
By JUSTIN LIUBA

When eating spaghetti in an Italian res-
taurant or reading a book in the comfort of 
home, few people realize that the noodles, as 
well as the print, originated in China. 

Even the discovery of the New World would 
not have been possible at that particular time 
without the benefit of Chinese knowledge of 
the world. The great European navigators of 
the 15th century used Chinese maps in their 
daring voyages on seas unknown. 

And if we give credence to the abundance 
of facts offered by Gavin Menzies in his fasci-
nating new book, many of the inventions and 
advances attributed to the Renaissance were 
due to Chinese influence. This knowledge 
was spread by learned Asian people aboard 
the fleet of junks completing a long and tor-
tuous voyage from the Far East to Venice. 

Why Venice? As Menzies notes, for mil-
lennia, Venice had been the hub of Europe-
an trade, exchanging the riches of the East 
for raw materials from the north. Genoese, 
Florentine, and Venetian merchants set up 
business in Alexandria, Byzantium, and 
Trebizond. Taking advantage of favorable 
winds blowing in the Mediterranean area 
Aragon, Genoa and Venice traded with the 
east through Alexandria and Cairo. 

In 1421 the ambitious emperor Zhu Di, 
who ruled over China and was considered 
the greatest power on earth, embarked on 
several large-scale projects. Foremost among 
them was the building of large fleets to be 
sent on voyages to the “long nosed barbar-
ians,” in order to bring the entire world with-
in the Chinese tribute system. 

Eunuchs led the fleets, brave sailors and 
loyal to the emperor, although uneducated 
and often corrupt. In 1430 the emperor em-
powered Admirals Zheng He (Cheng Ho) and 
Wang Jinghong to represent him abroad. He 
issued them a specially-minted brass medal-
lion to facilitate their mission—“to instruct 
the foreigners into deference and submis-
sion.”

In China at that time it was thought that 
the West needed good maps. The barbar-
ians who wanted to undertake voyages to the 

Middle Empire to learn about Confucianism 
would hardly be able to do so without suit-
able maps and the knowledge necessary to 
establish their position at sea. 

So, the thinking goes, it was essential to 
provide them with accurate charts and a 
good system of navigation in order to facil-
itate their return of tribute to the emperor. 
Mr. Menzies, a former officer in the Royal 
Navy, notes Chinese superiority in naviga-
tion. Unlike the Europeans who followed Ba-
bylonian astronomers, the Chinese were able 
to calculate latitude to within half a degree, 
or thirty miles, and longitude to within two 
seconds, or three degrees. 

When the Chinese fleets arrived in Venice, 
their methods of calculating latitude and lon-
gitude were transferred to Europeans, giving 
Christopher Columbus and Amerigo Vespuc-
ci the possibility to reach the New World.

The Nile-Red Sea Canal made possible the 
visit of the Chinese fleet to Venice. Long be-
fore the Suez Canal was built, Egyptian phar-
aohs understood the importance of a shorter 

access to the Mediterranean. They dug a wa-
terway from the Nile River to the Red Sea, 
the vestiges of which can be still seen today 
at Cairo. 

In the 15th century the canal was per-
fectly navigable and used in both directions. 
Among others, Egyptian Jewish merchants 
used it for trade between Cairo, India and 
China. 

One of their stops was a visit to the Pa-
pal court—in Florence at that time—by its 
eunuch admirals and commanders, some 
of them Moslems. Mr. Menzies, who spent 
two years in China before World War II, 
mentions that Zheng He and his official del-
egation presented Pope Eugenius IV with a 
wealth of Chinese learning. 

The admiral bestowed gifts from a diverse 
range of fields: art, geography, (such as world 
maps), astronomy, mathematics, printing, 
architecture, steel manufacturing, military 
weaponry, silk production, rice cultivation, 
and more. 

The Chinese visit cast a slight shadow on 
the achievements of Renaissance celebrities 
of the day. Artists, architects, astronomers, 
cartographers, mathematicians, inventors 
and engineers viewed the visitors with in-
tense interest. 

Astronomer Paolo Toscanelli, artist and 
engineer Mariani di Jacopo Taccola, painter, 
sculptor and architect Francesco di Giorgio 
Martini, writer Leon Battista Alberti, and 
even the great Leonardo da Vinci seem to 
lose some of their brilliance in light of what 
the Chinese achieved.

Many of their treaties, beautifully-drawn 
machines, and installations have been in-
spired by—and have an uncanny resem-
blance with—devices described and printed 
in older Chinese books such as Tsa Chuan, 
Hsun I Siang  Fa Yaoh, Nung Shu, and oth-
ers. 

The author notes, for instance, that para-
chutes were in use in China fifteen hundred 
years before Leonardo.  

Another result of the Chinese visit to Flor-
ence was the adaptation by the Europeans of 
Chinese astronomy, which practically meant 
the dismissal of long-respected Aristotelian 
and Ptolemeyan theories. 

Perhaps most interestingly, Christopher 
Columbus succeeded in reaching America by 
using a map given to him by Paolo Toscanel-
li, who admitted to having gleaned “the most 
copious and good and true information from 
distinguished men of great learning” who 
came to Florence in 1434 from China. 

“1434 -The Year a Magnificent Chinese Fleet 
Sailed to Italy and Ignited the Renaissance” by 
Gavin Menzies is published by William Mur-
row. Freelance journalist Justin P. Liuba can 
be reached at jliuba@yahoo.com

BERLIN (Reuters)—Artists this 
week began repainting the largest re-
maining section of Berlin Wall with 
the murals they created after the fall 
of the hated symbol of the Cold War 
almost 20 years ago. 

A 4,265 foot stretch of wall, the 
world’s longest open-air art gallery, 
was decorated by 118 artists from 21 
countries in 1990, but has since been 
damaged by the weather, exhaust 
fumes, vandals, and souvenir-seek-
ing tourists.

The restoration work is expected 
to be completed in time for the 20-
year anniversary in November of the 
fall of the wall, which once divided 
communist East Berlin from capital-
ist West Berlin. 

Artist Gerhard Lahr, 70, a chil-
dren’ books illustrator living in East 
Berlin, recalled the thrill of being al-
lowed to paint a mural on the wall 
in 1990, where rifle-toting border 
guards had patrolled only months 
before.

“Just that we were allowed to go 
there, it was incredible,” he said, as 
he started to repaint his work “Ber-

lyn” under a cloudless sky.
The gallery was declared a historic 

monument by the Berlin city govern-
ment in 1992 and has become one of 
the city’s top tourist attractions.

However, not all of the artists were 
pleased to learn their original murals 
on the stretch known as the East Side 
Gallery would be erased—and that 
they would be expected to repaint 
them. 

Russian artist Dmitri Vrubel, who 
painted the famous image of East 
German leader Erich Honecker kiss-
ing his Soviet counterpart Leonid 
Brezhnev, has told German media 
he would not paint the same image 
as before.

The artists now working on their 
sections are using transparencies and 
an overhead projector to ensure their 
recreations are precise.

Built by communist authorities, 
who described it as an “anti-fascist 
protective barrier,” the Berlin Wall 
divided the city for 28 years. East 
German sentries killed scores of 
people as they tried to escape across 
it from east to west.
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Artists start repainting faded Berlin Wall murals 

REPAINTING MURALS: Tourists write a message on a stretch of the 
wall taken over by artists who are currently repainting murals created 
after the wall’s fall 20 years ago. John MacDougall/aFP/getty IMages

By ERIC SHUMSKY 

Despite its size, tiny Switzerland 
boasts a very fine music and arts 
culture, including the likes of Ernest 
Ansermet, the founder and former 
conductor of L’Orchestre Suisse Ro-
mande in Geneva, composers Arthur 
Honegger and Frank Martin, and 
sculptor Alberto Giacometti. The 
Swiss also lay claim to Emilie Hau-
denschild, a violinist of rare ability.

Haudenschild is a violinist of ma-
ture elegance. Among young and 
middle-aged violinists today, Hau-
denschild carries the legacy of the 
past—she displays no flashy artistry 
for effect, but true to her teachers, 
she is honest to a fault. Her playing 
does not blaze new trails seeking 
ever more exotic interpretations but, 
instead, recreates wholesome and 
beautiful performances.

Born of Swiss parents in 1955 in 
Basel, Switzerland, Haudenschild 

received her training with Sandor 
Zoldy, a Hungarian from the Vegh 
Quartet. He gave young Emilie a 
terrific background received from 
quartet playing wherein music, by 
necessity, is always honed. 

In her early 20s, the young violin-
ist decided to study in New York City. 
First she worked with Ivan Galami-
an, who taught so many of the mod-
ern generation of violinists, includ-
ing Michael Rabin, Itzhak Perlman, 
Pinchas Zuckerman, David Nadien, 
Charles Libove, Paul Makanovitzky, 
among many others. 

Haudenschild also studied with 
the legendary Oscar Shumsky, who 
was unique among the greats for his 
superb and profound musicianship 
and consummate mastery of the vio-
lin and viola.

Haudenschild led the outstand-
ing Erato String Quarto for many 
years. During a performance of the 
Andante Cantabile from the Tchaik-

ovsky String Quartet.in the auditori-
um of  Radio France in Paris, mem-
bers of the audience were spellbound 
by her playing. 

In another instance, she per-
formed Fritz Kreisler’s incredibly 
difficult Recitativo and Scherzo Ca-
price for solo violin before an audi-
ence in the Swiss Town of Chaud De 
Fonds (and in the hall in which Phil-
lips Recording Company made its 
recordings). Again, the audience was 
overwhelmed with her artistry. After 
all, to toss something off would be 
one thing, but when a young and un-

known artist reaches the epitome of 
artistry, this is a great accomplish-
ment. 

Until recently, Emilie Hauden-
schild was the concertmaster of 
the Basel Symphony and under her 
leadership, the violin section never 
sounded better. She won numerous 
awards in Europe. Among her early 
victories were the 1979 Tibor Varga 
International Festival in Sion, and 
the 1980 Soloist’s Competition of the 
Swiss Musicians’ Association. She 
remains admired for her honest and 
elegant playing. 

The sound of elegance: 
Swiss violinist 
Emilie Haudenschild 

Emilie Haudenschild at a concert last December. 
courtesy oF eMIlIe hauDenschIlD
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By ANDREA FREEDMAN

An older gentleman I once 
knew who had a passion for 
piano playing and Gershwin’s 
music in particular, informed 
me that, at the age of 72, he 
had gotten a job performing at 
a bar very close to where I live.  
The man told me about his 
new adventure, about which 
he was extremely excited, hav-
ing played semi-professionally 
as a younger man and having 
longed to perform again ever 
since.  He hoped that I would 
come and see him play, guar-
anteeing him at least one fan 
and one more reason for the 
management of the bar to let 
him keep his job.

It just so happened that the 
timing of my friend’s job coin-
cided with a time that was not 
the happiest in my own life 
and after going through the 
motions at work every day, 
I was loath to go out in the 
evenings, especially on a cold 
winter’s night.

After a few months had 
gone by I received a phone 
call from the gentleman, who 
informed me that due to lack 
of business generated by his 
piano-playing, his boss had 
decided to let him go.  He went 
on bitterly, coming right out 
and blaming me, holding me 
responsible for the loss of his 
job.  “All you had to do”, he 
told me, “was to walk a couple 
of blocks and sit and listen to 
me play piano for a lousy cou-
ple of hours.  Would it have 
killed you to show some sup-
port for an old friend?  I mean 
for cryin-out-loud, how often 
does a guy my age get an op-
portunity like that?”

As far as he was concerned, 
I might as well have single-
handedly blown it for him, 
plain and simple.  I protested 
that there were other people 
who could have come to see 
him, and that my presence 
alone surely would not have 
made a difference in the grand 
scheme of things.  At the time 
I felt put upon unfairly and 
vowed to myself that I would 
not give in to feelings of guilt.  
Now, years later, I find myself 
wondering if I could in fact 
have actually made a differ-
ence in this man’s life, a man 
with no family or great suc-
cesses to speak of, and whose 
greatest joy was to play the 
music that he loved so much.  
Perhaps I contributed to that 
being taken away from him.  I 
have heard that the health of 
my friend has since declined 
and that he was left with no 

choice but to move to a nurs-
ing home, shattering any last 
hope he had of ever finding 
another gig.  

I never realized how much 
my friendship actually meant 
to this man, and how much 
he thought of me as some-
one he could count on, mere-
ly to do him what he felt was 
barely a favour.  He had been, 
for the most part, a seasonal 
friend, if you will, someone 
I saw mostly in the summer 
when I sunbathed in the park 
near where I lived at the time.  
Nonetheless, he was hurt by 
what he felt was an unforgiv-
able slight.  After that phone 
call, I never heard from the 
old man again, he clearly had 
decided that the lack of effort 
I had put into our relationship 
rendered me unworthy of any 
further communication from 
him.  As for my part, I sup-
pose I could have given the 
man a chance to cool off for 
a while and then attempted 
to call him again and try to 
make amends.  Instead I let 
things fade away gradually 
like any relationship that has 
run its course, reasoning to 
myself that if I were to make 
any future attempts to contact 
my former friend, it would be 
seen as insincere.  After all, if I 
could not even bring myself to 
walk a few blocks, even once, 
to help a so-called old friend, 
only by watching him loving-
ly stroke the keys of a piano, 
what good was I to him after 
that?  What more was there to 
say?

It may well be that I may 
never see this person again 
and if not, what an impres-
sion I left with him.  When I 
think of him, I am reminded 
of long, often quite interest-
ing, chats on carefree summer 
days.  I suspect that, rather 
than conjuring up sugar-coat-
ed memories of me, I will be 
remembered by the spunky 
old man as someone too self-
ish to take a short walk and 
give two short precious hours 
of my time, thereby deny-
ing him the thing that would 
have made him the happiest in 
what were supposed to be his 
golden years.  I cannot undo 
the past.  I can, however, put 
in just a little effort the next 
time someone who obviously 
values my friendship needs 
my support. My only wish for 
my old friend the piano player, 
besides good health, is that he 
be free to perform in his new 
home, where he will always be 
able to count on having some-
one around for an audience.
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Leonardo’s parachute 1500 years too late
Author says 
Chinese fleet 
ignited the 
Renaissance

THEY CAME IN SHIPS: Former Royal Navy of-
ficer Gavin Menzies says in his book, “1434 -
The Year a Magnificent Chinese Fleet Sailed to 
Italy and Ignited the Renaissance,” that a visit 
by a Chinese fleet brought new and exciting 
learning to Italy in the 15th century. 
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