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Professor Alec Bo Zhi Hou

In this age of tireless pursuit for the glamorous and glorious, it is rare
to find someone like Alec Hou, who loves the violin so deeply that he
invests his entire life and energy into this single musical instrument.
His achievements as a violinist, as a violin teacher, as a father and
family man, all go beyond the definition of “success” conventionally
measured by awards and fame. His life, like a beautiful musical
composition created through his love of the violin, influences
everyone around him and extends to the next generation.

Alec Hou is a teacher among teachers, with over 50 years of experience
in teaching the violin. He started teaching students when he turned
sixteen, and now, his students are everywhere in the world. But Alec
Hou is first and foremost a solo violinist and concertmaster himself,
having studied at the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. Following
graduation, he was appointed the Leader, Concertmaster and Soloist
for many orchestras in Shanghai, including title roles at Shanghai
Symphony and Ballet Orchestras and Shanghai Film Board, and was
sought after to perform violin solos in productions such as the “White-
Haired Girl”.

After immigrating to Canada in 1981, he served as concertmaster at
Thunder Bay Symphony Orchestra and later at Niagara Symphony
Orchestra. He was then invited to be Faculty of Violin at one of the
top music institutions in Canada: the Royal Conservatory of Music of
Toronto.

In 1991, Alec Hou co-founded the Chinese Artists Society of Toronto,
and for over twenty years since then, he has worked tirelessly to provide
performance opportunities for young musicians, promoting cultural
exchange amongst different ethnic groups. He is now Chair of the
Board for that non-profit organization.

On the surface, Alec Hou’s story might not appear to be legendary.
However, when one listens to Professor Hou when he talks about

his meandering life, how everything started with the violin, how he
persisted in his vision and dreams during this arduous and challenging
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journey, one could not help but find his life story a rich colourful
composition crafted with love, dedication and determination.

One could say that Alec was not born at the right time in history. He
was born in 1940 into a musical family during the eight-year war waged
against Japanese aggression, when his family was severely limited in
what they could do. However, despite beginning his violin studies at
age fourteen, Alec immediately focused on it whole-heartedly, and
became an outstanding student in just over 4 years. He won the coveted
entrance to study at the Shanghai Conservatory of Music at nineteen,
and placed first amongst the entire department nearly every year of his
studies. He then became the first and only student in the history of

the Shanghai Conservatory to ever be awarded ‘above full marks’at his
graduation, with great distinction.

In that same year of 1965, Alec was appointed to the Shanghai Ballet
Otrchestra (SBO), and performed as Concertmaster and Solo Violinist
in the widely popular and newly adapted-from-opera ballet titled
“White-Haired Girl”, one of the only eight plays permitted for public
performance in China. He led the SBO as they were invited to
perform for Chairman Mao in Beijing.

Sadly it was during this period of time, as Alec’s career was flourishing,
when the Cultural Revolution swept across China. Almost overnight,
his career came to an abrupt halt. Alec was accused as a “reactionary
academic” and locked up in isolation — in a small storage room
underneath the staircase in the school - for 33 days and forced to
confess his alleged wrongdoings, amongst which was his tutelage of
his fellow musicians in ‘western classical music’. After 33 days of
investigation, he was finally released without any explanation or closure,
and was thereafter demoted, his leadership titles stripped away. This
was tremendously disheartening, and ultimately became the primary
reason for his subsequent decision to leave the country with his family.

Alec admits he has a singular-track mindset. He is not interested in
anything else except the violin. Politics and political movements gave
him a lot of pressure. The isolation was a particularly painful experience
for him. After the Cultural Revolution passed, Alec regained highest

accolades and acclaim from the community and his fellow artists, and
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he even gave the first performance of “western classical music”in all of
China (Beethoven Violin Concerto in Shanghai), but he never again
stepped forward to lead musicians or orchestras, and continually turned
down opportunities and promotions offered to him, for fear of another
political upheaval. He did not want to risk ever being accused again.

With his brother in Toronto, he decided to apply for immigration to
Canada.

Like many newcomers, Alec faced tremendous challenges and hardships
in the first days after landing in Toronto. After paying for the freight
of their baggage and health insurance, he was left with only US$1000.
One of the most difficult decisions he had to make in his whole life

was at this moment. His choices for starting a new life in Canada were
limited and he had to support his family — his wife and 3-year-old
daughter. So after long deliberation, he decided to give up his dream of
becoming a world-class soloist and try to teach or join an orchestra.

He posted ads in the newspaper to recruit students for three months
but there was only one phone call and the caller felt that the lesson fee
of $16/hour was too high. At that time he was an unknown entity in
Canada, so no one wanted to hire him as a violin teacher.

Giving a self-promoted concert also turned out to be a futile effort. He
and a few like-minded friends spent three or four months to prepare for
the concert and although the performance was good, the income was
not nearly enough to support a family of three.

Once Alec saw an ad in the paper for a violinist position with a ballet
company, and it seemed like a good fit for him. The interviewer asked
him to play a piece and said frankly, “Your playing is excellent, but
Western Ballet is different from Chinese Ballet and...you don't have
any Canadian experience.”

Again and again he tried and was disappointed each time. His
heartstrings tightened, he asked himself: “Where is the dawn of the
New World?”

His brother suggested that a life in music was too difficult, and that
he go into business instead, but Alec persisted, holding fast to the
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belief that his knowledge and skills in violin would one day amount to
something. And even if he could not have his dream career, he simply
could not abandon his pursuit of art and music.

One day, his three-year old daughter asked him: “Daddy, can I learn to
play the violin?” Alec could not afford the $300 to buy a violin, so he
told his daughter her hands were too small — which was true — and she
had to wait.

Whenever he thought about his daughter, who fell in love with the
violin just as he did, he firmly believed that he must persist in his
pursuit of a life in music, and that these difficult days must come to
pass!

He quotes the “Three Character Classic”: “The father is lax if he brings
up a child without teaching her. The teacher is lazy if he teaches a
student without being strict.” He is the father, and also the teacher, so
his responsibilities are twofold. When his daughter was 4 years old, she
could not wait any longer to start violin, so Alec carved her first violin
out of a Canadian Maple fire-log using homemade tools.

In 1982, a letter came from Thunder Bay, Ontario. It was from Dwight
Bennett, and he had heard of Alec and his wife — also a talented
violinist — through Steven Staryk, a Canadian violin virtuoso. Dwight
was the Music Director of the Thunder Bay Symphony Orchestra and
he invited Alec to be the Assistant Concertmaster. At last...a doorway
to a life in music!

A few years later, the Dean of the Royal Conservatory of Music of
Toronto — Robert Dodson — happened to be in the audience when Alec
performed The Butterfly Lovers’ Concerto at Toronto’s Massey Hall.
Right after the performance, the Dean went backstage to look for him
and invite him to work for the conservatory. Of course the ofter was
most welcome, as this enabled him to return to Toronto, a much warmer
city, and closer to his family.

The post at the Royal Conservatory of Music was a key milestone in

Alec’s tumultuous career after immigrating to Canada, and provided
g g P
great encouragement and testimonial for his persistence in adhering to

107



Chinese Canadian Legend 2015

his musical ideals.

Alec has a comprehensive approach to the art of violin. In addition to
performing as a soloist, he openly shares all his musical and violinistic
knowledge with his students.

Opver the past 50 years, he has taught hundreds of students, ranging
from 4-year-olds to seniors, including a 72-years-old retired professor
from the University of Toronto. Today, Alec’s students are not just from
Toronto. Some travel from thousands of miles away. The late Dorothy
DeLay, renowned violin pedagogue of the 20th century, recommended
young talented musicians to study with Alec. She even asked him if she
could ‘steal’ some of his fingerings and bowings for her music editions
and teachings.

From very early on, Alec developed his own teaching method based on
many years of playing experience, which he described as a “scientific”
method. This method puts emphasis on training the muscles in one’s
hands like an athlete — it is very important for violinists to develop
excellent muscular dexterity.

Alec’s students have won awards at local and national levels, and at
prestigious international violin competitions. Today, many of his
students study, perform or teach at some of the finest institutions in the
world, and Alec is very proud of them. Perhaps his best-known student
is his daughter, Yi-Jia Susanne Hou, who is one of the world’s top solo
violinists.

Alec taught his daughter Susanne — practicing with her every day for 2
hours — starting at age 4. A year later, Susanne made her public debut
performance when they played a duet together, and by age 8, Susanne
was already recognized as a child prodigy, invited to attend the Royal
Conservatory of Music. Driving her every three to four weeks to New
York to study with Dorothy Delay, Alec and his wife Yvonne kept
Susanne in a regular school to give her a well-rounded education.

In 1997, Susanne captured Gold Medal at the Pablo Sarasate
International Violin Competition in Spain and became headline news
in Europe and America. Subsequently in 1999, she became the first
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person to win three gold medals at international violin competitions,
winning both Concours International Marguerite Long-Jacques
Thibaud in France and the Rodolfo Lipizer International Violin
Competition in Italy back to back. When she returned with her victory
from Paris, she became a campus sensation at the Juilliard School. Now
his daughter’s musical career is approaching its zenith, with everyone
watching her every move and success.

Alec is certainly proud of his daughter’s achievements. She is now
extending the musical journey that he undertook so many years ago. In
some way, she is now living the life that he could have lived. He says
frankly that he has put in double the effort in bringing up and teaching
his daughter at the same time, and it is hard to describe the mixed
feelings of joy and sorrow that he experienced all these years.

Today, Alec Hou is still enthusiastically nurturing the next generation
of young artists. Over the past twenty years, the Chinese Artists Society
of Toronto has organized numerous fundraising performances for many
worthwhile causes. He also co-founded the Youth Orchestra, in efforts
to develop an incubation program for young musicians by surrounding
them with excellent professionals and giving them a stage to perform
on. He has actively promoted the development of arts and culture in
the Chinese Canadian community, and he has done this all voluntarily
for his non-profit organization.

Alec Hou, with his singular-track mind, is convinced that if one is truly
dedicated to one’s beliefs, whatever one does is worthwhile. In art, as
in life, he believes: “There will always be a return if one is willing to
contribute!”
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