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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

•••  Welcome to Sounding Board No.18 •••  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
                                                               

                                                              Edna Lewis - Secretary BHS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please send your comments and your contributions to info@harpsichord.org.uk  

 

This, the eighteenth edition, celebrates the work of the many enterprising 

women harpsichordists who made a name for themselves in the early twentieth 

century. It is a fascinating look into the Early Music revival in Europe and 

beyond and it is interesting to see how women played a vital and important role 

in it. We hope you will enjoy learning about their very different personalities 

and the varied ways they helped bring the harpsichord back from the brink of 

obscurity. 

 

Missing is our usual report on BHS recitals in London, as the venue, the Handel 

& Hendrix in London is still closed for major renovations. However, we hope to 

resume these concerts when the museum re-opens in 2023.  Our 

‘Announcements’ pages list a selection of interesting events which are now 

gradually returning to ‘in person’ status, but please check beforehand. 

 

Our special thanks go to Pamela Nash for her very hard work and dedication in 

editing as well as writing for this special edition of Sounding Board.  We also 

thank all the individual contributors who gave so freely of their valuable time. 

  

mailto:info@harpsichord.org.uk
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INTRODUCTION 
 

•••••  From our Guest Editor, Pamela Nash  ••••• 
 

Following Sounding Board xi (2017) and its theme of contemporary women of the harpsichord, it has 

been my intention to produce a ‘Mark II’ in a similar vein. However, given recent interest in our 

harpsichord heritage, post-Landowska, and in recognition of important matriarchs we have lost in the 

past few years, this edition turns the spotlight onto women pioneers of earlier generations.  
 

As the first port of call for the reader, I recommend Francis Knights' bibliographical guide on page 

[73] as it will be useful to gain an initial perspective of the formidable 20th century sorority to which 

the featured women belong. Many more of its members will I hope receive recognition as knowledge 

of the field continues to grow.    
 

I am grateful to Francis and to the other writers who have made substantial and fascinating 

contributions: Sally Gordon-Mark and Christina Scott Edelen for their substantive biographical pieces 

(on Huguette Dreyfus and Sylvia Marlowe respectively); Maryse Carlin for her reminiscences of 

Marlowe; Diego Ares for his portrait of Genoveva Gálvez, and Judith Wardman for her profiles of four 

women harpsichordists whose craft owed much to the influence of the clavichord.  As the reader will 

discover, two other subjects of this issue, Lina Lalandi and Ruth Dyson, were also notable examples of 

affiliation to the clavichord.  
 

As a timely addendum to Sally Gordon-Mark's article, the harpsichord maker Guillaume Finaz affords 

us a glimpse into the unfolding story of Huguette Dreyfus' harpsichord, whose restoration has proved 

a recent hot topic.  
 

For the tributes to Elizabeth de la Porte and Ruth Dyson, I am delighted that so many former students 

and colleagues agreed to take up their pens in memory: it is both humbling and inspiring to see the 

collective commitment to this uniquely challenging task.  
 

The articles on Janny van Wering (Paul Thwaites) and Heather Slade-Lipkin are both taken, with kind 

permission, from existing publications. Whilst Sounding Board normally aims to consist exclusively of 

new writing, it was deemed both appropriate and desirable, given the current context, to re-purpose 

these pieces - which are to my knowledge, the only ones so far produced on their subjects. 
 

I hope that this substantial issue is both accessible and enlightening, even if digested over the course 

of a few sittings! 
 

The contributors' names are acknowledged where appropriate throughout, but I would like to extend 

a collective thanks to all for giving so willingly and generously of their time and expertise.  My special 

thanks go to Edna Lewis for her perspicacity and support in enabling this edition to take shape.  

 

                                                                                                     Pamela Nash 
 

 

Pamela Nash first encountered the harpsichord as a student of Heather Slade-Lipkin at Chetham's in 

Manchester, and she pursued further studies with Valda Aveling in London, Huguette Dreyfus in Paris, and 

Edward Parmentier in Michigan. She developed an interest in the work of living composers and directed the 

Manchester new music festivals Harpsichordfest 2004 & 2006, as well as the BHS International 

Composition Competition in 2013. Her most recent project was as director of the 2021 bicentenary choral 

and poetry celebration, 'Anne Bronte 200', in Manchester. Pamela maintains a thriving teaching practice 

and is harpsichord tutor at the University of Liverpool. 
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Sylvia Marlowe, 'hot' harpsichordist  
(photo: Isadora Bennet and Richard Pleasant (NY,NY)) 

  FEATURE 

‘Many Voices for Many Ages’: 

Sylvia Marlowe and her  
              Vision for the Modern Harpsichord 
When considering the life and work of Sylvia Marlowe (1908-1981), it is hard to imagine that anyone of her generation 

could have done more than she to promote the contemporary harpsichord.   As we will learn from the following 

accounts by Christina Scott Edelen and Maryse Carlin, Marlowe was an indomitable character of prolific energy whose 

efforts to incorporate the harpsichord into every corner of American modern musical society reflected her belief that 

the end of the twentieth century would be remembered as another ‘Age of the Harpsichord.’ 
 

‘No one has been more successful than Sylvia Marlowe in demonstrating that the harpsichord is a timeless instrument, 

as 'modern' as the piano or the saxophone....’ Robert Sabin, Musical America, Dec. 1954 
 

There were a striking number of pioneering women harpsichordists in the early 20th century - 

Wanda Landowska, Violet Gordon Woodhouse, Isolde Ahlgrimm, and Yella Pessl, to name just a 

few.  Amongst them all, however, Sylvia Marlowe 

stands out as a prominent woman harpsichordist who 

forged her career path in a uniquely modern 

American way.  Marlowe made an international career 

as concert performer and teacher, but she was, most 

lastingly, an advocate of the modern harpsichord and 

a visionary for the instrument and its repertoire.  For 

her, the harpsichord was an instrument of the present 

and the future as well as the past, and she was not 

afraid to embrace an inclusive and eclectic repertoire 

that stretched from old music to the American genres 

of Jazz and Boogie-Woogie, and further to a wide 

range of contemporary commissions from both 

American and European composers.  Marlowe saw the 

harpsichord as something versatile and vibrant, 

wholly contemporary and potentially populist.  It was 

this can-do spirit and fearless approach to the 

instrument that made Marlowe such an important 

figure in the history of the harpsichord in America. 
 

Marlowe was thoroughly at home with the standard 

Baroque repertoire - she performed and recorded 

much of it over the course of her career.  Reviews of her performances of Haydn, Bach and 

Couperin described her as ‘the heiress’, ‘the Empress’ and ‘the new Queen’ (as opposed to 

Landowska) of the harpsichord.  Beyond her success as a harpsichordist of traditional repertoire, 

however, Sylvia was most known for her passion for a new repertoire and a new audience for the 

instrument.  Through her many commissions for and performances of harpsichord music from 

modern composers, she single-handedly contributed more to the modern harpsichord repertoire 

than any other performer of her time.  Her commitment to the harpsichord as a vehicle for all 

types of contemporary music lasted her entire career, and she set an example for many musicians 

of the next generations who followed in her footsteps.    
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To quote from Marlowe’s own press book assembled by her agent Mildred Shagal in the early 

1960s, she had ‘created a dynamic role for the harpsichord...encouraged (contemporary 

composers) to write new works for it, …and with new works, have come new audiences as well.’  

Her press book went on to quote an article in The Saturday Review, extolling Sylvia’s pioneering 

commitment to the modern harpsichord: 
 

Sylvia Marlowe has made a special place for herself in the music world, not only for her artistry 

as a performer, but also for her energies and success in urging composers with a thoroughly up-

to-date outlook to write for an instrument identified with the distant past.  With taste and 

foresight, she has assembled around her some of the most worthwhile creative talents, and 

amassed impressive repertory both for harpsichord solo and for her Harpsichord Quartet. 
 

I first became interested in Sylvia Marlowe when I was learning the Elliott Carter Sonata, a piece 

written for Marlowe and her Harpsichord Quartet in 1952.  This is one of the most seminal and 

ground-breaking pieces in 20th century harpsichord repertoire, and as a commission is probably 

Marlowe's most important contribution to the modern repertoire.  In reading about her 

commissioning of this piece, I became more and more fascinated by her pioneering American 

spirit.   She had a tough Brooklyn attitude combined with an elegant and cultured stage presence, 

and she was savvy and aggressive in her career building at a time when the harpsichord was little 

known in America - let alone a time when women had to work hard to be taken seriously as 

professionals.1  However, in researching Sylvia, I was frustrated by the lack of in-depth 

information available, and could find little more than obituaries, record jacket notes, and short 

reviews.  Eventually, I contacted Kenneth Cooper, the well-known New York harpsichordist who 

was arguably her most famous and most dedicated former student and life-long friend and 

colleague.  Kenneth invited me to come to New York to dig through Marlowe's scrapbooks and old 

recordings, and he spent many hours talking to me about his memories of Marlowe as a musician, 

a personality, and a friend and mentor.  I am indebted to Mr. Cooper for his generosity in sharing 

so much of his time and his stories about Marlowe. He left me with a very personal feeling about 

Sylvia, as though I had known her myself.  
 

Sylvia Marlowe was born Sylvia Sapira in 1908 in the city of Brooklyn, New York.  She grew up 

playing the piano and was a talented student.  Her family was very musical, and she developed an 

interest in old music from a very young age.  Eventually, given the choice of a scholarship to 

Juilliard Conservatory or study in Paris, she chose Paris, where she spent four years under the 

tutelage of the famous Nadia Boulanger.  Although officially living abroad to study piano, it was in 

Paris where Marlowe first heard the legendary Wanda Landowska perform, and where she first 

became enraptured by the harpsichord.  As she recalls in a 1971 interview, this was a fertile time 

and place for her.  It was in Paris that she laid many foundations for her future career as a 

harpsichordist and as a supporter of modern composers.  
 

I had many composer friends in Paris and the period was a very enlightening one for me....I was 

in Paris when I heard the harpsichord for the first time. It was a thrilling experience which I 

have never forgotten. The harpsichordist was Wanda Landowska and, of course, her instrument 

was a Pleyel. I had never heard a harpsichord and was absolutely enchanted with it. And as 

strange as it may seem, I determined at that point that I wanted to own and play a harpsichord. 

All this and I really knew nothing about the instrument.2  
 

 

 
1  A 1966 New York Post article about Marlowe concludes with her favorite chicken recipe.... 
2  Hal Hardy, The Harpsichord, vol. IV, no. 3, (1971), p.6. 
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Publicity shots with the white Pleyel harpsichord (photo: Suzanne Szasz (NY, NY)) 

 

After four years of study with Boulanger, Marlowe left Paris having gained two important points 

for her future:  strong personal and professional bonds with composers, and a passion for the 

harpsichord.  Back home in New York City, she was faced with the need to build her own career 

and make a living.  A single woman supporting herself in the 1930s, Marlowe had to be creative 

and hard-working.  Immediately upon her return to the States, she was given a National Music 

Award to perform the complete Preludes and Fugues of Bach on live radio, which she did in 1932-

33.  Although this first project was on the piano, it provided an entrée for her into the professional 

radio world which eventually became an important part of her early harpsichord career. 3 
 

Marlowe's desire to play the harpsichord was not diminished in New York, but the lack of both an 

instrument and a teacher was an obstacle. Quoting again from her 1971 interview: 
   

But the problem then, was where to get a harpsichord... I finally found a lady here in New York 

who had a harpsichord and she let me practice for 50 cents an hour. This was a Pleyel. I had no 

teacher.  No one told me what it was all about.  It was necessary for me to figure it out by 

myself.... One day I heard of a lady who had a harpsichord for sale. It was a very fancy, very 

large, white Pleyel - it had gold trimmings and the price was $1,000. At that time I didn't have 

$1,000 I could afford to use for a harpsichord, so I borrowed it from Virgil Thomson. 4 
 

The composer and reviewer Virgil Thomson was a lifelong friend and supporter of Marlowe, and 

his help at this crucial point in her career was just what she needed.  Not long after, Marlowe was 

talent-spotted in a recording of Bach and Boogie-Woogie, which led to a job playing at the Blue 

Angel and the Rainbow Room nightclub on the 65th floor of the Rockefeller Centre. ‘I played on a 

revolving stage with glamorous spotlights and the whole bit,’ she recalled years later.  ‘I would 

play a few classical things then some boogie and other popular numbers.’   Her nightclub act led to 

guest appearances on radio, which eventually developed into a more than 15-year career of 

broadcasting.   At first guesting on Jazz programmes like ‘The Chamber Music Society of Lower 

Basin Street,’ she was eventually given her own chamber music series on NBC which lasted ten 

years.  ‘In this period,’ says her official publicity biography, ‘she played well over 1500 radio 

concerts.’ Marlowe later recalled:  

 
3  Sometime in the transition from piano to harpsichord, Sylvia was advised to change her name to Marlowe. 
4  The Harpsichord, p.6. 
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with jazz singer Maxine Sullivan  
(photo: Isadora Bennet & Richard Pleasant (NY,NY)) 

 
 

 (I) got a fantastic mail response because                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

 no one really knew what a harpsichord was and 

 they liked the sounds I was creating.  I was 

 playing in millions of homes all over America.  I 

 think this fantastic exposure of the instrument on 

 network radio greatly influenced the growth of 

 interest in the instrument in this country.5 
   

Marlowe developed a cross-over radio and nightclub 

repertoire, using harpsichord classics such as 

Rameau’s Tambourin (‘18th Century Barrelhouse’) and 

Mozart’s Turkish March (‘Mr Mozart Meanders’). She 

was labelled a ‘hot harpsichordist,’ and her act was so 

popular, in fact, that she was even used as a model for 

a character in a mystery thriller novel entitled Blue 

Harpsichord, by Francis Steegmuller (aka David Keith).  

In a 1961 interview, Marlowe recalls these early 

days with mixed feelings: 
 

(I) admit it was a most successful period.  But I didn’t believe in what I was doing.  And there 

were such limitations.  I was allowed to play one classical piece — always and only Mozart’s 

Turkish March — then Boogie-Woogie.  When I abandoned the ‘hot harpsichord’  it was to 

struggle to re-establish myself as a classical artist.  For years, after I’d perform a serious work, 

someone in the audience would yell: ‘How about some boogie, Sylvia?’  Yes, it was hard to live 

down.6   
 

Long after abandoning her beginnings as a Jazz harpsichordist, she did continue to pull out the 

occasional show-stopping popular performance, as can be seen from this 1970 review, quite late in 

her career: 
   

That rocking harpsichordist Sylvia Marlowe gave a concert at Carnegie Recital hall last night.  

Miss Marlowe began her concert straight (music of Rosenmuller and Couperin).  Then with  

no warning other than a dignified note in the program saying that the performance of two 

Purcell Grounds would be ‘experimental,’ Miss Marlowe began to rock.  She was backed by Ted 

Sommer on drums and Russ Savakus on electric bass.  The format (a Ground bass) was a 

natural for Miss Marlowe’s discreet, cool rock, all underplayed, tasteful and gentle fun. The rest 

of Miss Marlowe’s nicely planned program included John Lessard….Surinach and Haieff (all 

commissioned pieces by Marlowe). The evening ended with a Handel Trio Sonata.7  
 

In relation to her overall career trajectory, what is so important to note in Marlowe’s ‘hot 

harpsichord’ phase is her willingness, from the very beginning, to see the harpsichord as both a 

vehicle for modern music, and as an instrument with mass, popular appeal.  This flexible and open 

attitude laid the foundations for her later commitment to a serious contemporary harpsichord 

repertoire.  In a 1965 interview, Marlowe herself recognised this foreshadowing in her early Jazz 

years.  She said she remembered that period with ‘a quiet pride, because it shows that the 

harpsichord can speak with many voices for many ages.’ 8 

 
5  Ibid., p.7. 
6  ‘Boogie Woogie’ Loses, Phoenix Gazette, October 23, 1961. 
7  Theodore Strongin, ‘Purcell Transmutes to Rock in Recital by Sylvia Marlowe,’ New York Times, 12 February, 1970. 
8  Mrs. J. Wesley Johnson, ‘Sylvia Marlowe...Claims Many Firsts as Harpsichordist,’  The Patent Trader, July 22, 1965. 
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Marlowe and her Harpsichord Quartet: Harry Shulman-   

oboe, Claude Monteux-flute, Bernard Greenhouse-cello   
                                                             (IMPACT Photo, Inc. (NY,NY)) 

Not all of Marlowe’s early radio career was in popular music, however.  She served as the staff 

harpsichordist for the NBC classical programming, which included playing for the NBC Radio 

Symphony and its chamber music subsidiary.   As she reminisces about it in her 1971 interview, 

the live weekly performances could be demanding: 
 

 Since I was staff harpsichordist, I would be called in to play the widest range of music possible.  

I remember when Ansermet came to the NBC Symphony for the first time as a guest conductor, 

they called me and said that they had some music for me to play. ‘Nothing much,’ they assured 

me.. ‘just a few chords, that’s all.’ I got there and they handed me the Frank Martin Concerto! 

At first I said, ‘I can’t do it.’ But, of course I did. That was the kind of thing I was called on to 

do.9 
 

This massive exposure through radio laid a foundation for her lifelong interest in what her 

managers called the ‘harpsichord boom’ - rapidly growing interest in the harpsichord by the 

listening public.  After leaving the radio, Marlowe continued her mass-appeal to the public 

through her extensive concerts, recordings and tours.  She recorded almost all of her concert 

repertoire, baroque and modern, often within a year of its being composed.  These recordings are 

an invaluable documentation of the progress of her career, from the earliest Boogie-Woogie and  

Jazz LPs to her final re-recording of Haydn Sonatas.  In retrospect, they show a remarkable 

breadth of taste in both modern and Baroque music. 
 

By the mid-to-late 1940s Marlowe left NBC and began to focus more and more on a serious 

concert and recording career. From the beginning, she set out to build a broad repertoire for 

herself that included new works by living composers.  Sylvia tells the story of how she was home 

practising one day and heard the duo-piano ensemble of Gold and Fitzdale rehearsing in the 

apartment one floor below.  They were playing ‘Second Avenue Waltz’ by Vittorio Rieti, and she 

was inspired.  ‘Why can't I have music like that for the harpsichord?’ she asked herself.  It was this 

realisation that led her to her first official commission, Rieti’s ‘Partita’ for harpsichord, flute, oboe 

and string quartet, and was the inspiration for, eventually, over 30 commissions by American and 

European composers.10  
 

After building an expanding and successful concert and recording career in the 1940s, Marlowe 

took on three projects in the next decade that 

were to broaden her scope enormously.  In 1952, 

Sylvia formed the Harpsichord Quartet, an 

ensemble for which some of her most famous 

commissions were written.  Consisting of Harold 

Bennett (later, Claude Monteux), flute, Harry 

Shulman, oboe, Bernard Greenhouse, and Sylvia, 

the ensemble was an instant success on the New 

York stages and beyond.  

 

The second career-changing project that Marlowe tackled in this decade was a concert tour of the 

Far East and Southeast Asia in 1956, through the auspices of the US State Department as part of 

its International Cultural Relations Programme. This monumental undertaking (the first of several 

 
9  The Harpsichord, p. 7. 
10 ‘Building a Literature,’ The Record, June 26, 1965, p. 10. 
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Above -with composers - L to R:  Elliott Carter, Charles 

Jones, Sylvia Marlowe, Alexeii Haeiff,  and John Lessard    

                                             (IMPACT Photo, Inc. (NY,NY))  

 

Above -with composers and the white Pleyel harpsichord 

L to R:  Ben Weber, Virgil Thomson, Carlos Surinach, 

Sylvia Marlowe, Arthur Berger and Paul Des Marais.  
 

Left -with composers - (L to R): Virgil Thomson, Paul Des 

Marais, Sylvia Marlowe, Arthur Berger, Carlos Surinach, 

Ben Weber   (IMPACT Photos, Inc. (NY,NY))  

long foreign tours with a harpsichord in tow) was ground-breaking in many ways, as it took 

harpsichord music to places it had never been heard before - another avenue for popularising the 

harpsichord! 
 

Marlowe’s third project of this era was the 

Harpsichord Music Society.  In April of 1957, she 

established this organisation to further the 

cause of the harpsichord through commissions, 

concerts and lectures.   Essentially functioning 

as a financial and bureaucratic extension of 

Marlowe herself, the Society took over the role 

of commissioning that Marlowe had previously 

done privately. 

A musician and artist by temperament as well as training, there were no set boundaries between 

personal and professional life for Sylvia. Her home, with husband Leonid Berman,11 was a centre of 

lively conversation and cultural exchange, a modern-day salon where people in the arts and 

humanities would gather and enjoy good food and good company.  According to historian and 

friend Arthur Schlesinger, she was ‘the lady who loved society, spoke French and was the sparkling 

centre of her salon on East 60th street.’12  The list of people who gathered there regularly includes 

Igor Stravinsky, W.H. Auden, Virgil Thomson, Lionel Trilling, Aaron Copland, Max Ernst, and 

Marcel Duchamp.  Her informal gatherings were so popular that people would beg to be invited to 

her ‘no-parties’ as she called them.  
 

Many of the composers and performers Marlowe worked with continued to maintain a strong 

 
11  In 1948 Marlowe married Leonid Berman, a neo-Romantic painter with a well-established European career  

    who had immigrated to New York.  
12  Kenneth Cooper, ‘Sylvia Marlowe: Wit, Warmth and Wisdom,’ High Fidelity Magazine, June 1982, p. 55. 
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Sylvia Marlowe: 'Grande Dame' harpsichordist 

 

personal connection with her long after the initial project or concert was done.  Her personality 

was unforgettable and unavoidable, vibrant, aggressive, strong and full of conviction.  One reason 

she had such success working with composers on new music was her willingness to engage in the 

full creative process.  Her influence as a person on musicians and composers was as compelling as 

was her playing.   
 

Sylvia was also, however, open and warm and very human in her roles as teacher, colleague, wife 

and friend.  She was respected for her vibrant musicality, but also for her courage and hard work, 

her passion, and her devotion to her instrument, 

her students, and her music.  Cooper remembers 

that in his lessons with her, she showed a 

‘passionate devotion to genuine musical 

experience, (with) unflagging honesty and lack of 

tact.’13  Headlines for articles about her 

invariably tried to show this complexity of spirit 

with titles like ‘Wit, Warmth and Wisdom’ 

(Kenneth Cooper) or ‘Brains, Temperament and 

Virtuosity’ (Virgil Thomson).  Cooper remembers 

that Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. said she blended 

‘twentieth century urgency with eighteenth-

century elegance.’ Reviewer Charlotte Clayton 

said that ‘to interview her is like landing 

suddenly in a busy thoroughfare with people 

rushing back and forth, to and fro.’14 
 

Sylvia Marlowe died in 1981, after a long struggle with emphysema.  On December 10, 1985, as a 

project by her beloved Harpsichord Music Society, her former students and colleagues presented a 

gala concert, ‘A Tribute to Sylvia Marlowe, Highlighting the Various Facets of Her Career.’ For this 

grand finale to a life dedicated to the development of a new repertoire for the harpsichord, the 

Society commissioned one last piece, ‘Trittico: to the Memory of Sylvia Marlow,’ from Vittorio Rieti, 

the composer from whom she had made her very first commission forty years earlier.  The 

following day’s review said the programme ‘succeeded in the way all such occasions hope to do - it 

made one think warmly of, and want to learn more about, what must have been a very remarkable 

woman.’ 15 

                                                                                                       Christina Scott Edelen  
 

Hailed as a ‘superb harpsichordist’ by the Kansas City Star, Christina Scott Edelen brings a depth of 

experience, knowledge and virtuosity to keyboard performance and teaching.  On organ, harpsichord, 

clavichord, and fortepiano, Christina has performed as soloist and in numerous ensembles, concert series 

and festivals throughout Europe and America, including the Early Music Festivals of Berkeley and Boston, 

the Houston Grand Opera and the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra.  She studied at the Indiana University 

Early Music Institute and the Royal Conservatory in The Hague and was a finalist at the Bodky International 

Competition. Christina is a popular teacher and lecturer and has served on the faculties of Baylor University 

and the University of Houston.  She holds a PhD in 17th century English Musical Philosophy. 

 
13  Cooper, “Sylvia,” p. 56. 
14  Charlotte Clayton, The Times of Indonesia, February 9, 1956. 
15  John Rockwell, “Concert: Marlowe Tribute,” New York Times, December 13, 1985. 
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FEATURE 

Memories of Sylvia      
 

My interest and love for the harpsichord, the instrument I've been playing for years, was born 

purely by chance.  The foundation of that early discovery is inextricably intertwined with the great 

teacher and superlative performer Sylvia Marlowe, who was my instructor and mentor for five 

years. 
 

In 1972, I had just got married and moved from Paris with my husband Seth to a small town in 

Ohio where he had taken a first teaching position after finishing his Masters at the Juilliard 

School.  While we met wonderful friends in the Midwest, the winters in the Cleveland area, 

plagued by the dreaded ‘lake effect’, were long and cold.  Some friends asked us to ‘babysit’ their 

virginals while they were away.  I was elated to discover this interesting instrument, and to begin 

playing pieces by Bach, Scarlatti, and Handel on their historically appropriate instrument.  It was a 

wonderful antidote to the dreary winter, and a musical revelation!  
 

After enrolling in musicology classes at neighbouring Kent State University, I found there a 

keyboard teacher, Ruth Nurmi - a former student of Sylvia’s - who became my first guide to the 

harpsichord, introducing me to the proper technique, intricacies, and essential subtleties of 

rhythm.  Ruth was an excellent teacher and mentor.  When we left Ohio for Boston a year later, 

she urged me to contact Sylvia. 
 

A few months later, preceded by a letter of recommendation from Ruth, I found myself in Sylvia’s 

Manhattan apartment.  I believe I played a Bach English suite, a couple of Scarlatti sonatas, and 

perhaps some pieces by Byrd.  She accepted me as a student through the Mannes School of Music, 

and thus began bi-monthly harpsichord lessons that continued for over five years. Sylvia 

Marlowe’s personality could seem blunt, especially at first, and even a bit ornery.  Close behind 

this initial impression though, her generosity to her students and dedication to music shone 

through and underpinned everything, as did her passion for the works she had spent a lifetime 

studying, performing and recording.  
 

Sylvia had complete faith in the musical capabilities of the harpsichord and was really a pioneer of 

the instrument in the United States, as much for her interpretation of the Baroque repertoire as 

for her commissions of new pieces. Through her, I discovered, and became obsessed with, the 

English Virginalists, as well as the early French repertoire for which she had a special affinity. 

During lessons we explored articulation, registration, and rhythm as an expressive tool.  Her own 

concept of rhythm in structuring a piece and shaping musical phrases was strong, creative and 

free; it made me aware of this important aspect of Baroque practice, and of harpsichord playing in 

particular.  
 

Sylvia was a wonderful listener, her bluntness notwithstanding.  In light of her well-informed 

musical ideas, her direct critiques, rather than landing as hurtful or embarrassing, simply felt like 

the truth. Boarding the four-hour train ride back to Boston, I would settle in to mentally replay 

her comments; the musical and intellectual stimulation carried me through the following two 

weeks of practising.  
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I think we got along also because she liked all things French, and had studied at the same school 

as I had in Paris. Although she never had children - and we had more than one conversation about 

balancing family and career - Sylvia was undeniably attached and loyal to her students.  

 

My New York debut was a Sylvia production that reflected the care she put into her relationship 

with her students.  From suggesting I give a recital as part of the ‘Jeunesses Musicales’, she helped 

me select a programme and coached me past initial hesitations through months of preparation. 

The concert was preceded by a short tour of New York-area performances that she organised. 

Using her connections, Sylvia arranged for a reception at the French Consulate following the 

Carnegie Recital Hall performance, in fairly glamorous fashion.  My husband‘s extended New York 

family were there in force.  Sylvia’s characteristic post-recital commentary on the crowd? ‘It was 

like throwing pearls to the swine.’ When Seth responded in mock indignation, ‘Those swine were 

my relatives!’ she laughed heartily; they both had the same sense of humour. 
 

Sylvia integrated us, her students, colleagues, extended family, into many aspects of her life, 

including the summers when she and Leonid Berman, her charming and equally successful painter 

husband, retreated from the city to a beautifully restored barn upstate, lent to them by friends.  

Our lessons were always followed by lunch, co-produced expertly by Leonid and Sylvia.  Whenever 

my husband accompanied me, he and Leonid played tennis while Sylvia and I worked.  She 

brought her instrument from New York, a beautiful William Dowd French double.  Leonid had 

painted the lid with a seascape from India, a souvenir from one of her State Department tours of 

Asia. 
 

Through the next few years, Sylvia continued to encourage me to take on challenges, including 

broadening my musical horizons. We worked on 20th century repertoire, and she introduced me to 

works she commissioned from the impressive array of composers she championed during her 

lifetime.  
 

We often talked about career and family, as Sylvia wasn’t convinced those life trajectories were 

compatible.  However, when our daughter was born in June, I brought her to meet Sylvia in the 

country, and she was delighted.  Leonid had died a couple of years before, and Sylvia was very 

distressed by his death.  Like many couples without children, each was the world to the other, and 

Sylvia missed his presence terribly. 
 

Much has been already written on Sylvia Marlowe’s astonishing versatility during her career, 

which led her to embrace many genres, from rock music to contemporary, in addition to the most 

arcane composers’ works.  I will just add that her personality, her strength of spirit, the amazing 

richness of her life continue to inspire me, like it surely did all her students.  But beyond those 

qualities, her capacity for affection and love, her willingness to give her all to her students, her 

passion for music went to the heart of everyone who knew her well, and there they remain. 

                                                                                                                Maryse Carlin 
 

Maryse Carlin has performed throughout the United States and abroad, both as a pianist and harpsichordist. She made 

her harpsichord debut recital at Carnegie Recital Hall in New York under the auspices of Jeunesses Musicales. Since 

then, she has appeared throughout the US, including the Whitney Museum in New York, Jordan Hall and the Museum 

of Fine Arts in Boston, and has performed as guest artist with the Boston Musica Viva, Fromm Foundation Concerts at 

Harvard University and the Marlboro Festival of Music. As soloist with orchestra, she has collaborated with conductors 

such as Leonard Slatkin, Roger Norrington, Nicholas McGegan, Raymond Leppard and José-Luis Garcia. In 1992 she 

performed as fortepianist on the ‘Great Performers at Lincoln Centre: Mozart Marathon’ at Alice Tully Hall. Maryse 

Carlin has appeared on French Television and on the radio stations WGBH and WBUR in Boston and WQXR in New 

York. Recent concert appearances have taken her to France, Austria, Switzerland, Germany, Italy and China. 
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FEATURE 

Remembrances of Ruth Dyson  
                                   (1917-1997) 

‘I believe that music is a tremendous spiritual force, and long may it ever remain so’.  RD 

 
For her services to music in Britain, Ruth Dyson was nothing short of a national treasure. Certainly, she was 

unmatched in her efforts to revive interest in early keyboard music, and as one of the first of her generation 

to change allegiance from piano to harpsichord, she championed the instrument (along with the clavichord, 

virginals and early piano) through a remarkably diverse career as performer, teacher, lecturer and author.  

In her capacity as professor at the Royal College of Music, she helped change the face of early keyboard 

pedagogy, encouraging the status of the harpsichord as a first study instrument, as well as promoting its 

relevance for contemporary music. Besides her intellectual rigour, ready wit and disarming humour, Ruth 

was known for the unconditional generosity and uncommon level of support she extended to her students, 

earning her the moniker 'musical mother', and as borne out by the following testaments, she continues to 

be strongly cherished in the hearts and minds of both pupils and colleagues.    

I would like to thank the following for their tributes: Penelope Cave, Peter Medhurst, Katharine May, Brian 

Blood, Marguerite Dolmetsch, Sophie Yates, Carol-Lyne Cooper, Melvyn Tan, Margaret Phillips, Alexander 

Skeaping, Julian Perkins, Andrew Mayes, Michael Mason, and Judith Wardman for commemorating Ruth’s 

association with The British Clavichord Society.  PN 

 

For a further revealing insight into the character and work of Ruth Dyson, Edgar Hunt's interview in The 

English Harpsichord magazine is highly recommended reading:    
                                                                      https://www.harpsichord.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/dyson.pdf 

 

---------------------------------- 
   

Penelope Cave  

harpsichordist, lecturer   
https://www.impulse-music.co.uk/penelopecave/ 

Ruth Dyson is still revered as the teacher and inspirer of many harpsichordists and pianists who 

followed her into the music profession - a profession, she told me, that she hated: but an art that 

she loved. She also loved her students and passed on her hard-won knowledge of style and 

performance on the plucked keyboard. In fact, I have never met anyone who had other than good 

to say of her. Audiences were won over by her warmth and humour and, inevitably, this 

remembrance of Ruth is peppered with the people she met and charmed, including many 

contemporary composers who dedicated works to her. The network lends context to this well-

known twentieth-century musician.   
 

She was brought up and lived most of her life in the country town of Dorking, in Surrey, starting 

her career during the second world war. Her father was a Royal Army Medical Corps captain and 

local GP; after her late marriage in 1964, to intelligence officer and historian, Edward Thomas, 

nephew of the poet, she gained twin step-children and they lived in a large house on Rose Hill, 

with Dr Dyson. At that time, she played a Goble harpsichord with seven pedals, and her music 

room was used for ABRSM examinations. They left Rose Hill after her father died, but stayed in 

the vicinity, moving to The Shippen in West Humble, for which Alan Ridout wrote a wind piece 

https://www.harpsichord.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/dyson.pdf
https://www.impulse-music.co.uk/penelopecave/
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commissioned by Edward (who played bassoon), in 1990; it features musical portraits of both 

Edward and Ruth. Like the hugely prolific composer and journal-writer, John Marsh (who was born 

in Dorking, 1752, and died in Chichester in 1828), their final move was to Chichester, by which 

time her regular harpsichord was one made by Michael Johnson.  
 

As a student at the Royal College of Music, she learnt the piano with Angus Morrison, and had 

harmony lessons with the composer, Herbert Howells, whose clavichord works she was to record 

in 1981 (Wealden WS 194). During WW2, having given her debut performance at the Wigmore Hall 

in 1941, she became an auxiliary nurse at Dorking General Hospital, and taught music to small 

children at the War Evacuation Day Nursery, for whom (I think she said), she wrote Playgames, 

Eight Singing Games for Children, with words by Rose Fyleman. Playgames was published a decade 

later, in 1955, by Augener, in its ‘Rhythmic Work’ series which included the well-known 

pedagogues: Adam Carse, Ethel Driver, and Jaques-Dalcroze. Ruth remained near home, working 

with the great English composer, Ralph Vaughan Williams, who mentioned her piano-playing in 

extant letters to Robert Müller-Hartmann and Herbert Howells in the early 1940s. Vaughan 

Williams also appointed her to be the Leith Hill Festival’s librarian, from 1948-1960, making sure 

all the instrumental parts were in good order, to be filed away in readiness for future 

performances. She would tell of his phoning her up with the news that “today we are ‘rubbing out’ 

Haydn”!  
 

She had a particular affinity with English music. Hearing Thomas Arne’s third Suite, played by the 

pianist, Kathleen Long, motivated her to find out more about baroque plucked keyboards, and she 

stated how she would never cease to be grateful for the time spent playing the instruments in the 

house of the Viennese musician, Susi Jeans (1911-1953), who lived at Cleveland Lodge, in nearby 

West Humble. In addition to her large three manual organ, Lady Jeans commissioned the first 

twentieth century, neo-classical, tracker-action organ to be built in Britain, and a much used and 

recorded, two-manual harpsichord with pedals by Maendler-Schramm of Munich. She was to run 

another local event, the Boxhill Festival, in addition to an annual summer school for organists. 

The other person to whom Ruth was particularly thankful, was the early revivalist keyboard 

maker, Thomas Goff (1898-1975), who started making harpsichords and clavichords in the early 

1950s at his house in Pont Street, near Sloane Square; he also generously allowed Ruth to practise 

there.   
 

Her career as a concert harpsichordist gradually developed and grew. In 1961, Ruth started 

teaching at the Royal College of Music, and soon became a professor of both piano and 

harpsichord, lecturing on early keyboard instruments, enhanced by her membership of the Galpin 

Society, and by the collection of historic instruments at the RCM, and she was awarded Fellowship 

of the RCM in 1980. She was a sought-after adjudicator, and in 1972, served on the panel for the 

prestigious international harpsichord competition at the Bruges Festival. She supported new 

composers, and she made a number of recordings for BBC Radio 3. From 1978, the Dolmetsch 

family regularly invited her to perform in the Haslemere festivals and to teach at the summer 

schools, which she continued to do until she died. One of her last successful partnerships was with 

a past pupil, Peter Medhurst, who frequently performed alongside her in lively, educational 

programmes, courses, and recordings. 

Writing of her CD, English Harpsichord Music, in October 2011, the BBC Music Magazine wrote: 

“the trailblazing doyenne's survey of still-neglected repertoire is authoritative, and ‘English’ in its 

tasteful, elegant restraint…” What an excellent description: she was indeed a doyenne, a senior 

ambassador and most respected or prominent woman in her particular field.  
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Peter Medhurst  

harpsichordist, organist, lecturer  
https://petermedhurst.com  

I realise with a shock that if Ruth Dyson were alive today, she would be 105 years old. However, for 

those of us who remember her, she was a little birdlike woman with a beaky nose, vibrantly 

spirited, formidably intelligent - and to borrow one of her own phrases when discussing the 

character of Domenico Scarlatti - charged with nervous energy. Ruth’s zest for life and her ability 

to get on with people of all ages, gave her a timeless quality that in later years belied her age. In 

my mind’s eye, Ruth will be eternally in her 50s.  

 

I first met Ruth when I was a postgraduate at the Royal College of Music in the late 1970s and on 

learning of her reputation as an inspired teacher, I made plans to take harpsichord lessons with 

her. Unfortunately, RCM timetables and other commitments made it impossible, so it wasn’t until 

a few years later that I journeyed down to The Shippen - her house in West Humble, near Dorking 

- for some long awaited lessons. I arrived at 4.30 pm, imagining that within an hour I’d be on my 

way home again – how wrong I was – and what transpired was unexpected, generous, and typical 

of the way Ruth behaved as a person. It was a very miserable, rainy November afternoon, and 

before I was barely out of the car, the front door of The Shippen opened and Ruth called out ‘Well 

done, well done! Come in, tea’s all ready’. Laid out on a silver tray in front of the drawing room 

fire, were biscuits and cakes (bought each week without fail from the local WI, I learned later), and 

a silver teapot which contained her own particular blend of Indian tea and Earl Grey. We chatted 

for more than an hour about common interests, and eventually drifted to her Michael Johnson 

harpsichord for an extended session on the Suites of Henry Purcell. As the weeks rolled by, it was 

clear that it wasn’t just a common interest in the harpsichord that we shared, but also, a love for 

presenting lectures on music and the arts. We soon joined forces and found a good deal of work in 

this field, and for the next 15 years or so, we performed and lectured together on a variety of 

musical topics from Music in Chaucerian England to Mozart’s Years in Vienna.  

The first occasion that Ruth and I worked together was in the early 1980s when we presented a 

weekend of lectures and recitals centred on music of the Elizabethan era. The venue was Christ 

Church in Guildford, and our audience of about 80 people was drawn not from the world of music 

students, or amateur players, but from Guildford’s circle of retired doctors, lawyers and teachers; 

in other words, intelligent listeners, who were keen to broaden their knowledge of music. I recall 

that Ruth spoke about the repertoire and style of 16th and 17th century English keyboard music, 

and illustrated her talks with examples played on her Adlam Burnett virginals muselar, which she 

had ferried to the venue in her trusty Austin Maxi.  

As Ruth lectured, I became increasingly aware of how effortlessly she wore her scholarship. With 

the skill of a conjurer, she drew her listeners into her narrative, even when discussing particularly 

knotty and esoteric ideas. Her presentation avoided all musical jargon and she held her listeners -

including me - in thrall. Ruth analysed, illustrated, and communicated her great love for a wide 

selection of works from William Byrd’s The Bells and John Bull’s Les Buffons to selected moments 

from Parthenia and the late works of Thomas Tomkins. Her speaking, her playing, and her 

enthusiasm for her subject was - from start to finish - inspired and professional; and it was all the 

more impressive, since no one who was present knew, except for me, that all of her upper teeth 

were going to be removed first thing on Monday morning, because pain killers were no longer 

effective in numbing her chronic toothache.   

 

Because of Ruth’s devotion to the harpsichord and her especial passion for the music of Couperin  

https://petermedhurst.com/
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and Rameau, people often believed that she spent her entire professional life ‘scratching around 

in the 18th
 

century’ - as she herself once said of her friend, Gerald Finzi. However, Ruth also had a 

broad knowledge and love of 19th
 

and 20th
 

century music and was always prepared to learn new 

pieces and research new lectures connected with later eras. I remember on one occasion sounding 

her out about joining me in some talks on Wagner’s Ring Cycle. I expected her to turn the project 

down, but Ruth’s immediate response was ‘I know just the piece that we should play’ and 

promptly went to her music cupboard to produce Souvenirs de Bayreuth by Gabriel Fauré and André 

Messager, a witty series of quadrilles for piano duet, inspired by the principal themes in the Ring 

Cycle. And indeed, we did play it, along with other related duets and pieces that she had cleverly 

unearthed. It was through her husband’s passion for Wagner’s music that Ruth had developed a 

taste for it herself.   

 

The story of Ruth’s aching teeth and her honouring of an existing engagement, despite the cost to 

herself, reminds me of a further example of her committed belief that the ‘show must go on’. In 

1996, Ruth and I were engaged by the Earnley Concourse in Chichester to present a series of talks 

on Brahms’ connections with the world of Baroque music - an interesting theme that allowed us to 

bring into play Handel’s Suites de Pièces of 1733, Handel’s Italian Duets, the keyboard music of 

Couperin, as well as carefully selected moments from Brahms’ music. Several weeks of rehearsals 

got us to grips with a repertoire of suitable pieces, and each of us was ahead of schedule with our 

prepared lectures. All was on course. However, four or five days before the event, the phone rang 

and I heard Ruth say to me ‘Bad news, Peter, Edward has died’ – Edward was her husband. Reeling 

from the shock, I then heard her add ‘but don’t worry, I’ll be there for the Brahms’ weekend, even 

if I am not quite myself’. Ruth kept to the lecture schedule, talked to her audience with her usual 

erudition, played her chosen pieces by Handel, Couperin and Brahms, and five days later buried 

her husband.  

Ruth was married to Edward Thomas, the nephew and namesake of the famous war poet. Edward 

worked at the Joint Intelligence Bureau, and latterly on the official history of British intelligence 

in the Second World War, but he shared Ruth’s love of music through playing the bassoon and the 

piano. Edward was proud and supportive of Ruth’s work, but in later years he was keen that she 

should work less, and that they should travel more. He was conscious that if they didn’t seize the 

moment, extended journeys might become too challenging for them. Among other travels in the 

1990s, they visited China, Germany, and the Isles of Scilly and I still have in my possession a 

postcard that Ruth wrote from a hotel on St Mary’s remarking ‘Edward and I have eaten too much 

and are lying on our beds groaning, but at the same time we are looking forward to - and dreading 

- the next enormous meal’. However, a musical engagement for Ruth generally trumped a holiday, 

and with the years, she became adept at balancing Edward’s thirst for travel and love of 

entertaining with her own schedule of musical commitments. However, on a couple of occasions 

her keenness to accommodate both, led her into deep water, which I’ll come to in a moment. 

 

Through our work together, Ruth and I acquired a large repertoire of early keyboard duos, either 

for four hands on one instrument, or for four hands on two. We used the repertoire as a quarry for 

performances we gave at music societies, festivals and other places, and we also used it for 

illustration in our pedagogical work. In 1987, we decided to make a recording of our favourite 

pieces and the result was an album entitled For Two to Play. The pieces ran from Nicholas 

Carleton’s A Verse - In Nomine to a late 18th
 

century arrangement of Handel’s Hallelujah Chorus. 

We also decided to use a variety of keyboard instruments for the recording, and so brought 

together two harpsichords, two virginals (muselar and spinetta) as well as a clavichord. We had 

much enjoyment and shared many a laugh while rehearsing, particularly over Ruth’s propensity to 
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leave an unplaying hand lingering on the keyboard, in the way of the other player. To this day my 

duet music is riddled with the pencilled instruction to herself: quittez.  

 

Just over a week before the recording was due to take place, Edward had arranged to entertain 

friends to Sunday lunch. Ruth, however, was conscious that lunch would take away valuable 

practice time, and so prepared as much of the food as possible ahead of time. This freed up a few 

precious moments at the harpsichord before the arrival of their guests. Ruth was so well organised 

that she even ground the coffee beans in advance. Ruth was a good cook and lunch was much 

enjoyed, causing her friends to remain till the early evening. When finally, she and Edward had 

waved them off in the drive, Ruth turned to him and said that she needed to go to accident and 

emergency, because when she had ground the coffee beans, she’d neglected to put the top of the 

grinder in place and had inadvertently shredded the tips of her fingers. Ruth had quietly placed 

plasters on her fingers, saying nothing of the disaster as she wished to avoid putting a damper on 

lunch. When eventually she was seen by a doctor, she insisted that no stitching or invasive surgery 

was to be used on her fingers, on account of the up-and-coming recording. I suggested postponing 

our sessions, but Ruth was insistent on going ahead, and indeed played as beautifully as ever. 

However, I shall never forget her soldiering on with large - and slightly bloodied - bandages on the 

digits of her right hand.  

 

After Edward’s sudden death in January 1996, a great deal of meaning went out of Ruth’s life and 

at times she found his absence almost impossible to bear. Nonetheless, she continued her work, 

and her last engagement was teaching the harpsichord and fortepiano on the Dolmetsch Summer 

School, in Chichester, in August 1997. On the penultimate night of the Summer School, I gave a 

lecture-recital on Mozart’s time in London in the 1760s, and had arranged with Ruth that we 

would play Mozart’s little harpsichord duet K19d. She was on sparkling form and I never heard her 

play better, but it was the last public appearance that she ever gave. The following morning while 

packing up her harpsichord for its journey home, she suffered a heart attack and collapsed on the 

floor by her instrument, never to revive. On reflection, I would say it was a perfect end to her life, 

she went out ‘on the job’, as it were, surrounded by the Dolmetsch family, whom she loved, and by 

friends, fellow teachers and students who were so important to her.  

Ruth’s funeral took place in Chichester Cathedral on a scorching, hot summer’s day and because I 

had chosen the music for the service, I arrived in good time to make sure that all was in order. As I 

walked through the nave, I was surprised to see so few chairs had been set out for those attending 

the service, so I suggested to the verger that more seating should be found, as it was likely to be a 

well-attended event. He was sceptical, and not inclined to follow my suggestion, since he only 

knew Ruth as one more old lady who attended services. Again, this was so typical of her humility. 

As more and more people streamed into the building to attend the service, I have an enduring 

memory of cathedral staff running frantically from one corner of the cathedral to another, in 

attempts to locate ever more chairs. By 11.00am there was standing room only, and a greater 

tribute to Ruth cannot be imagined than the sheer volume of family, friends and colleagues who 

came to see her off.  

Glancing back over what I’ve just written, I realise that the text carries the themes of generosity, 

imagination, endurance, professionalism, duty, humour, enthusiasm, humility, love and 

friendship. Some of these qualities are found in all people, but it is rare to find a hundred per cent 

of them in one person. Ruth was that exceptional person and to this day, I miss her very much.   
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Katharine May   

harpsichordist, director   
https://www.edenvalleymusic.co.uk/katharine-may-harpsichord   

I first met Ruth Dyson when I was 16. I was looking to develop my growing interest in the 

harpsichord, and she had been recommended to me as a teacher, so my parents got in touch with 

her and arranged a lesson. As I lived in Nottingham at the time, and she in Boxhill, the lesson 

involved a somewhat lengthy journey, initially with my parents by car and subsequently by train 

to London, across the city to Victoria and out to the tiny station where I would be met by a 

sprightly lady who drove me back to her house, The Shippen. My first impression was of a very 

friendly, jovial person, who had an equally friendly and jovial husband, Edward, and their house 

was truly fascinating. Quite apart from all the keyboard instruments which seemed to lurk in every 

corner, it was a house full of character, reflecting their wide interests in all things musical and 

historical. After an initial coffee, we would get to work. The harpsichord that I had my lessons on 

was a Michael Johnson instrument which was a dream for me to play especially given the very 

occasional access I had to a pedal instrument at Nottingham University. So, it felt wonderful to 

finally have my fingers on a historical copy and have a renowned specialist at my side making 

encouraging remarks and giving good advice. Lessons were always a decent length and afterwards 

she would insist on making me lunch before I made my long way home again. Their kitchen was 

where I discovered her love for woodpeckers that came to feed just outside the window. Still to 

this day, I always think of Ruth whenever I see or hear a woodpecker. And so, this pattern 

continued for the next 18 months or so, travelling to The Shippen roughly every two months until 

I was accepted at the Royal College of Music and could continue my lessons more frequently.  

 

Ruth was one of the most encouraging, warm and generous people that I have ever met. She knew 

just how to make her pupils feel important and she took great interest in them as people, not just 

as students. She had an incredible musical knowledge which she would impart in a very 

unassuming way, and I learnt so much from her about phrasing and playing expressively, as well 

as the harpsichordist's nuts and bolts such as ornaments and articulation. Some time ago, I 

collected together all the letters and postcards she wrote to me, and they make for very fond 

reading. Among them is a rather poignant letter advising me (as ‘one of my most faithful 

students’) that she would be retiring from the RCM, a decision that she bore with dignity and 

understanding but nevertheless was a hard one to come to terms with, not least as she was still 

very much the sprightly, alert musician that I'd first met. It gave me the greatest pleasure to help 

organise her retirement concert which, as she put it, ‘sprang so miraculously out of the floor of the 

Durrington Room like a magic feast in an opera. It was full of felicities, wit and style and 

spontaneity and a truly enchanting variety of music’. I often visited her after she moved to 

Chichester. The last letter I received from her was just two months before she died and I had 

subsequently arranged to see her in August and take along my future husband, who I know would 

have got on famously with her, but alas, it was not to be. I often think of Ruth, and it always gives 

me a warm feeling when I see her distinctive handwriting on my music. She was a very special 

person and I have everything to thank her for.   

 

Brian Blood and Marguerite Dolmetsch  
https://www.dolmetsch.com/dolmetschfoundation.htm  

Ruth Dyson first performed with the Dolmetsch family in 1978 at their summer early music 

festival held annually in Haslemere since 1925. The same year, she joined the faculty of their early 

music summer school held at Bishop Otter College, Chichester, which became The University of 

Chichester in 2005, where she taught harpsichord, clavichord and early piano.  

She had recently retired from the Royal College of Music, where she had been Professor of 

https://www.edenvalleymusic.co.uk/katharine-may-harpsichord
https://www.dolmetsch.com/dolmetschfoundation.htm
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Harpsichord, and was keen to take on more concert and recording work. Over the following 19 

years she joined with Jeanne and Marguerite Dolmetsch and others, giving concerts and illustrated 

lectures for music festivals, music clubs and branches of The National Association of Decorative 

and Fine Arts Societies, a national organisation promoting education in the arts and the 

preservation of artistic heritage.  

Marguerite remembers the rehearsals in Ruth’s spacious old house in Westhumble. The music 

room reflected Ruth’s career which began on the piano, and only later included historical 

keyboards. The room housed a Bechstein grand, two harpsichords, a spinet and a clavichord, 

while, in the hall, a splendid muselar by Adlam-Burnett was available for earlier repertoire up to 

that of Thomas Tomkins.  

After coffee and digestive biscuits, two hours of solid work would be broken by Ruth’s husband, 

Edward, his arms filled with produce from their overgrown garden and from which a delightful 

lunch would be fashioned. Edward, an intelligence officer who had worked in Iceland during WW2, 

was an amateur bassoonist and one of the founders of the Dorking Chamber Orchestra. Ruth was 

its Honorary President. Her links with the area went back to when Vaughan Williams was still 

conductor of the Leith Hill Musical Festival. She recounted a call from VW asking her to help ‘rub 

out’ Handel’s Messiah, cleaning the parts of comments left by previous players. 

Always a practical musician, she faced any setback with equanimity. On one occasion, the box 

containing the tools she used to tune and regulate her concert harpsichord was stolen from the 

back of her car. Fortunately, it was soon returned. 

From the 1970s, she favoured harpsichords made by Michael Johnson. These featured in many 

concerts, their sumptuous tone giving life to masterpieces by Bach, Rameau, and others. She was a 

responsive continuo player and a fine soloist, drawing the audience into the spell these 

programmes cast. 

It was on the last day of the 1997 Dolmetsch Summer School that Ruth collapsed and died, ending 

a rewarding association filled with happy memories and unrivalled highlights.  We still remember, 

as she walked onto the platform at the beginning of a concert, her exhortation: ‘Play bonny!’. 

Sophie Yates 

harpsichordist 
https://www.sophieyates.co.uk 

I studied with Ruth Dyson for the whole of my four-year course at the Royal College of Music, and 

she was a very different kind of teacher from anyone I had learned with up to that time.  At 

Chetham’s, I had been used to young, energetic teachers in an excitingly aspirational culture, but 

Ruth’s style was completely different. Initially, I missed the intensity of my school lessons but 

soon learned to appreciate her quieter approach; so much so that I now base my own teaching 

style closely upon it. I think the famous Goethe adage: ‘Treat people as if they were what they 

ought to be and you help them to become what they are capable of being’ sums it up. 

 

Like many of the professors at RCM at that time, Ruth offered a connection to the musical world of 

the earlier 20th century through her close, professional relationship with Vaughan Williams. This 

sense of a link to the past was inspiring: Ruth worked with VW, who had studied with Ravel, who 

had studied with Fauré, who worked with…. It also gave rise to many fascinating anecdotes. 

 

As I got to know Ruth better, I really grew to enjoy her wicked and occasionally, slightly 

indiscreet, sense of humour. She could be very tart indeed when people failed to come up to her 

https://www.sophieyates.co.uk/
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high standards; however, her own resolute spirit and work ethic was admirable. I have an image of 

her walking staunchly down Exhibition Road in London after listening to me play in a students’ 

concert in the RCM Museum. She was on her way home, late in the evening, battling winter 

weather with head-scarf firmly tied.  

Her death, coming just after a concert she herself had played, seemed perfectly appropriate. 

 

I feel extremely fortunate to have been taught by Ruth and only hope I reach my hand back to her 

and her forebears as well as forward to the future of my own students. 

 

Carol-Lyne Cooper 

harpsichordist, pianist 
https://www.discogs.com/artist/6828951-Carol-Lyne-Cooper 

I remember choosing to study harpsichord as my second instrument when I came to the Royal 

College of Music, as I had been studying the cello - but I had to fly over from South Africa and my 

parents couldn't afford the second seat on the plane for my cello, so I opted for the harpsichord, as 

I’d always loved playing Baroque and early music anyway! 

 

When I met Ruth at my first lesson, I remember feeling very apprehensive and nervous, but she 

was so calming, and extremely kind and encouraging.   She always gave her students the 

confidence to try anything - even if one felt insecure about things: exams, tests or upcoming 

recitals and concerts. She was wonderful: always imparting her wealth of knowledge, never being 

critical in a destructive way, as some teachers could be, and with such a positive attitude, which 

helped to encourage her pupils.  And she was always helpful musically, technically, in the most 

constructive ways. Her lectures were a treat, and she had the knack of including lots of humour 

about composers, and about the music as well - they were so totally informative, and immensely 

enjoyable too! 

 

Ruth was incredibly generous, giving up her time at weekends, when I would be invited to her 

home in Dorking for lessons on a Sunday, or to do ‘play-throughs’ before important events such as 

concerts or exams, etc.  And every time generously invited to have lunch after, then tea later 

before returning to digs in London! Ruth also recommended me for some amazing events, such as 

playing the George III harpsichord at an exhibit at the Queens Gallery while I was in my first year 

at the Royal College.  It was such a great opportunity, and so generous of Ruth to give it to me.  

When she was away doing concerts or tours, she would often ask me to deputise for her - which 

was somewhat nerve-wracking, since I’d be trying to help and instruct my fellow students! 

She also put me forward for doing a series over a week of recitals at the V&A Museum when they 

still had the ‘Musical Instruments’ display.  I remember going through the appropriate 

programmes to suit the various instruments: Harpsichord, Clavichord and the Fortepianos, and a 

square piano which Beethoven had played, as well as an extraordinarily colourful Giraffe Piano on 

which she suggested the Mozart Sonata that would be using all the amazing stops - producing 

bells, triangle effects, really novel musical colours…. Very exciting - and the events were also very 

well-attended throughout that time. 

 

Ruth Dyson was, and remains for me, one of the most special influences in my life, also as a most 

supportive teacher and friend… always generously giving of her precious time to give advice or to 

chat. 

A most special person, and I feel very fortunate to have been given the opportunity to know Ruth 

and to have worked with her over the years. Truly memorable, precious memories. 

 

https://www.discogs.com/artist/6828951-Carol-Lyne-Cooper
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Melvyn Tan 

pianist 
https://www.melvyntan.com 

Funny, witty, devilish, occasionally acerbic, down-to-earth, a wonderful raconteur…these could 

all describe the inimitable Ruth Dyson, one of Harpsichord’s greatest ambassadors!! 

I first heard her perform at my old school, the Menuhin School, where none of the students had 

ever encountered anything as ‘exotic’ an instrument as the harpsichord. There was something in 

my mind even then that I decided I would one day investigate this amazing sound-world further... 

and I did!  Lessons with Ruth were like wonderful guided tours of whatever piece you were working 

on, whether it was Bach, Handel, Couperin, Scarlatti: there were frequent anecdotes, sometimes 

mischievous, some things learned, and these were often inspired enhancements to the piece you 

were trying to master.  Of course there were the essential stylistic details discussed, but never ever 

pedantic and always in context with that particular piece you were working on.   

 

My lessons continued for a while after I graduated from the Royal College of Music, and I spent 

many lovely afternoons in Dorking working at repertoire, having lunch, strolling in their beautiful 

garden and listening to more delicious reminiscences from her beloved Edward.  Those afternoons 

were a kind of idyllic bliss and I came away feeling inspired, not just with the music I was playing 

but also from two wonderful, great human beings - a portrait of love and affection bathed in the 

glory of the music which surrounded them.  Happy days indeed! 

 

Margaret Phillips 

organist 
http://www.margaretphillips.org.uk 

I started my undergraduate studies at the Royal College of Music with organ and violin as joint 

principal studies, but as time went on I concentrated more on the keyboard side, first taking piano 

lessons with Ruth in order to improve my basic keyboard technique, and later adding harpsichord 

lessons.  This was my introduction to the instrument, and Ruth was a wonderfully inspiring 

teacher.  She introduced me not only to the harpsichord music of Couperin and Rameau, which 

was a revelation, but also to modern composers for the instrument such as Stephen Dodgson and 

Elizabeth Maconchy. Later, in 1976, we gave a few concerts together for two harpsichords, 

including one at The Purcell Room in 1976, for which I remember some very enjoyable rehearsals 

at Ruth's rather splendid home in Dorking.  

Sadly, as my career developed as an organist, we lost touch, and I regret not having sought her out 

in later years.  It was a great privilege to have both studied and worked with her. 

 

Julian Perkins 

harpsichordist, conductor 
http://julianperkins.com 

Ruth Dyson was a lady for whom the word 'spry' could have been coined.  Her sharp mind and 

acute wit made a lasting impression on me when I attended the Dolmetsch Summer School as a 

green school-leaver.  Her assertive relationship with the clavichord was a revelation, and I have 

particularly fond memories of tackling Rameau's 'Les Tendres Plaintes' with her - or, as she 

affectionately called it, 'The Tender Plants'.  

Her advice on keyboard touch has always stayed with me: rather as skaters stay connected to the 

ice, the hands should stay connected to the keys, only leaping when shifting to a new position. I'm 

blessed to have encountered such a mentor at the outset of my formal studies.   

 

https://www.melvyntan.com/
http://www.margaretphillips.org.uk/
http://julianperkins.com/
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Alexander Skeaping 

harpsichordist 

My parents both knew Ruth well, so when I switched from studying piano to harpsichord, she was 

the obvious choice of teacher.  And how fortunate I was in that choice. I learned so much from her, 

and as well as being a fine teacher (although she was ridiculously modest about it), what a fine 

harpsichordist she was too! 

 

Three of the highlights from my memories of Ruth: a Purcell Room recital, where she simply 

‘wowed’ the audience with a brilliant performance of Ligeti’s Continuum; the occasions when she 

asked me to deputise for her at the Royal College of Music on the few occasions when other 

commitments meant she could not be there - and through which I had the pleasure and privilege 

of meeting many of her other grateful students; and of course, the Memorial Concert for Ruth at 

the RNCM in 1998, where I performed, with Sophie Yates and Melvyn Tan, the Bach concerto for 

three harpsichords (Concerto in C BWV 1064). 

 

Long gone, but NEVER forgotten! 

 

Michael Mason 

I was a tuner for Ruth from 1964 to 1997.  I recall the time when Susi Jeans had borrowed Ruth’s 

tuning hammer.  I had just tuned for Susi in Dorking and accidentally put the hammer back in my 

own case. Realising my mistake I called Ruth when back home.  She wasn't impressed and, being 

the straight-talking person she was, reprimanded me with, ‘That was very careless!’  Feeling 

guilty, I immediately drove back to Dorking (both Ruth and Susi lived there, though at different 

ends) and Ruth was most surprised to see me on the doorstep so soon after, nevertheless very 

grateful to have the hammer back. 

 

When giving recitals, Ruth - ever the practical musician - never played using the 4 foot register 

after the interval in case by then it needed tuning again. 

 

---------------------------------- 

 

Ruth Dyson – her recollection of a “Pipe Tune” by Herbert Howells 

 

Andrew Mayes 

writer, researcher 

It has always been a matter of some regret that I never met Ruth Dyson, and on that basis, I’m 

perhaps not entirely qualified to write about her. She was held in great affection by the Dolmetsch 

family, and it was from them, particularly Jeanne, that my knowledge of her came.  

 

Carl Dolmetsch’s annual Wigmore Hall recitals, given over a period of fifty years, with only two 

exceptions, contained the premiere of a new work commissioned for the occasion. At his very last 

recital, given in October 1989, the new work was not a commission, but one which came about 

largely as a result of a chance musical recollection of Ruth’s. In February 1988 the composer Alan 

Ridout sent Carl Dolmetsch a short work for recorder and harpsichord entitled Variants on a Tune 

of HH; a sixteen-bar melody by Herbert Howells, to which Ridout provided a simple 

accompaniment, followed by four contrasted variations and a coda. The manuscript score 

contained an intriguing preface:  
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The tune employed in this work was composed in about 1934 for Anne Lawrence. Howells called 

it “Pipe Tune” and wrote it in the presence of the young Miss Lawrence. There were originally 

two unaccompanied pieces. Neither were published or collected, and this one was written out 

from memory by Ruth Dyson (who had known Miss Lawrence) on 11th April 1987. 

 

It has always seemed remarkable to me that Ruth Dyson remembered this tune written down over 

fifty years previously, and thus stimulated Ridout’s piece (he had been a composition pupil of 

Howells at the Royal College of Music). In the letter to Dolmetsch with which Ridout enclosed the 

score he described it as ‘A little work for descant recorder and harpsichord for you and dear Joseph 

to play.’ Joseph Saxby, who had, by that time, virtually retired from public performance, did not 

take part in Dolmetsch’s last Wigmore Hall recital. Perhaps, under such circumstances, though 

there is no particular evidence, Dolmetsch, having Ridout’s piece to hand, did not see the need to 

commission a new work. For its performance at the recital, Dolmetsch was accompanied by Sir 

David Lumsden, and thus maintained, thanks to Ruth bringing Howells’s tune to Ridout’s 

attention, the almost unbroken tradition of first performances established over the fifty years of 

recitals.      

 

---------------------------------- 

 
Ruth Dyson and the British Clavichord Society 

 

Judith Wardman 
www.clavichord.org.uk 

The British Clavichord Society (1994–2019) was fortunate to include among its early supporters 

both Ruth Dyson and Dr Carl Dolmetsch. One of our first events, on 2 September 1995, was an 

afternoon meeting in Haslemere on ‘Arnold Dolmetsch and His Clavichords’; brokered for us by 

Paul Simmonds, it consisted of a lecture by Dr Carl and then a recital by Ruth, played on no fewer 

than four Dolmetsch clavichords. Kenneth Mobbs, who reviewed the event for our fledgling 

Newsletter, concluded ‘It was a privilege to have been present’, a feeling still shared but made 

more poignant because many of the key figures have died. Kenneth’s report, available on-line, 

provides a skilful summary of a brilliant lecture which deserves to be read in full if possible: it was 

later published separately, with the title ‘Plus fait douceur que violence: Arnold Dolmetsch and the 

Clavichord’.1 

 
Kenneth was equally impressed by Ruth’s recital: ‘Miss Dyson showed herself to be a witty and 

lively speaker in her introductions, and a brilliant interpreter of the very varied music in the 

programme that she played.’ I know his enthusiasm was widely shared by the audience, and I 

remember Ruth’s warmth and good humour in accepting their compliments and answering 

questions afterwards. 

 
For the record I’ll include brief details of the recital. On the earliest clavichord, a pretty polygonal 

instrument painted by Helen Fry (1897), Ruth played two short pieces by Türk. On a five-octave 

clavichord made at the Gaveau workshops in 1912 she played two C. P. E. Bach Fantasies, in C 

minor (‘Hamlet’, Wq. 63/6) and G minor (Wq. 117/13), and on a 1938 instrument owned by Dr Carl 

himself she played La Doune cella from the Mulliner Book and two Preludes and Fugues from Book 

I of the ‘48’ (D minor and B flat major). Finally, on a 1975 five-octave instrument she played the 

 
1For more details, see the websites of the British Clavichord Society and the Dolmetsch Foundation 

www.clavichord.org.uk/More/History/Dolmetsch_centenary.html  and www.dolmetsch.com. 

  

www.clavichord.org.uk
http://www.clavichord.org.uk/More/History/Dolmetsch_centenary.html
www.dolmetsch.com
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witty Haydn Menuet al rovescio (Hob. XVI/26), and ended the recital with two pieces by Herbert 

Howells, Dyson’s Delight and Hughes’ Ballet. 

 

This is the only clavichord recital by Ruth that I heard. In 1997 we had invited her to give a full-

scale solo recital for the BCS and were due to discuss dates with her when she died after 

completing her work at the Dolmetsch Summer School. To compound our sadness, her LP 

recording of Howells and the Clavichord, released in 1981 to celebrate Howells’ ninetieth birthday, 

had become a rare collector’s item; the recording company, Wealden, had closed, and efforts by 

British Clavichord Society members and others to organise a reissue came to nothing. As an 

advocate of Howells (and a warm supporter of younger musicians) Ruth would surely have enjoyed 

the revival of interest in Howells in her own centenary year, 2017: a complete live performance in 

Cambridge by Francis Knights and Dan Tidhar and a very well-received complete recording by 

Julian Perkins, who was taught by Ruth at a Dolmetsch Summer School and dedicated the 

recording to her memory.2 

 

---------------------------------- 

 

 

 

 
2 Prima Facie records PFCD 065/6.  

  Ruth Dyson at her Goble harpsichord 

Ruth with her husband Edward Thomas 
(courtesy of Penelope Cave) 

 

at her Michael Johnson harpsichord                    → 

 

                                                                             → 
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at Cleveland Lodge, the home of Susi Jeans, 

1977. George Thalben-Ball, bottom right. 
(courtesy of Michael Mason) 

     

 

 

 
 

with Michael Johnson and her MJ harpsichord 

 

with Peter Medhurst, Jeanne and Marguerite Dolmetsch   

and Edward Thomas 

 

with the Dolmetsch family: Jeanne (L), Brian 

Blood (back), Dr Carl, Greta and Marguerite 

 

with Peter Medhurst and a copy of 

Mendelssohn's Songs Without Words, 

personally signed by the composer 

 

 

with Jeanne Dolmetsch on the last day of the 1997 

Dolmetsch Summer School (the day before she died) 
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Huguette Dreyfus seated at her harpsichord, Paris, 1959 

 (photo: Bibliothèque Nationale de France) 

FEATURE 

The Role of Huguette Dreyfus  
              in the Early Music Renaissance  
With the passing of Huguette Dreyfus in 2016, the harpsichord world lost one of its most charismatic and 

cherished figures.  Former pupil and friend, Sally Gordon-Mark, charts the life of this hugely influential 

performer and teacher and reminds us of what a prolific and indefatigable role Huguette played over many 

decades in the resurgence of early music - not only in France but throughout the international community.  

 

At the end of World War II, circumstances in 

France were hardly propitious for musicians 

interested in performing early music: printed 

music was scarce, impresarios were skittish 

about scheduling concerts, there were no 

festivals or copies of historic instruments. 

Television and long-playing records didn’t exist, 

and most of France’s radio transmitters had 

been destroyed during the war. Only the Schola 

Cantorum Basiliensis in Switzerland together 

with the Schola Cantorum and l’Ecole de Musique 

Ancienne in France offered courses in early 

music. The interested musician had to search for 

manuscripts in archives and libraries, and be an 

adept sightreader.   

 
Since the beginning of the 19th century, many 

musicians, musicologists and composers in 

France had propagated early music: Vincent 

d’Indy, Charles Bordes and Félix-Alexandre 

Guilmant founded the Schola Cantorum; Louis Diémer, who regularly gave concerts of early music 

on period instruments, created the Société des Instruments Anciens; François-Joseph Fétis, a Belge, 

organised the series of Concerts Historiques at the Paris Conservatory, and Wanda Landowska, who 

performed and taught in France from 1900 until 1940, founded the Ecole de Musique Ancienne in 

Paris in 1925. Interest certainly, but not a movement.  

A full-fledged early music revival could only be possible with access to authentic instruments, 

urtext and facsimile editions, LPs and more performance venues. In 1948, the Aix-en-Provence 

festival was created. In the U.S., Columbia Records introduced the first long-playing phonograph 

record in June 1948, after securing a deal with the Philco Radio Company to manufacture new 

players; Frank Hubbard and William Dowd set up their workshop in 1949 to build copies of historic 

instruments. In Germany, Henle Verlag was founded in 1948 and Bärenreiter in 1950, both 

publishing urtext editions of Baroque music. During this period, Huguette Dreyfus abandoned the 

piano for the harpsichord to become the most important French harpsichordist of her generation. 

She played a significant part in introducing early music to audiences and students worldwide.  
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She was born Pauline Huguette on November 30, 1928, in Mulhouse (Alsace, France) to Marguerite 

Bloch and Fernand Dreyfus. She and her brother Pierre, eight years her elder, grew up in a 

comfortable, encouraging environment. Because he played the piano, she wanted lessons too and 

started at age four. From the very beginning, she played duets, improvised and enjoyed playing in  

public. When war was declared, Jewish families were evacuated from the Alsace region and 

Fernand took his family to Vichy. Pierre went to Toulouse to study medicine and Huguette 

enrolled under a pseudonym in the Clermont-Ferrand music conservatory in France’s ‘free zone.’ 

In 1942, the Nazis occupied France entirely and on December 10th, the family escaped over the 

Alps to settle in Geneva. Then 14, she entered the Conservatory of Lausanne.  

 
Having completed her superior-level piano studies, she returned to Clermont-Ferrand to take final 

exams in March and June, 1945. Then she joined her brother Pierre in Paris before enrolling at the 

Ecole Normale to study piano with concert artist Lazare-Lévy. Huguette concluded her lessons with 

him in June 1948, but continued taking counterpoint and music theory classes. She later said that 

the benefit of accompanying a vocal class at the school was learning about how to let the music 

breathe, something she would emphasise later in her own teaching. In 1949, her father purchased 

an apartment in Paris overlooking the Seine, where the family would live together for the rest of 

their lives.  

 
That September, Huguette enrolled in the music history course given by organist and musicologist 

Norbert Dufourcq at the Paris Conservatory. Johann Sebastian Bach was its focus, and because 

there were no harpsichords in the conservatory (after the French Revolution, it had 26 

harpsichords burned and sold 12), Dufourcq had a Pleyel installed in the classroom. This intense 

introduction to Bach’s music may have influenced her, because out of the 116 recordings she 

made, 36 were of Bach’s works, played on her favourite harpsichord, the 1754 Hemsch that the 

late Claude Mercier-Ythier would always provide to her. Dufourcq approached his class with 

immense inspiring enthusiasm: he had his students comb the National Archives and Library for 

French Baroque manuscripts which he had them copy, arrange and perform in concert and on the 

radio, in his student ensemble, ‘Histoire et Musique.’  

 
In addition to Dufourcq’s class and a pedagogy course, she studied aesthetics and musical analysis 

with Olivier Messaien. In September 1950, she entered the aesthetics class of Alexis Roland-

Manuel; his influence on her cannot be overstated. This composer, music critic and radio 

broadcaster recognised her gifts and supported her professional ambitions. She also joined the 

unofficial harpsichord class that Dufourcq created, taught by another student, Jacqueline Masson. 

On June 15, 1951, she passed her exam; on the jury was a former student of Landowska, Aimée van 

de Wiele. Huguette had gone as far as she could in less than a year. She didn’t want to study with 

Marcelle Delacour and while she considered van de Wiele a good player, she didn’t like the 

technique - ‘hands coming down from the ceiling’ - that she had learned from Landowska.   

 
Masson recommended she take Ruggero Gerlin’s summer classes in Siena at the Accademia 

Musicale Chigiana, but it was obligatory to go to Siena to audition for Gerlin and she couldn’t. In 

October 1951, having survived the war, her father was killed when he was struck by a truck in front 

of their residence. Her brother was away, practising medicine in the south of France, so it fell on 

Huguette to help support the household while she continued to pursue her studies and establish a 

career. The following year, she auditioned for Gerlin and was accepted by the Accademia, where 

annual classes were scheduled from mid-July to mid-September. Huguette won scholarships from 

1953 to 1956 and attended for eight summers.   
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Huguette Dreyfus and Ruggero Gerlin during 

a recording session, Paris 1963  

(photo: Bibliothèque Nationale de France) 

 

In June 1953, she finished Dufourcq’s course; he, along with Roland-Manuel and Ruggero Gerlin, 

would always be part of her musical pantheon. She began classes the following month in Siena. At 

the Accademia there were concerts every night, and operas given in the palace theatre. She audited 

classes by George Enesco and Andres Segovia. Other students she met included Kenneth Gilbert, 

John Williams, Claudio Abbado and Jill Severs. This 

‘dream’ as she called it, this enchanting environment, 

stimulated her deeply.  

 
Gerlin’s classes - intense and tiring according to 

Huguette - were in French and held for four hours every 

two days. He demanded absolute attention: students 

weren’t permitted to speak during the lessons. They 

worked on imposed pieces, playing pieces mostly by 

Bach, Couperin, Rameau and Scarlatti - the same 

foursome that would dominate her concert 

programmes. In his lessons, Gerlin stressed analysis of 

the music in order to best interpret it, fingering, and 

technique in quest of beautiful sounds. He had been a 

disciple of Landowska’s for 20 years, but Huguette was 

intrigued to see that he did not adopt her technique 

although he clearly venerated her. Huguette was the 

only student asked to demonstrate hand positions to 

the class, but being singled out made her 

uncomfortable: vainglory was not in her nature. Gerlin 

in a letter to Huguette: ‘I will always be happy to 

welcome you and work with you; there will always be a 

place for Miss Dreyfus who has given me full 

gratification and deserves to be helped.’  

 
From 1954 on, Huguette accompanied other artists in concert and had an average of 10 private 

students. Her agenda pages were filled to the edges with appointments. She frequently played 

continuo in several Parisian orchestras and joined an ensemble, the Quator Instrumental de Lutèce. 

In January 1956, they recorded a disc, her first, of Boismortier and Naudot sonatas.   

 
On July 28, 1956, invited by Roland-Manuel, she played in a chamber group on his programme, 

Plaisir de la musique. This would be the first of 194 radio appearances. Getting wind from the 

North of the burgeoning movement imposing authenticity in the interpretation of early music, 

Huguette sought lessons with harpsichordist and musicologist Antoine Geoffrey-Deschaume, but 

stopped after a few years because she couldn’t bear his ‘absolute fanaticism.’ Huguette would 

never adopt the Amsterdam movement of authenticity. Rather, her attitude was to remain open-

minded, relying on her own musicality and intellect. She remained flexible in response to 

scholarly advancements and changing opinions, but didn’t believe in ‘correct’ or fixed 

interpretations. What mattered to her was the music itself: how to make it sing, how to evoke its 

character.  

In 1958 Huguette entered her first and last international harpsichord competition; in December, 

she would turn 30. As a gift to her, her brother Pierre purchased an alleged Nicolas Blanchet 

double-manual harpsichord, built around 1715, which he had found in the shop of an antique 
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dealer on Rue Royale in Paris (probably Maurice Bensimon at N° 5, who specialised in 18th-

century French items). The instrument had been in Raymond Russell’s collection before it was 

sold at a Sotheby’s auction in June 1956 to Pelham Galeries in London.  

Huguette engaged technician Marcel Asseman, often employed by the Paris Conservatory, Pleyel 

and Gaveau to maintain the harpsichord. When William Dowd later examined the instrument 

minutely, he observed that the keyboard and action were modern, but no evidence of restoration 

by Asseman has been found by Jean-Claude Battault, Directeur du laboratoire de recherches, at the 

Musée de la Musique in Paris. Dowd later described the harpsichord in his essay, The Surviving 

Instruments of the Blanchet Workshop (The Historical Harpsichord, Volume One, General Editor, 

Howard Schott, Pendragon Press, 1984). Battault has established that the instrument is probably 

not a Blanchet - its history is unknown and it was reconstructed, possibly in the early 20th 

century. The soundboard and rosace are not authentic.  

The 14th Concours d'exécution musicale in Geneva opened on September 20, 1958. (On July 29th, 

Huguette had given her first radio interview.) Huguette arrived there alone and exhausted and 

couldn’t speak at all: she had laryngitis. There were seven harpsichord contestants - four women, 

three men. The first round was on stage but with no audience. The players were separated by a 

curtain from the jury: Isabelle Nef, Ralph Kirkpatrick, Thurston Dart, Ruggero Gerlin, Amy Van de 

Wiele, Eta Harich-Schneider, and Eduard Müller. The players were told not to move or make a 

sound. Huguette played a Bach prelude and fugue on a Neupert with a sonority that disturbed her. 

She realised during the fugue that a coupler was only halfway in position. By the second round, 

October 1st, the other candidates had been eliminated and she played a programme of imposed 

pieces before an audience. The last round took place on October 4th, a public recital in Victoria 

Hall, where she played Haydn’s Concerto in G major with an orchestra that unfortunately 

overpowered her instrument, according to a review in the Journal de Genève. She received a silver 

medal; that year, there were no harpsichord prizes given. Her not having won a first prize did not 

diminish the attention that her distinction in the competition brought her. Eventually the silver 

medal metamorphosised on her bio into a gold one, then a first prize - undoubtedly at the 

insistence of her record labels.  

In October, 1959 she met Michel Bernstein, founder of Valois Records and later Astrée, 

specialising in early music played on period instruments. Hearing her play, he offered her a 

contract. There were reservations on her part, but Gerlin reassured her that she was ready to 

record. On February 3, 1960, she gave her first solo performance on the radio, in a concert given by 

‘Histoire et Musique.’ (She first appeared on national television in 1968.)  

Her intense efforts came to fruition: her career took flight in 1962. Huguette gave her first solo 

concert in January, and Valois released her first solo LPs in three-disc sets: pieces by François 

Couperin and the integral works of Rameau. Paul Kuentz gave another boost to her career: over a 

period of ten years, she was a featured soloist in his orchestra and went on her first tours - France 

in 1962 and the U.S. and Canada in 1963. In the orchestra, she met flautist Christian Lardé; they 

formed a trio with Jean Lamy and performed in concerts, on radio and television, and also 

recorded for Valois. In 1964, nine albums of hers were released on Valois and Erato; in 1967, 10. If 

this success brought her happiness, then it was shattered by the sudden and premature death of 

her brother on May 2, 1967. In November, she lost her mother.   

 
Throughout her rich career, she performed in concerts and on recordings with other illustrious 

artists, including friends, students, and her own maître Gerlin, performing in North and South 

America, the U.K., South Africa, Japan, and all over Europe. In 1979, Mariko Oikawa, her first 
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Henryk Szeryng, Huguette Dreyfus c1974 

(photo: Bibliothèque Nationale de France) 

Eduard Melkus, Huguette Dreyfus, 1996                  

(photo: courtesy of Eduard Melkus) 

 

Japanese student, invited her to Japan to perform and record with her group Tokyo Solisten. In 

1982, Huguette signed a contract with the Japanese label, Denon, for whom she would record over 

30 LPs and CDs.  

Yannick Guillou, a former student of Huguette, remembers her collaboration with Henryk Szeryng. 

‘A friend of Huguette, the baritone Jacques Herbillon, 

had taken up the habit for fun of giving a false name 

when he phoned. (During a lesson) Huguette’s 

housemaid Paulette announced: ‘It’s Guillaume 

Machaut who would like to speak with you.’ Another 

day, Huguette answered the phone herself and a man 

asked if he had reached Maestra Dreyfus. Thinking it 

was Jacques, she replied - extremely annoyed - that 

she was very busy, he was making her lose time and to 

get right to the point. ‘But Madame… I am Maître 

Henryk Szeryng, the violinist.’ She was mortified. 

Szeryng invited her to go on tour in Italy with him in 

March and April, 1974, and she accepted. The two 

played several times at La Fenice in Venice and at the 

Accademia Santa Cecilia in Rome, the first of many 

performances together. Szeryng told Eduard Melkus 

that he considered her the best harpsichordist in 

France.   

 

 

 

 

She first met Melkus at the Saint-Maximin summer 

academy, about 1965. Along with the late René 

Clemencic, who founded Musica Antiqua in 1958, the 

Viennese violinist was one of the few Austrian 

musicians playing early music in the 1950s. Their 

teacher Josef Mertin was the torchbearer of early 

music in Vienna, an important influence on 

conductors and musicians such as Gustav Leonhardt, 

Nikolaus and Alice Harnoncourt whom Melkus 

introduced to him. Eduard and Huguette regularly 

invited each other to perform. She often came to 

Vienna to play with his ensemble, the Capella 

Academica Wien, in the Albertina Museum. Together 

they recorded 13 albums, including the Mystery 

Sonatas by Biber. Their LPs of Haydn trios were 

recorded in Vienna - Huguette playing an historic 

fortepiano from the collection of Paul Badura-Skoda. 

Their collaboration continued until the end of 2008, 

when Huguette gave her last concerts in Vienna, and 

in Mulhouse where a tribute to her was organised by 

conservatory director Xavier Lallart and a medal 

presented her.   
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Huguette Dreyfus and Jory Vinikour, Villecroze, 1989 (photo: 

kindly provided by Jory Vinikour & restored by Stuart Gordon) 

 

 

Teaching for her was as important as being a concert artist. Although she is the recognised teacher 

of international artists like Olivier Baumont, Kristian Nyquist, Christophe Rousset and Jory 

Vinikour, it is not commonly known that she was also the principal professor of Blandine Verlet,  

to whom she gave extraordinary attention. In April 1958, Blandine, in Marcelle Delacour’s class at 

the Paris Conservatory, began studying privately with Huguette and was her protégé for more than 

ten years. Blandine accompanied her to Siena to study with Gerlin, and was invited by Huguette to 

play in radio programmes and on the 1963 Critère recording of the integral Bach concerti, 

featuring Huguette and Ruggero Gerlin. On September 16th, 1962, Blandine’s father, the 

distinguished Dr. Pierre Verlet (Chief Conservator of the Louvre and renowned art historian) 

wrote: ‘Please allow me to express our gratitude to you for all you have done for Blandine. You 

were a mother to her in Siena, from which she returned this morning, delighted.’ Blandine’s 

individual and distinct way of playing most likely found sustenance in Huguette’s manner of 

encouraging her students to think for themselves and develop their own styles.   

 
Huguette particularly enjoyed the summer sessions of the Académie de l’orgue classique in Saint-

Maximin-la-Sainte-Baume and later in Villecroze. Mercier-Ythier had recommended her to the 

Académie’s creator, Dr. Pierre Rochas and in 1964, she gave five concert-conferences. She was a 

success and early music classes and concerts were established there the following year. She 

continued until 1979. ‘There were so many students who frequented my courses during 15 years. 

They came from all over the world and then spread the knowledge that they had acquired in their 

respective countries.’ Claude loaned his Hemsch not only for the Saint-Maximin classes, but also 

for the summer sessions of the Académie de Musique Ancienne at Villecroze, where Huguette gave 

masterclasses from 1983 until 2008. At both 

academies, she was joined by friends 

including Melkus, Lardé and his wife, 

harpist Marie-Claire Jamet, to concertise 

and give instrumental and chamber music 

classes.  

 
In 1967 she was named professor of 

harpsichord at the Schola Cantorum in 

Paris, a position she kept until 1990. From 

1971 until 1982, she taught basso continuo 

at the Sorbonne and was harpsichord 

professor at the municipal French 

conservatory of Bobigny. In 1982, she was 

named harpsichord professor at both the 

Conservatoire Supérieur de Région in Lyon 

and the Conservatoire Supérieur de Région 

in Rueil-Malmaison, where she remained 

until retirement; classes were created at the latter especially for her and Marie-Claire Alain. 

Because of her international renown as a concert artist and teacher, Huguette was regularly 

invited to sit on the juries of conservatories and international competitions. In June 1973, she was 

made Chevalier de l’Ordre National du Mérite, and in April 1987, Officier de l’Ordre National du 

Mérite.   
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Sally Gordon-Mark and Huguette Dreyfus, 

Paris, c1993 
(photo: a personal photograph of the author) 
 

 

Her genius for teaching resided in her wanting to respond sensitively to her students: ‘A teacher 

always has to take into account the personality of the student and what his possibilities are to go 

farther.’ She encouraged dialogue, not blind obedience: ‘Everything is always open to discussion.’ 

She didn’t want to impose her views; it didn’t matter to her if a student disagreed with her ideas, it 

was just important that the student had ideas of his own. She recognised that the mere fact of 

playing before one’s peers in a classroom was intimidating and reminded the student: ‘All that  

counts is the music.’ She took her role very seriously: ‘The tighter the relationship between 

student and teacher is, the more the teacher has to pay attention.’   

 
In 2009, Huguette stopped concertising for reasons of health. In the following years, she 

continued to give interviews, receive students, and participate in symposiums. Invited by Kristian 

Nyquist, she gave masterclasses at the Hochschule für Musik Karlsruhe. In 2015 she suffered a grave 

accident and spent months in the hospital. In the spring of 2016, Huguette was hospitalised again. 

Students kept a vigil in her room in the weeks before her death; the nursing staff mistook them for 

family members. She died peacefully close to midnight on May 16th, with the radio on at her 

bedside and forbidden pots of roses next to the window.   

 
Heartbroken students honoured her with concerts and book dedications. A memorial concert was 

held on May 5th, 2018 at the Conservatory in Rueil-Malmaison where students related anecdotes 

and played on a beautiful Ruckers copy loaned by maker Marc Ducornet. Soon after, on June 8, 

2018, the Conservatoire de musique, danse et art dramatique de Mulhouse Huguette Dreyfus was 

inaugurated, named after her by popular vote. No tribute to her could have been greater than this. 

  

In addition to her extensive discography, she left behind three publications: Mélanges François 

Couperin. Paris: A. et J. Picard et Cie to which she contributed an article; Rencontres de Villecroze 

(1995) François Couperin: nouveaux 

regards: actes des Rencontres de 

Villecroze, 4 au 7 octobre 1995, sous 

la direction d’Huguette Dreyfus, and 

a Wiener Urtext edition, Johann 

Sebastian Bach: Goldberg Variations 

for piano BWV 988 UT50159. Edited 

from the new Bach-Edition by 

Christoph Wolff. Fingering and 

comments on interpretation by 

Huguette Dreyfus.   

 

Huguette bequeathed two instruments to the Musée de la Musique in Paris: her harpsichord -

recently christened ‘Le Dreyfus,’ which will be available for concerts, master classes and recordings  
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- and an 1821 Broadwood fortepiano. Her documents, photographs, concert programmes and 

posters are preserved in the Bibliothèque nationale de France (Richelieu), VM Fonds DRE. Her 

appearances on French radio and TV can be viewed at INA at the Bibliothèque nationale de France 

(François Mitterand).   

You will find her complete discography listed here www.sallygordonmark.com     

 
In closing: Huguette was particularly appreciated by her adult students who were not striving to 

be professional artists, but to whom, if they were serious, she gave the same level of attention. 

One such student, diplomat Pascal Texeira da Silva, remarked: ‘It was the present and the future 

that animated her, not nostalgia. Boredom was a condition that was absent from her vision of life. 

She knew how to share her enthusiasm as much as she did her art. She transmitted energy and joy 

(…) This lesson of life was as precious as her lessons on music. Gratitude is the greatest tribute 

that one can render her.’   

 

With deep gratitude, I thank those I interviewed and those who have given me invaluable 

assistance: Judith Andreyev, Jean-Claude Battault, Olivier Baumont, Brian Blood (the Dolmetsch 

Foundation), the Conservatoire Emmanuel Chabrier, Jocelyne Cuiller, Maria de Lourdes Cutolo, 

Matthew Dirst, Françoise Dreyfus, Katarina Glachant, François-Pierre Goy, Yannick Guillou, Denis 

Herlin, Marie-Claire Jamet, Elisabeth Joyé, Paul Kuentz, Susan Landale, Véronique Le Guen, 

Françoise Lengellé, Ellen Maserati, the late Claude Mercier-Ythier, Mahan Esfahani, Marie-Claude 

Moreau Mangin, Frank Mento, Laure Morabito, Kristian Nyquist, Shigeru Oikawa, the late Anne-

Marie Beckensteiner Paillard, Olivier Papillon, Miriam Pizzi (the Accademia Chigiana), Salvo 

Romeo, Alan Rubin, the late Zuzana Růžičková, Christophe Rousset, Didier Schnorhk (the 

Concours de Genève), Richard Siegel, Catherine Stone, Pascal Teixeira da Silva, Noëlle Spieth, 

Robert Tifft, Jory Vinikour, Peter Watchorn, Jed Wentz, Ilton Wjuniski.   

 

 

                                                                                                      Sally Gordon-Mark 
 
Born in New York City, Sally Gordon-Mark has dual nationality (Franco-American), is trilingual and 

has lived in Europe for over 35 years. Gordon-Mark works independently as a historical researcher 

and translator; her past clients included Yale University, the Cartier Foundation, the French 

Ministry of Culture and Warner Classics/Erato. Notably she was the principal researcher for Hal 

Vaughan’s book, “Sleeping With the Enemy” (2012) and is still interviewed on French television 

because of her discoveries regarding Coco Chanel’s wartime activities. The author is currently 

writing the biography of Star Wars Film Producer Robert Watts. Gordon-Mark was a devoted friend 

of Huguette Dreyfus, after having studied the harpsichord with her at the Conservatoire Supérieur 

de Région (now CRR) in Rueil-Malmaison. (See www.sallygordonmark.com.) 

http://www.sallygordonmark.com/
http://www.sallygordonmark.com/


33 

 

‘Clavecin le Dreyfus’, Musée de la Musique, Paris 

 

 

FEATURE 

Guillaume Finaz  and 'le Dreyfus' 
 

Harpsichord maker Guillaume Finaz has been responsible for the recent restoration of the harpsichord of 

Huguette Dreyfus - now coined 'le Dreyfus' and referenced in the preceding article by Sally Gordon-Mark.  I 

invited Guillaume to talk about his work and the recent findings which have radically recalibrated the 

provenance of this instrument.  I am grateful to him for his co-operation, and also to curator Jean-Claude 

Battault for granting me access on a recent visit to the Musée de la Musique in Paris.  My thanks go to 

Adrien Morin-Guardia for his translation into English from the original French. PN 

 

How did the question of the harpsichord's history come into doubt? 
Until Huguette Dreyfus’ passing, this harpsichord, although seen by a certain number of 

specialists, was considered as a Blanchet. After Huguette died, the instrument joined the 

collection at the Musée de la Musique in Paris whereupon doubts quickly arose as to its attribution 

to the Blanchet workshop. Certain details betray a ‘fake Blanchet’, such as the rose bearing the 

‘NB’ initials, which does not resemble the ones found on other authenticated Blanchets. Other 

elements from the soundboard, such as the string tailpiece, do not correspond to work of the 

French 18th century. 

In-depth examinations of the harpsichord were led by the museum's teams, including Christine 

Laloue and Jean-Claude Battault. Radiographies have revealed a soundboard structure and the 

presence of heavy elements designed to rigidify the instrument’s body, which show work later 

than the 18th century. Dendrochronology of the soundboard dates some wooden elements to the 

late 19th century. Whilst certain 

elements of the harpsichord such as 

the soundboard and ‘piétinement’ - or 

stamping – correspond to the early 

20th century, others, such as the body 

and the wrestplank, are most likely 

from the 18th century. Therefore, and 

with all the necessary caution 

exercised when dealing with an 

instrument with such a complicated 

history, it can be said that it is a 

reconstruction of a harpsichord, 

conducted in the early 20th century 

with elements dating from the 18th. 

 

Has the scarcity of extant Blanchet harpsichords made it harder to study their building 

methodology and thereby establish classification? 

Indeed, from the abundant production of Blanchets, very few instruments have remained to us. 

The study of instruments from this dynasty of makers shows great differences between them, 

although they share similar construction methods. Eventually, no Blanchet harpsichord resembles 

another, strictly speaking. Many specialists were able to observe Huguette Dreyfus’ harpsichord 

before it arrived at the museum, yet none seems to have doubted anything enough to refute its 

attribution to Nicolas Blanchet. The research done on historical harpsichords from the 1950s by 

pioneers such as William Dowd or Frank Hubbard, along with specific technical processes, allow us 

to better understand the past of historical instruments. The museum of music has been able to 
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Above: Quilling work 

 

 

 

Left: Restoration underway 

 Jean-Claude Battault, Guillaume Finaz and 

Pamela Nash 

carry out a series of examinations on the Dreyfus harpsichord, which would hardly have been 

accessible to makers and specialists who had observed it while in Huguette’s apartment. 

Are there copies of this instrument that you know of? 

To my knowledge, no mapping plans allowing for the copy of this harpsichord have been made. 

Regarding harpsichord makers, the term of ‘copy’ is often inexact, I prefer to speak of instruments 

made ‘after Blanchet’. Making a copy or exact replica seems unfeasible since the artisan would be 

forced to use the materials used to constitute the original, such as strings or woods with similar 

origin and longevity.   

 

What were some of the considerations involved in restoring the harpsichord?  

It is often expected from 18th century Blanchet harpsichords from the Parisian school to have a 

light, unctuous and comfortable touch. Eventually, the plectrum harmonisation work is done 

piece by piece. To me, it’s about 

serving the instrument by searching 

for what best befits it. The Dreyfus 

harpsichord is characterised from 

an acoustic standpoint by the 

soundboard vibration being quite 

low, with light bass sounds. The 

difficulty will have been in 

obtaining a balance from bass to 

high notes, while conserving a 

presence and a light touch.  
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Guillaume Finaz (L), Jean-Claude Battault, Pamela Nash 

 

How has your own experience - from apprentice at Atelier von Nagel, to independent builder - 

helped you in your work on this instrument?    

The years spent at the Atelier Von Nagel have been rich with teachings, offering me the rigour and 

work methods inherited from William Dowd. This workshop has taught me varied skills, such as 

the making of harpsichords like the Blanchet, their maintenance and aftercare, as well as the 

restoration of historical instruments. The important production of Atelier Von Nagel - of 

approximatively 1000 instruments 

- has taught me precision by 

repetition. Since the installation 

of my own workshop, I have 

developed and personalised this 

know-how, allowing me to start 

the work on the Dreyfus 

harpsichord confidently and 

calmly. The restoration of this 

instrument has been a rich 

learning experience because of the 

complexity of its past. Each period 

of this harpsichord’s life, from the 

elements of the 18th century, to 

its reconstruction, and then as 

Huguette Dreyfus’ instrument, is 

to be considered with the utmost 

interest and attention. 

 

What are you producing most of in your own workshop at the moment?  

The workshop’s activity is 

now mostly focused on 

the making of grand 

harpsichords from the 

Parisian school after 

Benoist Stehlin. They are 

harpsichords with strong 

personalities, 

characterised by a light 

touch and an incisive 

action, a great sonic 

presence and important 

resonance carried by very 

active harmonics.  

 
 
 

 
Guillaume Finaz 

 
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100010291666235 

Guillaume Finaz at work in 

the Atelier von Nagel 

https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100010291666235
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pastel drawing of Janny van Wering by 

Coen van Oven, 1939 
(© Henriëtte Wirth) 

 

FEATURE 

Janny van Wering:  
     Harpsichord Doyenne of the Netherlands 
The following article originally appeared in 2018 on the blog Semibrevity.  Based on source material from 

a PhD dissertation by van Wering's great-niece, Henriëtte Wirth, it was written, and translated from the 

original Dutch, by the late Paul Thwaites, and is reproduced here by kind permission of Henriëtte and of the 

Thwaites family.  ‘Oude muziek in Nederland’, by Jolande van der Klis, was also a valuable source; the 

English translation of various quotes is Thwaites' own.   

A brief tribute to Paul Thwaites follows this article.   

Janny van Wering (1909–2005) was the first professional Dutch harpsichordist of the twentieth 

century.  Inspired by leading pioneers of early music such as Wanda Landowska, Pauline Aubert 

and Arnold Dolmetsch, van Wering’s performances, as well as her teaching, played a large role in 

reviving the popularity of the harpsichord in the Netherlands. 

Van Wering was born in Oude Pekela, where her father 

was a doctor and also mayor of the village.  Following 

his untimely death in 1918, her mother took the family 

to Groningen, where Janny continued her piano 

lessons, which she had started at the age of eight.  As 

she showed exceptional talent for the piano, she was 

offered a place at the conservatories of both The Hague 

and Amsterdam when she was only seventeen.  She 

decided upon Amsterdam (so that she could study with 

Martha Autengruber and, later, with Paul Frenkel), and 

together with her mother and brother she moved there 

before she finished high school. 

Following her final piano exam in 1932, the Director of 

the Conservatory, Sem Dresden, knowing she was keen 

on Bach, advised her to study the harpsichord.   He told 

her: ‘In Holland, there will be room for only one 

harpsichordist.’  Two years of harpsichord study 

followed with Richard Boer in Amsterdam and with 

Pauline Aubert, largely in Paris.  Aubert, the famous 

French harpsichordist, who had been a student of 

Arnold Dolmetsch, had frequently given lectures on 

historic performance practice for the piano teachers at 

the Amsterdam Conservatory, and it was here that they 

had first met and started lessons. 

After passing her harpsichord exams in 1934, van Wering was awarded the prestigious Julius 

Röntgen prize (which allowed her to study further in Paris), and so began her career as the first 

ever qualified Dutch harpsichordist. 

She made her debut in the Recital Hall of the Concertgebouw on 9 February 1935, playing works by 

Sweelinck, Frescobaldi, Bach, Couperin and Scarlatti.  The concert was well received by both the 
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with Willem Noske and Piet Nijland, violins, Carel  van  

Leeuwen Boomkamp, cello (© Henriëtte Wirth) 

 

audience and the critics, one of whom described her as ‘a trail-blazer … with a high level of 

musicality, intelligence and taste’. 

 

A self-taught continuo player 

Van Wering taught herself to play basso continuo from a figured bass (primarily using F.T. Arnold’s 

1931 book on the subject), and this led to her becoming the most sought-after continuo player in 

Holland for large choral works.  Much later, she was to play for performances of the St Matthew 

Passion by the Concertgebouw Orchestra, given under Eduard van Beinum and Eugen Jochum. 

During the war, she played at the Rijksmuseum, often repeating the same programme every day for 

a week, organised house concerts for up to 100 people, taught piano privately and, for three years, 

took a class of fifty unruly children at a music school.  She also began work as harpsichord teacher 

at the Amsterdam Conservatory in 1944. 

After the war, Janny van Wering was employed by the Dutch Radio Union, to give two concerts a 

week, which she did for the next 24 years! 

Around the same time, the Radio Chamber Orchestra was formed; Janny van Wering was a founding 

member who remained until 1969. As there wasn’t much harpsichording to do, because of their 

rather limited baroque repertoire, she would often accompany singers on the piano and would 

even sometimes end up playing the celeste. 

She played in many ad-hoc ensembles throughout her career, and performed regularly in the 

Concertgebouw with the likes of 

Alfred Deller, the violinists Theo 

Olof, Szymon Goldberg and Jaap 

Schröder (who was concert-master 

of the Radio Chamber Orchestra 

from 1950), the flautist Frans 

Vester, the oboist Han de Vries, the 

cellist Carel van Leeuwen 

Boomkamp and the alto Annie 

Hermes. 

Van Wering also appeared in many 

different ensembles on disc, and 

performed with all the important 

pre-Leonhardt generation of 

musicians who laid the foundations 

for the early music ‘mob’ (Janny’s 

word) that was to follow.  Curiously, 

she made very few solo records. 

From 1947, she taught harpsichord and ensemble playing, with Carel van Leeuwen Boomkamp, at 

the Royal Conservatory in The Hague. 

She was famous for her interpretation of Bach’s Goldberg Variations, which was a considerable 

concert rarity at that time.  A review in the Algemeen Handelsblad in 1950 began: ‘The Dutch 

harpsichordist Janny van Wering delivered an artistic performance last night in the Concertgebouw, 

which should be world-renowned.’ 

She was also interested in musicology and produced two editions, as well as penning many 

unpublished writings on subjects ranging from ornamentation to basso continuo.  Apart from the 

baroque repertoire, she regularly performed contemporary music; she had a special affinity for the 
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Janny van Wering at the Neupert, 

c.1947 with Johan Feltkamp, flute 

and Piet Lentz, gamba (© Henriëtte 

Wirth) 

 

works of Frank Martin and performed his harpsichord concerto and Petite symphonie concertante 

several times. Many composers wrote both solo pieces and chamber music for her. 

 

Janny van Wering once commented that the 1950s were the climax of her career, as she never gave 

as many solo performances in later years as she had in that decade. 

 

Collaboration with Frans Brüggen 

Although she had dispelled the doubts of her student, Jaap Spigt, about playing with recorder 

virtuoso Kees Otten, Janny van Wering admitted that she had not taken the recorder very seriously 

herself before playing with Brüggen, in 1954, during his debut radio broadcast.  For her, the 

recorder summoned up the spirit of the Socialist Workers’ Youth Movement (the AJC), which 

promoted physical exercise, folk dancing and amateur music-making - mostly on recorders - as a 

means of developing and educating young people. 

However, she described the recording session in 1954 as ‘a revelation’, so much so that, after the 

broadcast, she offered to play with Brüggen again, and they subsequently performed a great deal 

together. In the late 1950s they gave a series of 15 or 20 school concerts with the violinist Jaap 

Schröder, with whom they made a record of Telemann Trio Sonatas in 1958. 

Although Brüggen often played with Gustav Leonhardt, his collaboration with van Wering 

continued until at least 1963, when they gave a concert together in the Amsterdam Concertgebouw 

in May and a radio broadcast for the BBC’s Third Programme in September. 

When the Netherlands Chamber Orchestra was founded in 1954, Janny van Wering became their 

harpsichordist.  With this orchestra, she made concert tours of Japan, America and Australia.  Her 

work with ensembles also took 

her abroad; Sonata da Camera, 

with Willem Noske, Piet 

Nijland and Victor Bouguenon, 

which she joined in 1967, not 

only toured all over Europe but 

went as far as South America.  

Including solo programmes 

and studio concerts with the 

Dutch Harpsichord Trio (Janny, 

Johan Feltkamp, flute, and Piet 

Lentz, gamba), she made 

around 20 broadcasts for the 

BBC, starting in 1946. 
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                 Janny van Wering with Gustav Leonhardt c.1955  

 

Janny van Wering  

(© Henriëtte Wirth) 

 

Meeting with Gustav Leonhardt 

In 1955 Gustav Leonhardt returned to the Netherlands 

from Vienna; he had previously studied organ and 

harpsichord in Basel and was thoroughly acquainted with 

historical performance practice.  Janny van Wering 

observed: ‘He turned out to be a very nice man. In the 

beginning, we played together, and with one or two other 

harpsichordists [in concertos, in concerts and on records].  

I knew very quickly that he was my superior, in all respects 

really: in terms of common sense and musicality. …He 

also understood the importance of using historical 

harpsichords or instruments that were copied from 

historical examples. Leonhardt had a very good brain, he 

had studied very well and knew from comparing original 

instruments in museums which harpsichords were 

worthwhile. He also had the money to buy old 

instruments, and understood that [if he was to own any] 

he would have to get in quick. He came from a business 

background; I was from a doctor’s family.’ 

 

Van Wering accepted another teaching post in 1957, this time at the Rotterdam Conservatory, 

where she taught harpsichord and ensemble playing for the next 17 years. 

Perhaps because she had been brought up on an all-wooden Gaveau at the Amsterdam 

Conservatory, van Wering chose, in 1933, to buy a six-pedal Neupert harpsichord (at a cost of 2000 

guilders) which didn’t have an iron frame.  Later, she also owned a 

gargantuan Pleyel.  She normally took the Neupert on tour until, in 

1963, she bought a two-manual historically inspired Rainer 

Schütze instrument (8,8,4, lute) without pedals. 

Although Janny van Wering officially retired when she was 65, in 

1974, she continued with the Netherlands Chamber Orchestra for 

another year, and it was with them that she made her final 

recording, of Haydn’s Concerto for harpsichord in D major. 

In her regular work, she was succeeded by five harpsichordists: 

Bob van Asperen at the Royal Conservatory in The Hague; the 

American, Glen Wilson, with the Netherlands Chamber Orchestra; 

elsewhere, three of her students took over: the Belgian, Maria 

Kogan, at the Rotterdam Conservatory; Jaap Spigt joined the 

ensemble Sonata da Camera; and Marijke Smit Sibinga assumed 

van Wering’s radio commitments. 

In the year of her retirement, she was made Knight in the Order of Orange Nassau, and in 1975 was 

awarded the Silver Medal of Honour of the City of Amsterdam. 

Janny van Wering died in Amsterdam on 1 March 2005, aged 95. 

 

                                                                                                        Paul Thwaites 
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    Paul Thwaites at his Zuckerman-

Kilpatrick Ruckers VI harpsichord 

FEATURE 

Semibrevity & Paul Thwaites 
 

Semibrevity was founded in 2011 in Amsterdam by Englishman Paul Thwaites as a blog project to 

highlight the work of pioneers of the early music movement.   Paul died in 2020, but although his 

later years were beset by health problems, the blog was kept active up until February 2018 and 

remains extant as an esteemed resource, notably through its series on those early innovators - 

some of whom, were it not for Paul's efforts, may not be known to us today.  Alongside occasional 

guest contributions, the articles (which are accompanied by illustrations and audio clips) are by 

Paul - although they appear uncredited.  The main inspiration for the blog's inception came from 

his admiration for the harpsichordist Mary Potts, from whom he took lessons, and who was herself 

the subject of one of his articles (which can be found on the blog via the link below).  He had 

always lamented the lack of due recognition for her contribution to the early music field from the 

1930s on - work which included the tutoring of some of the best-known English harpsichordists of 

the late 20th and early 21st centuries.   

Paul spent most of his adult life in Holland, and apart 

from writing about Mary, the Dolmetsches and other 

English pioneers such as Arnold Goldsbrough, Desmond 

Dupré and Charles Thornton Lofthouse, he maintained a 

keen interest in the Dutch early music scene, publishing 

posts on the early career of Gustav Leonhardt, and on 

Frans Brüggen and Kees Otten, as well as the pioneering 

Dutch harpsichordist, Janny van Wering.  He had taught 

himself Dutch, and it is thanks to his translating skills that 

we are able to read about van Wering's life and work (see 

the preceding article).  

For several years, Paul belonged to an Early Music 

ensemble of seven musicians who would meet and play  

at different homes in and around Amsterdam.  His 

harpsichord was a single manual Zuckerman Flemish VI 

(after Ruckers, 1637) by John Kilpatrick, 1978.   

Following its final posting in 2018, Paul was re-assured in the knowledge that the Dolmetsch 

Foundation would be taking on the hosting of the complete blog.   As noted by the writer Mandy 

Macdonald who copyedited most of the articles: ‘Semibrevity was a great achievement, and if it 

continues to be of use and interest, it will be a testament to Paul’s untiring commitment to it.’ 

 

A biographical tribute to Paul Thwaites, detailing the phases of his adventurous life, can also be 

found on the Semibrevity blog.  

Semibrevity: https://www.semibrevity.com/the-early-music-pioneers-archive-tempar/  

   
Pamela Nash 

 

https://www.semibrevity.com/the-early-music-pioneers-archive-tempar/
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Heather Slade-Lipkin at the Feldberg Whale harpsichord,  

with her pupils, c.1974 (courtesy of Rob Slade) 

 

FEATURE 

Heather Slade-Lipkin:  
                        Harpsichord Pioneer 
 

The life of pianist, harpsichordist and teacher Heather Slade-Lipkin, who died in October 2017 aged 70, 

was one of such exceptional productivity, diversity and influence that it is a wonder for it to have passed 

unacknowledged by the national press.  By way of small redress, and from the perspective of one of her 

harpsichord students, I hope that the following profile will prove of interest, and that it will reveal, 

notwithstanding her impact on the world of the modern piano, that her pioneering contribution to the 

harpsichord played an equally vital role in a remarkable musical legacy.    

I would like to thank the Slade and Lipkin families - Jennifer, Barry, Alex, Andrej and Rob - for their kind 

assistance, and also Sophie Yates for her valuable comments on Heather's teaching. PN 
 

Inevitably, Heather Slade-Lipkin's work with the harpsichord was overshadowed by her high-

profile success in helping to launch the careers of many concert pianists, with names such as 

Stephen Hough, Leon McCawley, Stephen Coombs, Anna Markland and Stephen Gosling to her 

credit.  Another was Robert Markham, teacher of the 2018 winner of BBC Young Musician of the 

Year, Lauren Zhang: a 'grandpupil' so to speak, of which Heather would have been proud.  Outside 

the cohort of piano stars, however, there exists a veritable tribe of Heather's musical 

'descendants': pianists, harpsichordists, organists and musicians of many kinds, pursuing careers 

of wide and cutting-edge diversity in many corners of the world, and all of them beneficiaries of 

her enormous energy and musical curiosity.   

 

Heather was a formidable force of nature with unshakeable pedagogical instincts and a peculiarly 

unfiltered, uncompromising style which could shake you to your foundations if you weren't ready 

for it.  But like many great teachers, she possessed that uncanny gift for being able to look into 

one's musical soul, as well as to 

see not so much the musician you 

were, but the musician you could 

become - and she would stop at 

nothing to help you get there.   My 

own induction into Heather's 

teaching was as a fledgling second 

study harpsichord student at 

Chetham's School of Music in 

1975, at a time when the whole 

clavecin aesthetic was quite new.  

Subsequent immersion in the 

study and technique of the 

harpsichord under her tutelage led 

me to take it up as one of the first 

London conservatoire harpsichord 

majors, and to go on to pursue it 

further in Paris and the US in the 
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ensuing decade.  At this point, the harpsichord resurgence had progressed far beyond a mere 

twinkle in the eye of mainstream music, though the instrument within education was still 

something of a white elephant.  And despite the burgeoning of early instrument manufacture, 

institutions were slow to replace their 'old-style' pedal harpsichords - that is, if they owned them 

at all.  Heather was ambitious to redress the balance, and though her efforts in advocating for the 

reproduction harpsichord (and fortepiano) may have fallen under the radar, we do well in 

retrospect to recognise her as one of the first educators in the UK to champion the harpsichord as 

a 'standard' instrument, which should take its place alongside all others. 

 

Perhaps equally significant was Heather's unequivocal conviction that the art and study of playing 

the harpsichord (and its repertoire) was a rite of passage for all keyboardists.  This manifested 

itself in teaching pianists particularly - through discussion of Baroque sensibilities, interpretation, 

sources and editions, as well as in teaching continuo skills in her Baroque ensemble groups.  The 

Chetham's harpsichord in the 1970s was a Feldberg Whale double manual with pedals, but 

Heather's own harpsichord, a Clayson & Garrett 1745 Dulcken copy, which we could play during 

extramural weekend lessons at the family home, offered a dramatic comparison and for me at 

least, provided a first encounter with the 'real thing'.  Sophie Yates, a piano pupil of Heather at 

Chetham's from the age of 10, was also introduced to the Dulcken, and she remembers her strong 

fascination with the instrument.  Though Sophie's eventual specialisation in the harpsichord was 

not directly steered by Heather, she is categorical about the significance of her methodology.  

‘What Heather was doing in her teaching was VERY rare in the 1970s.  She gave me ideas about 

performance practice at a very early age, fostering my interest in playing baroque repertoire on 

the piano, and instilling a thorough approach to articulation right from the start.  It was always 

clear that each period of music had its own style and needed to be approached differently: she 

opened up the world of French music to me through Chopin, Ravel, Debussy, Messiaen etc on the 

piano, and I have loved this repertoire ever since.  I'm sure that understanding something of the 

French aesthetic helped greatly when first approaching the clavecinistes.’   

 

As a player, in spite of her rigorous piano pedigree, Heather eventually came to think of the 

harpsichord as occupying the higher place in her musical affections - though she regarded her two 

greatest influences, Gordon Green (piano) and Huguette Dreyfus (see Sally Gordon-Mark's article 

on Huguette in this edition) as bearing equal significance in her development as a musician.  

Indeed, this highly effective, and practical, split musical allegiance served her career extremely 

well: she could transfer from the modern piano to the harpsichord without compromising the 

integrity of either, whether she was playing orchestral parts on the piano for concertos, realising 

figured bass, or performing Romantic, Classical or 18th century repertoire.  This kind of artistic 

duality was an attribute which seems to have been passed down, often revealing itself in her 

pupils' own teaching.  As Sophie again says: ‘She had a huge influence on me as a musician - 

though not directly as a harpsichordist - and I use the techniques I learnt from her in my own 

harpsichord teaching all the time.’  

 

Despite possessing individual sensibilities for the piano and for the harpsichord, Heather's 

principles for teaching both instruments were directed in fundamentally similar ways.  Phrasing, 

memorising, fingering, grasp of musical structure - all were paramount in informing your way of 

practising on either instrument.  Her approach to the musical score was exhaustively analytical: 

no stone was left unturned, and no detail from the previous lesson forgotten.  Looking back 

through harpsichord scores, whether Bach, d'Anglebert, Scarlatti or Louis Couperin, her directions 

are universal: ‘practise in unison’, ‘group work here’, ‘breathe’, ‘shape’, etc. 
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Heather did of course develop specific ideas about harpsichord teaching and performance, and not 

just in her capacity as 'ambassador' for the adopted principles of her own teachers.  Her 

excitement over nuances in inégale and articulation was infectious, and ornamentation was a 

favourite and animated subject which was explored well beyond the study and exactitude of tables: 

the possibilities for varying the repeat of a Bach Sarabande, for instance, or the question of 

additional trills in Scarlatti could easily occupy an entire lesson.  She was unilateral on certain 

points which she felt were lacking in the performance of baroque music and had very fixed ideas 

about tempo, often complaining about the lack of the dance feeling in piano interpretations of 

Bach because ‘the fast movements are too fast and slow movements too slow’.    

Yet it was never her wont to proselytise about the harpsichord, nor assume a grand stance on 

matters of authenticity: she believed - in contrast with influential figures of the Early Music 

Movement - that you could embrace the core tenets of Baroque expression without being a slave 

to performance practice ideologies.  There was never any question, for instance, that the 

interpretation of Bach on the piano was of less intrinsic value to that on the harpsichord (and 

Scarlatti et al for that matter).  Nor was there any issue of appropriation when it came to 

contemporary music on the harpsichord.  For her Purcell Room debut in 1974, she gave the first 

performance of Metamorphosis for solo harpsichord by Malcolm Lipkin - one of Britain's finest 

composers, and a cousin of her husband, Barry Lipkin - which she had commissioned with a grant 

from the Arts Council.  Here again, she was ahead of the game, for it should be remembered that 

the commissioning and premiering of solo harpsichord works at that time was still extremely rare.  

She later also became involved in the promotion of women composers through the work of her 

international Trio.  For me, still a harpsichord rookie in the mid-1970s, her demonstration of 

pieces like Jean Françaix's L'Insectarium and Ligeti's Continuum (a while before the latter came to 

general notice) undoubtedly sewed those first seeds for my future involvement in new music.  

 

Heather would always go that extra mile, seizing opportunities regardless of their context.  She 

would think nothing, for example, of giving a child a lesson in the process of festival 

adjudications, nor of giving up weekends and holidays for pupils to stay at her home to prepare for 

competitions and concerts - which included rousing the household with Beringer Studies at 8:30 

on a Saturday morning.  She was passionate about the whole ethos of teaching, and mindful too of 

the value of maternal solace for those studying far from home: as one student put it, ‘she was like 

a second mother away from home.  She could look into somebody and know what they were 

feeling’.  These were qualities which buoyed her along to pastures new throughout a career 

distinguished by posts at many leading institutions: Chetham's School of Music, (latterly as Head 

of Early Music), Lancaster University as Visiting Professor of Piano and Harpsichord and 

Birmingham Conservatoire as Director of Juniors (a department which she re-established and ran 

from 1993 to 2001), the Royal Northern College in Manchester, the Royal Conservatoire in 

Glasgow (Professorships) as well as the prestigious St Mary's Music School in Edinburgh.  She was 

also in high demand as a tutor to many Oxbridge and other university students and abroad, she 

held directorships at international Schools in Moscow and in Hong Kong, with additional 

responsibilities for Music on five other campuses across mainland China.    

 

------------------------------------------ 

 

Unsurprisingly, Heather's own course of learning was fuelled by that same energy and focus which 

so rigorously defined her teaching.  On visiting her sister Jennifer, also a pianist, I asked about the 

formative years in their intensively musical household in Hoylake on the Wirral where they were 

raised, along with their brother Rob.  Both daughters took lessons at home with their mother, Joan 

Slade.  Joan was a renowned but stringent and matriarchal teacher whose father had been a 
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concert pianist, and it was she who instilled from earliest childhood the drive to achieve and 

compete.   Heather's natural rivalry was fuelled by the musical precedent set by her elder sister, 

but interestingly, the competitiveness also extended to her mother, and as Jennifer remarks: 

‘Heather's desire to compete with us both made her quite a forceful character.  She was fearless, 

and would take my mother on - whereas I wouldn't dare.’  The Slade sisters made a formidable 

team, regularly winning both the solo and duo categories at festivals.   Duet practice often proved 

a testy affair, with arguing becoming so heated that they would rarely make it to the end of the 

piece.  ‘Our father would send us off to practise in different rooms.  We'd have to go on stage, 

actually playing it through together for the first time - and we'd still win the class!’ 

 

Forming a tough artistic mettle early in life no doubt armed Heather with the extraordinary degree 

of self-possession and chutzpah which coloured her professional life.  Wherever she saw an 

artistic imperative or a need to challenge the status quo, she expressed herself instinctively and 

unequivocally.  Jennifer cites the example of her marching into a school to assert that their 

upright piano was awful, urging that it be replaced with a quality concert grand. ‘She was straight 

in there - but only because it was important. And people listened: it was just put in such a way 

that it was accepted without question!’    

Jennifer again recalls a certain defiant streak from Heather's early years: ‘She was an avid reader, 

and would secretly prop up her latest book on the piano stand, at the same time as playing pieces 

at random.  It was a trick, because Mother was in the kitchen, thinking she was practising’.   

 

Defiance notwithstanding, Heather enjoyed an auspicious start under her mother's tutelage.  

Whilst still at school, she performed both the Bach D minor and the Mozart A Major concertos 

with the Hoylake Symphony and at age 16 won first prize in the National Piano Competition.  

Studies continued at the Royal Manchester College of Music (now the Royal Northern) under 

renowned professors Gordon Green and Clifton Helliwell, and she gained her ARCM diploma in 

her first year, followed by ARMCM diplomas in Teaching and Accompanying.  But her strong early 

affinity for Bach and interest in French 18th century repertoire soon led her to the harpsichord - 

and not merely as the adjunct instrument it was for most keyboard players at the time.  She 

pursued post-graduate study at the College from 1969 to 1971, majoring in Harpsichord with 

Robert Elliot in her second year, followed by a BMus at Liverpool University with Harpsichord as 

the specialism.  Then came her interest in the emerging European 'schools' of harpsichord 

performance practice - an area largely unknown in the British musical mainstream - and she 

became one of the first wave of players to study the harpsichord abroad, travelling to Paris in 1973 

and '74 for lessons with Huguette Dreyfus, and later with Kenneth Gilbert at the Academie 

Musicale in Provence.  She won the 1974 National Harpsichord Competition (and incidentally was 

also a finalist in the Fortepiano Competition of the International Festival in Paris in 1978) and 

proceeded to balance her dedication to teaching and family with the life of a gigging 

harpsichordist, instrument in tow.  She concertised around Britain, including at the South Bank, 

and toured internationally including in Greece and Israel with her Trio which she formed with 

flautist Helen Metzelaar and mezzo-soprano Marilena Zlatanou.  For the tercentenary of Rameau's 

birth in 1983, she gave a series of concerts and recorded the second book of Pièces de Clavecin 

(alas, her sole commercial harpsichord recording), for which she was invited to contribute to a 

BBC Radio programme.  Heather was still a rare breed then, and this contribution would have 

provided unusual enlightenment, even to the seasoned classical music listener.  Certainly, her 

playing in this clip (for which the link is provided below) is a joyful reminder of the transparent 

clarity and spaciousness which characterised her performances.    
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                        Publicity shot of Heather Slade-Lipkin  

 

 

 

Heather's thirst for learning never abated, and later 

attainments included a Master's Degree, with 

Distinction, from Edinburgh University where her 

research reviewed the works of Armand-Louis 

Couperin, addressing the use of notes inégales.  She 

also wrote a paper on the early history of grand 

pianos, starting from the time of Cristofori and 

with particular reference to the comparative 

organology of instruments by Americus Backers 

and Thomas Loud in the Russell Collection.  

Heather's academic talent was matched by a gift for 

languages.  She reached a remarkably high 

standard in German - both written and spoken - in 

the space of one year in readiness for early music 

summer courses in Germany, and she learned to 

speak Russian in preparation for taking up her post 

in Moscow.  She was conversant in French and also 

learned to read Hebrew.   

Her achievements were celebrated many times and she was invited in 1990 to the Savoy ‘Women 

of the Year’ in recognition of her work as one of eight principals of Junior Academies, where she 

was presented to its patron, Princess Diana.  Heather's final recital performance, on instruments 

from the Russell Collection, was in 2013 at St Cecilia's Hall in Edinburgh.  Her last concerto 

appearance in 2010 with the Sidcup Symphony Orchestra says it all: not only did she play 

Poulenc's Concert Champêtre but also the orchestral piano part in Saint-Saens' Organ Symphony as 

well as the celeste part in Ravel's Mother Goose.  The orchestra dedicated their concert in October 

2018 to her memory.    

 

Although the last eighteen months of her life were plagued by cancer, Heather defied her original 

prognosis by many months, and never lost the will to learn and to be strong and happy for her 

family, as well as her wider musical family to whom she will always mean so much.  

 

 

Readers can follow this link to hear Heather playing and speaking on Rameau from the 1983 

tercentenary radio programme, with the relevant segment running from 16:33 to 23:00. 

                                                                                               https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p03m0njz 

   

 
  

                                                                                                                                                                                                   Pamela Nash 
 

   
This article has been adapted following its first publication in Harpsichord & Fortepiano magazine, Vol.23, No.1. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p03m0njz
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FEATURE 

Elizabeth de la Porte:  
                         a leading light remembered 
 

For the following commemoration of the harpsichordist Elizabeth de la Porte (1941-2020), the co-operation 

of her husband and daughter, Paul and Leonora Dawson-Bowling, is gratefully acknowledged.  

 

The harpsichordist Elizabeth de la Porte was one of a generation of diligent and dedicated women 

musicians whose contributions tend, undeservedly, to be overlooked.  To quote her husband Paul 

Dawson-Bowling: ‘There are a good many remarkable women like Elizabeth who have achieved 

great things but not of a kind that makes for banner headlines.’ 

 

Though I never met Elizabeth, my impression from a distance was of an exceptionally effective, if 

rather unassuming and quietly self-possessed musician – even if she could at times display a 

commanding, even a regal presence.  As her daughter Leonora puts it: ‘She wore her own intelligence 

and her phenomenal musical intellect lightly.  But her love of music and the harpsichord was an 

integral part of who she was.’ 

Indeed, we would do well not to underestimate Elizabeth's 

role in re-establishing the harpsichord into the musical 

mainstream, first as a performer and later as a teacher.  In 

her active recital years, she performed in Germany, Austria, 

Switzerland and the UK as well as her native South Africa, 

garnering glowing reviews and the admiration of the public 

and of the harpsichord fraternity.  Many musicians regard 

her Bach recordings as among the best there are, and The 

Daily Telegraph remarked of her playing: ‘...the sense of 

inner movement [which] had a grandeur that only a great 

musician could achieve’. 

Born in Johannesburg in 1941 into an intensely musical 

household (her mother, Betsy de la Porte was the mezzo-

soprano, noted for creating the role of Mrs Herring for 

Britten's opera), Elizabeth learned the piano and the violin 

and developed prodigiously as a pianist.  Her particular 

affinity for Bach soon shone through, and it was on the 

strength of her performance of the C minor Partita that she 

gained a scholarship for three years' study at the Vienna 

Academy.  After further studies in London at the Royal 

College of Music, including harpsichord lessons with 

Charles Thornton Lofthouse, she went on to study with Jane Clark and at Dartington with Rafael 

Puyana, where, in the heady atmosphere of Dartington's 'golden era' and under Puyana's intensive 

influence, she began to hone the skills at the harpsichord which were to lay the foundation for her 

musical persona and performing career.  

 

Elizabeth de la Porte, publicity portrait 

(studio of Mark Gudgeon) 
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Elizabeth was then to remain in England.  

South Africa at that time did not support 

any meaningful early music scene, and she 

had by then come to think of London as her 

spiritual home, and the place which gave her 

the freedom to follow her true calling. Her 

ensuing rise to prominence in the late 1960s 

led to a busy concert life both in Britain and 

abroad and in 1971 she undertook the first 

full-scale harpsichord recital tour of South 

Africa since that of Ralph Kirkpatrick 13 

years previously.  She garnered high praise 

at her London debut the following year, 

whilst later managing a rare coup for the 

time in playing an all-Franc ̧ois Couperin 

recital to a sold-out Purcell Room. Several 

appearances on BBC Television followed, 

and she went on to make highly acclaimed 

recordings: The Elizabeth de la Porte 

Collection (Böhm, Scarlatti, Byrd, etc) and a 

collection of Bach (the Italian Concerto, the 

French Overture and the Chromatic 

Fantasia & Fugue), both for Saga, and a set 

of the six Partitas for Hyperion.  Happily, all of her Bach recordings, still cited by many as their 

interpretations of choice, have been re-released by London Independent Records - for which a link 

can be found below.   

 

It is worth pointing out that although her career coincided with the burgeoning of the Authentic 

movement, she was, as a harpsichord recitalist, a 

good few years ahead of most performers on the 

London revival scene.  And as the instrument had 

yet to be taken up by the emerging new wave of 

proponents, you could say that she played an 

estimable part in 'setting the scene' for what was to 

follow.  She was certainly among the first of her 

generation to eschew modern hybrid-type 

harpsichords in favour of reproduction instruments, 

commissioning instruments from Michael Johnson 

(Goermans-Taskin, 1973) and David Rubio (French 

double, 1976).  And though an admirer of musicians 

like Leonhardt and Jordi Savall (of whom she was a 

direct contemporary), her awareness of 

Performance Practice had stemmed from as far back 

as the late 50s when a student in Vienna, where the 

pioneering work of Nikolas Harnoncourt's new 

Concentus Musicus Wien wielded a profound 

influence on her musical direction - one which 

would lead ultimately to her concentration in 

Baroque repertoire and the harpsichord.  

 

Elizabeth in Schloss Leitheim, Germany in 1974  

(photo by P. Dawson-Bowling) 
 

    at her Michael Johnson ‘Goermans-Taskin’ 
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Whilst she remained receptive to contemporary 

scholarly edicts on 'authentic' playing, her ability 

to temper musical instincts with her own 

meticulous scholarship was always the driving 

factor behind her interpretations: as noted by The 

Daily Telegraph, hers was ‘a mind that 

contemplates and acts imaginatively on intimate 

stylistic knowledge’.  The inherent character of 

the music was her paramount concern: her 

recordings remain a testament to this, and in 

listening to them today, that intuitive feeling and 

ability to communicate the essence of the music 

are never in doubt.  She strove always to defer to 

the provenance of the dance, but though her 

playing was strongly characterised by a rhythmic 

robustness and vitality, there was always a sense 

of musical narrative which came across 

unfailingly compelling in its directness. The 

reviewer John Duarte noted: 'She plays as a good 

orator speaks... carries you in one sweep from 

beginning to end', and Paul Dawson-Bowling 

speaks of her ‘particular ability to spin an endless singing line now lyrical, now full of tension and 

fire...uniquely electrifying in the Presto of the Italian Concerto.’ 
 

Elizabeth was particular on the way in which the harpsichord sound was captured in recording.  She 

was especially keen to emphasise the 'glow' of the sound and not too much of the incisive 'ping' of 

the action, but as Paul remembers, she was only half successful in the battles that sometimes 

resulted in the studio.  The producer of her 1975 ‘Collection’ LP, the legendary Ted Perry, ‘wanted 

the emphasis on attack, because he unthinkingly subscribed to the common conviction that the 

harpsichord was a percussive instrument.  He always wanted the instrument recorded with the 

microphones almost inside the lid, where the sound was dominated by the strike and pluck of the 

plectrum.’    
 

Elizabeth later made the decision to suspend her performing activities in order to prioritise the 

needs of her growing family, but in sacrificing vital opportunities at a crucial point, her playing 

career never fully reignited thereafter.  She resolved then to make teaching her primary focus, and 

went on to enjoy many years of success, devoting herself to the mentoring of generations of young 

players, teaching both the piano and harpsichord literature with equal passion - and perhaps most 

crucially, educating and enlightening young pianists in the ways of the harpsichord and the Baroque 

repertoire.  She held posts in schools, including Kent College and Junior King’s, Canterbury, as well 

as at Morley College and, for a remarkable 55 years, the Royal College of Music Junior Department.  

She was awarded an FRCM in 2016 for her services to music and music education.   

 

Whilst Elizabeth was regarded by colleagues as a firm, authoritative pair of hands, equally she was 

known by students for her pastoral approach to teaching and for the interest she showed in their 

welfare and in their individual concerns. But perhaps the key to her effectiveness was her ability to 

balance this personal touch with her ideologies as a highly principled and disciplined teacher: she 

strongly promoted thorough technical grounding and was resolutely unapologetic in her insistence 

of traditional performance values.  At the Junior RCM, she would take special pride in her Saturday 

at her 'Little Italian' harpsichord by  

Michael Johnson 
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Baroque Ensemble concerts, encouraging a certain formal 

standard of stage presentation: how to bow correctly, how 

to present oneself to an audience with composure and 

professionalism.   
 

Elizabeth herself cut an elegant, calm figure, both in 

person and in performance, but beneath her veneer of 

reserve lay a beating heart of passionate musical feeling.  

In the words of her daughter, Leonora – ‘She could play 

with such joy, excitement and vivacity, and equally with 

lingering beauty’.  

                                                                                        
                                                Pamela Nash 
 

 

A sample of Elizabeth's playing can be heard through the following link:  
                                                                                                     https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PqJaqMHsQNo 

 
 

 

My thanks are due to James O'Donnell for his tribute, and to those who contributed their personal 

reminiscences: Peter Watchorn, Katharine May, Jane Clark, Jane Chapman, Geoffrey Govier, Sarah Humphreys 

and Laura Concar.  PN 
 

ELIZABETH DE LA PORTE: SOME PERSONAL REFLECTIONS 

 

James O'Donnell  

Organist and Master of the Choristers, Westminster Abbey  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_O%27Donnell_(organist)  

From 1974 to 1979 I held an exhibition to study at the Royal College of Music Junior Department. 

Lessons were held on Saturday mornings during school term from 9am until 1pm, and occasionally 

beyond, especially if there was a recital or competition.  Pupils came from a wide area: I then lived 

in Essex and took an early morning train to London each week with a couple of school friends, also 

RCM juniors. This felt hugely grown-up and exciting, and it was always a thrill to arrive in the grand 

entrance hall of the college where there was a palpable buzz of musical activity of every conceivable 

type and a feeling of being ‘plugged in’ to the wider musical world.  

I’m not quite sure what attracted me in the first place to the idea of studying the harpsichord.  It 

seemed in some way a logical outgrowth from my principal musical study, the organ, and my first 

organ teacher happened to be a harpsichord enthusiast who introduced me to the instrument at an 

early age.  I certainly liked the ‘tinkly’ sound and the sense that it was, in some ways, an antiquarian 

interest.  Part of the appeal was that it was not as ‘obvious’ an instrument as the piano.  I enjoyed 

what was then called ‘early music’ and was addicted to the recordings of David Munrow and others.  

It all seemed rather exotic and more quirky than the usual diet of Chopin and Brahms.  I had 

discovered and greatly admired George Malcolm’s recordings, especially The Flight of the Bumblebee 

and Bach Before the Mast. (Gustav Leonhardt came a little later.)  And I suspect I also gravitated 

towards the harpsichord rather than the piano because I naively assumed that one could more easily 

avoid a regime of technical exercises...  

How wrong I was!  I vividly remember my first encounter with Elizabeth, who was (right up until her 

death two years ago) a very striking lady, tall, with vivid red hair, kind and very intelligent eyes, and  

a poised physical presence. The exotic-seeming name also helped. I was completely in awe of her.  

album cover for the 1975 Saga recording 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PqJaqMHsQNo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_O%27Donnell_(organist)
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Nonetheless in my youthful innocence I assumed that, as I was a self-identified keyboard whizz-kid, 

we would immediately get straight to the classics of the virtuoso harpsichord repertoire - Bach’s 

Italian Concerto, the famous Couperin B minor Passacaille, and so forth.  So I was, to be frank, 

slightly dismayed that our lessons started instead with seemingly basic five-finger exercises and the 

like, of which Elizabeth had produced her own book and to which we devoted the first few minutes 

of each lesson, and the Bach Two Part Inventions. This was not what I had signed up for!  But it was 

quickly clear that Elizabeth herself regarded the development of a sound technique as the sine qua 

non of meaningful musical study, and (furthermore) that she practised what she preached and did 

them herself - every day!  This is perhaps not surprising given her original training as a pianist at 

the Vienna Academy of Music.  And the benefits quickly became clear to me, in that I was able to 

play more securely, evenly and musically having (albeit grudgingly at first) devoted myself to the 

daily discipline of these cleverly-designed exercises despite my earlier attempts to dodge such 

things.  In fact, I still do them - though admittedly (alas) not every day.  

Elizabeth spotted that I was a quick and musically ambitious student and embarked on a journey 

with me in which I did soon begin to attempt some of the wonderful virtuoso works I referred to 

earlier, though (thanks to her) on a far better technical and musical footing than if I had tried to 

blunder my way through them on my own.  Looking back, I now appreciate how deftly she adapted 

her approach to helping me develop as a musician whilst never losing that underlying sense of 

discipline and the importance of methodical practice and attention to detail, coupled with a real 

sense of singing line and expressive flexibility.  She taught me how to approach making music, not 

just harpsichord music, and I have drawn on this formation throughout my life.  

Her emphasis on sound technique was no end in itself: rather she relished the expressive character 

of the harpsichord and brought out the beauties of its music.  One has only to listen to her 

extraordinary recordings of the Bach Partitas and other works to appreciate the sheer beauty of 

sound she conjured from the instrument, and the natural flexibility and singing line of her playing.  

Her playing of Couperin, who alongside Bach was her great musical love, was wonderfully natural, 

stylish, supple, and elegant.  She had an innate instinct for French style: notes inegales, delicately 

expressive ornamentation, and rich, warm sonority. And she was able to ‘unlock’ this music for her 

students.  

Playing to such an authoritative figure as Elizabeth was not always a relaxing prospect - particularly 

if one was not ideally prepared. You were always on your mettle.  She was never severe or 

discouraging, but you just wanted to impress and please her and also to rise to what always felt like 

a musical occasion (every lesson, in other words).  She had an ideal balance of encouragement and 

criticism and always framed her comments in a constructive and encouraging way.  She was a 

naturally brilliant communicator, full of empathy and humour.  She was on your side.  Looking back 

on those years, such a long time ago now, I am filled with gratitude for the inspiration Elizabeth 

gave me as a musician and have a vivid recollection of so many of our lessons and experiences.  

Very happily, in recent years, we reconnected personally. With her husband Paul she attended a 

performance I directed at Westminster Cathedral in the mid-1990s of the Bach John Passion, and 

wrote a most appreciative card afterwards in her distinctive hand.  Over the last twenty years (during 

my time at Westminster Abbey) we were more regularly in touch.  Elizabeth and Paul often came to 

performances and services and our relationship developed into one of deep friendship and a musical 

connection beyond the harpsichord.  I confess that only after my formal studies with her had ended 

did I come to appreciate more fully the sheer breadth and range of Elizabeth’s wider musical 

interests and knowledge, shared with Paul, from Wagner to Messiaen and all points in between.  I 

should have realised years before that her harpsichord playing and teaching was only one facet of a  

much richer and deeper musical world view and that this in large measure gave such depth to her 

teaching.  
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I remain profoundly grateful for the friendship, encouragement and support she and Paul gave me.  

She remains a pivotal figure in my life and her teaching is still vivid in my mind all these years later.  

I simply cannot pay a higher tribute to her and feel greatly privileged to be able to do so in this way. 
 

 Jane Clark   

harpsichordist, musicologist, author  

I met Elizabeth when I was deputising at the Royal College of Music, and she came to me for lessons 

for some time after she left. Having introduced her to François Couperin, it was exciting to attend 

her sold-out Couperin recital at the Purcell Room later on.  She leapt to fame very quickly, 

unsurprisingly.  But with three children and a busy GP husband, she became a beloved and highly 

respected teacher of young people, which she found perennially rewarding, including at the RCM 

Junior Department, honoured with an FRCM.  

Her highly acclaimed Saga Bach recordings were reissued on CD by London Independent Records 

and I was delighted to hear her Italian Concerto on Radio Three relatively recently.  

Sadly she suffered from ill health for many years but ever courageous, she carried on teaching and 

running her beautiful family house in Faversham. I was so fortunate in being invited to spend a few 

days there after my own husband died, when I was treated by her and Paul to a stone by stone tour 

of Canterbury Cathedral and delicious South African recipes in their enchanting little walled garden 

crammed with scented roses.  

 Elizabeth was one of the most remarkable people I have been lucky enough to know.    

 

Sarah Humphreys 

baroque oboist, recorderist   
https://www.tcmusick.com/sarah-humphrys       

Elizabeth and I taught together at the RCM Junior Department for 12 years.  I have extremely fond 

memories of this time, mainly because of my very special colleagues.  Every Saturday, Elizabeth 

greeted her fellow early music teachers with a smile and a hug.  She was so positive, calm and kind, 

and of course was a dedicated and passionate teacher of the harpsichord.   

I always think of Elizabeth whenever I eat a Penguin biscuit as she brought them in for us every 

week to have with our morning coffees!   Elizabeth was a very special and generous person and we 

all miss her very much.  
 

Katharine May  

harpsichordist  
https://www.edenvalleymusic.co.uk/katharine-may-harpsichord   

I had numerous communications with Elizabeth over perhaps a 5 year period when I deputised for 

her at RCM Junior Department, and met her quite a few times when I did the same for Jane Chapman.  

My abiding memory of her is someone who was really friendly and extremely organised.  She would 

always get in touch well ahead of time to sort out her teaching if she was going to be away, and 

would send me quite detailed notes on every pupil and what they were learning.  She usually had 

second study pianists and one or two harpsichordists, and would always encourage her pianist 

pupils to play appropriate pieces on the harpsichord. They always seemed well-grounded in scales 

and exercises, and she encouraged them to work at sight-reading by doing duets with them.  
 

I think Elizabeth had a good balance of exacting, high quality teaching and knowing how to get the 

best out of her pupils (of varying ability, from beginners to advanced), and to keep lessons enjoyable. 

She also seemed really interested in her pupils as people too...what they were doing at school, 

family, hobbies etc, so she was a bit of a mother-figure to them.  Her pupils were certainly very fond 

of her, and she was very dedicated to them. 

I was very sad to hear of her death.  She was such a positive and vibrant person.   

 

https://www.tcmusick.com/sarah-humphrys
https://www.tcmusick.com/sarah-humphrys
https://www.edenvalleymusic.co.uk/katharine-may-harpsichord
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Geoffrey Govier 

fortepianist, clavichordist  
https://www.rcm.ac.uk/hp/professors/details/?id=01542  

I didn't know Elizabeth well, but met her many times at the RCM Junior Department, where we both 

taught. She exuded an impressive, almost military discipline and was always unfailingly polite and 

friendly.   

Her playing I know through her recording of Bach's Partitas, which has a fantastic rhythmical grip 

throughout and I was not surprised that, when Radio 3's Building a Library focused on the partitas, 

her recording (along with Trevor Pinnock's) was given the top recommendation.  
 

Jane Chapman 

harpsichordist 
https://www.janechapman.com       

Elizabeth was a musician who played with real integrity and focus. This was also reflected in her 

personality and approach to teaching. She always sought out the truth and potential in other people, 

and encouraged them to grow as young musicians and take responsibility for themselves, whilst 

giving them excellent guidance.   

As a colleague she was tremendously supportive on a personal level, and solid as a rock!  

 

Laura Concar 

violinist   

http://www.sostrings.co.uk/laura.htm  

I was very fortunate to have Elizabeth de La Porte as my piano teacher at the Junior Department of 

the Royal College of Music, from 1992-1996. Although piano was my second study, I always enjoyed 

my lessons and remember her as being so welcoming with her smile. Elizabeth was a very 

methodical teacher, and was unfailingly patient as well as very enthusiastic and kind.  

 

Peter Watchorn 

harpsichordist  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Watchorn 

I first encountered Elizabeth's playing in Australia (a fellow Commonwealth country, as I note that 

Elizabeth was from South Africa) through her first two LPs for the British SAGA label the year they 

were published, 1975, during my first year of college and my early period of involvement with the 

harpsichord; The Elizabeth de la Porte Collection and a second LP devoted to the Bach French 

Overture, Italian Concerto and Chromatic Fantasia and Fugue.  In both I was immediately struck by 

the power, colour and presence of her playing, as well as her sheer intelligence and musicianship.  

Hers was the first performance I had ever heard of Georg Böhm's powerful Prelude, Fugue & 

Postlude in G minor, one I remember well to this day.  She played instruments by Michael Johnson 

on the first, and a French-style instrument by Feldberg on the second.  I noted that she had studied 

in Vienna and immediately assumed it must have been with the person who became my own teacher 

(and whose recordings I grew up with), Isolde Ahlgrimm. But it turned out to be with Eta Harich-

Schneider (who was the official teacher at the Akademie until 1964).  

I'd have really liked to have got to know her, and indeed I made an attempt to contact her many 

years later upon the appearance of her Bach Partitas recording when it appeared on CDs in the 

1990s. Without success, alas!  So, Elizabeth de la Porte is someone I never met, but wished I had, 

and always greatly admired as one of the best harpsichordists of the 1970s and after. 
 

                                                                               

3 CD set of Clavierübung Parts I & II performed by Elizabeth De La Porte available at 
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Clavierubüng-Parts-Elizabeth-Porte-2008-06-01/dp/B01MQ5L2Z0                     

https://www.rcm.ac.uk/hp/professors/details/?id=01542
https://www.janechapman.com/
http://www.sostrings.co.uk/laura.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Watchorn
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Clavierubüng-Parts-Elizabeth-Porte-2008-06-01/dp/B01MQ5L2Z0
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Lina Lalandi and companions 

FEATURE 

A  Salute to Lina Lalandi   
                                              (1920 -2012)                                                          

Some months ago, the BHS was contacted by Suzanne Beadle, who had made an unusual find. Having 

purchased a beautiful writing bureau, she discovered therein a number of photographs and documents 

which had belonged to Lina Lalandi, the harpsichordist and director of the English Bach Festival. These 

included a photograph of Lina seated at a William de Blaise harpsichord and a letter she had written under 

the auspices of the English Bach Festival Trust, marked personal and addressed to Leonard Bernstein at The 

Savoy. We thank Suzanne for allowing us to use these historic documents, and for prompting me to write 

the following short piece in commemoration of Lina - the 'wild card' in the pack of profiles. 

 

Greek-born, Chanel model-turned harpsichordist, 

singer, entrepreneur and director of the famous 

English Bach Festival, Lina Lalandi was a woman to be 

reckoned with, and in many ways an anachronism for 

her time. Buoyed along by indomitable courage, fierce 

instinct and quixotic flair, she rightly considered 

herself as much a pioneer as the causes she 

championed, taking on the system through sheer 

nerve and force of intuition rather than by any 

strategy or consensus. Certainly, her artistic vision, 

although shot through with a fearsome volatility, was 

responsible for a trailblazing body of work, now 

considered to be of far-reaching historic value. 

 

Although today Lina Lalandi's name is synonymous 

with the EBF, it should be remembered that her first 

role was as an early exponent of the harpsichord. She 

was also an ardent advocate of the clavichord and her 

playing can be heard on the much-admired recordings she made on both instruments. Had not her 

performing career been eclipsed by her work as director, it is tantalisingly probable she would 

have recorded more. Lina studied the harpsichord alongside singing at the Athens Conservatoire 

(Maria Callas was a fellow student) and developed a predilection for JS Bach and François 

Couperin. Having emigrated to England after the war, she began performing as a harpsichordist in 

London, making her debut at the Royal Festival Hall in 1954. However, despite pursuing an 

international solo career, including working with the likes of Ernest Ansermet and the Orchestre de 

la Suisse Romande, Lina's playing never quite attained the universal acclaim she wished for. Signs 

of her iconoclastic artistic character began to lend a certain notoriety, and there were infamous 

moments such as at the Queen Elizabeth Hall as soloist in a Handel organ concerto conducted by 

Charles Mackerras: at the organ entry - complete silence. No-one ever knew whether it was a 

practical joke or a genuine mistake. In typically unconventional mode, she made her recordings 

‘for my personal study and interest, often with one of my cats in my lap’- setting a charmingly 

casual scenario for the listener. The two remastered CDs - one on harpsichord and the other on 

clavichord - were issued in 2002 by the English Bach Festival Trust. The clavichord used was the 

instrument of 1939 by Thomas Goff, famous for its Rex Whistler painting as well as for its 
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Lina Lalandi publicity photo  

(courtesy of Suzanne Beadle) 

unaccountable disappearance at the time of Goff's death. (Francis Knights' review of this recording 

can be found in 'Clavichord International', Vol. 7, No.2 (Nov. 2003) ). 

 

By the late 1970s, Lina's solo career had finally 

become subsumed by her work as festival director 

- though she performed in a few of the festival's 

concerts as both singer and harpsichordist. Never 

fully relinquishing her identity as a performer, 

she continued to practise the harpsichord and 

clavichord well into old age, recording herself on 

a reel-to-reel tape recorder. 

 

Lina found her true milieu as artistic director of 

the English Bach Festival, co-directing from 1962 

before taking sole charge in 1971, and continuing 

to steer it for over thirty more years. Based 

initially in Oxford, the locus shifted to London in 

the need for grander venues, with the business 

operations running out of Lina's home. Despite 

its original objective, the EBF had relatively little 

to do with Bach's music, though Lina's 

harpsichordist instincts were influential - as was 

her musical duality, and she wrote of her love for 

the music “of 20th century composers, whose way 

of thinking is nearer to Bach's than to that of the 

Romantic Age”. Indeed, the festival made its first 

real splash by showcasing cutting edge 

contemporary works - to both the bewilderment 

and enlightenment of audiences. The focus then 

shifted as Lina took up her new reins as 

ambassador for the revival of early opera: most memorably perhaps in the arena of French 

Baroque opera, and Rameau in particular. But the artistic coups and ‘firsts’ of the EBF were many 

and varied, including Handel’s Alceste: never performed in the composer's lifetime and given its 

premiere by the EBF in 1989. The operas were staged in London and abroad, including at the 

ancient Odeon of Herod Atticus in Athens and the palace of Versailles, with historically correct 

dress, dance and movement (exhaustively researched by Lina herself), and performed on period 

instruments, before authentic sounds became commonplace. The perpetual battle for funding 

often proved more arduous than the productions themselves, though, luckily for Lina, her long-

suffering banker husband, Ralph Emery, who, according to an acquaintance ‘always followed her 

around about three feet behind’, was mercifully willing to subsidise the EBF, reportedly to the 

tune of two million pounds all told. (Lina's first marriage was to a man named Waller-Bridge. It 

was during the heyday of Gina Lollobrigida, siren of the silver screen, so the harpsichord maker, 

Hugh Gough (who also made Lina's own instrument) dubbed her Lina Waller-Brigida. The name, 

though it stuck like glue, was not entirely inappropriate, given her own striking Hollywood star 

quality.) 

 

The Lalandi style of management was legendary. Potential funders and artists found themselves 

harangued into submission, often via Lina's fiery exhortations over the telephone; and she could 
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be outrageously brusque, as on the occasion whereupon opening the door to a hapless singer who 

had arrived for an audition, she promptly closed it again, declaring: ‘Darling, too fat’. 

The EBF's upsets and losses occasioned by Lina's audacity - as well as naturally from plain bad 

luck - were hugely offset by its many artistic triumphs, which simply could not have happened 

without her assertiveness and tenacity. She won the hearts of the music press, built a ‘dream 

team’ of regulars including singers and designers, and lured luminaries from the hotspots of 

Europe. Stravinsky, Messiaen, Ligeti, Stockhausen, Berio and Xenakis - her adored fellow Greek 

who received his British premiere with the EBF - were keen to enlist in her artistic vision, as were 

the early music pioneers Frans Brüggen, Gustav Leonhardt, Roger Norrington and Nikolaus 

Harnoncourt, whose Concentus Musicus Wien was also given its UK debut. Leonard Bernstein too 

capitulated, even succeeding Stravinsky as the president of the EBF Trust. (Lina's letter addressed 

to Bernstein is shown below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For her services to music, Lina Lalandi was awarded an OBE in 1975 and was made an Officier de 

l'Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in 1979. She received the Gold Cross of the Phoenix and the Great 

Prize of Music from her homeland of Greece. 
 
  

                                                                                                                                                                                                        Pamela Nash 

Publicity Letter, addressed to Leonard 

Bernstein, 1964 (courtesy of Suzanne Beadle) 

 

Lina Lalandi at a harpsichord by William de Blaise, with 

Mme. Capsambelis, wife of H.E. the Consul General 

Capsambelis,  c.1964   (courtesy of Suzanne Beadle) 
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Album cover for RCA recording (1982) with 

Goble harpsichord 
 

FEATURE 

Recollections of one morning with  
                            Genoveva Gálvez 
 

The Spanish harpsichordist Genoveva Gálvez, who died in February 2021 aged 92, was another tireless 

crusader for the harpsichord whose name often escaped the spotlight. Diego Ares, one of her last students, 

remembers her musical persona and charisma and commemorates the seminal role she played in the 

revival of Iberian harpsichord music and of the instrument itself in Spain in the second half of the twentieth 

century. For Diego's full obituary of Gálvez in the Spanish music press, please follow this link 
https://scherzo.es/muere-a-los-92-anos-genoveva-galvez-pionera-del-clave-en-espana/ 
 

The glittering rays of the sun which, with irresistible exuberance, spread out that morning in 

December, seemed to blend with the intensity of her eyes. Her agile and vivacious speech revealed 

an unmistakable gracefulness and sharp wit. Time, with its passing, did not dare to disturb the 

extraordinary faculties of the great artist.  
 

Under the attentive gaze of an old engraving of 

Francisco Salinas and a portrait of Domenico 

Scarlatti (venerable companions of her 

indefatigable work), I watched Genoveva Gálvez 

with rapt attention. That vision in the studio in 

Calle Máiquez was, to my eyes, the closest 

possible thing to the illusion of the eternal. ‘They 

are my masters!’ she says to me, pointing to two 

frames with black and white photographs on a 

shelf: Li Stadelmann in one; and in the other, in 

front of Notre Dame de Paris cathedral, Genoveva, 

accompanied by an injured and very young Rafael 

Puyana. ‘That's why he made me come to Paris: 

because of an accident, he had to cancel 

engagements, and he told me that if I wanted to 

receive his teachings, it was the right time’. 

 

With infinite patience, Genoveva indulges my insatiable curiosity. ‘But what need for such 

confessions at this point?  She had already seen in Granada that T-shirt on which, as a child, I had 

had the cover of one of her records printed!  And what about that night in Madrid, when I fell on 

my knees in veneration the day I was introduced to her after a concert?  No need to hide my oft-

declared admiration!  However, not everything had been a ‘fairy tale’.  I remember the almost 

intransigent demands with which Genoveva listened to me for the first time.  My technique 

outraged her: ‘You play like a pianist!’ she reproached, pointing out the superfluous movements I 

was making with my arms and wrists. ‘On the harpsichord everything has to be done with the 

fingers, preparing each one of them’.  The concept of ‘preparation’ was a novelty to me, a 

revelation: it demanded not only a substantial change of finger movement and position, but also a 

profound change in the way of thinking.  When noticing my embarrassment, she assured me: 

‘What I am telling you is very important and it is the best thing I can tell you’. 

https://scherzo.es/muere-a-los-92-anos-genoveva-galvez-pionera-del-clave-en-espana/
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Genoveva Gálvez with Diego Ares  (© Fundación Juan March) 

 

Turning to the portrait of Scarlatti on the table, Genoveva casts him a fresh and gracious glance: 

‘¡guapo!’  Smiling and proud, she tells me that she has analysed more than three hundred sonatas 

by the Neapolitan-Spaniard, and that, by penetrating into his most elusive mysteries, she has 

arrived at conclusions that very few have contemplated. That is how Genoveva worked, with 

perseverance and passion. No matter the repertoire: she could wander with enviable ease through 

the ciphers of the old Renaissance keyboard tablature, as well as illuminate the music of Manuel 

de Falla with the inspired vision of a poet: ‘here are all the bells of the city of Granada, ringing 

exultantly without ceasing’, she would exclaim happily, as she played the final arpeggios of the 

second movement of de Falla's Harpsichord Concerto.   
 

She devoted herself unreservedly to the cause of the harpsichord, encouraging the creation of a 

new and exciting repertoire among the composers of her generation. And what about her 

contributions to the world of 

musicology, which deserve no less 

admiration than her interpretations?  

One has only to look at the 

impressive erudition she displays in 

her publication of the keyboard works 

collected by Fr Antonio Martín y Coll.  

Where it would seem almost 

impossible, she locates with precision 

connections of anonymous pieces in 

the most diverse secondary sources, 

finding, in more than a few cases, the 

names of the authors of the apparent 

‘anonymous’ pieces.  

  

Being a pioneer is, in my opinion, something circumstantial and of relative merit. Pioneers of the 

harpsichord in Spain can be found in people unjustly forgotten, such as Amparito Garrigues or 

Joan Gibert Camins. The true greatness of Genoveva Gálvez rests, above all, in her immortal art. 

Under her fingers, pages by Soler, Scarlatti, Albero, Cabezón and Bach (to name but a few of her 

favourite composers) recover their expressive intensity, their vital impulse, thus operating the 

miraculous miracle of reviving the spirit of the past, bringing it to the present in its most jovial 

and spontaneous manifestation.  Listen to her recordings without prejudice!  You will feel the 

incombustible force of nature, the intense passion, the irreproachable elegance and the most 

sincere singing.  

Yes, now I am sure, that vision of her in her studio is the closest illusion I have ever had of the 

eternal.   

                                                                                                             Diego Ares 
Diego Ares studied piano with Aleksandras Jurgelionis and Aldona Dvarionaitė, and was introduced to the harpsichord 

at the age of fourteen by Pilar Cancio. In 2002 he moved to Holland to work with Richard Egarr and between 2004 

and 2010 he studied at the Schola Cantorum Basiliensis. He went on to perfect his technique with the harpsichordists 

Genoveva Gálvez and Carmen Schibli (disciple of Eta Harich-Schneider). Ares has given recitals in Europe, Canada and 

Japan. He has recorded for Columna Música, Pan Classics, Harmonia Mundi and ‘All of Bach’. His recordings have 

received awards such as the Diapason d'Or (three times), Classica's ‘Choc’, Pianiste's ‘Maestro’, Scherzo's ‘Exceptional’, 

and the ‘Preis der Deutschen Schallplattenkritik’.  Ares' latest recording, Bach's monumental Goldberg Variations, has 

been considered by several publications as a substantial contribution to the extensive discography of the work 

(Scherzo, Qobuz, CdClassico.com, etc.) Diego Ares has taught harpsichord, fortepiano and basso continuo at the 

Hochschule der Musik in Trossingen (Germany) and at the Geneva Conservatory of Music.  

http://cdclassico.com/
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FEATURE 

Women Harpsichordists and theClavichord:  
                                            Some observations 
Pamela Nash has kindly invited me to follow up on a casual remark that several distinguished women 

harpsichordists have also taken an interest in the clavichord. Pamela herself fits this definition: she learned 

the clavichord from Valda Aveling (a pupil of the great Violet Gordon Woodhouse) and in 2004 premiered 

the winning piece in the world’s first competition for new clavichord repertoire. And, although that 

definition is extremely restrictive, a niche within a niche, it has included some great musicians and 

towering personalities. For simplicity I have chosen to focus my personal observations on four early 

pioneers; I hope readers will find their stories as fascinating as I do and be tempted to find out more. 
                                                                                                                                                Judith Wardman

  

Violet Gordon Woodhouse (1870–1948)  

When Violet Gwynne (the future Mrs Violet Gordon Woodhouse) was seven she was showing such 

precocious musical talent that her mother, May, took her for an audition with ‘a concert pianist’. 

Violet’s great-niece and biographer, Jessica Douglas-Home, gives this account:  
 

‘The meeting got off to a disconcerting start: glaring at the tiny figure of Violet, he said 

crushingly, “I do not teach children.” After much pleading by May, however, he grudgingly agreed 

to hear a short  Mozart piece on the piano. As Violet played, he listened in an intent silence, which 

continued for what seemed to May an unconscionably long time after Violet had finished. When 

eventually he spoke, his tone of voice had changed dramatically. “I apologise,” he said. “I did not 

realise. Please send her to me.”’1  
 

This seems to be the earliest report of Violet’s 

lifelong ability to captivate her listeners, making their 

first encounter with her a magical or even mystical 

experience and leaving them longing to hear more. 

Decades later, in wartime London, the twenty-year-

old Australian pianist Valda Aveling was taken to 

meet Violet by the Princesse de Polignac, who was 

‘dedicated … to helping talented musicians at the 

beginning of their careers’. She was notably 

successful in this case, as Violet warmed to Valda and 

accepted her for harpsichord and clavichord lessons 

at her country home. Valda felt that, as Violet sat at 

the clavichord, it was her own musical understanding 

that was being put to the test. When Violet had 

finished playing, she approached Valda and saw the 

expression of wonder on her face. Taking both the 

girl’s hands in hers she said ‘I see you do understand’. 

Valda’s account continues:  
 

‘A whole new world opened up to me. She created a new sound. The clavichord is so completely 

 
1 Jessica Douglas-Home, Violet: The Life and Loves of Violet Gordon Woodhouse (London: Harvill Press, 1996), p 14. 

The name of the pianist seems to be unrecorded 

Violet Gordon Woodhouse at her Gaveau clavichord 

  



59 

 

different from the harpsichord. It casts a spell. It has total magic and when I first heard Violet 

play, it was exquisite. I was spellbound. Her personality, her appearance and her playing were one 

and the same thing, you could not divide one from the other.  
 

‘Violet taught me all the secrets of her touch and the magic of her effects. How, in contrast to the 

harpsichord where you touch the instrument with your fingertips, almost like plucking a guitar, 

and must rely on speed, for there is no depth of tone, with the clavichord you must strike the keys. 

It is the only [keyboard] instrument where you can make a slow vibrato … and if you press too hard 

it goes out of tune, or if you stretch the strings too hard, they will break. All your dynamics are in 

the vibrato. She taught me how to break the chords, not just plonk, plonk, plonk your fingers down 

simultaneously.2  
 

Violet’s youthful piano studies are documented by Jessica Douglas-Home; she mentions several 

London teachers, especially Oscar Beringer, whose Academy for the Higher Development of 

Pianoforte Playing concentrated on beauty of tone through touch. It was not until 1896 that Violet 

began lessons with her greatest teacher, Arnold Dolmetsch. In the meantime, after a broken 

engagement, she was married to Gordon Woodhouse at the age of twenty-three. Her mariage blanc 

and subsequent ménage à cinq are fully treated by Douglas-Home and omitted here; it is a pity that 

the biography’s subtitle, Her Life and Loves, does not reflect the valuable and well-documented 

survey of her career and musicianship that the book provides.  
 

Violet was a ‘sparkling young bride’ when Mabel Dolmetsch first saw her among the audience at a 

Dolmetsch concert in 1896.3 Her lessons with Arnold followed immediately from that concert, and 

she quickly mastered the harpsichord, clavichord, virginals and spinet, extending her repertoire 

(for instance, to include Scarlatti, who would become an important figure for Violet), and 

strengthening her instincts about Bach.4 In 1899 she bought her first harpsichord from Dolmetsch 

and played it in a concert she arranged for him in her own house. This began a long but not always 

easy collaboration with him: 
 

‘ … though Violet eventually became the supreme exponent of his musical ideas, she and 

Dolmetsch rarely played together in public. Both had a liking for being centre stage; moreover, she 

was liable to be upset by his violent temper and domineering personality … Her musical tastes 

were the more catholic and the range of her repertoire was incomparably wider. She had no time 

for Dolmetsch’s dogmatic zealotry, which led him to understate the debt he owed to other 

scholars … and to dismiss all music after Mozart as ‘noise’. Even stylistically they drew apart, for 

Violet increasingly found his tempo rubato too heavy; but although they now went their separate 

ways they stayed in close and friendly contact. Violet became one of his best customers for his 

instruments, and they wrote to each other frequently on music questions.’5   
 

Violet continued to give piano recitals for some years after her introduction to Dolmetsch and 

received overwhelmingly favourable reviews, both as soloist and in chamber music. She seemed to 

be able to switch at will from playing clavichord and harpsichord in elegant private homes to 

performing the piano works of the romantic composers in large concert halls. However, this 

 
2 Douglas-Home, pp. 260–61 
3 Mabel Dolmetsch (Arnold’s third wife), Personal Recollections of Arnold Dolmetsch (London: Routledge &Kegan 

Paul, 1957), p. 18. 
4 Mabel Dolmetsch (Arnold’s third wife), Personal Recollections of Arnold Dolmetsch (London: Routledge &Kegan 

Paul, 1957), p. 18. 
5 Douglas-Home, pp. 47–8. 
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demanded rigorous practice, and she confessed in 1900 that a forthcoming concert on both 

harpsichord and clavichord ‘will mean few holidays till it is over … my fingers are so stiff and cross 

and I will have no time to practise this week.’6 By 1905 she had almost given up the piano, and her 

last public performance on it took place in Eastbourne. It was particularly well received but she 

was not happy: ‘Her technique was by now so attuned to the harpsichord that she had found 

practising for the piano stretched the muscles in her fingers and left her hands shaking.’7 
  

One of Violet’s most significant contributions to Dolmetsch’s clavichord-making career (and to 

musical instrument history) was her suggestion in 1912 that he should make small portable 

clavichords in place of the large five-octave instruments he had been making since the 1890s. 

Mabel Dolmetsch explained that:  
 

‘Violet’s desire for a smaller instrument arose from a wish to be able to transport her clavichord to 

the houses of her friends, tucked away safely on a shelf, specially constructed in the front of her 

carriage. Arnold however reaped other advantages; for these compact little clavichords were found 

to keep better in tune than the greater part of the larger ones and moreover, to produce a more 

homogeneous gradation of tone colour; while their compass of four octaves and one note sufficed 

for the music of J. S. Bach and his contemporaries. So popular has this type of clavichord become 

since that time, that it has served as a model for all subsequent makers of clavichords.’8  
 

The first five of the smaller clavichords, made at the Gaveau factory between 1912 and 1914, were 

well received and are well documented.9 Mabel’s claim that the model was followed by all 

subsequent makers of clavichords was overstated when she made it (in the 1950s), but the basic 

smaller design was tremendously influential in England; it was the staple of the Dolmetsch 

workshop for many decades and was followed substantially by Thomas Goff from 1935, and by 

many small- and large-scale builders of clavichords since then. Twenty-first-century 

clavichordists largely prefer to perform and record on the historically informed Dolmetsch five-

octave clavichords, many of which survive and are treasured; but players with a good clavichord 

technique can create sweet sounds from the small Dolmetsch and Goff clavichords, and there is no 

doubting Violet’s widely reported ability to draw the best from them.10   
 

At the end of the First World War the Woodhouse finances, previously robust, collapsed and it was 

clear that retrenchment was unavoidable. Although Violet had played, selectively, in public, she 

was always known as an amateur, but in 1918 she reluctantly turned professional and engaged 

Ibbs & Tillett as agents. Their publicity pamphlet reassured readers that ‘Mrs. Woodhouse is not a 

revivalist. She plays music that is full of vitality, in the only way in which it can be played, so that 

its vitality can be appreciated, namely on the instrument for which it was intended.’ She was soon 

much in demand:   
 

‘In her late forties, and practising more intensively than ever before, she was at the zenith of her 

abilities. Her playing was entirely lacking in sentimentality, her technique was perfect … The 

mainstays of her repertoire were Bach, Scarlatti and Mozart, but she also often featured music by 

 
6 Douglas-Home, pp. 45-78. 
7 Douglas-Home, p. 92. 
8 Mabel Dolmetsch, p. 104. Mabel mistakenly dated the suggestion to 1913; and the compass of the new 

models is most commonly four octaves and two notes. 
9 Peter Bavington, ‘Arnold Dolmetsch’s Clavichord Making before 1914’, De Clavicordio VIII (Magnano: Musica 

Antica a Magnano, 2008), pp. 38–40, and personal communication. 
10 Richard Luckett, in the liner-note to the Gemm CD reissue of Violet’s recordings (see below), wrote that ‘it is... 

apparent that the earlier [Dolmetsch] instruments were the better’. 
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William Byrd, Purcell, François Couperin, Handel and Haydn in her concerts, as well as works by 

contemporary composers such as Béla Bartók, Francis Poulenc and Vaughan Williams. She would 

usually end her programme with early English music and arrangements of folk tunes.’11  
  

In 1919 Violet introduced the clavichord into her public performances for the first time. She 

selected her venue carefully: the wood-panelled hall of the Art Workers Guild in London can seat 

eighty to a hundred people and allows a well-played clavichord to be clearly heard by all.12 

Incidentally, when Arnold Dolmetsch used the same hall for a very well-received ‘Evening of the 

Music of J. S. Bach on the clavichord’ in 1933, the Daily Telegraph suggested that there had 

probably never been a clavichord concert in London; and the normally reliable Margaret 

Campbell, writing in the 1970s, went on to say ‘… nor anywhere else, the writer might have added, 

and certainly no one but Dolmetsch had ever played the instrument in public’.13 This memory 

lapse reflects the steep decline of Violet’s reputation after her death; and in spite of the temporary 

interest sparked by the publication of the Douglas-Home biography in the mid-1990s her name is 

still scarcely better-known, even in the musical world, than those of the three performers who are 

profiled below.   
 

Violet’s career as a professional, which brought her many engagements and a solid income that 

modern freelance soloists might well envy,14 was to last only eight years. Gordon’s prosperity was 

fully restored by a series of extraordinary events, including a murder (by a butler, whom Violet 

tried without success to save from the gallows), and in 1927 she gave her last professional 

harpsichord recital. She included in her programme a harpsichord piece written for her by Delius 

and gave her best efforts to disproving the near-universal opinion that it is ‘Perhaps the least 

idiomatic composition ever written for the harpsichord’.15 The reviews were rapturous about 

Violet’s playing on this occasion (as so often), and she came under strong pressure to resume 

public concerts; but she retired into her former way of life, performing (with a few exceptions) 

only for intimate audiences. Her daily working routine remained unchanged.16   

 

Thomas Goff had heard Violet playing in 1920 and again in 1926 and was indelibly impressed. He 

gave up his legal career and by 1935, with help and training from Herbert Lambert and Joseph 

Cobby, he was ready to show an instrument to Violet. Jessica Douglas Home reports:  
 

‘Violet recognised in Tom an artist after her own heart. The clavichord is the supreme keyboard 

instrument of personal expression, and Violet felt she had been made for it. She had long played it 

in her drawing-room, usually after the harpsichord, but she had never possessed an instrument 

which gave her total satisfaction. In 1935 she found in Tom Goff’s new clavichords depths and 

subtleties previously undreamt of.17   

 
11 Douglas-Home, pp. 178-9. 
12 Margaret Campbell, Dolmetsch: The man and his work (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1965), p. 258. The Hall, 

pictured on www.artworkersguild.org/room-hire, is still one of London’s best venues for clavichord recitals; 

recent performers there have included Carole Cerasi (b. 1962) in 2004 and Marcia Hadjimarkos (b. 1959) in 2017. 
13 Campbell, ibid. Dolmetsch had of course been preceded at the Art Workers Guild by Violet in 1919 and 1920, 

and public clavichord performances had begun in the nineteenth century, for example by A. J. Hipkins in 

the1880s. Lothar Bemmann, ‘The Decline and Revival of the Clavichord’, De Clavicordio VI (Magnano: Musica 

Antica a Magnano, 2004), is a reliable and comprehensive source of information. 
14 Douglas-Home, p. 184 
15 Douglas-Home, pp. 179–80. 
16 Douglas-Home, pp. 227–31. 
17 Douglas-Home, pp. 241–3. 
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It is interesting to wonder why Violet might have felt unsatisfied by Dolmetsch’s clavichords. 

There does not seem to have ever been a serious breach between the two: she attended his 

eightieth birthday concert in 1938 and wrote him a warm letter afterwards, praising the Dolmetsch 

compositions that had been played; and after his death she wrote to Carl Dolmetsch that his 

father’s spirit remained with her through his harpsichord, which she always played, ‘its tone rich 

and beautiful’. Mabel Dolmetsch thanked Violet for her ‘kind and understanding letter. … I know 

that you were one of Arnold’s oldest and closest friends and that there was an unseverable bond 

between you independent of time and changes.’18   

 

Violet’s appreciation of the Goff instruments may perhaps have been influenced by the great 

decorative beauty he constantly sought for. She was a loyal and constant friend to Goff, and, as 

with Dolmetsch, she supported him by buying instruments herself (she owned five of his 

clavichords at her death) and encouraging others to do so. She was also a mentor for his 

instrument making: as he reported admiringly:   

 

‘I have so often made an instrument, played it for weeks, come to believe that I was acquainted 

with every quality in its compass; and then I would take it to her and hear it, as it seemed to me, 

for the first time. If my clavichords now sit, muffled in covers, silent and unplayed, they have had 

their glorious hour.’19  

  

Goff sometimes irritated Violet, for instance by urging her to ‘add amplifiers during her playing, 

so as to increase the popularity of his clavichords’, an idea she thought ‘ludicrous’,20 by refusing to 

share her love of Scarlatti, and by insisting that she give him clavichord lessons. In 1945 she wrote 

to her friend Sacheverell Sitwell:  
 

‘Heaving up one shoulder and then the other, and making a slipshod scurry at the end of the Bars, 

and playing half a Fugue solemnly, because he is unable to do the rest. For goodness sake destroy 

this letter at once, dear Sachie! He is furious with Scarlatti for writing a Glissando, and with me for 

playing it. Did you ever hear such a thing? How could I spoil the clavichord doing it so gently? And 

I told him he spoiled the clavichord, forcing the tone till it is quite out of tune, because he is 

totally unable to make a vibration. He said I was too severe. All the same I am really fond of him, 

and he does make beautiful instruments, but why, O why, does he wish to be a Virtuoso?’21   

  

This understandable impatience may help to explain why Violet never undertook any serious 

teaching until the 1940s. But, while it was true that Valda Aveling was her only true ‘pupil’, in 

1923 Violet had briefly given lessons to the young Vere Pilkington, who was to become one of the 

best amateur musicians of his day. After her death he wrote to Gordon: ‘For nearly thirty years I 

was under her wonderful spell, & she was the inspiration of all my music-making. I am quite sure 

that she was the greatest instrumentalist of my generation, & probably the greatest clavichord 

player there has ever been … it is a tragedy that her records were made so long ago that they are 

only the palest reflection of that great genius.’22  

 
18 Douglas-Home, pp. 246–7, 255–6. 
19 This is quoted from Goff’s ‘Violet Gordon Woodhouse – Her Playing of the Clavichord’, an analysis of the 

methods by which Violet achieved her memorable effects; originally a BBC broadcast of 1968, reprinted in 

Douglas-Home, pp. 320–27. 
20 Douglas-Home, p. 287. 
21 Douglas-Home, pp. 286–7  
22 Douglas-Home, pp. 190 and 306. 
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Sadly, Charles Vere Pilkington (1905–83) did not live to hear the CD reissue of Violet’s recordings, 

carefully re-engineered by Seth B. Winner and produced by Teri Noel Towe in 1996 (Pearl Gemm 

CD 9242). Violet is credited with being the first person to record on the harpsichord (in 1920); 

Arnold Dolmetsch is said to have preceded her but this is not established. The 1996 reissue mostly 

consists of harpsichord recordings (Purcell, J. S. Bach, Couperin ‘Le Grand’, Rameau, Farnaby, 

Domenico Scarlatti (K. 29 and K. 113), Bull, Handel, Byrd and Haydn). The clavichord is 

represented by the Prelude and Fugue No. 1 from Book 1 of the Well-Tempered Clavier, recorded by 

the BBC in 1941 at Nether Lypiatt, preceded by Woe Betide my Weary Body from the Straloch 

Manuscript and a brief interview with Lance Sieveking, in which she famously pronounces that 

‘The clavichord is really a study of a lifetime. It often sounds just like a packet of pins when one 

begins.’   

 

The Gemm reissue is currently available on YouTube, but the CD is worth seeking out for the liner 

notes, which include a learned and witty contribution from Richard Luckett and an explanation by 

Teri Noel Towe of the problems of re-engineering acoustic discs that were often ‘much played 

when they do turn up … yet further proof of the high regard in which she was held by her 

admirers’. He adds: ‘After hearing this disc, all listeners will certainly agree that it is a lamentable 

loss to posterity that Mrs Woodhouse’s intention of recording all of both books of Bach’s Well-

Tempered Clavier was not possible because of wartime government restrictions on the availability 

of materials.’23   

 

Violet’s last years make sad reading, even for those who sometimes find it hard to share Jessica 

Douglas-Home’s tolerant approach to her ‘exquisite selfishness’.24 Her lifelong self-discipline and 

the support of Gordon and close friends allowed her to continue playing until a few weeks of her 

death, from liver cancer, on 8 January 1948. As the Second World War went on, she became more 

eccentric; she suffered a series of painful bereavements; in 1942 she broke her right wrist and her 

left arm; and her health and strength steadily declined.25 One huge consolation was the passionate 

campaign she shared with Sacheverell Sitwell to find out more about Domenico Scarlatti and 

obtain scores so that Violet could bring more of his sonatas to light.  

 

Sacheverell’s brother Osbert, in an interesting memorial essay written soon after Violet’s death, 

mentions in passing a surprising anxiety that many of the Scarlatti works she played would fall 

into obscurity without her; whether his more musical brother shared this fear is not clear:  

 

‘Her taste was eclectic in music as in persons. In the same way that her rendering of early English 

music showed the utmost love and understanding, so in the great preludes and fugues of Bach she 

evoked their portentous grandeur in a manner to be obtained by no other executant on no other 

instrument. Again, in her rendering on the clavichord of Scarlatti’s compositions - many of which, 

now that, alas, she is dead, may never be heard again - it was possible to detect the thousand 

contemporary and living sounds of the streets of such southern cities as Lisbon, Seville and 

Naples: castanets, bells and bird songs; sounds which, as Sacheverell Sitwell first pointed out in 

his Scarlatti and His Times, contributed so largely to that composer’s music.’26  

  

 
23 Liner-notes to Pearl Gemm CD 9242. See Douglas-Home, pp. 329–30, for a full discography, and p. 318 for a 
list of some of Violet’s BBC broadcasts. 
24 Douglas-Home, p. x. 
25 Douglas-Home, pp. 264–6. 
26 Osbert Sitwell, Noble Essences: A book of characters (London: Macmillan, 1950), pp. 286–7. 
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In 1944 she forced herself back to practising although her injured left wrist was still painful. ‘By 

April she had mastered the two Scarlatti pieces which Sachie had insisted she learn. One of these, 

which she called simply “the beautiful one”, for a time obsessed her, and she became convinced 

that no player since Scarlatti himself had understood as she did how to express the pageantry or 

the passion of his music. Although the sonatas were “more gorgeous on the harpsichord, they 

seem more desperately and unbearably beautiful and architectural on the clavichord and more like 

going back into a fantastic and strangely inhabited world”.’27  

  

The question of whether Scarlatti might have been writing for a clavichord was of course 

controversial, but Violet’s conviction grew. She wrote to Sachie:  

 

‘I have begun two most lovely Scarlattis, difficult, and I think neither of them marked. One is a 

regular guitar technique and the other simply exquisite, rather like heavenly and melancholy 

Bells, with astonishing complicated accents in the middle about ten times [K. 27] … I also read 

that the clavichord was much in use in Italy about the Scarlatti times, and … I feel that the 

clavichord is able to take us into where all past years are, more than any other vehicle in the whole 

world.’28 

  

Violet was diagnosed with cancer of the liver in January 1947, but was told only that she had 

jaundice and a gall stone.  

 

‘She behaved with fortitude; up to the end she never gave the impression of being an invalid and 

as her body faded her vitality and spirit seemed to glow more strongly, and her character softened. 

…Three weeks before she died, weak as she was, she was still playing: 

 

“Darling Sachie 

 

“Just to tell you there is a toccata in your music [Scarlatti] which is the most tremendous marvel I 

think I have ever heard in its way; very Spanish, and I shall fear never to be able to play it; I have 

never tried anything so difficult – the Spanish idiom is very strong and the rhythm really 

magnificent. Another one is quite exquisite and goes on the kind of gaiety with which Bach 

sometimes almost breaks one’s heart. I am so excited and I was feeling as if it would set my teeth 

on edge to even touch the keyboard these last days. Guitars, Castanets, loud harsh sounds in this 

wonderful place and, it is strange to say, seems as if it must have been intended for the clavichord.

  

“If I could ever play it.”29   

 

  

Lotta Van Buren (1877–1960)  

Lotta Van Buren was born in Wisconsin and was a trained and established schoolteacher for three 

years before deciding to specialise in art and piano teaching. She moved to New York in 1900 and 

in the course of her piano studies there she developed a fascination for Bach. She later explained:

  

‘My music teacher told me to buy a Bach Prelude, so I went to the music store and asked for it. 

They gave me “The Well-Tempered Clavichord,” and I told them that I didn’t want that – I wanted 

a prelude! Finally they convinced me and I took it home. When I played the things they seemed 

 
27 Douglas-Home, p. 280. It is not clear which sonata is ‘the beautiful one’. 
28 Douglas-Home, p. 284.. 
29 Douglas-Home, pp. 298–302 



65 

 

         Lotta Van Buren in period dress 

very dull, I couldn’t get anything out of them. I discovered then that they had not been written for 

the piano at all, and I resolved that some day I would find a clavichord and play them on that. I 

went to Europe and found my clavichord and my Bach.’30  

  

She did indeed travel to Europe, but it seems that it 

was in Boston that she first encountered Arnold 

Dolmetsch, who was to be a key influence on her 

career. He was working at the Chickering factory 

there when she visited him in 1907 (or possibly 1909) 

to purchase a clavichord. From then on, her teaching, 

research and performing activities focused more and 

more on historic keyboard instruments. She began to 

give clavichord recitals in 1922, probably the first 

woman in America to do so, and this seems to be the 

first review that survives:  

 

‘Lotta Van Buren gave a clavichord costume recital 

with candle light and appropriate features, at the 

American Institute of Applied Music [in downtown 

New York] on January 9 [1922]. She sang songs of the 

last three centuries which came from England, 

France, Germany and Italy, along with many dances 

and lyrics by Bach and four of his sons. It was most 

artistically carried out and musically very unusual 

and satisfactory. A crowded house attended.’31  

  

Lotta was keen to include the harpsichord in her recitals but had difficulty in persuading 

Dolmetsch to provide her with one. After several years of waiting for him to fulfil her order he 

punctiliously returned her deposit, but she was eventually able to buy an instrument he had built 

in Boston for Ferruccio Busoni, repurchased by Chickering’s after Busoni died in 1924.32  

 

From 1923 Lotta began to add more singers and more instruments to her concerts (including  

virginals, spinet, octavina, hurdy-gurdy), and her repertoire over the years included Byrd, Farnaby, 

Rameau, Couperin and Kuhnau as well as Bach and his family. Dolmetsch had some influence on 

her concert programmes, but Lotta herself carried out substantial research into historical 

performance and published her findings.33 She also developed a series of concerts tailored 

specifically for children, typically with a mix of works accessible for young listeners as well as 

works which would challenge them.34   

 

 
30 Musical America, 6 March 1926, quoted, with photographs, by Dalyn Cook, ‘Lotta Van Buren: Pioneering 
performer, educator and restorer’, Clavichord International, Vol. 23 No. 1 (May 2019), pp. 7–10 
31Musical Courier, 26 January 1922, quoted, with a photograph of Lotta in period costume, in Larry Palmer, 

Harpsichord in America: A twentieth-century revival (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press,1989), 

p.40 (available on line at https://publish.iupress.indiana.edu/projects/harpsichord-in-america  
32 Palmer, pp. 42 and 175. 
33 Cook, p. 9. 
34 Cook, pp. 8–10. Many present-day clavichordists are active in the education of music students, especially at 

conservatoire or university level, but Lotta’s engagement with young schoolchildren is apparently still rare. One 

distinguished clavichordist, Joan Benson (1925–2020), described her work with children in ‘Teaching with the 

Clavichord in our Electronic World’, De Clavicordio XII (Magnano: Musica Antica a Magnano, 2017). 

https://publish.iupress.indiana.edu/projects/harpsichord-in-america
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Meanwhile she had been developing an interest in restoration and repair work. ‘Dolmetsch 

encouraged her, for he had found her an apt and clever pupil. He welcomed her to his workshop in 

England during the summers of 1923, 1924, and 1925, realising that many of his own instruments 

in the United States would need her care.’ 35 Later, she gave up giving concerts for several years to 

concentrate on restoration, including a substantial year-long campaign at Yale University’s 

Steinert Collection of historic instruments and ongoing work at Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia. 

Her meticulous approach to repairing historic instruments, based on her research and using 

authentic materials and methods where possible, was reported as a novelty by contemporary 

journalists. In 1934 an article headed ‘Clavichord Boom’ reported that she had been building 

clavichords for $300 (to ‘break open the low-priced or Ford field’), but sadly the Depression 

brought an end to this venture into mass production. She resumed giving concerts, most of them 

now with her Van Buren Players of Old Instruments.36  

  

In 1940 Lotta retired, moved to California and married an old friend, Henry Bizallion. He began to 

prepare a biography but unfortunately died before he could complete it. The draft is deposited at 

Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah, together with Lotta’s considerable legacy of instruments, 

papers, music and costumes.37  Sadly, it seems that no recordings survive of this remarkable 

musician, praised by Dalyn Cook for ‘the intensity and passion with which she pursued her work as 

a performer, educator, researcher, and restorer, as well as the reach of her musical curiosity and 

the breadth and depth of her engagement with all aspects of the clavichord.’38   

 

 

Dorothy Swainson (1882–1959)  

In contrast with her better-known compatriot Violet Gordon Woodhouse, we have far fewer 

sources for the life and work of Dorothy Swainson, but what we have is remarkably consistent in 

her praise. She was born in London and died there, but had an adventurous cosmopolitan career 

and spent a long period living in France. She was already a professional pianist, based in Paris, 

when in 1911 she became Arnold Dolmetsch’s first clavichord pupil. She had gone to him to seek 

advice on ornamentation and style for a recital of early French music she was preparing and had 

brought a Rameau score. ‘To her surprise, this was ignored, and the entire lesson devoted to the 

study of one apparently simple gavotte and the elucidation of the ornamentation, which revealed 

to her unsuspected beauty and grace.’39 Dorothy was also struck by his insistence that she should 

‘Never accept anything at second-hand: always consult the original.’40   

  

This rigorous approach would inform Dorothy’s scholarly work (some of it done in co-operation 

with Dolmetsch), but above all this first lesson was her introduction to the clavichord. When she 

heard Dolmetsch playing she was impressed both by the beauty of the sound and by his flair for 

interpretation, because ‘his musical instinct told him how it should go and how it should sound.’41 

He was then working at the Gaveau factory at Fontenay-sous-Bois near Paris, and she immediately 

purchased a five-octave instrument. After initial struggles to master it (Dolmetsch told her firmly 

that she must work out for herself how to tune it) she succeeded, had further lessons with him, 

 
35 Palmer, p. 40–41. 
36 Palmer, pp. 41–5. 
37 These are fully documented at http://archives.lib.byu.edu/repositories/14/resources/11095          
38 Cook, p. 10. 
39 Mabel Dolmetsch, op. cit., p. 95. 
40 Campbell, op. cit., pp. 183–4. 
41 Ibid. 

http://archives.lib.byu.edu/repositories/14/resources/11095
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Dorothy Swainson at her Dolmetsch clavichord  

(the instrument now at Fenton House) 

 

 

and began to give public clavichord recitals from 1913; this means that she was not only 

Dolmetsch’s most celebrated pupil but also, I believe, the first professional woman clavichordist.42 

 

This was the beginning of a friendship and collaboration that lasted until Dolmetsch’s death in 

1940. He had a high regard for her playing and shared a platform with her at a concert-lecture he 

gave at the Sorbonne in 1913, consisting of   

 

‘a programme of music played comparatively on the modern piano, the clavichord and the 

harpsichord. Dolmetsch played on the early instruments himself, and Dorothy Swainson the 

piano. This experiment, with music by Scarlatti, Rameau and Bach, was interesting enough to 

prove the point but, in Dolmetsch’s opinion, “not quite fair” since Dorothy Swainson had already 

becomeaccustomed to the old instruments; he thought that “the piano would have appeared at 

greater disadvantage if played by the average (good) pianist who had never played the clavichord 

or harpsichord”.’43  

  

Dorothy herself made a similar point 

in an introduction to clavichord 

technique she published in 1955:  

 

‘The average pianist is, I think, often 

unaware of the infinite gradations of 

tone of which the complex 

mechanism of the modern piano is 

capable. If pianists could acquire 

these gradations by means of the 

simplest mechanism in any keyboard 

instrument, that of the clavichord, I 

have no hesitation in saying that, 

besides discovering the musical 

possibilities of this enchanting 

instrument, their piano touch would 

improve out of all recognition.’44  

  

Dolmetsch obviously appreciated her playing of the harpsichord; a letter of March 1933 pressed 

her warmly to take part in a performance of the Bach concerto for four harpsichords he was 

planning for that year’s Haslemere Festival. The soloists would include his son Rudolph, himself, 

and ‘Dorothy Swainson la dernière sur cette liste mais pas dans mon estime’.45  

In 1914 Dorothy was invited to play in Russia and took with her a Dolmetsch clavichord and a 

spinet. She played them at the Moscow Conservatoire and elsewhere, but on the outbreak of the 

First World War she was interned, and when she finally returned to her home in Paris she had lost  

 
42For more details of Dorothy’s career, publications and recordings (with a photograph), see Lynne Mirrey, 
‘Pioneers of the English Clavichord-Playing Revival: 1. Dorothy Swainson’, British Clavichord Society Newsletter 36 

(October 2006), pp. 2–6. 
43 Campbell, op. cit., p. 192. 
44  ‘On Playing the Clavichord’, The Consort, 1955, Vol. 12, p. 30. 
45 ‘the last in that list but not in my esteem’: Campbell, p. 259, which includes a tantalising reference to the 

possibility that Wanda Landowska might also take part, as she had spoken of visiting Dolmetsch with a group of 

her students. In the event neither she nor Dorothy Swainson took part in the performance. I have found no 

evidence that Dorothy shared Violet Gordon Woodhouse’s reservations about performing with Dolmetsch (see 

above and Douglas-Home, pp. 47–8). 
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all of her possessions. Her indomitable courage and resilience were needed again at the outbreak 

of the Second World War. By then she had been living in France for over thirty years and was once 

again interned. Lynne Mirrey recounts:  
 

‘Mabel Dolmetsch, in her tribute to Dorothy Swainson, describes how, undaunted and with her 

fluent German, Dorothy set about organising musical activities in the camp and giving piano 

lessons. In 1943, on reaching the age of sixty, she was repatriated to England by a very 

uncomfortable and circuitous route, with only the clothes she was wearing, but looking ‘As 

buoyant and merry as ever’. 46  
 

From 1943, Dorothy lived in London for the rest of her life, pursuing her career as a performer, 

teacher, translator, scholar and writer. She gave at least forty clavichord recitals in this period; the 

last, at Haslemere in 1958, when she was already in poor health, included the J. S. Bach Chromatic 

Fantasia, a favourite recital piece of Arnold Dolmetsch.47  
 

There are many detailed accounts of Dorothy’s brilliance as a teacher and performer on both 

harpsichord and clavichord. In 1932 she helped to launch the career of the young Ralph 

Kirkpatrick, who visited her in France and wrote home to his family that her Dolmetsch clavichord 

was ‘a beautiful instrument’ and ‘She played beautifully, producing an amazing variety of effects, 

many of which I had not discovered. She is a pupil of Dolmetsch and renews my conviction that 

there is a great deal to be gotten from him.’48  
 

Michael Thomas (1922–1997), an established clavichord maker, player, and collector,49 was always 

ready to acknowledge his debt to her teaching. For example, writing in The Consort in 1959:   

 

‘When I first heard Dorothy Swainson play eleven years ago at a Dolmetsch Festival I was struck by 

her complete mastery over the clavichord. But I think that what was even more striking was her 

interpretation, which was derived from a deep insight into the exact pattern of every group of 

notes, giving a new meaning and value to every phrase, to every individual note. At the end of the 

concert Miss Swainson told her audience that it took fifteen years to get a really good clavichord 

technique. I went away feeling it would be time well spent … ’ 50  
  

Fifteen years later, he praised her again:  
 

‘Dorothy Swainson was the best clavichord player I have ever heard, and by using many kinds of 

vibrato was able to show a particular note as an up beat or a down beat or a suspended harmony. 

Every motion of the music was articulated so that every tiny twist and turn of direction was made 

compelling by the performer.’51  
  

Christopher Wood, speaking of Dorothy as a harpsichord teacher, wrote:  

 
46 Mirrey, op. cit. Mabel Dolmetsch’s tribute appeared in The Consort, 1959, Vol. 16, p. 32. 
47 Mirrey, op. cit. Mabel Dolmetsch’s tribute appeared in The Consort, 1959, Vol. 16, p. 32. 
48 Campbell, p. 251. Kirkpatrick later met Arnold Dolmetsch at Dorothy Swainson’s home; see Mirrey, p. 4, and 
Palmer, op. cit., pp. 96–7. 
49 David Millard, ‘Michael Thomas and the Bate Collection’, Sounding Board No. 7 (June 2013), Part 3, pp. 55–62, 

includes an interesting photo showing Michael Thomas’s hand and arm position, presumably influenced by 

Dorothy. He credited her again in 1992 at a weekend course on clavichord technique at the Bate Collection, 

Oxford (Millard, p. 57n.). 
50 The Consort, 1959, Vol. 16, p. 34; quoted by Mirrey, p. 5. 
51 The English Harpsichord Magazine, April 1974, Vol. 2, p. 44; quoted by Mirrey, ibid. 
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‘ … to have a lesson with her was an intellectual and spiritual experience. She was never dogmatic, 

and always allowed for the pupil’s own individual preference on how an ornament or phrase 

should be played, as long as it was in good taste and not foreign to the period in which it was 

written … and she could always back her statements by chapter and verse from the various writers 

of the period with which the lesson dealt …’52  

  

Dorothy’s translation into French of Arnold Dolmetsch’s The Interpretation of the Music of the XVII 

& XVIII Centuries (published in 1915) was begun in his lifetime and gave rise to some warmly 

supportive letters from him.53 She finished the translation in her fruitful years after 1943, but it 

has never been published. From 1948 until her death she was editor of the Dolmetsch 

Foundation’s journal The Consort and contributed several articles herself.54 In the July 1955 

issue,55she contributed an article for newcomers to the clavichord, ‘On Playing the Clavichord’, 

full of practical advice as well as citing historical sources (Türk’s Klavierschule, C. P. E. Bach, Dr 

Burney), and she ended the acknowledgements in her editorial Foreword with characteristic 

modesty:  
 

‘Lastly, the Editor [i.e. herself] makes some suggestions which may be helpful to would-be 

clavichord players and takes this opportunity of expressing her lifelong gratitude to Arnold 

Dolmetsch for having introduced her to this most lovable instrument.’   

 

Dorothy made several LP recordings in the 1950s, including contributions to the HMV History of 

Music in Sound series (Vols. 6 and 7) and a Dolmetsch Foundation LP recital of Bach (Preludes and 

Fugues from Book I of the Well-Tempered Clavier), Rameau, Dandrieu, Couperin (including Les 

Baricades Mistérieuses) and Scarlatti (K. 9). 56 Unfortunately, these are not widely available, but 

there is a recent CD recording of one of Dorothy’s Dolmetsch clavichords, which is now exhibited 

at Fenton House, a National Trust property in London. Unlike the larger instruments that she 

owned early in her career, this has a compass of four octaves and two notes and represents the 

smaller clavichord design suggested to Dolmetsch by Violet Gordon Woodhouse (see above). It 

was made in Haslemere in 1925 and was eventually inherited by Dorothy’s niece, Janet Leeper. She 

presented it to the National Trust in 1960, and it can now be heard on a complete recording of 

Herbert Howells’ clavichord music by Julian Perkins (b. 1977), a London-based keyboard player 

and conductor whose mentors included Virginia Pleasants (1911–2011) and Ruth Dyson (1917–

1997). Ruth made a pioneering LP of Howells’ clavichord music in 1981, and Julian pays a warm 

tribute to her in his liner-notes. 57  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    → 
 

 
52 The Consort, 1959, Vol. 16, p. 34; quoted by Mirrey, p. 5. 
53 Campbell, pp. 263–4. Dolmetsch also conducted a friendly and revealing life-long correspondence with his 

second clavichord pupil in Paris, the American Jean Buchanan (née Sinclair, 1878–1964), who taught and 

performed harpsichord and clavichord (see Mabel Dolmetsch, pp. 95–6, and Campbell, pp. 196, 207–8, 276–7). 
54 Brief details of these are given by Lynne Mirrey, and the excellent website of the Dolmetsch Foundation has 

fuller information: www.dolmetsch.com.  
55 The Consort, 1955, Vol. 12, pp. i and 27–30. 
56 For more details see Francis Knights, Clavichord Discography, second edition (Hebden Bridge: 

Peacock Press, 2020). Another useful clavichord discography can be found on the website of the 

German Clavichord Society: www.clavichord.info/clavkult_media.html#P-CDs.  
57 Prima Facie PFCD 065/66 (2017). 

http://www.dolmetsch.com/
http://www.clavichord.info/clavkult_media.html#P-CDs


70 

 

 

Valda Aveling at the clavichord 

 

 

Valda Aveling (1920–2007)  
Born in Australia, Valda Aveling showed her prodigious talent as a pianist from an early age and 

received diplomas for both teaching and performing from the New South Wales Conservatorium of 

Music when she was only sixteen. Her first meeting with her future teacher and mentor Violet 

Gordon Woodhouse in 1940 is described above, and Valda’s pupil Pamela Nash adds:   
 

‘Lessons at Nether Lypiatt, Violet’s Gloucestershire home, introduced the young Valda into an 

extraordinary private world. Although, in later years, she revealed tantalisingly little about the 

eccentric Woodhouse entourage, Valda would frequently reflect on her mentor’s charismatic 

musicianship. 58  
 

‘Based in London, for the next 30 years [Valda] 

appeared at British festivals, notably the 

Proms, and throughout Europe, north America 

and in the far east. At Trinity College of Music, 

London, she taught from 1955 until the 1980s. 

It was there that I first encountered her warmth 

and disarming wit, qualities to be found in her 

just-released 1976 EMI recording of sonatas by 

Domenico Scarlatti. Acclaimed for the 

performer's "magical touch", it is also 

remarkable as a document of the now historical 

Thomas Goff harpsichord, with its flutey, 

leather-voiced tone.  
 

‘With fellow Baroque revivalists George 

Malcolm and Simon Preston, and Australian 

pianists Eileen Joyce and Geoffrey Parsons, 

Valda relished performing the Bach concertos 

for two, three and four harpsichords.’59  

 These multi-harpsichord concerts had become an annual event at London’s Festival Hall in the 

late 1950s and 1960s and were familiarly known as ‘Thomas Goff Jamborees’. Fortunately a CD 

reissue of a 1967 LP, Music for Four Harpsichords, allows us to sample the exuberant music-making 

of George Malcolm, Geoffrey Parsons, Simon Preston and Valda, conducted by Raymond Leppard. 

In a valuable liner-note for the reissue, Peter Watchorn notes that:  
 

‘Valda Aveling … was one of the few actual owners of a Thomas Goff harpsichord, in this case built 

in 1956. (Most resided on the ground floor of [Goff’s home] in Pont Street, which is why they are 

so ubiquitous on recordings of this period.) Aveling’s instrument, which she also used for a  

 
58 However, Valda did not share her teacher’s aversion to amplification (see above): she is credited with being 

the first person to give amplified clavichord recitals, and discreet amplification was used at Goff harpsichord 

recitals (see below). 
59 Pamela Nash’s obituary of Valda Aveling in the Guardian (London), 18 December 2007, and personal 

communication. 
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famous HMV LP of Scarlatti Sonatas, provides a good visual and tonal example of Goff’s art.’60  

 

The composer Stephen Dodgson (1924–2013) wrote in an appreciation of Valda Aveling after her 

death in 2007:    

 

‘Way back forty years ago, in January 1967, I knew Valda Aveling only by name. A month or so 

earlier, my harpsichordist wife, Jane Clark, and I spent a happy evening with Tom Goff, whom we 

already knew independently; it ended with a little clavichord playing. I had enjoyed it so much I 

began a suite of little pieces, for it and for him. Completed a month later, I presented it to Tom 

Goff. I meant it for him, but he passed it on immediately to Valda and by July she had included it 

in a Purcell Room recital. Only later did I learn that Tom and Valda knew each other through 

Violet Gordon Woodhouse: both had been spellbound - as were so many others - by her dedicated 

clavichord playing. Having heard her play, Valda became Violet’s student, intent on a professional 

career. Tom, for his part, was inspired to devote his life to instrument building.’61  

  

The Stephen Dodgson clavichord suite premiered in 1967 was followed by a second suite, 

commissioned by Valda herself and premiered by her at Fenton House, London, in 1971. Stephen 

later revised the two suites; they were published in 200862 and have become popular clavichord 

repertoire. Julian Perkins recorded the revised versions in 2009 on a historically inspired 

clavichord made in 1998 by Karin Richter.63  

 

It would be fascinating to compare Julian’s reading of the Dodgson suites with Valda’s, but 

unfortunately they do not appear in her small clavichord discography: Francis Knights lists only 

two items, a mixed recital on a Goff clavichord, recorded in 1957, and another, on the 1751 

clavichord by Barthold Fritz in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, recorded in 1964.64 It 

seems safe to assume that the Goff clavichord is Valda’s own (Goff’s No. 6), now at the Royal 

Academy of Music, London, having belonged for many years to Sir Peter Maxwell-Davies. It was 

restored for the RAM by Peter Bavington, who recalls hearing the late John Henry playing it, with 

his characteristic élan, not long before he died.65  

  

Stephen Dodgson’s obituary described the growth of his friendship with Valda:  

 

‘Bit by bit, I learnt of Valda’s days at the Sydney Music Conservatoire and subsequent growing 

reputation as a concert pianist. It didn’t take me long to experience her voracious appetite for 

keyboard music of every type (organ only excepted) and every age. She respected scholarship, but 

this was never her bent. Her whole musical outlook was essentially practical. She could be a bit 

unsubtle, but she was always vivid, and of strong personality.’  

 

Pamela Nash gives us more details:  

 

 
60 Decca Eloquence 482 4745 (CD reissue of Decca LP SXL 6318), including J. S. Bach concertos BWV 1063 and 

1065. Andrew Watson reported on the 1965 ‘Jamboree’ in Sounding Board 16 (April 2021), pp. 41–2. 
61 British Clavichord Society Newsletter 40 (February 2008). 
62 Cadenza Music, Newport, South Wales; reviewed by Terence Charlston, British Clavichord Society Newsletter 42 

(October 2008) 
63In Dialogues: The Music of Stephen Dodgson, Vol. 2, Campion Cameo CD 2088, reviewed by Katharine May in 

British Clavichord Society Newsletter 45 (October 2009). 
64 Both for BBC Sound Archives; the wide-ranging repertoire of these recordings is detailed in Francis Knights, 

Clavichord Discography, op. cit., pp. 23–4. 
65 Sounding Board 16 (April 2021), pp. 80 and 87. 
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‘The scholarship of performance practice struck her as irrelevant in the pursuit of musical 

expression. Nevertheless, she helped to pave the way for new generations of harpsichordists, and 

as a teacher inspired many students - of whom I was the last - to carry the memory of her 

indomitable spirit.  
 

‘Her health began to decline in the early 1990s, and for the last 10 years of her life she was cared 

for by friends.66 She never married: she loved her cats and tending her garden, dominated by her 

imported eucalyptus tree.  
 

‘She could be domineering, alarmingly candid, and, when she wanted to be, intensely Australian 

in her directness. She could also be unpredictable, and thought nothing of retiring to her bed to 

watch television in the middle of her own dinner party. The concept of nervousness in 

performance meant nothing to her. In the words of Evelyn Barbirolli, “She was a dramatiser: in life 

and in music, and in the best possible way.”’  
 

Personal observations  

These four brief profiles fit the definition of ‘women harpsichordists who have also taken an 

interest in the clavichord’. What of the majority of women harpsichordists, who haven’t taken an 

interest in the clavichord? (Not to mention the male musicians in both of those categories …) I am 

aware that, at least in the UK, the clavichord as such has failed to find an assured place in public 

esteem, and is often regarded with active dislike or indifference even in musical circles. I suspect 

that one factor in this is that so few people have heard good clavichords, well designed and well 

tuned, played by people who have mastered the special techniques needed for this instrument. Eta 

Harich-Schneider ridiculed the ‘nonsense that, in order to be called a “harpsichordist” it is 

sufficient only to buy a harpsichord’67; this applies equally, if not more so, to the clavichord, but 

many people, even harpsichordists, find our insistence on this excessive. I must also admit that 

financial considerations do not help to attract new clavichordists, especially freelance musicians 

(tenured posts that include the clavichord do exist but are rare).  
 

The profiles show that the pioneers were happy to have harpsichords alongside clavichords on 

their concert platforms, something which is relatively rare today, no doubt partly because of the 

extra cost of transporting and tuning two instruments. I hope that more harpsichordists (and 

fortepianists) will consider taking the clavichord into their lives, as there are good instruments 

and teachers to welcome them, and the testimonies to the beauty and fascination of the 

clavichord quoted above surely cannot all be wrong.  

                                                                                                    Judith Wardman 
Judith Wardman is an amateur player with a particular (but not exclusive) interest in the clavichord. She 

can be contacted via the website of the now disbanded British Clavichord Society (1994–2019).             

                                                                                                                                 www.clavichord.org.uk. 
 

Postscript: more on Dorothy Swainson   

A very welcome addition to our knowledge of Dorothy Swainson (and the history of clavichord recitals) has been 

made available online by Katharine Hawnt, who included extracts from Dorothy's unpublished memoirs as an 

appendix to her PhD thesis, '"Strange Luggage": Raymond Russell, the Harpsichord and Early Music Culture in 

the Mid-Twentieth Century', University of Southampton, School of Humanities, Department of Music, October 

2021, Appendix F (accessed at https://eprints.soton.ac.uk, 20 May 2022). 

 
66 Although Valda’s clavichord has survived (see above), the whereabouts of her Goff harpsichord are not 

known; please contact Pamela Nash if you can provide more information. 
67 The Harpsichord: An introduction to technique, style and the historical sources, second edition (Kassel etc.: 

Bärenreiter, 1973), p. 10. 
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FEATURE 

A Bibliographic Guide to  
            Women Pioneers of the Harpsichord  
Francis Knights 
 

Wanda Landowska was without doubt the most famous harpsichordist in the world during the first 

half of the 20th century. However, she was by no means alone, and throughout Europe and the 

Americas many women pioneers performed, recorded and taught on the harpsichord, and also 

composed or commissioned new music for it.1 Some of their names are still familiar, while others 

were forgotten once they had retired or their recordings were no longer available.2 This 

bibliographic guide covers (from within a very large subject) about seventy of the most significant, 

and while the word ‘pioneer’ may imply a focus on activity between the wars, many of them lived 

very long and productive lives, so the cut-off date chosen is therefore those who are now no longer 

alive.3 The references in the bibliography are to English–language resources4, but a small number 

of essential foreign-language publications have also been included. There is not space to present 

even a short pen-portrait of each figure, so names, dates and citations are provided to help readers 

wanting to explore further: within brackets, references in bold are to the Bibliography (with 

pagination after a colon, if relevant), plus a letter for items included in the Select Discography5, 

with Gr for a Grove Music Online6 entry and Wi where a Wikipedia7 entry exists. Items range from 

full-length biographies to essays, interviews and obituaries (only a fraction of which can be 

included here), as well as the musicians’ own writings and tutors. 
 

Apart from a few scholars or other specialists, all of those listed below were players of the 

harpsichord, fortepiano or clavichord: although there have been many eminent organists who 

have specialized in early repertoires - Marie-Claire Alain (1926-2013), for example - they have 

only been listed where their interests also included other early keyboards as well. 
 

In recent years, coverage of the history of the early music revival has greatly improved, and the 

books by Harry Haskell, The Early Music Revival [28], Larry Palmer, Harpsichord in America [30], 

Bernard D. Sherman, Inside Early Music [39], Bruce Haynes, The End of Early Music [52] and Nick 

Wilson, The Art of Re-enchantment [66] provide much of the general background. As regards 

women musicians, Palmer (1989) is the most useful of these, while Cave (2017) [72] offers a short 

but specific discussion. The history of the harpsichord and its revival is covered in Hubbard (1967) 

[14], Russell (1973) [15] and Kottick (2003) [50], and a guide to the harpsichord’s use in the 19th 

century can be found in Holman (2020) [76], with further 20th-century British context given by 

Lewis (2017) [70] and Hawnt (2021) [81]. 

 
1 See, for example, Lewis (2017), Appendix A [70]. 
2 Interestingly, these harpsichord pioneers tended to be soloists and teachers rather than continuo players or 

ensemble directors 
3 For some of those who have recently died, obituaries are not yet available. 
4 Because of this, coverage here of parts of the world like Latin America, Scandinavia, Africa and Asia is 

necessarily incomplete. Similarly, the omission of some very senior but still-living performers means that the 

reference lists cannot give a complete picture of early pioneer activity. 
5 For discographies of modern harpsichord music and of the clavichord, see Elste (1993) [37] and Knights (2020) 

[79]. Women composers for the harpsichord are listed in Heinrich (1991) [31] and Bedford (1993) [34]. 
6 https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic. 
7 https://en.wikipedia.org. 
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The first group of players named are those who were from, or mainly active in, Britain. They 

include a number of long-established conservatoire teachers with a key role training some of the 

leading post-war professional recitalists, and several with connections to the influential 

Dolmetsch circle. In birth date order, they are Nellie Chaplin (1857-1930) [Wi] of the Chaplin 

Trio; the scandalous Violet Gordon Woodhouse (1872-1948) [38, 40, 94, J, Gr, Wi], who was the 

first to broadcast and commercially record the harpsichord; Dorothy Swainson (1882-1959) [94]8 

Margaret Hodsdon (1898-1986) [59], Mary Potts (1905-1982) [27, 62], who taught Christopher 

Hogwood and Colin Tilney; Millicent Silver (1905-1986) [Wi], who taught Trevor Pinnock; 

Elizabeth Goble (1907-1981) [20, 25], who left a fascinating report of her keyboard lessons with 

Dolmetsch; Austrian-born organist Susi Jeans (1911-1993) [10, 26, 33, Gr]; American-born 

Virginia Pleasants (1911-2011); Ruth Dyson (1917-1997) [18, 42, 89, I]; Valda Aveling (1920-

2007) [57,94, Wi]; Lina Lalandi (1920-2021) [88, L, Gr, Wi], who ran the English Bach Festival; 

Elizabeth de la Porte (1941-2020) [80, 83, 93, E, Wi], Heather Slade-Lipkin (1947-2017) [76, 

90, Wi], Helena Brown (1948-2012) [63] and Lucy Carolan (1953-2015) [68, C]. Eileen Joyce 

(1908-1991) [46, Gr, Wi], an Australian-born concert pianist long resident in England, who had an 

interest in both harpsichord and clavichord, should also be included here. 
 

Despite the earlier start of the early music revival in Europe, the first modern women 

harpsichordists in the US were of the same generation as those in the Old World, some likely 

inspired by the products of Dolmetsch’s early 20th century Chickering keyboard workshop in 

Boston.9 They include Frances Pelton-Jones (1863-1946) [30:36-39]; Élodie Lelong (1869-

c.1926) [78:35-38], Arnold Dolmetsch’s second wife; Lotta Van Buren (1877-1960) [30:39-45, 94], 

who gave a recital in New York on her Dolmetsch clavichord as early as 1913; Alice Ehlers (1887-

1981) [30:78-82, 78:63-65, S]; Lucille Wallace (1898-1977) [21, Gr, Wi]; Yella Pessl (1906-1991) 

[30:108-110, 32, S, Wi], whose troubled life began in pre-war Vienna; Sylvia Marlowe (1908-

1981) [30:110-117, 86, 87, P, Gr, Wi], who also played jazz on the harpsichord; teacher and editor 

Blanche Winogron (1911-2002) [Wi]; Rosalyn Tureck (1913-2003) [12, Gr, Wi], a Bach specialist 

who veered between harpsichord and piano; Denise Restout (1915-2004) [13, Wi], the keeper of 

the Landowska flame after her death in 1959; clavichord specialist Joan Benson (1925-2020) [82, 

B, Gr] and Laurette Goldberg (1932-2005) [47]. In addition, the influential presence of 

Landowska herself in post-war America (1942-1959) must not be forgotten.  
 

Early devotees of the harpsichord north of the border were Canadian Phyllis Holtby (1906-1993) 

[Wi] and Austrian-born Greta Kraus (1907-1998) [54, Wi], while key figures in Brazil included 

Lucila Machuca de García (b.1897) [78:86-94ff] and Violetta Kundert (1921-2013) [78:126-129]. 

The first Australian harpsichordist appears to have been Mancell Kirby (1897-1996) [Wi]. 
 

In Europe, the harpsichord was promoted by a number of Landowska pupils from the 1930s 

onwards, and there was perhaps more of a tradition, at least early on, to play both piano and 

harpsichord. As well as the grande dame of the harpsichord herself, Wanda Landowska (1879-

1959) [11, 13, 23, 28:51-54, 29, 30:46-61,118-136, 51:301-302, 58, 60, 78:57-62, M, N, Gr, Wi], 

performers included Landowska pupil Anna Linde (1880-1968) [S], probably the first person to 

make an electrical recording of the harpsichord; Regina Patorni-Casadesus (1890-1961) [S] of 

the noted Casadesus family of musicians; Marguerite Delcour (1892-1977) [S]; Marguerite 

Roesgen-Champion (1894-1976) [S, Wi], also a composer; Marcelle de Lacour (1896-1997) [Wi]; 

Eta Harich-Schneider (1897-1986) [9, S, Gr], also an ethnomusicologist; Simone Plé (1897-

1986) [R]; Julia Menz (1901-1944) [S, Wi]; Aimée van de Wiele (1907-1991) [Wi]; contemporary 

music specialist Antoinette Vischer (1909-1973) [19]; Janny van Wering (1909-2005) [92]; 

 
8 Some excerpts from her unpublished memoirs are given in Hawnt (2021), pp.235-239 [70]  
9 For Chickering’s factory output under Dolmetsch, see Bavington (2022) [84]. 



75 

 

Isolde Ahlgrimm (1914-1995) [42, 43, 53, A, Gr, Wi], who recorded almost all of Bach in the early 

1950s; Edith Picht-Axenfelt (1914-2001) [Wi], who taught for more than 30 years in Freiburg im 

Breisgau; musicologist, architect and artist Nelly Van Ree Bernard (1923-2012) [Q]; Zuzana 

Růžičková (1927-2017) [71, 85, G, H, Gr, Wi], who also recorded all of Bach, and whose 

extraordinary life is now documented in a book; Huguette Dreyfus (1928-2016) [60, 85, F, G, Gr, 

Wi]; Genoveva Gálvez (1929-2021) [91]; Emila Fadini (1930-2021) [22]; Christiane Jaccottet 

(1937-1999) [K, Wi], who made over a hundred recordings; Elisabeth Chojnacka (1939-2017) [73, 

74, D, Gr, Wi], the leading virtuoso of the harpsichord avant-garde; Blandine Verlet (1942-2018) 

[R, Wi], best known for her Bach and Couperin recordings; contemporary music specialist Annelie 

de Man (1943-2010) [44, 67, F]; and Laura Alvini (1946-2005) [Wi].  
 

Apart from performers and teachers, women were involved in many other aspects of early 

keyboard instruments and music, although to a much lesser extent than is now the case. As well as 

a few instrument makers, such as Mars McMillan (1944-2016) in Australia and Cynthia 

Goudzwaard (1955-2019) in the US, performer Lotta Van Buren [30:39-45, 94] was also a 

restorer, and Ann Feldberg (1930-2020) [24:205-217] ran her late husband John’s workshop after 

his early death in 1960. A number of artists also specialized in soundboard, or case, decoration, 

including Mary Mobbs (1925-2012) [64] and Sheridan Germann (d.2021) [48]; the latter was the 

leading scholar in this area. Music editors were quite scarce, although the work of Louise Farrenc 

(1804-1875) [1, 17, Gr, Wi]; Hilda Andrews (1900-1983) [4], who edited Byrd’s My Lady Nevells 

Booke in 1926; Margaret Glyn (1865-1946) [2, 3, 8, Gr], another virginalist expert; and Emila 

Fadini [22], who edited all of Scarlatti’s keyboard sonatas for Ricordi, is particularly significant. 
 

Several teachers wrote tutors for the harpsichord or clavichord, including Eta Harich-Schneider 

[9], Ruth Nurmi (1923-2018) [16] and Joan Benson [65], while others contributed to the field as 

museum curators and writers, including Geneviève Thibault (1902-1975) [Gr, Wi] at the Paris 

Conservatoire, Sibyl Marcuse (1911-2003) [Gr] at Yale and Jeannine Lambrechts-Douillez 

(1928-2020) [45, 56, Gr] in Antwerp. Although many performers owned and sometimes used 

historic original keyboards (including Wanda Landowska, Mary Potts, Joan Benson and Christiane 

Jaccottet [36]), there were relatively few collectors as such, apart from Belle Skinner (1866-1928) 

[Gr, Wi], whose instruments became the nucleus of the Yale University collection,10 and a small 

number of performer-collectors. In the area of organology, notable contributions were made by 

some of the performers and scholars mentioned above, as well as by Cornelia Auerbach (1900-

1997) [5, Wi], the first woman to be awarded a doctorate in music in Germany, in 1928; Susi 

Jeans, whose extensive publication list [33:184-189] is principally concerned with the organ; 

Rosamund Harding (1898-1982) [6, 7, 55]; Eva Badura-Skoda (1929-2021) [69, Gr]; and Martha 

Novak Clinkscale (1933-2010) [35, 61], the last three being specialists in the history of the piano. 
 

There are probably a hundred women harpsichord pioneers worldwide that deserve a place in the 

historical narrative of the 20th-century early music revival, but information about most of them is 

scattered and incomplete, many of their recordings have not been reissued, and even those lucky 

enough to be the subject of a book usually receive a focus that is more about their lives than their 

work. An exception is Watchorn’s scholarly Ahlgrimm monograph [53]; and the new study of 

harpsichordists in Rio de Janeiro by Fagerlande, Pereira and Barroso [78] (in Portuguese, but with 

a detailed English summary) also provides a good model. Most critically, the kind of contextual 

performance-style assessment provided by Dorottya Fabian in her Bach book [49] is still needed 

for most of these players. Only then will it be possible to properly understand what all of these 

 
10The collection of Rodger (1919-2007) and Lynne Mirrey (1930-2014), whose keyboards are now part of the 

Edinburgh University Collection, should also be mentioned here. See https://collections.ed.ac.uk/record/695. 
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performers (and teachers, scholars, editors and curators) each contributed to one of the most 

significant artistic movements of the last century.  
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••• ANNOUNCEMENTS 
 

RECENT NEWS ••• 

 
Women of the contemporary harpsichord 
Two innovative contemporary harpsichord projects went ahead in spite of national Covid lockdowns.   

In December 2021, the fifth Prix Annelie de Man - the leading festival devoted to new harpsichord 

composition and performance - took place in Amsterdam.  All four finalists in the performance 

competition were women: Piibe Talen (first prize), Sangmi Choi (second prize), Adeline Cartier and 

Liubov Titarenko.   

https://www.prixdeman.com/competition 

 

Haïku and Music 

Harpsichordist and contemporary specialist Laure Morabito joined pianist Nozomi Misawa for ‘Renaud 

Gagneux: 40 Haïku’, an album recorded in April 2021 which explores the compositional approach 

between Haïku and Music, and shows the harpsichord as an eloquent medium for the Japanese sound 

world.  https://disques-triton.fr/index.php/fr/nouveautes-et-promotions/495-40-haiku.html 

 

 

 

and LOOKING AHEAD ••• 

 
Residential Course at Benslow 
‘Frills and Furbelows: Tackling French Ornamentation and Trimmings’: a harpsichord course led by Dr 

Penelope Cave, who will teach the essential technical skills required for interpreting French 

ornamentation on the harpsichord, noting stylistic differences across a broad repertoire, to enhance 

performances of Chambonnières to Duphly.  The course, which will run from Friday 17 - Sunday 19 

June 2022, will also cover, inégalité, petite reprises, and other stylistic tropes, in addition to general 

harpsichord technique and articulation. It will be shared in a friendly workshop situation, with 

handouts for extra clarification. Participants are invited to prepare items from the set repertoire list, 

available on application. Benslow Music Trust, Hitchin, Hertfordshire SG4 9RB  

http://www.benslowmusic.org/ 

 

Domestic Music Making and its Instruments 
Galpin Society Conference in Edinburgh, Thursday 23 -Saturday 25 June at the University of 

Edinburgh. Full details see http://www.euchmi.ed.ac.uk/gxjp.html  

 

https://www.prixdeman.com/competition
https://disques-triton.fr/index.php/fr/nouveautes-et-promotions/495-40-haiku.html
http://www.benslowmusic.org/
http://www.euchmi.ed.ac.uk/gxjp.html
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Historical Performance Festival 
The Royal College of Music, London will hold its inaugural Historical Performance Festival, Tuesday 

28 June 2022 – Wednesday 29 June 2022.  It will feature talks from experts, specialist performances, 

and masterclasses for historical instruments.  

https://www.rcm.ac.uk/events/festival-details/?id=Historical%20Performance%20Festival 

 

York Early Music Young Artists Competition 
The biennial competition for young ensembles takes place at the National Centre for Early Music as 

part of York Early Music Festival. Recognised as a major international platform for emerging talent in 

the world of early music, the competition attracts musicians from all over the globe, offering a major 

boost to young professional careers with opportunities for performance, recording and broadcasting, 

and international exposure. Informal recitals Thursday 14 and Friday 15 July when competitors get 

the chance to experience the performance space and get to know the audience before the 

Competition which takes place on Saturday 16 July before an international jury of experts. Come and 

join us! Details https://www.ncem.co.uk/whats-on/yemf/  

 

Dartington Music Summer School 
The residential Dartington Music Summer School runs this year from 23 July -20 August 2022.  Steven 

Devine and Jane Chapman will be leading the harpsichord classes in the first two weeks of the Early 

Music and Baroque programme.  The Dartington Hall Trust, Totnes, Devon, TQ9 6EE  01803 847097  

For full details see; www.dartington.org/whats-on/programme/summer-school/courses  

 

Norvis Early Music Summer School 
NORVIS is an annual full week-long early music summer school in County Durham, it is one of the 

UK’s longest-established early music summer schools.  It will celebrate its Golden Jubilee as it moves 

to a new venue at Barnard Castle School, next door to the splendid Bowes Museum. It runs from 

Saturday 30 July - Saturday 6 August   https://norvis.org.uk/ 

 

London International Festival of Early Music 

LIFEM22 will take place from Wednesday 9 November to Saturday 12 November at Blackheath 

Concert Halls, London SE3 9RQ. Exhibitors include instrument makers from around the world, 

alongside societies, publishers and record labels. The opening concert will be given by The Brook 

Street Band, other performers include the welcome return of Solomon’s Knot. Support for emerging 

early music artists is given through the Young Ensemble Competition and the series of Performers’ 

Platforms. There is a full programme of workshops, lecture recitals, talks and makers’ demonstration 

recitals. Full programme to be announced https://lifem.org/ 

  

https://www.rcm.ac.uk/events/festival-details/?id=Historical%20Performance%20Festival
https://www.ncem.co.uk/whats-on/yemf/
http://www.dartington.org/whats-on/programme/summer-school/courses
https://norvis.org.uk/
https://lifem.org/
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