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Teaching and Touring 

 

It is a well-known fact of musical life that you never stop learning, and even today I find 
myself listening to another pianist’s performance of a composition I’ve been playing for 
decades, and discovering new insights into the work. In fact, after my intense student years 
and after my entry into the profession, I really only went to one other teacher for a session 
of lessons.  That was the wonderful Maurice Jacobson O.B.E., pianist and composer.  

We had a great rapport and he endeavoured (I’m not sure with how much success) to free 
me up in some of my classical playing. I was possibly a little too ‘correct’ in sticking to period 
style and I have hopefully managed to become a little more flexible in my ways.  

I certainly am not a believer in plotting how  I should play every note, but am all for 
spontaneity. It makes for a more exciting performance even when it doesn’t quite work! The 
two one-off lessons that I had while studying with Denis were with Myra Hess, who helped 
me with the opening passage of Schumann’s concerto, and Paul Badura-Skoda, who listened 
to me playing a Chopin Impromptu. Myra’s help was encouraged by Denis when she came to 
the Warwick Avenue maisonette for dinner, while Badura-Skoda’s was not. He was a noted 
Mozartian scholar and had invited himself to Denis’s home, suggesting that they play some 
duets together. However, he then asked me to play for him, and gave me a lesson in front of 
Denis. He abruptly took his leave, having got Denis to phone for a taxi. His behaviour did not 
endear him to us, however much we respected his musicianship. 

                          

This photo of myself with my good friend Denis Mathews was taken at the 1965 Summer 
Holiday Course for  Music Teachers at The Training  College in Matlock, Derbyshire.  
 



The course was run by Denis with Harold Craxton, and I gave a talk entitled 'A Music Student 
in Moscow'. It was the first time I’d ever talked to an audience about my life, and I 
remember my right foot shaking for the first ten minutes! 
 
My first professional foray into the teaching world was modest indeed. Just one youngster 
came to me while I was still living in Henley, and from then onwards I had  a string of 
occasional pupils. Some were seriously preparing for diplomas or exams, though there was 
one lady, a teacher, who used me as her therapist. She would arrive from a stressful day at 
school, sit at the keyboard and proceed to talk through the travails of her week. She had 
never had time or energy to practise, but she paid  £5 for her half hour with me happily 
enough!  I often thought that she was getting an excellent deal – the same time with a 
psychiatrist would have been much more expensive. 

From 1976 I began regular travel to the Soviet Union for concerts arranged by their concert 
agency  Gossconzert. These were the first times I’d been  there since my student days, and 
gave me the opportunity to see the  changes that the country was going through. Things 
were still tough for the average citizen. I was escorted everywhere by an interpreter. 
Although I spoke enough Russian to get by for everyday matters, it would have been 
impossible for me to deal with all the problems which arose regarding accommodation, 
eating and concert arrangements. Many times we would arrive at a rail station to find that 
the local concert agent had not been notified of our arrival, and on one occasion, in the 
Moldovan capital, Kishinev, I was informed that I was playing Prokofiev’s 1st Concerto the 
next day! That was news to me – my schedule gave me down only for recitals, and I hadn’t 
ever performed that particular concerto in public! I was able to help them out by doing  
Beethoven’s ‘Emperor Concerto ’ instead. 

 

  

 

I was never aware of  the extent to which my lady interpreters took their instructions from 
the Communist Party, so I was careful not to say anything too derogatory when 
arrangements were messed up or the hotels were poor.  



On one of the Lvov visits, my interpreter informed the agent meeting us that I was a 
vegetarian. ‘That’s no problem,’ she was told, ‘there hasn’t been any meat in the shops here 
for the last three weeks!’ In a taxi in Moscow, I chattied to the driver and told him that I had 
lived there in the early 1960s. I asked him how things were, to which he responded ‘Nothing 
has changed, but unlike in your country, where you have inflation, here the prices just go 
up!’ When some of our contacts apologised for the standard of food or hotels, my 
interpreter was able to tell them not to worry – I was one of them. In other words, I had 
lived there long enough to understand. 

 In fact, I did feel like a Russian in many ways due to my heritage, and nowhere more than in 
Kaunas, Lithuania. This was the city of my paternal grandparents’ birth, the second largest 
town in Lithuania and home to a large population of Jews in the latter part of the 19th 
century.  I was truly home.  

                           

 

I could remember sitting on my grandfather’s knee as a small boy – he died when I was five,  
but my grandmother had passed away a year before I was born. Now, here in their 
birthplace, I could imagine them sitting in the audience listening to me. It was a very special 
concert for me: I’m sure I gave one of my best performances – certainly the most emotional.  



 
 

Sadly, my father couldn’t give me any idea of where in this city my grandparents  might have 
lived, so I was unable to do any detective work. Also, the tight concert schedule precluded 
sightseeing. 

However, many of the Soviet concerts were career highlights for me: my first recital in the 
Philharmonic Hall in Leningrad: playing in the concert hall in Odessa where the great Emil 
Gilels regularly played; and, crowning them all had to be my debut in the Great Hall of the 
Moscow Conservatoire in May 1984, when my teacher from 1962, Merzhanov, was in the 
audience. Thrilling and terrifying in equal measure.  
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