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When I was 12, I was infatuated with pop
music. My first recording was Bobby Rydell’s
Volare. I couldn’t wait to play it to my best
friend, and took it to a sleep over. She didn’t
own a record player so we knocked on the
door of a friendly neighbour. Bill was a
cultivated music lover with a serious record
collection. This kindly middle-aged gentleman
tolerated our pre-teen ecstasy, but one track
was as much as he could stand – intervention
was required. ‘Now listen to this.’ To say 
I was transfixed by Maria Callas’s ‘Suicidio’ 
is an understatement: it was a thunderbolt;
the heavens opened, I was hooked and my
life’s path was set in that one explosive aria.

Every week Bill gave me a new vinyl
recording – covering the whole gamut of
classical music. Along with Callas there 
was Mozart, Bruckner, Mahler, Britten 
and everything in between. How lucky 
I was to be introduced to recordings by 
such a generous and discerning man.

My love affair with music began very early
in a Melbourne household where records
were constantly played. My mother was
tragically widowed at 28 when she was
pregnant with my sister and already had 
two young children. Her consolation was
exuberant and life-affirming music of all
kinds. My parents came from Crete, so 
there was much traditional Greek music, 
but equally music from Latin America, Asia
Minor, American pop music and, on the
radio, classical music. I loved it all.

At five I would sing Misirlou to my mother,
music full of rapture and the agony of
unrequited love. ‘Your two lips are dripping
honey, ah. Madness will overcome me, 
I can’t endure [this] any more.’ Quentin
Tarantino’s electric use of this Greek song 
in Pulp Fiction was, for me, a culture shock.

Manos Hadjidakis’s sensual songs were
favourites. Twenty-five years later I met 
and interviewed this brilliant composer 
of soundtracks, sentimental songs and
sophisticated instrumental music. I was by
then a producer with Australia’s national
broadcaster, the ABC. This volcano of a man,
adorable, rotund, with a pronounced lisp, was
always surrounded by an entourage of gorgeous
young Greek men. Manos took me to a record
store in Athens and cavalierly cleared out its
vast collection of his compositions, giving me
bundles of LPs. Captain Mihalis is a masterful
song cycle, his very personal settings of verses
from fellow Cretan Nikos Kazantzakis’s novel
Freedom or Death. Hadjidakis was Head of
Music at ERT, the Greek national broadcaster,
and invited me to attend his festival in the
historic Cretan village Anogia. I jumped at
this opportunity to make my first visit to the

home of my glorious Minoan forebears. I
identified very much with my Greek heritage
and felt wounded when I was dismissed as
Xeni (foreigner). My Australian-accented
Greek was a giveaway.

My family prospered in the ‘Lucky
Country’, but as a child I often felt like an
outsider. Mahler expressed this condition with
pathos and extravagance. I became infatuated
with the recording Bill gave me of the
Kathleen Ferrier/Bruno Walter Rückert Lieder
and at 15 I joined the Mahler Society as its
youngest member. On Sunday afternoons in 
a Melbourne apartment a cultivated group of
Mitteleuropäischen music lovers would sit as if
at a concert, in rows of seats, respectfully
listening to LPs of Mahler’s symphonies.
Kaffee und Kuchen were served after these
religious experiences. Bliss.

At the break of one Mahler gathering a
very courteous gentleman with a lilting accent
and irresistible Viennese charm respectfully
asked if he could dry the coffee cups. And 
so I was introduced to the great conductor
Georg Tintner, another defining moment.
Tintner was a deeply principled man with
unshakable convictions, sometimes stern but
always gentle. He was devoted to Bruckner.
How fortunate for us that he had the
opportunity to record the symphonies at the
end of a life spent studying them. Georg lived
his life immersed in music, spending every
waking minute absorbed in his scores. 

When I moved to Perth, where he lived, I
had the privilege of being taught piano by him
in return for my babysitting his daughters. To
have as a friend such a great man and pure
spirit was one of my life’s blessings. Georg
was fiercely uncompromising and his mantra

summed him up: ‘the strength of a
resolve can be measured by the degree
to which it cannot stand exception’.

Peter Pears’s recording of Britten’s
British folk-song arrangements had a
profound effect on me. We used to
sing those simple songs with the usual
banal piano accompaniments at school
assembly. Britten’s other-worldly 
piano settings and incomparable
playing, and Pears’s profoundly
touching characterizations conjure 
the subconscious dreamworld of 
the subjects. When I listen to the
recording now, I am transported back
to the hot Australian summer evening
when I first heard it at 17. It led to
my becoming a record producer. I was
a university student looking for part-
time work and went for an interview
at the ABC with my precious Britten
score tucked under my arm. Noticing

it, the interviewer solemnly asked how I 
rated the composer. There was no holding 
me back. I got the job, compiling radio
programmes from recordings. Had I known
there were 500 applicants for the position, 
I doubt I would have bothered to turn 
up. A decade later John Culshaw, whom 
I met when he worked briefly in Australia,
asked me what my favourite recording was.
There was no contest: the transcendent
Britten/Pears ‘Folk Songs’ disc. Culshaw’s
face lit up: I was rather surprised to learn
that he was the producer, uncredited on 
the LP cover in the fashion of the day.

One of Richard Bonynge’s abiding passions
is recording. Richard provided the impetus
for my striking out on my own with Melba. I
met him when I was assigned by the ABC to
record what was billed as Joan Sutherland’s
final performance of The Tales of Hoffman.
Disaster struck when industrial action kept the
curtain down; but a recording partnership with
Richard was born. Staying with Richard and
Joan in their Swiss chalet and listening to the
Voice of the Twentieth Century singing around
the house was eerie and a gift from Heaven.

Too many records? Perhaps. But without
milk, there is no cream. Certainly, in a
market flooded with ‘product’, the only
reason to make new recordings is to produce
great ones. Music is transforming and great
recordings can change your life. They did
mine. The challenge for the listener is to
discover the treasures; for the CD producer
and label, to make them. You have to be
uncompromising. Great recordings are forever
and make musicians immortal. As Carlos
Kleiber said: ‘The show does not have to 
go on, it has to be great.’ Maria Vandamme

Too many records

Maria Vandamme is the MD of Melba Recordings Terry Lane
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Lessons with Jascha Spivakovsky 

I started piano lessons at 12, too late to become a performer but lucky enough to 
have studied with Jascha Spivakovsky, a larger than life exponent of the great 
Russian tradition. 

Jascha had fled the 1905 Odessa pogrom at the age of 9 and moved to Berlin to 
study with Moritz Mayer-Mahr. Mahr had been a student of both Rubinstein and 
Liszt, which made Jascha’s students feel special. After all, Liszt had been touched 
by Beethoven. 

Judges of the Blüthner prize, Gabrilowitsch, Godowsky and Busoni pronounced the 
14 year old Jascha a Wunderkind, and awarded him the prize – a Blüthner piano, 
over an adult field. It was one of two and had pride of place in his enormous and 
daunting Australian Salon where he taught. 

Before coming to Australia Jascha had had an important European and American 
career, working with such conductors as Furtwängler and Strauss. 

Of course I was under the spell of this magnetic man, who at 70 still cut a 
powerful figure. My piano lessons were imbued with the richest European 
tradition. It was like stepping into a magical world where art, music, culture and 
ideas vibrated in the walls.  You were being entrusted with the most important 
part of his humanity. It was both a privilege and responsibility – some found him 
ferocious. Indeed there was only one way with him:  Jascha felt honour bound to 
pass on, undiluted, what he had been taught.  But above all, he was warm, and 
now, 50 years later, every second of my lessons is crystal clear in my mind. 

Like Tintner, Jascha was uncompromising, and regularly stressed the importance 
of ‘Sitsfleish’, imperative for a pianist: the ability to persist in, and endure, 
thousands of hours of practice. Jascha, like Heifetz, had zero tolerance for 
performers who express emotion by thrashing around wantonly. Being an 
emotional Greek, I was guilty of putting my whole body and soul into playing. 
Jascha cured this bad habit in a trice by standing behind me, holding my head, and 
ordering me to “Keep still. Express yourself through the music”. Facial expressions 
and body movement were a waste of precious energy and an unnecessary 
distraction - more appropriate in pop music, where theatricality is a key 
ingredient of rock and roll ‘attitude’. There the goal is to make simple music 
appear very difficult. In the performance of classical music the polar opposite is 
the ideal: to make something extremely complicated seem effortless. 

A roll call of celebrities visited and performed at Jascha’s salon, the historic St 
Georges Road Toorak mansion Edzell, and signed his piano, including Melba, 
Schnabel, Rubinstein, Barere, Arrau, Barenboim, Perlemutter, Oistrakh, Ricci, 
Galli-Curci, Szell, Victor Borge, Elman and Jascha Horenstein. 

He also had another claim to fame. Nellie Melba not only performed in his home, 
but also took a shine to him, when he was young and handsome and Nellie, in her 
sixties, had lost none of her zest for life. With a twinkle in his eye and 
unmistakable authority, he confided “do not be fooled by the dowdy photos: she 
was a sex bomb!”. 

http://news.domain.com.au/domain/best-address-historic/the-house-dame-nellie-sang-in-20111116-1nih2.html
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