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A Family of Musicians

From a distance, the Lams appear to be your stereotypical suburban family. Classical music echoes from the stereo. Vincent plays in the yard with Elliot, who is almost three. Eri cooks in the kitchen. Her apron reveals that she is beginning to show; Mia is expected on Valentine’s Day. Vincent has a cold beer waiting for him in the fridge, and the football game flickers from the television set.


One step inside the Lam’s comfortable house is enough to realize there is nothing stereotypical about them, though. A grand piano is the focal point of the living room, and more than the average amount of various musical instruments are scattered around it. The smell of Korean food seeps from the kitchen. The classical music is actually a recording of Eri and Vincent’s performance from the night before. Eri hovers in front of the football game, excitedly yelling at the players. 

* * *


When she was 10 years old, Eri Lee Lam moved from South Korea to live with her parents in Austin, Texas. Her parents had already moved there two years before; she had been living with various relatives in a fairly conservative town in South Korea. Being away from her family became somewhat of a habit for Eri because her parents eventually returned to South Korea. Eri continued to live in the United States to study violin. As a result of their time apart, she never took her family for granted. It made her value the time spent with her parents even more.


As a result, Eri greatly appreciates her own family. This is obvious as she rubs her belly and smiles at Elliot as he fiddles around on his child-size piano. 


“Mama!” Elliot calls out. He wants to show off.

Until now, he spoke mostly elementary Korean words but since he has started going to day care with other children, his English is improving.

“Elliot has started humming the theme songs of advertisements we see on billboards!” Eri exclaims. “We will just be riding along, and all of a sudden he sees an ad for a Big Mac and starts singing the McDonalds theme! He’s definitely musical.”

Music is important to the Lam family, to say the least. 

When she was 12, Eri had already been playing the piano for a few years. Unfortunately, her older brother did, as well. She hated that he completely overshadowed her, and wanted an instrument of her own that reflected who she really was. 

After hearing an older classmate play the violin, Eri knew it was for her. She immediately began to take lessons and excelled quickly.

“I was lucky to be talented, but I also worked really hard,” she says, laughing. “I definitely practiced more than the average teenager.”

She went on to receive her Bachelor of Music under famed instructor Fredell Lack at the University of Houston, and her Masters and Doctor of Musical Arts at the University of Minnesota, where she met her husband, Vincent. 

“Music is my life, and to be able to share that with my husband is amazing. Because we get along so well, we play well with each other, too! I hope to be able to share that feeling with Elliot some day, as well.” 

Today, she is an acclaimed violinist and has won numerous competitions and awards, including the Pearl Amster Competition, the Austin Symphony Young Artist Competition, and the San Antonio Symphony Young Artist Competition. She has also played at and taught at chamber music festivals around the country. An especially memorable experience was returning to South Korea last summer and performing at Chosun University. 

Even though Eri is a commended performer, she says that her true calling is private teaching. She was talented enough to start teaching at the young age of fourteen.  Just over three years ago, she accepted the job of Professor of Violin at Southwestern University. 

“I think that the reason I always wanted to be a teacher so much was that I had such great relationships with my own teachers. In a way, they were all kind of like my parents.”

One of Eri’s first teachers, Bill Dick, who teaches viola here at Southwestern, is still a father figure in her life.

“There were many years that I was with him, learning from him, sharing stuff with him, way more than with my own Dad.”

Because of the unique relationship between a musician and their private teacher, Eri has come to treat her students as her family, as well. “It’s a complicated process. I’ve got to really learn the personality of student in order to make sure they grasp the musical concept. If I don’t know them, or don’t like them, the emotion of the piece is totally lost.”

Dr. Lam has exceptional relationships with all of her students. She knows exactly what is going on in each of their lives-- from whether they have practiced this week to whom they are dating. Just ask the students lugging their violin cases as they wander the halls of the Fine Arts Building at Southwestern. 

“The first time I came into my lesson hung over, she could tell. And that was because she had been there before. We sat for 30 minutes and talked about her crazy party days in college,” says Rohan Sreenivasan, a senior violin student. “Feeling free to talk about my life outside of the violin helps me to really connect with her on a musical level. I think it’s because since I trust her so much with everything else in my life, I can trust her musical intuition, also.”

As much as she loves having a career in music, teaching students at Southwestern is quite a time commitment for Dr. Lam. Most days, Eri spends about four hours at school, and then teaches about two more hours at home. Besides that, she has to fit in time to practice and play with Elliot.

“I like it that I don’t have the usual nine-to-five grind. It gets really hard when I have performances coming up.”

A month and a half before a concert, Eri practices around six hours a day.

“In order to get it all in, I usually have to wake up at five and then don’t get to sleep ‘til midnight or so. I practice whenever Elliot naps.”

Eri, the breadwinner of the family, says that Vincent is happy staying at home with Elliot the majority of the time. Mr. Lam is an extremely talented musician as well and frequently accompanies Eri on the piano when she performs.

“He’s secure, and we both have mutual respect for each other. It’s no problem that I make more money than he does. Granted, it was a little awkward at first, but we are fine now. It doesn’t matter as long as we are playing music,” she says, smiling. She then laughs at her own cheesiness.


But when asked about balancing motherhood and having a career, Eri says she appreciates not having to choose between her passions: family and music. 


“You don’t want to look back and regret not having kids. Sure, you could have been more successful, but nothing matters more than family. You’ve just got to make it work. For me, watching my child make music makes everything worth it. I know I’ve succeeded as a musician and a mother.” 

Yet Eri’s life has changed dramatically since Elliot was born.

“We used to live downtown, right where everything was happening. We could just walk to restaurants and bars!”

Now, their weekends are spent in their Round Rock two-story house, rooting for their teams and playing with Elliot.

“I’m not materialistic, and I don’t need the fancy, exciting lifestyle. I am perfectly content with my family and my music.”

The plunkering of keys from the kiddie piano continues from the other room, and Eri chuckles. She turns back to the food on the stove, although her eyes continuously glance up to check the football score and her ears stay tuned in for any resemblance of Mozart in the background.

Author’s Afterwords

I enjoyed writing this profile more than any others because I know the subject very well, and I’ve always thought her story was interesting. This paper shows that it is much easier to write a profile about something you are passionate about and know a lot about. I think the outcome is better than any other paper because I already had so much experience with Dr. Lam, so it was easier for me to capture what I was trying to say. I also had good dialogue to work with—unlike in other articles, where it is hard to fit in what someone had to say. I also think that this best captures the style of writing we learned in Journalism—lots of dialogue, short paragraphs, good flow. 

