteryear and is rarely seen without her 
skyscraper heels and carefully made-up eyes. 
 Today, changing outfits between pieces is de 
rigueur for popular female artists (the last time 
I saw Katherine Jenkins perform I counted five 
frocks, each as fairytale-like as the last). There 
is an unspoken pressure put upon women to look 
as beautiful as the music they are performing. 
Conversely, we rarely see male artists swapping 
suits and ties mid-set. It’s patently ridiculous 

for musicians to be judged on appearance, 
and equally as irritating that stuffier critics 
automatically look down on our more glamorous 
female soloists. The whole issue is infuriating; 
women artists are perfectly entitled to have fun 
with their appearance, yet if they look too good, 
their playing is called into question.
 Chang is no stranger to this debate. She 
openly admits her addiction to shoes. Her recent 
Twitter updates include the following: ‘In Italy! 
just got another pair of thigh high boots! :) I know 
I already have some, but these r [sic] different...’; 
‘I got some of those strappy bondage shoes too... 
love them!’, and ‘I actually went into my favorite 
shoe store2day+walked [sic] out with...nothing’.
 Right on cue, she spots my newest addition, 
a dark red leather handbag. ‘Ooh, I love your 
bag!’ she says, kindly. (Kindly because, unlike 
her, I am not a fashionista. The bag in question 
was a Christmas present chosen for me.) ‘I love 
fashion; I love dresses and shoes and clothes. 
I really do think that it is part of my stagecraft’, 
she expounds. ‘I try to make sure that whatever I 
wear on stage is – first and foremost – composer-
appropriate. I love bright colours, reds and pinks 
and hot, vibrant tones, and I might wear these for 
Tchaikovsky or Carmen but wouldn’t necessarily 
wear them for Mozart or Beethoven. 
 ‘Actually, I have been changing depending 
on the programme. I have worn something very 
classical, ethereal and elegant for a more formal 
piece and then changed, depending on my mood. 
I also want to be careful that it doesn’t become 
about the dresses,’ she says, adding, ‘It is a fine 
line, but I think that as long as I am respectful to 
the composer [then it’s ok]. I like to show that 
I appreciate the fact that the audience has made 
an effort to come. I realise that they have a choice; 
they could go out to dinner, to the movies, or stay 
in, but they’ve chosen to get dressed up and come 
out to the concert – I like to acknowledge that not 
only by giving a great concert but also by giving 
something to them visually. If you go to a beautiful 
concert hall like the Barbican or Royal Albert 
Hall, the ambience is completely different. I think 
that it’s only appropriate that you give the concert 
dress some thought.’
 It’s this considered approach to the 
performance as a whole entity that separates 
Chang from her contemporaries. She displays a 
quasi-superhuman innate musical understanding, 
both on and off the stage. One of the reasons she 
is so advanced in her career, of course, is that 
she started so young. I ask whether she has any 
reservations about nurturing fledging talent. ‘If 
somebody was to ask me whether I would change 
anything, then obviously I would say no; I am so 
grateful that I started out when I did’, comes the 
prescriptive response. But she then pauses and 
considers. ‘Having said that, there are times when 
I wish I had had a “normal” school education or 
just had more time, perhaps started out later.
 ‘It’s a very delicate balance. If a child shows 
talent then you have to nurture and encourage 
it, obviously, but at the same time you need to 
give it enough care, time and space to make sure 
that you don’t exploit it. You need to make sure 
the child has a well-rounded education and is 
surrounded by good people who want the best  
for the child’s future, not just the next five years.  
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If the prodigy stage isn’t handled well, it has a 
short shelf life.’ 
 The depths of cyberspace throw up a whole 
host of newspaper and magazine cuttings 
featuring Chang at various ages. There are 
adorable images of her as a six-year-old in a 
puffy-sleeved dress (a harbinger of her future 
love for couture?) clutching a quarter-size 
violin, followed by a toothy 12-year-old prancing 
around in a jumper knitted circa 1991. A clipping 
from People magazine in 1993 claims that her 
most prodigious accomplishment at the time 
was holding on to her childhood. But aren’t the 
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two things – being a child prodigy and having a 
childhood – mutually exclusive?
 Chang’s parents certainly did all that they 
could to protect their talented daughter. Although 
she studied at Juilliard from a very early age, 
Chang also attended regular school, and her 
childhood interviews cite tales of faxing off 
homework while on tour, before the days of 
email, Skype and mobile phones. Chang was 
coached by the late Dorothy DeLay, whose past 
pupils include some of the world’s finest players 
– Itzhak Perlman, Gil Shaham and Shlomo Mintz, 
for example. When she was just eight, Chang 

performed for Zubin Mehta and Riccardo Muti, 
who immediately engaged her for gigs with the 
New York Philharmonic and the Philadelphia 
Orchestra. The teaching was already starting to 
pay off.
 ‘I remember Juilliard well, the talent there is 
unbelievable and to be surrounded by that was 
really good for me’, says Chang. ‘I was by far the 
youngest one there and it didn’t bother me at the 
time, but when I was 10, 11, 12 and everyone was 
going to college there was this sudden shift – 
everyone was becoming adult and I was a child.’
 There are certain things, however, that 
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Chang has waited patiently to achieve. Her latest 
fait accompli is putting the Bruch and Brahms 
concertos to disc, pieces that she has played since 
she was five years old. The record sizzles with 
energy, Chang’s indelible fingerprints all over the 
interpretation. For this CD, the violinist worked 
with conductor Kurt Masur and the Dresden 
Philharmonic, collaborators that she felt she 
‘really clicked’ with. 

 ‘I’ve wanted to 
do the Brahms 

forever, but  
I didn’t want to 
rush into it, as 
Brahms is not 
something you 
can slam out’

‘I’ve wanted to do the Brahms forever, but I didn’t 
want to rush into it, as Brahms is not something 
you can slam out when you’re 12 years old,’ she 
explains. ‘I wanted to know that I was ready.’
 The disc pairs the Brahms concerto with 
Bruch’s Concerto No 1, two titans in the Germanic 
Romantic repertoire. It’s no coincidence that the 
coupling works so well: ‘I did want to keep [the 

record] within a certain theme’, says Chang. ‘I  
had never, surprisingly, recorded the Bruch; it’s 
one of the first pieces that all students learn and 
it is one of my favourite concertos of all time.  
I perform it often, but for some reason I’d never 
gotten around to getting it on tape. I’ve done all 
the major standard concertos – Mendelssohn, 
Tchaikovsky – but for some reason Bruch slipped 
through the cracks.’
 Both works demand an intensity, emotional 
maturity and stamina that this reading offers in 
swathes. Although she’s still only in her twenties, 
Chang has a frighteningly impressive discography. 
EMI snapped her up early back in 1992 for her 
first release, creatively titled Debut – and she’s 
recorded with them ever since. 
 There’s been chamber music (Dvorák’s 
Sextet and Tchaikovsky’s Souvenir de Florence) 
with current and former members of the Berlin 
Philharmonic, and the Dvorák violin concerto with 
the LSO and Colin Davis along with the Dvorák 
piano quintet (with Leif Ove Andsnes, Alex Kerr, 
Georg Faust and Wolfram Christ). There have 
been shorter pieces for violin and orchestra, 
with Plácido Domingo conducting the Berlin 
Philharmonic, and French sonatas by Ravel, 
Saint-Saëns and Franck; and there have also 
been the first violin concertos of both Prokofiev 
and Shostakovich, recorded live with the Berlin 
Philharmonic under the baton of Simon Rattle. 
What else? Oh yes, Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, with 
the Orpheus Chamber Orchestra. In 2005, just 
as the classical-crossover movement began 
gathering dubious momentum, Andrew Lloyd 
Webber created an arrangement of violin pieces 
for Chang from Phantom of the Opera. These also 
appeared on disc, featuring Julian Lloyd Webber 
and the New London Orchestra. 
 ‘With the history that I have, and being with 
the same company with each recording, you want 

to show an older, more mature side of yourself’, 
Chang says. ‘At the same time, the record 
industry isn’t the same one it was when I started 
out. The digital sales are a completely new world 
and I think that everyone is still trying to figure 
out what’s going on. We’re not in an environment 
where we can rush out CDs for the sake of it; 
every disc that I make has to have meaning.
 ‘There [also] has to be a marketing reason. 
My job in that respect is to record pieces that  
I feel 110 per cent confident about and [that I] feel 
have something to say.’
 Chang’s back catalogue – though expertly 
crafted – comprises mainly core, populist 
repertoire that has been recorded many times 
before. There must be an additional level of 
pressure to produce these totemic works that  
will inevitably be compared with previous 
recordings made by other musicians time and 
time again. Her desire to be completely happy 
with her interpretation before going into the 
studio is understandable. 
 ‘With the Four Seasons disc – honestly, 
there are like 600 Four Seasons discs out there 
– EMI had been asking for it for a decade’, she 
reveals. ‘Every meeting we went into for about 
10 years, it was always, “When are you recording 
the Vivaldi?” I felt that I needed some time before 
feeling secure enough to put my version down on 
tape. It took a while.’
 For the moment, at least, it is about Brahms. 
‘I’m having a really big Brahms phase right now! 
I’ve always loved Brahms’, she laughs. 
 And so, I leave her to prepare for this 
evening’s imminent recital, which features 
Brahms’ Sonatensatz and sonata in D minor. 
‘I’m sorry again that I was late’, she adds, 
ruefully. I assure that it wasn’t a problem. I only 
hope that she finds her way to the concert hall  
on time…
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