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Foreword


I write as one of the many direct beneficiaries of the central characters of Double Stopping, all of them marvellous fiddlers who graced our great country temporarily or permanently over the last century and more. Quite a few of them I knew closely, others at a distance, others only by reputation. But all of them have marked me. Even Alma Moodie, who, in spite of the lack of surviving recordings of her playing, we can reasonably speculate might have been our greatest fiddler.

And if she was our greatest fiddler she must have been extraordinary indeed, given the large number of truly superb violinists, many of them not even mentioned in these pages, who have blessed us with their glorious sounds in the brief historical period since the first fiddles arrived on our shores.

Somerset Maugham spoke of how the fate of one who is part of the new world, yet drawn to the old world, is invariably complex. But the reality is even more complex than that to which Maugham was referring, for we in Australia are simultaneously the new world, the old world and the oldest world all in one, wholeheartedly embracing an essential part of the old world with our fiddles and now also seeking an artistic path which might reconcile all three.

I never tire of explaining to my students that as violinists we inevitably become part of Gypsy traditions, Jewish traditions and many other folk traditions. Indeed, my own teacher Robert Pikler, one of the subjects of this book, was himself the very embodiment of such traditions, as a player, as a cultural phenomenon and by blood. He was also a consummate musical classicist. The total of his artistry was perhaps best captured by another of his long-time students, Anne-Louise Comerford, when she made reference to Pikler’s rare, natural gift for combining the highest Mozart taste with the inflexions of a Gypsy in a manner where both traditions were enhanced and nothing lost.

The violin itself has its own way of gathering up humanity, delighting it, and at best perhaps even improving it. It is, after all, also the instrument, after the human voice, most beloved by most of the great composers. The instrument becomes something of an emissary for what is way beyond ‘mere fiddling’; embracing and informing much of what it means to be human.

Even more than this, it is also a primary teaching vehicle for the development of thought itself given that the master executant has ipso facto reconciled numerous considerations of physics, geometry, mathematics, aesthetics, athleticism, philosophy, reason, reality, intellect, narrative, taste, emotion, passion and form.

All the splendid subjects of this most welcome book were, in their very different ways, embodiments of such realities, as both teachers and players, in what has become a new chapter of human history as this beloved instrument of dreams and magical story telling began to take deep root on our ancient continent.

William Hennessy AM
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Introduction


Suzanne Robinson


Mobility and migration were integral to the careers of concert artists in the twentieth century.1 For an Australian-born instrumentalist living twelve thousand miles from the music industry’s European centre of gravity, further training and concert performances overseas were defining experiences. The very act of leaving the country was a sign of talent, while returning, if at all, was a mark of elite achievement. At the same time, and over the course of more than 150 years, Australia has been a destination for virtuosos of the highest calibre who, by travelling to outposts of the British Empire, boosted their income and enhanced their marketability. Some of these, because of war or in response to opportunities, were to remain as teachers, chamber musicians, orchestral musicians, conductors and soloists. All of the violinists represented in this book belong to one or other category of ‘double stopping’: they were either born in Australia and drawn to illustrious European teachers such as Joseph Joachim, Otakar Ševčík and Eugène Ysaÿe, or immigrated as professional musicians with exceptional qualifications and experience. All of them achieved renown; several of them are remembered today as some of the most outstanding violin soloists of the century.2 To gather them together in a single volume is to highlight how international travel effected cultural exchange to a far greater degree than has been previously recognized, and how mobility and migration enabled the shaping and re-shaping of distinguished careers.

This book is not, however, a study of music making within a national frame or as an expression of developing national identity.3 Instead, in common with historians reclaiming transnational life stories, it looks beyond ‘imagined communities and patrolled borders’ at lives that disrupt nationalist narratives.4 Mobility was the hallmark of a modernizing world, movement through and between spaces configuring a fluidity of language, residence, citizenship, identity and allegiance. Modernism itself, in the words of Simon Gikandi, was a ‘transnational phenomenon’.5 Following the paths laid by the leading nineteenth-century virtuosos, elite careers in music in the modern era were forged in spite of national or racial boundaries and constructed through access to networks that stretched across a global canvas.6 The twentieth century’s wars, pogroms, revolutions and political instability contributed to the mobility of already mobile artists, driving displacement beyond borders, beyond continents and even beyond hemispheres. Artistic identities were fashioned by an insatiable mass media, whose increasing reach fostered the globalization of artistic reputations, each mobilizing artist adapting not just to a new place and culture but to new conglomerations of publishers, concert agents, retailers, recording companies and sponsors. Many of them discovered entrepreneurial talents, fashioning new markets, exploiting new media and creating a profile that was distinctive and unique. And having learned what was possible they could envisage new moves, new migrations, new horizons.

From the late nineteenth century, European celebrities often bundled tours to Australia with visits to New Zealand and South Africa, and sometimes India as well.7 Until the very end of the twentieth century, however, travel between Australia and Europe was a time-consuming and expensive exercise. So arduous was the journey by comparison with travelling times within Europe that some of the century’s leading musicians – the cellist Pablo Casals was one of them – refused to consider an Antipodean tour.8 Whereas by 1900 the transatlantic crossing had been reduced to six days and records were constantly being broken, the journey between London and the major cities of Australia took anywhere from forty to seventy days (more in bad weather), typically with stops in Colombo, Bombay and Port Said (or Durban to avoid the heat of the Middle East).9 By 1949 a record-breaking passage was still twenty-six days, and only attainable by the most modern ocean liners, while the Sydney–London ‘kangaroo service’ operated by Qantas took four days and involved six stops.10 Flying time halved with the introduction of the jumbo jet in 1971, and with greater frequency of flights fares became more accessible. Eventually, accelerating speed, both of movement and communications, offered more reason to travel, gradually normalizing what had once been a prohibitively risky and often intolerable experience. This is not to say that the journey was ever comparable even to the voyage between London and Bombay, let alone Paris to New York – in the 1970s a well-travelled expatriate Australian musician claimed that ‘from London you can get anywhere; the only place that is difficult to get to is Australia’.11

Ten thousand Australians left the country between 1900 and 1914, that number doubling in the interwar years.12 Imperial connections and the ‘vast engine’ of empire ensured that London was the most common destination.13 British investments in Australian rail and banking, intercolonial trade in wool, wheat and other essential commodities, participation in wars, annual Empire Days and royal visits all reinforced imperial ties. The partnership was not ever an equal one. Australia’s population was so small – in 1914 roughly the same as that of inner London – that more than a century after settlement, model British citizens were still being posted to Australia as governors, judges, professors, bishops and sportsmen. The upper echelons of Australian society travelled ‘home’ for presentations at court, Ashes cricket matches and visits to children at Oxford and Cambridge, and doctors were still being trained at the famous British medical schools. Among the talented Australians to settle in London, some of them for decades, were the singers Nellie Melba and Ada Crossley, the pianist Percy Grainger, the artists Stella Bowen, Tom Roberts and Arthur Streeton, and the writers Henry Lawson and Mary Gaunt. The most visible of these artists came to colonize London in a way that reinforced Britishness and allowed them to merge colonial and imperial identities.14 Meanwhile Australians were fed a steady diet of English novels, English poetry, English drama and extracts from the English press. It was inevitable that Australia’s cultural life seemed ‘a flimsy pasteboard imitation of the magic realm of Overseas’.15 More importantly for musicians, the English music examination systems, those of the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music and Trinity College, so dominated the landscape in Australia that any musician who successfully negotiated their highest grades expected to attend the parent institution. Scholarships such as the Clarke in Melbourne, the South Australian in Adelaide and those offered by the Associated Board were expressly tied to further study at the principal London music colleges, where the choice of teacher was commonly facilitated by meetings in Australia with touring examiners.16 Like the journalist Louise Mack, who chose poverty in London over a career in Australia as a journalist, music students for the better part of the century believed that ‘There’s nothing in the world as large as London – to an Australian.’17

Australians were also linked to other parts of the empire in myriad interconnecting ways, and these connections were, as Angela Woollacott notes, interconstitutive.18 The mobility of imperial culture was such that British fashions, habits and practices were as evident in Australia, Ceylon and South Africa as they were in London or Manchester. Even if Australians were located on the geographical periphery of the empire, its historical constructions and sheer dominance over almost a quarter of the globe inculcated a belief in the moral and intellectual superiority of the white race. Australians, by definition of their ‘whiteness’ and regardless of distance, assumed their privilege and authority, which sustained their power over the non-white indigenous peoples of the region. When successive Australian prime ministers determined to increase the country’s white population, the White Australia policy, enshrined in law
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