
 

 
Ventura County pianist Sean Chen to perform in Van Cliburn 
competition 
By Karen Lindell 

Saturday, May 25, 2013 

Thirty contestants from 13 countries, 15 days of competition, 88 keys, zillions of hours of practice ... 
and, ultimately, numbers don’t matter much at the 14th Van Cliburn International Piano Competition, 
which started Friday in Fort Worth, Texas. 

“Everyone,” said pianist and Cliburn contestant Sean Chen, “will play fantastically.” 

The Oak Park High School graduate said it with a tone of total humility. Although Chen and the other 
high-achieving Cliburn competitors all possess innate musicality, technical prowess and other prime-
pianist attributes, in the end, “You get a score but it doesn’t really mean anything; it’s not like a 
sport,” Chen said. “It’s more subtle, and subjective, and you don’t really actively compete against 
other people. It’s a test of whether you can play your best.” 

Chen, at age 24, is a veteran of piano competitions, even though he’s in the beginning stages of a 
professional performing career — a career that likely will get a boost whether he wins the Cliburn or 
not, because it’s one of the top piano competitions in the world. 

In April, Chen was named the American Pianists Association’s 2013 Christel DeHaan Classical 
Fellow, winning $50,000 and career assistance valued at more than $100,000. Among other honors, 
Chen reached the semifinals at the 2012 Leeds International Competition and won a best-
performance award at the 2009 Cleveland International Competition. At Juilliard in 2010, he won the 
coveted Gina Bachauer prize, given to the school’s top two pianists of the year (the prize is free 
tuition for a year). 

The winner of the Cliburn Competition, which takes place every four years, will receive $50,000, 
three years of career management, U.S. and international concert touring opportunities, a studio 
recording, and last, but sartorially not least, “performance attire provided by Neiman Marcus.” 

Second- and third-prize winners miss out on Neiman Marcus apparel, but still receive $20,000 and 
$10,000, respectively, plus career management and U.S. concert tours. This year’s competition, with 
contestants ages 19-30, will commemorate its namesake founder, famed American pianist Van 
Cliburn, who died in February at 78. 

You can go online to hear Chen and the other contestants perform throughout the competition; the 
two-week event will be streamed live at http://www.cliburn.org. Preliminary rounds take place through 
Thursday, with semifinal rounds June 1-4 and finals June 6-9. Contestants perform twice in the first 
round. Chen’s first playing time is 1:50 p.m. PDT on Sunday. 



LOCAL ‘DISCOVERY’ 

Chen’s face, fingers and friendly but modest demeanor are familiar to local classical music fans who 
have followed his musical rise. He was a Discovery Artist with the New West Symphony at age 13 in 
2002, and again at age 16 in 2005 (the Discovery Artist program offers young musicians a chance to 
perform as soloists with the professional orchestra). 

Chen has returned several times to play with New West as a guest artist, and in 2011 performed as 
an up-and-coming “Rising Artist” at the Ventura Music Festival. 

“Sean has a wonderful sense of lyricism in his playing; he is not simply a spinner of notes,” said New 
West conductor emeritus Boris Brott. “He imbues everything he plays with feeling and warmth and 
musicality. I think it is this special quality which will assure him a career whether or not he wins the 
Van Cliburn.” 

After graduating from Oak Park High, Chen went on to earn bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 
music from The Juilliard School in New York City. He now lives in New Haven, Conn, where he is 
studying at Yale to get an artist diploma (a postgraduate program for gifted musicians). 

He spoke to The Star earlier this month on the phone from Paris, where he was performing public 
and private concerts before returning to the U.S. 

Chen doesn’t see himself, or his piano beginnings, as extraordinary. 

“It was an Asian family, so everyone learned an instrument and did a bunch of extracurriculars,” 
Chen said, laughing. “As I got older, I dropped other stuff I wasn’t interested in.” 

Born in Florida, Chen lived for ninth months in Taiwan before moving to California at age 4. He and 
his family lived in Calabasas before moving to Oak Park when he was in fourth grade. His father, 
who’s in the insurance business, played guitar, and his mother works in accounting. 

“The most musical person in my family is my dad’s dad,” Chen said. “He taught classical Chinese 
instruments like the erhu.” 

Chen said as a kid, he had a small toy keyboard, and his first piano lesson was in Taiwan. 

Chen’s younger twin brothers attend UC Berkeley, where they are studying engineering. All three of 
the Chen siblings played piano and violin, performing in the Conejo Valley Youth Orchestra and 
Thousand Oaks Philharmonic. 

During high school, Chen said, playing the piano “was a really intense hobby. I won stuff, so I knew I 
was above average at the piano at least, but if you haven’t really left your region or state, you don’t 
know what everyone else is like. Until I got into Juilliard, I didn’t know how I compared to other 
people.” 

He also was a top student. In addition to auditioning for music conservatories, Chen applied to 
universities with strong science programs — he got into Harvard. While at Juilliard, he took classes 
at Columbia University in computer programming, calculus, econometrics and other nonartistic 
subjects. 



PIANO PERSONALITY 

Chen’s longtime piano teacher, Edward Francis, who taught Chen until he graduated from high 
school and still mentors him, is not as modest as Chen about the pianist’s talent. 

Francis, a piano professor at CSU Northridge and Pepperdine University, founder of the Thousand 
Oaks Philharmonic and co-president of the Conejo Valley branch of the Music Teachers’ Association 
of California, said that when he first met Chen at age 7 or 8, “he could learn very intricate pieces 
quickly and thoroughly for his level. I teach a lot of motivated and gifted students; he was clearly one 
of those young people.” 

Along with winning local and regional competitions and awards while in high school, Chen said he 
was one of 20 graduating seniors from across the country named a Presidential Scholar in the Arts. 

Jerome Lowenthal, Chen’s piano teacher at Juilliard, said Francis introduced him to Chen at age 14. 

“His training had been superb and his fingers were dazzling,” Lowenthal said in an email, “but his 
artistic sense lacked focus and he seemed, if not intoxicated, at least lulled by his own facility. 
Today, he is a complete artist, and every note he plays is expressively meaningful. This is indeed a 
happy story.” 

Francis said the competition among burgeoning professional pianists is fierce. 

“Young people don’t make mistakes anymore; they have this wonderful technical accomplishment,” 
he said. “Beyond that it’s a personality of interpretation. Sean happens to be a big personality when 
it comes to interpretations — his ability to do tempo inflection, to listen, to voice certain notes. And 
he has this ability to communicate, ‘I love this piece, and I want you to hear it.’ ” 

Chen and Francis agree on the importance of “communication skills.” 

Chen said although competitions can sometimes “be disappointing ... for me, it’s really just for love of 
the music, and communicating what I want to get across.” 

On the Net: Audio and video of Chen performing are available at http://www.seanchenpiano.com	  


