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“Random Notes” is a collection of memories and anecdotes from the life of singer and musician Gilah Yaron. The musical environment in which she grew up is described throughout these pages and enables a glimpse into the events and circumstances that she experienced. These shaped her life as a student, a professional singer and a voice instructor.
“I was impressed with the liberty that you allowed yourself to share with us the events that were not necessarily successful. It sends a message of credibility and human quality, and produces an instant bond with you. In the Israeli newspaper 'Haaretz', Noam Ben Zeev wrote: ““The Twentieth Century Quartet” is playing along with Gilah Yaron – one of the greatest singers to appeared in the Israeli music culture”. I absolutely agree”. 
    Zvi zemel, pianist and colleague               
 The story 'From Abroad on the Way Back Home' made me laugh. I felt such a relief that one can only receive from fairy tales or big dramas, and the story about the trip from Bat Yam actually brought me to tears”.
Mira Zakai, singer
“Your memories are interesting and enlightening. I admire you for your inner honesty and courage”.
Yaara Ben-David, Poet and Multi-Talented Artist
“This book is written in an optimistic style and is certainly very engaging. I read it with great enthusiasm”.
Aliza Loebstein, graphologist
Gilah Yaron
Random Notes
Pages from the Diary of a Singer

Lovingly dedicated to all my students, wherever they may be

1 - Gilah Yaron – Soprano Singer
  
Born in Tel Aviv, Gilah Yaron is the daughter of German immigrants. She studied with Hede Tuerk-Boernstein and Elisabeth Schwarzkopf.
Gilah Yaron is well known to music lovers in Israel and Europe, through her many performances with orchestras, choirs, chamber ensembles, recitals and recordings. Her repertoire ranges from the period of the baroque through to contemporary music. Israeli music takes a prominent place on her list. Gilah Yaron appeared with conductors such as Paul Paray, Igor Markevitch, Gary Bertini, Mendy Rodan, Zubin Mehta, Lázló Heltay and many others.
Gilah’s development as a singer is closely connected to the renownd Rinat choir, established by Gary Bertini, its conductor from 1955 until 1974. Gilah appeared with Rinat in many concerts and tours  often as a soloist.
Gilah Yaron has special affinity for the music of Olivier Messiaen  and has recorded the entire repertoire of his vocal music. In 1990 she was awarded a prize from the Israel Broadcasting Authority and the Israel Council for the Arts, for her outstanding performance of the work “Elza” by the Israeli composer Josef Tal. Among the pianists Gilah worked with are, Ruth Menze, Idith Zvi, Allan Sternfeld, Zvi Semel and Jonathan Zak.
Since 1982 Gilah Yaron has been on the staff of The Jerusalem Academy of Music and Dance. In addition to being a voice teacher, Ms. Yaron frequently gives courses in Lieder and Oratorio performance - subjects especially close to her heart. She also teaches a course in German grammar, comprehension and diction, to the students of the vocal department. Her own books are used for this course  and are based on the poetic texts of songs.  Recently Ms. Yaron completed her book "Diction for Singers" – a guide to pronunciation in six languages. Her books are being used by voice teachers, singers and choir directors. 
Gilah Yaron also teaches voice and diction at the Israeli School of Choral singing named in honor of Gary Bertini.

Gilah Yaron’s Website:www.germanforsingers.com
Email: yagila@netvision.net.il

2 - Introduction

"Random Notes" is a collection of stories related to my work and my life. The anecdotes are at times amusing, at times surprising - stories about events, opportunities, discoveries, successes and failures.  
Sometimes episodes in my daily life jog my memory and I am reminded of events from long ago. When that happens I draw them out and tell them, just because I love reminiscing… These memories are tucked away deep inside me and I find great satisfaction retelling them. I have no desire to erase the past in order to preserve a place in my mind for future events. My past, filled with memories, is like an anchor, to keep me stable and secure in the present.
Nevertheless, I hope and dare to believe that this book can be used also as an example and encouragement to others.  The stories are a witness to that and are evidence of my strong inner drive to teach and educate others.
This collection of stories evolved slowly, gradually, until it – unexpectedly - took the form of this book.  
My gratitude goes out to the many friends who encouraged me again and again with their affirmations and advice. The list includes family members, my late husband, Yehuda, my sisters, my colleagues, Miriam Meltzer and my dear friends Rinah Shalom and Aliza Loebstein, all of whom unknowingly were together the force behind my decision to publish this book.
I would like to thank the publisher, Steimatzky, for giving me this opportunity, to bring my book to the general public in hebrew. My grateful thanks go to Rotem Biron, who edited it so skillfully and compassionately. 
3 - The Mystery of Professor X

From the very beginning I felt that this story was not just about  a one-time encounter.
This was not the first letter I have ever saved. Ever since my first concert in 1968, I kept a file with correspondence related to my concerts - newspaper clips, announcements, reports, listeners’ comments and greeting cards which came with flowers. 
But the letter I received this time was different. It arrived at the orchestra’s office in an oversized envelope, on which was written: “To Mrs. Gilah Yaron”. It was written in German on special thick stationery, with elaborate  letters and ornate handwriting - and it was…  anonymous. The signature was of all things “From Professor X”. His letter was written after a concert of J.S.Bach's music. He included in his letter  a philosophical quote about the Meaning of life. And indeed, just a few days earlier, in September of 1973, I participated in a concert featuring the works of Bach, singing with the Israel Chamber Ensemble in the Tel Aviv Museum. In addition to his objective attitude he added a brief personal note.
I was amused, curious and flattered as I promptly proceeded to punch the two holes and file his letter away in my “Concerts” binder.
This strange and unusual episode repeated itself many times, almost as a ritual. After each appearance, radio clip or newspaper article, I immediately received a warm, intelligent and artistic response from Professor X. The postal stamp could not hide the fact that these letters originated from Haifa. This clue was the only crumb of the evidence, so to speak, and as much as I tried, I could not solve the mystery. With the passing of time I became more accustomed to these letters and even anticipated their arrival. I read them carefully, searching for any comments relating to me personally. On one occasion I was happy to discover amongst his usual observations "you sang beautifully and you were beautiful. No! you are beautiful!"
 I searched to know his identity and yearned for a real connection with the person behind the letters, but he did not let it happen. Once he even warned that he would stop writing, for after all, as he explained, how long can one continue to write to a phantom. In my heart I hoped that he would never carry out his "threat". And indeed, the letters kept coming  with apologies, saying that like women, he could not be faithful to his decisions…
You can imagine my family’s interest in Professor X, often questioning me about him. More than once you could hear them jokingly say, “How is X doing? We have not heard about him for a while". By then I had already stopped trying to understand the ‘whys’ and was just hoping that our unusual connection would never end.
One day I received a long and detailed letter, in an ordinary envelope. My feminine and innocent instinct was slightly shaken when I read Professor X’s confession of his love for the daughter of a priest whom he met during his days as a medical student in Basel, a love that was cut short when he moved to Israel. He had found some resemblance between us. My looks reminded him of her, and that was what attracted him to me. In time, he continued to confess, her features had become dim and merged in with my face, my smile and my singing. From time to time he sprinkled complimented me about my pleasant appearance, which his wife also affirmed...
How silly it was of me to take pleasure in the fact that the other woman’s face was forgotten and I remained the only love of this elderly man, but the fact is that one’s feelings cannot be denied.
My fears that he might stop caring for my singing, my performances and me proved unfounded. He continued to send me letters and I continued to enjoy them, their content. I was courted and I loved the feeling. His letters have since been filed under the title “Professor X”, of course!
This one- sided “communication” took place over a period of more than eleven years, during which time I was never able to respond or contact him.
However, it happened that one day I received yet another letter. The familiar fancy handwriting indicated the identity of its sender. As usual, I hurried to open it and enjoy its content. To my amazement, although the words and quotes were as usual, I saw that he had used ordinary writing paper bearing his name and signature . In vain I searched for an explanation for this sudden and unexpected revelation. I didn’t understand and was almost disappointed, as if awakening from a dream. Professor X was a doctor who previously lived in Tel Aviv and later moved to Haifa. Here was his name, his address, his zip code and  phone number, all spread out for me to see. Gone was the magic and the mystery… it was almost unbearable for me that it was such a ridiculously easy discovery. In a moment, everything changed.
I sat down to write back to my friend. I found myself addressing a familiar face that I had been prevented from contacting all these many years. 
Since then we developed a rather steady, two- way correspondence.  He addressed my performances in a less mysterious manner, and I was faithful to update him and even sent him programs from my concerts abroad. He responded and I answered...
When I told the Professor about my upcoming concert in Haifa, and that I was going to perform the solo soprano part in Beethoven's Ninth and that I would be delighted to meet him, he wrote back on a beautiful card with an enormous rose, that he would most certainly be there: I could find him in the second row, center. When I walked on stage I immediately recognized him, but like a shy young girl, I avoided looking at him. The old professor was no less shy when he was ushered by one of the backstage hands to the back stage. With his hand shaking, he apologized for not bringing his wife with him. He gave me an antique silver box as a gift, beautifully ornamented, a heart- shaped medallion inside it. He also handed me a letter, which I immediately wanted to read, but he wrote on it, “Please read when you get home”.  
Back home, I read his confession that he had indeed started writing to me in 1973 (it was now 1984), although he had first seen me during the intermission of one of my concerts at the Tel Aviv Mann Auditorium, in the early 1960s and had been following me ever since then. He noticed me among the singers of the Rinat Choir, at the beginning of my singing career and was proud of his prediction even back then, that my career would prosper. “And now you know!!” Thus he released the built-up pressure of a long-guarded secret.
"So this is the man", I thought. Over these many years, I have seen him staring at me, at times through his binoculars. This fan was indeed the one who wrote all these letters.  
4 - What's in a name?  

Some believe that a person’s destiny is in some mysterious way connected with his name. Could it really be so? I find myself among those believers. How else could I explain the fact that I, bearing the name Gilah (In Hebrew, Joyful), am a happy person, content with my destiny? How can one explain the combination of both, my first name and last name, GAliza Loebstein, graphologistilah Yaron (Yaron in Hebrew, Will Be Happy)  that so well fits the beautiful musical profession I chose?
I am the oldest of three girls, born a short time after my parents emigrated from Germany to Israel. I was named after my grandmother on my mother’s side, who prematurely passed away six years before. Her name was Gisela. My cousin was named Ayala, which is the translation of my grandmother’s name, while I, being younger, was named Gilah, simply because the similarity in sound was a reminder of our beloved Gisela.
I am not even certain if my parents realized the full meaning of my name.they most certainly could not have know its prophetic meaning, nor that my life would be full of joy, or that I would, through marriage to Yehuda Yaron, become Gilah Yaron, a double Joy combination, which perfectly suits my personality.  
Someone using my name as a form of endearment would immediately think of 'Gilah’leh'. However, the additional “L” makes it more cumbersome than endearing.  My father always called me 'Gilah' while my mother called me 'Gilah'chen', meaning 'sweet little Gilah'. When I was very young I was nicknamed Goldkind and I used to think that it was my full name, but when asked, “what’s your name” I would of course answer "Gilah". When asked “what else”, expecting to hear my last name, I answered "Goldkind", which means 'Golden Child'. This unexpected answer consistently brought a warm smile to people’s faces.
Later on I was nicknamed 'Gilutsh', (thumb sucker), because I used to suck my thumb until relatively late age. Interestingly, in spite of the negative connotation associated with this name I actually loved it. 
What else can be done with my name, Gilah besides using it in more forms than one may expect? Relatives and friends used to call me Gilka, Gilati, Gilu, Gilush, Gilinew and even Gillette. When I was young, I was also called Giggle because of my rolling laughter, but my family usually called me Gili, a name that pleased me. My husband used to lovingly call me Gigi or Gil, and to this day I consider  the emotional implication in the giving of a nickname. 
5 - My Childhood Memories

My childhood home has been deeply engraved in my memory and strongly tied to every detail of my life, until my wedding day. Though small in size and quite crowded, it offered great emotional opportunities for growth in heart and soul.
Both my sisters and I took music lessons and were busy practising for our lessons, each of us at our appointed time and corner. It was no simple arrangement. We had a two-room aparntment. My mother taught in one of the rooms, I practised in our bathroom. I covered the mirror so as not to distract myself and my sister practised the cello in the kitchen because it was bigger and had just enough room to move her bow. We did our homework at the kitchen table or on one of the shelves that was temporarily “borrowed” from our clothes closet, which stood in the entrance hallway.
At night-time we got the bedroom ready for sleep. Our three beds took most of the space. I remember how we barely had enough room to move around. Our parents slept in the living room, where the baby grand piano stood, and they too had to get their beds ready each night.
It took me great effort to concentrate on my homework in my early childhood, with all the disturbances and distractions of our crowded little home. During those afternoons, when my mother gave music lessons at the school, we were home alone. These were critical times for us, since we were responsible for our own schedules and worked all on our own. In the evenings, when Ima (mother) came back from work, we related what we had done that afternoon.
I particularly remember the autumn season, which was also the beginning of the new school year. The days were getting shorter and darker. I used to watch the birds outside my window as they flew past, screeching and flapping their wings. My thoughts flew away with the birds.
I tried very hard to be “good” and do all my homework, as I was told, but I was not always successful. I remember how again and again the birds distracted me as I observed them flying flock by flock, in beautiful formation. I was indeed very impressed by the slight changes in flight and could watch them for hours. Alas, when evening arrived, I had accomplished nothing. And what about my homework and other tasks?
My mother was very understanding of my inability to concentrate. Instead of scolding me she patiently listened to my woes and allowed me to do my homework at night, when the turmoil of the day subsided and my sisters were already asleep. I would rest in the afternoon, as instructed by Ima, and study at night, and thus my childhood autumns passed. When I got older I was able to overcome my lack of focus, and now, looking back, I have great appreciation for my mother and the way she handled my difficulty.
Since these early days much has changed. However, I cannot ever recall feeling bitter or deprived of anything. Our crowded home was always filled with love and compassion in spite of life’s struggles, and to this day I remember it as a source of strength, safety and joy.
6 - Musical Child

I was born into music.
Even as a young child I was already drawn to music. My parents were delighted, and showed their joy, support and understanding. I was told that as a child, when I cried, they were able to comfort me by playing music and singing to me. When I was three years old I discovered that I could “play” the piano by hitting several keys at a time and the dissonant sounds absolutely thrilled and excited me. “So beautiful”, I whispered to myself, impressed. My mother concluded that I would some day be a musician, involved in modern music.
Ima was a piano teacher and you could find her students walking in and out of our home. I remember how thrilled I was to hear them play. I was magically drawn to the music of J.S. Bach. I would often ask permission to sit in on the lessons and listen quietly to Bach’s music when my mother taught.  
At the age of five I started playing the recorder. Age nine I started taking violin lessons. Unfortunately I was not good at playing the piano. Having my mother teach me did not work in my favor. It just didn’t work out.
At school I was considered “musical”. I was a quiet and obedient child and learned easily, except for the daily tasks that required my focus and caused me to drift into 
7 - Gilah on the Violin… 
“Aba and I are going for a little walk, we’ll be right back.”
These familiar words that mother spoke did not seem any different or unusual. She worked many hours giving young children and beginners piano lessons, and needed a little break, like a stroll with my father, a breath of fresh air. All seemed normal to me and it never crossed my mind that they always went out for a walk just when it was my time to practice the violin. The screechy and unenthusiastic sounds coming out of my violin were apparently more than they could tolerate or have patience for. It takes a long time and a lot of practice to be able to produce pleasant and musically acceptable sounds on the violin, and my scratchy sounds were too much for people with sensitive nerves at the end of the day.
My musically- inclined parents understood the importance of affording their children music lessons, in spite of their financial difficulties. They chose the violin for me, while my younger sister studied the cello. They asked us what we thought about it and we agreed. So I started taking violin lessons. My parents closely supervised my practicing and were always very encouraging. I struggled to get through my daily half hour of practice, even though they thought it was not long enough. I was ten years old by now, and had been playing the recorder for several years. I had to force myself to practise, though it never occurred to me that I could quit.
For the first few years I studied with Mr. Polishuk Senior and later on with his son. I felt no great affection for them and have no particular memories from that period.
Later on, aged thirteen, I started studying with Israel Amidan, who was well known as a good teacher and quite in demand. I enjoyed taking lessons from him. It was a step up for me. Playing the violin is no easy matter. “My right arm, pulling the bow, hurts me when I play too long”, I once told my instructor, hoping he would give me a break. Responding to my complaint he said, “Always play just a little bit more than what you think possible, and thus you will overcome your difficulties”. I kept his advice throughout my life. Once, while waiting for my lesson, I started playing around a little. Mr. Amidan looked at me and said: “What do you think you are doing?” “Nothing...” I said. “There is no such thing as ‘nothing!’” he scolded me with a mean voice that still rings in my ears to this day.
During my years with Israel Amidan my sister and I joined the Gadna Orchestra. This youth orchestra had just been established and they did not have enough cello players. One of the founders, Akiva Azmon, heard that there was a ten year old cello player in Tel Aviv, and in spite of her young age (all the other players were older), he told my parents about this new orchestra and tried to talk them into letting her attend the summer camp. They promptly went to Givat Olga to check out the place and when they came back, very excited about it, they agreed to let her go on the condition that “her older sister, the violin player”, would be allowed to join as well. It was as if they were preparing to marry us off, and the older had to precede the younger… Thus both of us found ourselves in the Gadna Youth Orchestra that summer.
Our level of playing was not at all what the acceptable standard for the orchestra was. My sister Esti was able to keep up with the orchestra, her exceptional talent carried her through, but I lagged behind, so they allowed me to remain in the camp, but as a listener only. That beautiful music left a lasting imprint on my soul.
Mozart Symphony #28, Bartok Romanian Dances, as well as Mendelssohn’s Piano Concerto #1 penetrated deep into my being and were, in fact, my first exposure to the music world.
When I was sixteen we returned to play in the orchestra. By then my playing had improved, of course, but still, I was not qualified to go on the tour to Holland with the orchestra. I just couldn’t keep up with the famous, fast- moving “Allegro Con Brio” of Beethoven’s Overture to Egmont. I was sad, aware of my limitations. Esti went on that orchestra tour while my understanding parents sent me on a boat trip with a friend, as compensation. It was quite obvious that my violin playing was not the greatest. I was very insecure about my playing, not even wanting to tune my violin in front of others, although playing in the orchestra freed me and I felt protected enough to enjoy music.
My orchestral experiences from those days, which accompany me and thrill my heart to this day, include Schubert’s Fifth Symphony, Haydn Symphony #88, and George Bizet’s wonderful slow movement of his Symphony.
I believe that working on Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony with the orchestra was one of the highlights of my experience. The rehearsals with composer and conductor Arthur Gelbrun, whose songs I was later privileged to perform, taught me so much about playing with others. I gained a deeper understanding of working with a conductor. I was exposed to unique rhythms and harmonies of Beethoven, and began to recognize different musical styles. “Beethoven is Beethoven, there is no mistaking it”, Esti and I would proudly declare, as if we had just discovered America… and truly, we did discover a whole new world!  
During these ten years of playing the violin, from age 9 to 19, I was greatly drawn to the world of chamber music. I did my best when I played with my friends in small chamber music ensembles. I became familiar with the Haydn and Beethoven trios, the Mozart string quartets and even with Mendelssohn’s enchanting Octet.
My first voice lessons opened my understanding to a whole new world. I learned the differences between the human voice and string instruments. “Think about how you would play this phrase on the violin”, my voice instructor would often remind me. It made everything clear: Legato - the art of connecting the notes, dynamics, sustaining the notes. Things became more clear and exciting. The strings - the vocal chords, the bow - the air flow that activates them, the sound box - the cavities in our body, our head, nose, face and chest. It all fell into place.
Finally I discovered my natural talent, and my real gift was inside me - my human voice. My singing connected me to my childhood and the violin.
8 - A profession for life

My teaching inclinations became evident at a very young age, and so did my musical talents. I was always drawn to music for pleasure and satisfaction.
My music teacher at school had no idea of the role model he was to me, and precisely because of him I chose to enter the field of music education. From early on I had a strong urge to teach. When I turned thirteen my mother asked me the classic question –" What would you like to be when you grow up?". I answered her with certainty and as a matter of fact: “I want to be a music teacher like Meir Noy!” I wasn’t really too impressed with his teaching style. Even though he loved his students he was often insensitive and hurtful, but the way he combined his lessons with singing, theory and exposure to classical music left a strong impression on me. This was precisely what I craved to do.. I wanted to bring the whole world closer to music. I identified with it and saw it as my duty, my calling. Even then, at age thirteen, it was already perfectly clear to me.
Upon graduating from high school I immediately contacted the Tel Aviv Music Teaching Seminary and enrolled for classes. After a short interview with the director, Dr. Herzl Shemueli, and a rather easy (for me) ear-training test, I was promptly accepted. Upon admission, I noticed that most of the other students in my class were less proficient than I was. I especially excelled in my voice training classes, which were mandatory classes for all students. Only then did I realize that I indeed possessed the “Voice of a Singer”, and from that first moment of realization I was “hooked” and never looked back. Of all the musical instruments, I knew that this one suited me perfectly.
Once in a while I was asked to sing, “solo” and my reputation as a soloist quickly spread among student circles and choir singers. For the next three years I studied hard and with great enjoyment.
I took my practical exam in my old public school, in Mr. Meir Noy’s class, no less, and received my teaching degree. I must admit that I did a good job. 
No professional adviser could have done better than a seventh grade girl, who knew exactly what she wanted to do!
9 - Singing, and How It All Began
I’ll never forget my first day at the Music Teaching Seminary, not to mention my first class. What at first appeared to be a total disaster became my turning point - such an impact it had on the rest of my career.
As I entered my classroom that first day of school, I realized that I was late; in fact it was at the very end of the lesson. It was a meeting with the singer and my voice-training instructor - Mrs. Julia Stuchevsky. She divided us into groups and asked each of us to sing, which was a frightening experience for me. Although I was late, Mrs. Stuchevsky warmly welcomed me. “Well, you are the only one who did not sing for us," she said. “Let's hear a song from you." I was not expecting this and was shy and scared to sing in front of the other students - but I couldn’t think of a way to get out of it. The only song that came to mind was  El ginat egoz…("I went down into the garden of nuts")  - and this is what I chose.  I stood in front of the whole class and sang it with a clear and accurate voice. I didn’t have any idea how the others sang, but for me, it felt like a cruel baptism by fire. I was greatly relieved to finish the song and returned to my seat. Mrs. Stuchevsky ended the class by announcing that none of us really knew how to sing and that we have a lot of work ahead of us. “You sing like this", she demonstrated, imitating my singing: "El ginat egoz…” It seemed to me that she was exaggerating my half - open mouth as she barely squeaked a tiny sound out of it. But maybe she didn’t. She chose to use me as an example because my singing was still fresh in her mind.
If I was at all hurt that day, I certainly got over it quickly. After several lessons it became evident to me, to my teacher and to my class mates that I in fact had a voice and no one else in my class was as good as me. I knew that I was “on my way” when, at the end of the year I earned the highest grade on my final exam and gained the admiration of my teachers and my fellow-studends . From that point on, singing was the ‘name of the game’ for me!

10 - Poem/Song

I started teaching music in a special education elementary school.
The third grade teacher asked me to teach a song about a citrus grove. I didn't like he only song I could think of, so I looked through the class reader text-book and found a suitable poem by Shmuel Bass, to which I added a simple melody with a rather catchy beat.  It was so well received that it became part of my regular repertoire as a music instructor. I used it in every school in which I taught and consistently received positive feedback.
One day I decided to take it to the music education department and see if they would add it to their curriculum. It took three years and then, one morning, a colleague approached me, beaming with joy: ”Greetings, composer!”  
I knew right away that my song “In the citrus grove” had made a respectable place for itself in the official songbook used in the public school system in Israel. My feelings were mixed, though. I was certainly proud and pleased with its success but I also knew that it was not the direction I would be taking, and it amused me. I knew I would not be doing any more composing, and so, “In the citrus grove” remains my one and only composition, brightly shining to this day.
Many years have passed since I wrote this song, out of necessity, until one day I came face to face with it again. I was looking for a few small gifts for my young nephews and nieces like toys or children’s books at one of the stores. The sales person handed me an album - a collection of autumn songs. “Here is a booklet with all the words to the songs  and the singer is very good. In fact, I recently bought it for my grandson and he won’t stop listening to it”, he boasted, trying to urge me to buy it. So I took the plastic case out of his hand, turned it over and stared at it several time in disbelief. Song number 6 was indeed Shmuel Bass’ poem - “In the citrus grove" - music by G. Yaron! Of course I bought the disc right away. When I got home I checked it out and the “very good singer” was none other than a former student of mine…
I am now a registered member of the composers' union - Acum. My “work”: “In the citrus grove”. I made a special effort to register with this well- known organization, to protect my copyright. I filled out numerous forms and paid membership fees as expected… I am no longer an amateur, I told myself… Of course I never received one penny for my song but it didn’t matter, because I was now a member in good standing with this guild and was receiving all their announcements!
Despite of the “G. Yaron” at the top of the song, children in Israel have no idea who wrote the song, they just like to sing it, and this is my reward!
In its new addition, though, my name was spelled out in full.
11 - I Deserved it…

As a new music teacher I was assigned to teach in the “Tekuma” school for handicapped children. In the third grade were two very short children who were also mentally challenged; their voices were very piercing and shrill.
For the feast of Tu Bishvat I decided to teach them a new song and wrote the words on the board:
“Let’s all go together,
To the valleys and the hills
For this is Teva’s (Nature’s) birthday,
It is our holiday.”
We had a little discussion on the meaning of the song and I asked my pupils some questions, to stimulate their imagination and get their reactions.
As a new teacher with good intentions but limited experience, I asked the class: Who can tell me what Teva (Nature) is? Of course this went right over their heads, but finally one of the “little people” shrieked” “I know, that’s where you put the mail… ” [Teva - Nature, and Teva - mailbox, sound the same in Hebrew].   
Everyone laughed and I did not exactly know how to react to this funny and unexpected answer but I knew that I deserved it, and that it was now my turn to explain what Nature really is!
12 - A Dream Come True

It’s was my life- long dream to sing with the Rinat choir!
As a young girl I used to hear the Rinat Choir and I couldn’t wait for the day I would be allowed to join this wonderful choir and be among its singers. One day, in my eleventh grade, all dressed up in our school uniform, I decided to drop in at one of their rehearsals, which was held at the “Carmel” school in Tel Aviv. I was still young and inexperienced and walked straight to the conductor, introduced myself and told him the reason for my visit. It never occurred to me that I would have to audition or that I may not be accepted. The conductor, Mr. Gary Bertini, asked smilingly, how old I was.
“You can have a seat and sing with us today, but you must first finish school, serve in the army and only after that you can join.”  His words were very final but gentle. I’ll never forget that rehearsal and how we practiced over and over to produce the most delicate sounds of Monteverdi’s Madrigal. Everything was so beautifully phrased, very detailed, precise and in perfect pitch and style. It was an incredible experience for me, to observe this group of people work as one voice, as one instrument, toward perfection.
Reluctantly I accepted the verdict - I had to wait for several more years before I could join them, but I was very grateful for this experience and left with warm feelings.
Two years passed. I graduated from high school and started my studies at the Tel Aviv Music Teaching Seminary of Music. Voice lessons took priority over any of my other studies. I joined the Abu-Ghosh Choir. It was quite different from Rinat Choir and not on the same high level, but the beautiful repertoire and the opportunity to perform at the annual music festivals in the beautiful old church won me over.
Not long after, some friends from Rinat asked me: “Why don’t you come and sing with us?” I couldn’t resist and promptly arranged for an audition. My husband, Yehuda, advised me not to tell anyone about the audition, to avoid embarrassment in case I failed… He anxiously waited with me to see where all this was leading.  
I arrived at the home of Gary and Rosette on time, but first I stopped at my parents’ house and whispered to my mother where I was going. Indeed, was the only one who knew!
Gary was very serious and matter of fact. He asked me what I was going to sing. I sang “Amarilli, mia bella”after which I was asked to do some sight- reading for him. When I was done I was asked to meet with the choir committee, who were waiting for me in the hallway. We talked about schedules, my ability to rehearse on the Sabbath and go on tours abroad, and told me that I would be receiving the results of the audition in the mail. As I was preparing to leave, Gary suddenly walked out of the room and whispered something to Motke, one of the committee members, then quickly retreated back to his room. Next, I heard Motke say to me: "Gary requests that you come to rehearsal tomorrow”.
Of course I was hoping to pass the audition and be accepted to the choir, but I never expected this response. I never dared to dream of this quick success. I was elated and left with my feet barely touching the ground, almost floating to my parents’ home. Leaning on the door post I ceremonially announced: “I have no idea what you are doing tomorrow, but I have a rehearsal with Rinat!” The words rushed out of my mouth and resonated the tremendous joy that filled me. My dream has been fulfilled! Even Yehuda was impressed with my success!
I sang with Rinat Choir for the next fourteen years, and Gary became my dearest friend, teacher and mentor.
13 - Conversations With Aba - A Man of Few Words
I was not accustomed to have conversations with my Aba (father). Of course we talked, but we never had real conversations. We communicated without words, in our thoughts, in a warm and intimate manner, probably because of my father’s personality and the experiences he went through during the five years he spent in Dachau, one of Germany’s concentration camps, before he immigrated to Israel in 1938.
My conversations with my mother on the other hand, came very naturally to both of us, flowing like a ping pong game: I’d say something and she’d respond right away. I shared my opinions and she would add to it or just listen - and so it was between us until her last day.
My father was always there to listen to me, but he did not comment too often, except to offer a funny comment or a joke, or ask questions to clarify what I meant. I, on the other hand, was always ready to relate my doings, with incredible speed. Because of this my father would always say in his native tongue, German: “I couldn’t understand a word you said. Please say it again, but this time, slowly!” (“Habe nichts verstanden. Jetzt nochmal Alles, aber langsam!”)
Aba was interested in everything but he was not a man of many words.
Nevertheless, ever since his passing in 1971, at the age of sixty-nine, I miss our talks very much.
In 1962, just five months after joining the Rinat choir, we went on a tour to New York, where I had the pleasure of meeting two of my father’s brothers who lived in Philadelphia. Sadly, one of them, who went to Shanghai during World War II, and later immigrated to the U.S.A, died while I was there, and I was grateful that I was able to attended his funeral. After consulting with my mother, we decided it would be best to wait until I returned from the U.S. to gently and gradually inform my father of his brother’s death.
“How was Bernie and how did you like him”, my father asked me repeatedly, while I was trying to figure out how to tell him. “He is gravely ill and not doing well,” I would answer. “But what did he say to you and how was your meeting?” he continued to ask. “It was so nice to meet my ‘long distant’ uncle in person, he resembled you so much…”
“And what did you two do together?” he continued, impatiently waiting to hear my answer. “We went to the Chanukah banquet together. He had trouble going up the stairs to the large hall where it took place, and breathed heavily the whole time…”
And what was the program?” “We listened to Jan Peerce, the famous singer and cantor. It was an incredible performance…” I was happy to relate a few happier details.
“And his wife, Ida? And how is his daughter Renee? How are they doing?
“They are doing well”, I added. It was a very difficult conversation for me, all based on lies.
Keeping the truth from my father and covering it with lies tormented me and my conscience would not permit me to go on with it.
I took a big breath and finally confessed: “Aba, Bernie died while I was in New York and they barely had enough time to inform me of the funeral arrangements.”
There was a long and an unbearable period of silence, interrupted only by my father’s endless tears. He briefly sobbed uncontrollably and without speaking one word. It was the first time I saw him cry.
Four years later the choir was preparing for another tour, this time to Europe. The year was 1965 and the tour was to include four countries, among them Germany. Even after the war and after establishing political relationships with Germany, the mention of it still raised many and varied emotions, pro and con, but mostly con.
My mother prevented my father from sharing with us his horrible experiences during those dark years that he spent in Dachau. She tried to protect our sensitive and fragile souls. Nevertheless, he was driven to release this part of his terrible past and he did so by telling his short stories as jokes. I remember the family meals in which he spoke humorously, and precisely that humor helped him cope. For instance, he would unexpectedly and without any introduction started talking about a fictional person, instead of himself: “When they hanged someone, we used to say that they should have hung him under his arms instead of by his neck, because why should he first suffer so much pain...” We used to laugh childishly, as if it was a funny joke. Aba laughed with us too. He loved being his own audience at the jokes he told and retold, but still, it wasn't enough for him. He had to add, “They shaved our heads and punished us if they, God forbid, found as much as one hair on our bald heads still unshaved. But they never bothered me, because I was careful to shave myself daily, not only my face but also my head, ha-ha-ha...” We were privi to this information, never to be forgotten.
With all of my mother's attempts to protect us, it was impossible to hide Aba's nightly screams. We simply accepted them as a fact of life. He screamed every night as he relieved  these awful nightmares, which never left him. Routinely he would scream, the lights in my parents' bedroom would go on, and Ima would gently calm him down, reassuring him: “It's ok, everything is good. (Schon gut, schon gut). It was only a dream. Everything is ok.” Then the lights would go off and everything was quiet again.
These awful nights are the strongest living witness to what my father had to go through and what he was still carrying inside him.
In order to assure that all the choir members would have a voice in deciding the details of the tour, we were asked by phone to share our thoughts on how to deal with this sensitive issue. I was still young and enthusiastic, a native-born Israeli, and free from the bondage of the holocaust. Smiling, I approached my parents and told them: “You know, Rinat is planning a tour to Italy,Holland, France and Germany!” Aba, who vowed never to have any contact with Germans and Germany, became pale. Suddenly his typical silence seemed to speak louder than any of his screams did. Lying on the sofa with a book in his hands, he looked at me, pleading: “Don't go”.(“Fahre nicht”). A short heartfelt exchange. I remained  angry and frustrated. Let's wait and see, Aba,” I finally said.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
The choir indeed went to Europe, but only three countries were on the itinerary. Germany was not among them. Apparently my father was not the only one. Many were not in agreement with the plan and spoke against it. I was happy and relieved that I did not lose my standing with the choir, but mostly, I was glad that I did not have to bring grief to my father and go against his oath to himself. 
In 1975 I found myself deeply immersed in my professional life. I traveled as well as continuing with advanced studies. That year I received a scholarship to study abroad for several months and had the choice of where and what I wanted to study.
My father was gone by then. In my thoughts I told him: “Aba, I’ve decided to go to Germany for further study. We’ve seen some years of normal relationship between the two countries and I am fluent in the German language and familiar with their culture. I know I can gain great knowledge and experience there.” My dead father was silent but I heard him as if from the grave, trying to congratulate me on receiving the scholarship on the one hand, while still wishing that there could have been another way for me to use this opportunity. My response was: “My generation has been given the task of serving as goodwill ambassadors of the young State of Israel and strengthening the art of music. I am at peace about my decision. Forgive me, Aba." 


14 - Past, Present, and One Locked Gate

All the way back home I was thinking about this wonderful event. Although I knew it was just by luck I suspected that there was more to it: divine intervention from above was in control of dispensing luck upon our earth.
The city of Karlstadt, on the banks of the river Main, with the city of Laudenbach, on the other side of the river, was the place where my father grew up, from the age of 3 until his arrest by the Nazis in 1933, at the age of 31. In the late seventies my fathers grandson , Gilad and I, his aunt , attempted to find out more about my deceased fathers past – and not for the first time.  Previously I had try to find the grave of my grandfather, Zacharias Simon and learn about our family history – but without much luck. I had been a guest at the home of my nephew Gilad, his wife Jill and his young son, Gerald, in Bamberg, Germany. Gilad, who had also been searching for his roots, suggested that we visit Karlstadt. He clearly remembered his grandfather (my father) even though he was only three years old when he passed away. Gilad, like myself, had a strong desire to connect with this place physically and not in thoughts alone.
The weather was not very friendly to us but in spite of the rain and the cloudy skies so typical in the month of November, we bundled up our sweet little Gerald and headed on to Karlstadt, about an hour away. After a brief drive through the town we approached Jacob Keller, who was a friend of our family, a gentile, to see how he was doing and also to ask him to lead us to the person in charge of the Jewish cemetery, hoping that he would let us in. The Jewish cemetery holds no less than 2500 graves from the time when Karlstadt was a booming Jewish town. Gilad, Jill and myself were determined to spare no effort on our part. We heard that the previous person who kept the keys to the gate had passed away and the person presently in charge of the cemetery could not recall where he placed the key… So we decided to take matters into our own hands and started searching for the cemetery on our own.
After a brief drive through the streets of Karlstadt we crossed the river, assuming that the cemetery was outside the city. We relied on our instincts and followed in the direction toward the slopes of the mountain and the town of Laudenbach. There was no one in the street so we drove around until we saw two elderly women. They knew where the Jewish cemetery was and led us to it but they told us in no uncertain words that we would not be able to go in.
After approximately ten minutes we noticed the walls of the cemetery, well hidden between the trees. We even met the caretaker. All that was left for us to do was to shake the rotting wooden gate and solve the key problem… Jill jumped over the fence that surrounded the cemetery, released the latch and noticed that all the locks were hanging in an open position on the upper and lower parts of the gate. We were thrilled to be able to proceed, step by step, until we reached the wide opening - the front entrance. This historic place unfolded for us the story of the past. There are no longer any Jews in this town today, and of course no burials either, but still, it is kept preserved and protected, out of respect to the lost Jewish community as well as the desire to preserve this historical place from further acts of crime and anti Semitism. Our mission was accomplished. Our trip was not in vain. And the fact that it went so smoothly in spite of the fact that the keeper could not remember where he left the keys, and how easily we entered the cemetery, made our story even more significant and special to us.
We entered the gate triumphantly and with pride and parked our vehicle on the side. Gerald slept peacefully right through the whole drama.
It was now time to start with our main project, namely, to find our grandfather’s grave and the gravestone. Jill demonstrated her amazing intuition as she skipped from one stone to another searching for Saba’s grave. In just a few minutes we heard her announce loud and clear: “Here it is! Zacharias Simon!”
We had goose bumps. We couldn’t believe how everything went so smoothly. But it took further effort to figure out the writing on the stone:
Zacharias Simon Karlstadt
28.4.1857.geb
29.8.1938.gest
LAUDENBACH
We learned that Saba (grandfather) was eighty years old when he died, in 1938, before that “Fateful Night”.  (Kristalnacht in German). Moreover, Zacharias Simon, my grandfather, died on the same date as my beloved mother, Gilad’s grandmother, just two and a half months ago! August 29, 1997 was suddenly and forever connected to August 29, 1938, exactly fifty-nine years apart. Was this the end of a cycle? Was it the Creator’s plan or just a coincidence? We did not need any explanations. We were certain of our feelings.
We returned to Bamberg knowing that our mission was accomplished. We were all very touched by this experience and left a stone there, to mark our visit.
15 - I am Israeli

I remember Memorial Day, our day of remembrance in honor of those who went through the holocaust. I shed some tears watching this precious grandmother embracing her doll, and openly and unashamedly weeping as she was being interviewed on TV, with Yad VaShem Holocaust Museum in the background. I was busy doing my daily chores when the 10:00 a.m. siren sharply interrupted the calm. Walking to the window, I joined all the people and silently stood still for a few moments in reverence and honor of our dead. As always, I was emotionally moved by the solemnity of this yearly event. A woman carrying a cardboard box filled with trash, stopped for a brief moment. her dog stopped right behind her, as if understanding what was going on...The street sweeper stopped his sweeping. What was he thinking about at that moment, I wondered?
From a distance one could see the busy road ahead. The cars came to a stop. This was a moment frozen in history, with only the sound of the siren still lingerimg in the air. Everyone breathing togeather as one, except for the tall pine trees swaying in the wind, as if refusing to comply; the birds also kept flying and chirping away, as if singing a melody  to ornament this event. You could hear the barking of a dog while another joined with a painful howl. Watching the road through the crack in the blinds, I was disturbed by the sight of the few cars which continued their journeys in spite of this touching moment. The siren gadually weakend and retreated into itself. the cars were already back in motion, rushing through the streets, chasing after their daily pursuits. With the siren over and engines roaring, the drivers continued on their way, the happy chirping of birds faded away, to be heard no more...and life went on!
The unimaginable and horrific accounts of the holocaust, exist together with the simple fact that all of us, Israelies, breath the same air and share common art and history. That same collective past, only strengthened my connection to the land and People of Israel, never to be broken!
I pondered it again on Pesach (Passover) Eve. The entire nation of Israel was on the way to partake of the Seder meal. One could feel the excitement in the air. Everyone was dressed in their holiday clothes and made them ready for this yearly celebration. Then traffic came to a stop and the streets were empty. All were sitting at the table, talking about the same thing - the story of the Israelites’ exodus from Egypt and the meaning of freedom. For a few hours no one was left out, a true holiday for all. By midnight things started getting back to “normal” - everyone was satisfied and on their way back home. Tired and with a full stomach, the singing of “Ma Nishtana” and “Chad Gadya” behind them, heading home with arms full of gifts and memories of yet another great festival. 
These traditional festivals evoke strong feelings of belonging and unity. I wouldn’t miss them for anything, not even to accommodate my professional life.
16 - Tel Aviv F.Mann Auditorium  

Ever since the Music Auditorium in Tel Aviv opened in 1957, I felt as if it was my second home.
My parents bought yearly subscription tickets to the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra, who called this place “Home” and took me to hear the concerts with them from a very young age. We had regular seats in the center of the auditorium, but in the 38th row, toward the very back of the hall. Besides the many musical memories I have from this period, I also have distinct memories of the many people who sat in front of me, next to me and behind me, which made it very difficult for me to focus on the orchestra, which was sitting so far away from us. I was still able to concentrate on the music. music, of course, but I missed being physically close to the musicians.  
Indeed, the renowned Tel Aviv Mann Auditorium has been  the prestigious center of music and the arts for over fifty years.
As I matured from a child interested in music into a musician and professional singer, I yearned for the day that I would stand on that famous stage, just so I could say “I sang at the Tel Aviv Mann Auditorium”. That would sound even more impressive than just saying, “I performed with the Israel Philharmonic”... and as it turned out, I accomplished both. Walking on stage for my first concert with the Israel Philharmonic, in 1971, that same huge crowd that I remember from my childhood, from row 38, was all around me. Feelings of nervousness and excitement were mixed together, a feeling that I had not experienced as a small child. As soon as I was able to calm myself down I loved the audience. I wanted to hug each one of them with my voice. I took a big breath and released it towards them in the form of singing.
I am sure I looked like a tiny ant on the stage, to those sitting in row 38, but this fact did not diminish my joy in the least. I sang for them with great pleasure, hoping that they were able to feel it, possibly even yearned for physical closeness…
17 - Delay that Paid off

I was twenty when I began my music studies at the Music Teachers Seminary. As soon as it became evident to me that my voice was my future I intensified my vocal studies. I found a good teacher, Mrs. Hede Tuerk-Boernstein, and studied with her for the next ten years. Music filled my life and everything I did, and still do, was affected by it.
For many years I was deeply interested in my musical studies. I enjoyed the technical aspect of it, developing my voice, as well as the large and beautiful repertoire and the way I was able to express it musically. For me, lesson days were reason for celebration, and a good lesson brought me extra special joy and satisfaction.
My personal ambition to perform on stage and be noticed came later. For a long time, when asked about my occupation, I answered, “I sing”. I wasn’t ready to say with certainty and pride that I was “a singer” and remained rather shy about it. However, as soon as I tasted performing on stage as soloist, all lights and eyes focused on me, I started craving it more and more. As soon as one performance was over I wanted to know when the next one would be. It was like a wheel that needed a little push to keep it spinning. The journey seemed thrilling and endless.
I became more acquainted with the public and the music managers and started receiving more and more engagements. Now my challenge was to determine what to accept and what to decline. My choices were based on several things, but mainly on what suited my voice. (Not every song is suitable to every singer or voice)
After a good performance of “Samson” by Handel, in which I performed as soloist in one of the arias, I received an invitation from the Jerusalem Broadcasting Orchestra to sing with them. The opportunity to have my concert recorded live with them meant a step up to the next level. I was asked to sing Stravinsky’s famous work, “Pulcinella”. Proudly I told my teacher about it but at the end of my lesson, in preparation for it, she told me, “We will have to work on strengthening and controlling your lower register.” Progress, certainly, is the oxygen of all studies, but in this case I felt that she wasn’t really talking about that. The part simply did not suit me. I  have a naturally high voice and the range of the role I was asked to sing was not developed enough for my voice to be able to resonate as it should.
After consulting with other professionals and friends I came to the conclusion: I was compelled to decline their offer. I knew that accepting it would cause more harm than good. In spite of following my reasoning I was confident that my decision was right. Respectfully I returned the music to the orchestra manager with a note of explanation. I was nervous about his response. My decision could either be misunderstood as lack of confidence, or as professional maturity and responsibility. And in fact, this is how it was received. My actions were not the norm one may expect from a new singer looking for opportunities to perform, and I received many compliments for that. I was reassured that I would be invited back, which took place not long after, to sing “The Wedding Cantata”, in a special “marathon concert” in Jerusalem, featuring the works of J.S. Bach. At that time there was no better work to suit my voice and personality than this.
Coming from an experienced singer to the younger generation of singers, my advice is: Perform only what suits you. Not too difficult or too easy, not too high or too low, and not too dramatic. The desire to sing everything on offer, no matter what, may come across as lack of professionalism.

18 - Critique and Silly Nonsense

I think to my self: “Critique, negative criticism and self-criticism… oh no! what scary words! Who cares, I’m not doing this for them... All this is nonsense and bears no truth or honesty”.
The subject of critiquing and criticizing is a serious as well as important matter that deserves attention and respect. For anyone with a job like mine, who passionately performs on stage and under the lights and the magnifying glass of technology, cannot escape from it. It is part of the game and at times it is the game itself.
I still remember the excitement I felt the first time I performed with the Israel Philharmonic. I had already previously performed on many other occasions, some important and some less so, in which criticism came mainly from family and friends.  This time was different. I remember the night before the concert and my fear of what the newspapers would have to say about me the next day. I worried less about my singing. My main concern was dealing with the negative criticism and not being able to get out of my house because of shame. Yes, I worried, but I also hoped that the “whole world” will know about the concert and recognize me. I wasted a lot of energy on these mixed emotions. Why? Silly nonsense.
It does not take much effort to look back and dismiss it all as nonsense. All of us, whether we admit it or not, go through this type of nervousness until in time we get more used to it. Sometimes the more experienced and famous professionals will tell you that they don’t bother reading what anyone writes about them. “Let them write”, they would say. But don’t believe them. Secretly they still look at these critiques, and their sensitive heart will either feel pride and satisfaction or rejection, depending on the article. But their self defense mechanism will get into action when they are among others, quick to giving fancy words of advice…
After my performance on Independence Day, in 1972, I saw some comments that I don’t specifically recall, but I think they were positive… However, the write-ups about me both at home (Israel) and abroad addressed my technical abilities as well as artistic expression. The various performances that I gave brought with them just as varied reactions and comments, from outstanding to embarrassing, bad and insulting, and many more irrelevant articles that didn’t really say much of anything.
But in spite of all the criticism, and possibly even because of it, it provided me with fuel to work even harder. am not ashamed to say that I posses a healthy measure of self-criticism, based on knowledge of my abilities without being overly proud. I am my best critic, and all the others were my helpers, in one way or another, helping validate my own opinions. All in all, I tried to look for the positive in each critique and learn from it.
19 - The Taxi Driver

On one of my many trips to Germany I landed in the Munich Airport. Lack of sleep, change in weather and possibly other things gave me a headache and fatigue. All I cared about was getting to my hotel as fast as possible. I had to get better for the series of rehearsals, concerts and trips that were planned for me.
I got into the first taxi I found and immediately noticed that the taxi driver was nervous or merely restless.
As we began our ride I had to deal with the discomfort of this trip and my headache. At first I politely asked the driver to stop smoking once he was done with his cigarette. He complied without any emotion. A little later I asked him if he wouldn’t mind slowing down a bit. It seemed to me that we were going 200 kilometers per hour. Of course he didn’t appreciate my request, though he unhappily slowed down somewhat. My head was pounding and I felt dizzy. This time I had to ask him, with my “teacher’s voice”, “Please, I’d appreciate it so much if you would turn down the radio or just turn it off.” His loud and beating music felt like thunder and hammers pounding on my head.
That was too much for him. Apparently I pushed him too far. With as much restraint as he could master he angrily told me: “It’s pretty obvious that you don’t understand anything about music!!”
20 - Back Home from Abroad

I was so accustomed to the security searches at the Tel Aviv airport that when they did not search my purse I felt that the security personnel were careless and irresponsible. No denying, I was longing for the old days when the beautiful and pleasant atmosphere was not interrupted by fears and insecurities, the days when I was able to relax inside and out.
My train trip to the Zurich airport brought me closer to reality back home. Although I was not searched, nor was any other traveler, I was already occupied by thoughts of what was happening at home.
On the train, not far from where I was sitting, were seated three Israeli businessmen, speaking quite loudly and carelessly about their travels and plans. I couldn’t resist greeting them and whispered “Shalom” (hello) towards them. We exchanged smiles, as if we were old friends from the same village.
Several minutes later a young man who overheard them talking, asked in Hebrew: “Slichah (excuse me), may I join you? They had never met before but outside of Israel all Israelis are friends…
So far everything went as planned. I sat by myself, as if watching a movie, mediocre and boring, but not for long. Drama was brewing…
The young man put one of his bags under his seat and the other bag on his lap, with one of his hands placed inside the bag. He kept his hand there, not very deep inside the bag. It was obvious that he was holding onto something.
Movies and images of acts of terror, explosions and suicide bombers flashed before my eyes. We were taught to be alert and careful and I was most certainly alert, but careful? What should I do? I was already imagining the possibility of an explosion on the train or while in the line at the “El Al” (Israel Airlines) counters. For a brief moment I even tried to comfort myself: “Ok, it won’t hurt, it will soon be over, I’m ready for whatever may happen…”
The young man took out a German newspaper with one hand while his other hand was still left in his bag. He was dark skinned, and looked like an Arab. His German newspaper seemed to me a cover-up and fit right into my picture. I watched his eye movements go from left to right, which meant that he actually did read the newspaper. For a minute I felt slightly better, but his hand inside the bag gave me no peace. These were long minutes; I’m certain they were more than 60 seconds each. My eyes went from the young man to the clock, to the window outside and back. Worry and denial played mind games on me.
Suddenly, to my great relief, the tiny head of a puppy peeked out, sniffing around. The young man just kept petting him gently. Whispering sweet words to him, he gave him a light push, and back into the bag he went...
I tried not to laugh as I experienced tears of relief at the corners of my eyes.
Happily the drama ended on a happy note, and once again I found myself smiling and relaxed.
The young man ended up flying back home with me and I was actually able to pat his little doggie. It was a miniature hunting Whippet dog, the kind that forever stays small.
We parted our ways as I went back home to my sweet little kitty, “Lucky.”

21 - It’s Either Me or… 

It’s been almost twenty years since dogs came into my life. Until then my love for animals was only a childhood memory. When I was a child we had cats, and even a turtle or two and a few silk worms… Once we were able to hide a puppy under our bed until my mother found out about it and demanded it gone!
“People who work full time and live on the fourth floor should not own a dog!” I told Yehuda each time he brought up the subject. In spite of this, while I was gone on one of my trips abroad, Yehuda decided to get a dog. When I came back we both climbed up the stairs to our apartment. The balcony door was closed, which surprised me. Yehuda put down the heavy suitcases and went quickly to open the door. I heard him speak, as if to himself, in a sweet little voice, saying lovingly: “Come here, sweetie, come here…” I knew right away that I had a dog!
I was happy and amused, sitting on the rug with a tiny little black fur ball jumping all over me. It was almost midnight and I was still laughing playfully, enjoying this adorable little creature.
The next day, speaking with our neighbors, I realized that they had already met “Kush-Kush” (yes, he already had a name). Apparently Kushkush had been living there for about a month and they were expecting me to say, “I’m sorry, it’s either me or the dog!” In spite of the late hour they were expecting to hear my protesting on the other side of the wall… They almost wished for it, although I never did give them the pleasure, and all those who took a bit on it  missed big time!
22 - Bluma from Kfar Blum

Kfar Blum, in the Upper Galilee, had been hosting its annual chamber music festival for six years, and I was fortunate to take part in it, as a soloist and informal supporter/advisor, from its very inception.
My story takes place at the end of one of these festivals. As usual, I kept very busy singing and rehearsing. At the end of the rehearsal I walked out of the nice air - conditioned hall, through the back door, into the very hot and humid summer air. There I found her on the doorstep, laying lazily on her back while one of the musicians was gently patting her. She was the most adorable puppy and besides that, she so much resembled our “Kushi” back home. Just like him, she also was not pure bred. She looked a little like a poodle with her curly black hair and inquisitive and mischievous dark eyes. I found out that she did not belong to anyone, and was left at the kibbutz during the festival by someone, in the hope that she would be adopted and find a good home.
Everything happened so quickly. I spontaneously responded with “Oh, she looks so much like Kushi, can we take her home?” Yehuda, rather than discouraging me, said, “and shall we name her Bluma?”
Of course, I agreed instantly…
It wasn’t long before everyone knew that Bluma was ours. She made herself right at home in our guest room and later, on the way home, she sat comfortably on my lap the entire three hour drive, enjoying the ride and being lovingly stroked by me, her new owner.  
Kushi had a new friend and I was very happy to walk with my two dogs. I was like a proud mom showing off her “twins”.
Since then Bluma has joined us each summer, being a symbol of “good luck”, a mascot of the festival.
23 - Auditions

The word “Audition” was not part of my life until quite some time after I began performing. Those were humble performances and reflected my level of singing at that time.
No doubt auditions must be among the hardest thing every musician must go through. Performing without an audience to inspire you is rather dry and sterile. The desire to do well and leave a good impression is still there but the setting is less natural. It usually turns out that the end results do not necessarily reflect the performer’s abilities, but with that being said, there is no way to get around it. It is a necessary part of the job.
In 1962, I auditioned for Gary Bertini, the conductor and music director of the renowned Rinat choir. At that time I was accepted to the choir and asked to appear at the rehearsal the very next day. I had a good audition, and it certainly helped me get in.
Very shortly after I was accepted into the choir I decided to start taking voice lessons more seriously. I chose the teacher who was recommended to me, Mrs. Hede Tuerk-Borenstein. She was of German origin, and received me warmly. She listened to my singing very attentively and afterwards  commented with a very heavy accent: “Of course I will teach you. I love musical and talented students.” I wanted to think that I was one of them and was happy to be accepted as her student. And so, I continued my studies with Mrs. Tuerk for the next ten years. She was the one who laid the strong foundation for everything that followed in my music career.
That same year I also started studying at the Tel Aviv Music Teachers Seminary. For my final exam I sang an early Italian aria, which was mandatory, and for an Israeli work I selected a song by Joachim Stuchevsky, who was my teacher’s husband... Additionally I chose a children’s song by Paul Ben Haim, who was one of the judges at the audition… I wanted to gain his favor but I also wanted to make him happy. And indeed, I received a 10 (A+) on my final exam.
From that day forward all my tests were in fact, real auditions, meaning, singing for the purpose of getting an engagement to perform. These “auditions” eventually gained me offers to work with various groups. My voice and musical training paid off. I was no longer considered a “novice”.
In 1975 I was  awarded a scholarship for six months to study abroad . I went to Tubingen, near Stuttgart, Germany, to audition for the local choir director.   He met me at the central church there. He was an elderly man with deep wrinkles, detached and very formal. I walked up the narrow steps and stood next to the organ, hoping to find someone to accompany me singing an aria by Bach, but there was no one else there. The conductor, who remained on the lower level of the hall, suggested that I sing without an accompaniment. “No way” I thought to myself, “and so unprofessional”, but I had no choice and started singing Bach’s aria for him, all the time playing the missing accompaniment in my head… the choir director pacing through the pews with his arms folded behind him, and listening attentively. He was satisfied with the shortest excerpt from Bach’s St. Matthew Passion and asked me to come down and give him my information, address and phone number. He liked my singing and said he would get in touch with me, but when he realized that I did not live in Germany he said politely that we would unfortunately not be able to work together. “My soloists are always local”, he informed me. I almost gave up on that idea but at the last minute I was able to persuade him not to be overly concerned about the expenses associated with my long-distance living arrangements. Apparently my comments persuaded him. As for me, I knew that at the beginning of my career I would be expected to invest some money of my own if I wanted to reap find success later on. And indeed, it wasn’t many days later that I receive an invitation from him to sing in Tubingen for a special concert of the 450th anniversary of the famous university there. The concert went very well. I sang well and as a result I received more engagements to sing in Tubingen as well as other places.
Around the same time I was invited to audition in Hamburg. I was given a list of choir directors in the area and was asked to contact them to schedule more auditions. I called one of them and gave him my standard lines: “I’m an Israeli singer and would like to meet you and sing something for you,” but this time I added, “I will be there in January and was wondering if I could perform with your choir.”  In all honesty, I was being rather bold and very naive to expect him to like my singing and ask me to perform with him before he had a chance to hear me… The tone of his voice caused me to believe that he was not interested and I almost gave up on it: “We have no concerts scheduled for January but if you still want to sing for me I’ll hear you.” 
“I don’t need his favors” I thought to myself. “Why should I even bother…” but on second thought I decided to keep my word. I knew that I had to market myself if I wanted more exposure, so I went to his home. We went into his studio and he immediately asked me what I wanted to sing. I was planning on singing the entire big aria from Brahms’ German Requiem but after just a few bars he said it was enough. Very impressed and with a surprised voice that I will never forget, he muttered: “Look, as I already told you, I don’t have any concerts in January but I’d be happy to have you perform Mozart’s Requiem in our large concert hall in Hamburg.” Of course I didn’t mind in the least to make a special trip for that. and a year later I returned to perform the Brahms Requiem with him as well.  
These are some examples of very good auditions for not so very famous conductors, that opened up new opportunities for me to sing outside the borders of Israel, across the ocean, and onto the big stages of Europe.
Another important audition I had at about the same time was singing for one of the agents in Frankfurt. This gentleman was mostly interested in “concert singers”, (not “opera singers”) who performed as soloists in church concerts and recordings.I received many offers and contracts from him and upon his recommendation and by his arrangement I traveled to Europe about five or six times a year, accumulating many hours of singing and experience. The conductors and choirs that he organized for me were not first class but performing with them afforded me exposure to a wide and varied repertoire.
All along I was yearning to connect with the higher league of musicians, and when I was finally able to request an audition with the renowned conductor in Munich, Wolfgang Sawallisch, a big disappointment awaited me. Instead of meeting the famous Maestro I was asked to audition for his assistant, who was in charge of screening all the singers before they could advance any further. I knew that the Maestro was too busy to hear everyone, and to my great disappointment, I was eliminated before reaching him. Still, not willing to give up, I asked again to see Maestro Sawallisch himself, and again was told: Maestro Sawallisch’ soloists are Soprano Edith Mathis and others like her, do you understand?” It was as if he was telling me, “Lady, what do you expect, really!” Of course I didn’t have a career like Edith Mathis, but his words were very insulting and hurtful and forced me to face that bitter reality of competition and the demand for excellence that goes with it.
I had a good audition in London, resulting in a concert in the Royal Festival Hall. I asked to sing for László Heltay, assistant to the renowned Maestro Neville Marriner. The place and date were arranged and I sang for him, doing my best. When I finished I could sense his reservations. He was not particularly impressed but still agreed to employ me. Everything ended up well, except for his unkind comment about the many singers, some good and some not so good, who find their way to him, and that he saw no reason why he shouldn’t give me a chance… as if he threw me a bone to appease me. I actually heard him also say that “I wasn’t any worse than the others…” Once in a while, when I was the target for this kind of talk, I just had to grit my teeth, humble myself and keep going. Incidentally, the concert I was invited to sing, went well and my business relationship with Maestro Heltay continued, but some of the bitter taste lingered.
I had a couple of funny auditions; I could hardly believe they actually took place.
I was introduced to the Music Director of the Lourdes Festival in south France. His name was Kurt Redel. The contact was arranged for me by the widow of a conductor from Munich, who was impressed with my singing in one of my recitals. Kurt Redel, happened to live in the same building as the widow, and she was apparently very proud of knowing him and being able to introduce me to him. She offered that we meet at her home, since the conductor had no piano. She volunteered her fifteen-year-old son, who was studying piano, to accompany me for the audition. I found it hard to believe that the boy could play the difficult accompaniment to the aria by Beethoven but I agreed to go with the plan and smiled the whole way there. Everything seemed like a funny joke. Fortunately I was quickly able to demonstrate my singing ability and did not need to sing the whole aria. The teen, by the way, missed most of his notes, but Mr. Riedel was impressed enough to invite me to take a part in the festival that took place in Lourdes, in the Pyrenees Mountains. I was his guest singer there for the next four years, performing the solo parts in many oratorios.
In Berlin I had another amusing experience: I was introduced to the conductor of a choir in which my friend sang and asked him if I could sing for him. I probably should not have chosen that particularly difficult aria. The accompanist, who just happened to be there that day, struggled with the accompaniment from the beginning of the aria all the way to the end. Everything sounded like a collection of mistakes from a completely “different opera.” Precisely because of the absurdity of the situation I proceeded to sing with extra zeal, without blinking an eye. When I finally reached my last note I was exhausted but proud of myself. All my “agonies” paid off and thanks to this audition I was invited several times to sing in the Berlin Philharmonic Hall.
It is absolutely necessary for any serious musician to perform abroad. Experiencing the wide world opens up many new venues and enlarges one’s perception and appreciation for music in general. With all this being said, one always desires to be famous and popular at “home”. I had already performed with all the major orchestras in Israel, including the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra, (IPO) and experienced the audience’s admiration and appreciation. But I still had an unfulfilled desire, to perform with Zubin Mehta, conductor and music director of the IPO. I had previously auditioned for him at least six times, so strong was my desire to please him. But in spite of trying very hard it seemed to evade me. One day I came to audition for him, determined and confident : “Today I will prove to him how good I am, and it won’t make a difference to me even if he sat with his back toward me...” I told myself. I knew that he was looking for a soloist to sing the “War Requiem” by Britten, a major composition with a big and impressive solo part. I quickly learned the part, and after singing a Richard Strauss song I was asked to sing something else, and I offered to sing “Lachrymosa” from the requiem. Mehta was very pleased with my choice. He walked on stage and conducted and guided me from behind the shoulder of my wonderful accompanist, the late Ruth Menze. Oh, how I enjoyed being led this way. I responded to his musical gestures with ease and flexibility, and saw it as a compliment from him. Finally I heard him say the words I had been waiting for: “I will certainly recommend you to the conductor who will be doing this work.”
And so I successfully performed Britten’s War Requiem about ten times that year, to full audiences.
24 - All's Well That Ends Well – 1

One day I was called upon to replace a singer who fell ill.
I especially liked these types of challenges and accepted the invitation right away. I already knew the War Requiem by Benjamin Britten, which was a very demanding piece, from previous performances. Gary Bertini heard me perform it with the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra and asked me to do it for him. Naturally, I was absolutely thrilled to perform with him in Torino,  Italy.
The best thing about substituting, also know in music lingo as “jumping”, that you don’t have time for much preparation. You have to drop everything in order to get to the unexpected concert and even the packing, for lack of time, is done under greater pressure and stress, but also greater excitement.  
My flight departed the next day, very early in the morning. I left the beautiful weather of Tel Aviv for cloudy Rome. Our flight to Torino was delayed for several hours and when we finally got there we found the city under a blanket of snow, so completely different from the beautiful weather I left behind just a few short hours ago.
I finally checked into my hotel room at about 4:00pm, which was also when I was expected to be at the rehearsal. I had just taken a quick bite of the apple I had in my bag, and sipped some hot tea when the phone rang. It was the orchestra manager. He welcomed me and said: “What should I tell Maestro Bertini?” Rehearsal had already started… “I just… I’ll be right there,” I said with a cheerful voice. I got a taxi and went straight to the auditorium. I was pleased and relieved to find out that I did not miss my turn… I didn’t like being late, even under these conditions…
To get to my place at the front of the stage, I had to wind my way through the string players, who played with great enthusiasm for their inspiring conductor. The other two soloists greeted me silently while the conductor kept on going until it was my turn, when I received my cue to stand up and begin singing.
Gary, my friend, did not even blink an eye to acknowledge the great effort I had made to come at such short notice. It was silly of me to expect it, and although I was disappointed I knew that it was an expression of his absolute professionalism. I rose from my seat and sang with great force and confidence in spite of the headache that I developed, and I was pleased with myself. He also expressed his satisfaction and support for me. At the end of the rehearsal he wanted to continue to work with the soloists but I asked to be excused. I was exhausted. I had not eaten all day and my head was spinning. Very generously he accepted, and even saw to it that I was well fed.
The concert was excellent and so was the radio broadcast. After the concert we went to a restaurant, Gary, myself and the other two singers, who were also my friends. I enjoyed their company but was simply not hungry then. Still I ordered a cup of minestrone soup. My soup had just been served, and after a small sip I started feeling very weak and my head seemed completely empty. I was not in pain, just empty. I was not at all familiar with this feeling. I wasn’t frightened but I didn’t know what to do next. Not wanting to tell anyone at the table about it, I excused myself and walked out of the crowded and noisy place and into the cold, fresh air. I found myself in the ladies restroom, and just before I fainted and fell to the ground, I noticed how pale I looked, even though I had my full make-up on. Apparently, my blood pressure had suddenly and drastically dropped, due to stress, over-exertion, excitement and the sudden change in the weather.
When I returned to consciousness I saw two doctors holding onto my wrists. They just so happened to be at the restaurant at that time. When they saw that my head was bleeding they called out, “Blood, blood!” “Sangue, Sangue!” My head apparently hit the corner of the wall when I fell and I got slightly hurt. After receiving first aid I was promptly taken to the local hospital. Gary sat with me in the back seat. “Try to lie down” he said with authority. I complied and slid a little forward down the seat, arching my back. I was expecting him to put his hand on my shoulder as a gesture of comfort, but no! Why should he? He was a very practical man and instead, he followed the doctor’s instruction and put an ice pack on my head, (and those who know me know that I am bigger than Gary)…
When we arrived at the emergency room I was given something to lower my blood pressure and the cut in my head was stitched, after the nurse prepared me: “Two pricks, lady.” she said. “Due punti, Signora!” Gary told them how I was injured, took my fur coat and my purse, not wanting them to be stolen, and left me there over night. O how I wished I could have slept in my nice clean bed at my expensive hotel room. Instead I was in my hospital bed, in the midst of moaning and screaming, and the busy nurses.
I wanted to sleep and turned my face toward the wall, trying to block out the noise around me. Finally I was able to briefly fall asleep, when I suddenly felt someone’s hand on my shoulders and woke up. My first thought was that I was awakened to be checked on my condition and receive another dose of medicine, but then I saw that the orchestra manager himself came to see me as soon as he heard about my situation. What were his thoughts when he woke me up? Was he worried that he might have to find a replacement for me? Regardless, I liked his interest and concern for me. The next day he accompanied me to the clinic where I was given a series of neurological tests.
By noon I was back at the hotel and immediately phoned Gary. “I’m back here!” I announced.
I remember him asking, “How are you doing?” and “Are you happy?” Why would he care if I were happy, I thought. Maybe he thought that a “Yes, I am happy” would mean that I was ready to perform once again, with my usual enthusiasm? I assured him that I felt healthy and strong.
The concert that was scheduled that evening took place as expected, and I, with my head still bandaged, took my place on stage, ready to sing. From time to time I noticed the conductor’s eyes, still worried and concerned. I think he was very relieved when the concert ended and all went well. 
25 - All's Well That Ends Well – 2

From Torino I continued to Brighton, England, where I was invited to sing Verdi’s Requiem. The only rehearsal for the soloists was scheduled to take place the day before the performance, in a private home in London. I arrived there at the appointed time, as required, and met the conductor, László Heltay in front of the house. He was visibly upset because he noticed that someone has broken into the home and left the place in great disarray. The living room, where we were supposed to rehearse, looked like a battlefield. Pictures were strewn all over the place, as if someone was looking for a hidden safe, the sound equipment were missing, torn electric lines all over the place, and all the windows facing the back yard were broken.
My colleagues, the soloists, who had also arrived, witnessed the same scene. The most distressed, of course, was the conductor. It was his friend’s apartment and she was out of town and could not be reached.
The conductor, obviously still very shaken, called the police, and soon after a policewoman showed up, on her head an impressive cap. She asked a few questions and took notes in her little note pad. Her calm request that we do not touch anything stood in great contrast to the conductor’s dismay. She asked us, “And who are you and what are you doing here?” “We have a concert tomorrow and this was to be our rehearse place”, the conductor replied, “We have no choice, we have to practice!” I am not certain the policewoman knew much about music or understood what we were trying to tell her, but in her polite British manner she said: “I would so much love to hear you but unfortunately I must be on my way.” It was a rather surreal situation. The conductor wasted no time and soon we found ourselves singing the opening scene from Verdi’s requiem for our British policewoman, who didn’t show any interest, with all seriousness and musical depth, right in the midst of disaster and chaos...
I’ll never forget this moment. It felt as if I was part of a movie.

26 - A New Friendship and a Failed Joke 

In 1976 I heard the famous tenor, Peter Schreier, in a recital in Frankfurt. It was a sold-out concert but thanks to my journalist friend I was able to get in, and a special chair was set up for me at the far end of the hall.
This concert left a strong impression on me, in part because of the fabulous performance and also because of the wonderful selection of songs and the pianist, Norman Shetler, whose performance I thoroughly enjoyed. Mostly, though, it was because it marked the beginning of my acquaintance with Ilse and Bert Neuhausen. Ilse forgot about Schreyer’s recital and when she finally remembered it, all the tickets were gone. After spending half a day calling all the people whom she hoped could help, she finally got a ticket and was able to find a seat… also in the back of the hall. It so happened that our seats were next to each other, and we started chatting, just small talk but I would never forget it. The fact that I was a singer and knew the pianist and furthermore intended to greet him after the recital – and especially because I was from Israel -  excited Ilse greatly. She asked me for my concert schedule and expressed her strong desire to attend one of my concerts with her husband. In spite of the difficult and unpopular music that I was going to sing in Frankfurt, she promissed to attend and even prepare for it by reading the background sorrounding the works.
The next month, on the afternoon of my concert, I received a bouquet of flowers from Ilse, whose name I had almost forgotten by then. That evening, when I walked on stage, the audience received me with polite applause. I noticed Ilse and her husband standing and cheering for me with unusual enthusiasm. Certanly, I was waring a pretty dress on and looked my best. But their unusual admiration made me feel somewhat uncomfortable. Later on I found out that everything about the Neuhausens was unusual, out of the ordinary… and flattering.  The musical program was long and tiring. At the end of the concert there was a long line of people waiting to greet me. The Neuhausen couple was among the first. They started to chat with me and created a long queue.
The next day we met at the coffee shop to chat some more. It was very pleasant and I felt at ease talking with them. Ever since then Ilse and Bert have been coming once a year, to visit Israel. On several occasions Bert has talked about wanting to become Jewish but it never materialized, due to external difficulties and complications.
There are many stories to tell about my special friendship with the Neuhausens. I was a guest at their home and they accompanied me on many of my performances. They attended countless of my concerts and offered to chauffeur me around, helped in many ways, took  care of all my appointments, and more.  They showed me great love and admiration.
One interesting and entertaining incident took place in Wetzlar, during one of my performances of Brahms Requiem. I asked Bert to record the one aria that I was to sing. I told him I wasn’t interested in the whole concert and that he should watch out only for the aria I was to sing. It was the fifth movement of the seven-movement requiem.
Of course he immediately agreed. Filled with importance and pride he patted his chest, exclaiming: “I understand, don’t worry!” These kinds of words typically raise a red flag and discomfort in my mind...
Ilse and Bert walked into the church and sat down while I turned toward the artists' entrance. I took my seat on the stage in front of the orchestra. Bert looked serious and attentive, and I was glad to know that I would be receiving a recording of my performance at the end of the concert.
The beautiful music filled the air. The first four movements were over and I was preparing for my turn. Slowly I rose from my seat, ready for the fifth movement to begin.
Everything was quiet when, out of nowhere came loud sounds that shattered that sacred silence! It was none other than me, brightly singing the children's song “Rain, Rain” by Paul Ben-Haim, on Bert’s recorder. It was a terrible mistake to give Bert a used tape. Unfortunately he had pressed the wrong button. Right away I realized what happened and waited for Bert to press the “stop” button, but in spite of all his efforts, Bert could not find the right button. For several long seconds I watched my dear friend’s frantic movements from the stage, trying again and again to silence the rebellious recorder until he finally rushed outside the church. Once again the silence returned to the church and we were able to continue with the concert.
It seemed that nobody even noticed what happened. The strong echo in the church garbled the sounds while I remained motionless and kept a straight face the whole time. I knew there would be no recording waiting for me at the end of the concert, and reluctantly accepted it… Still, I sang my part with my whole heart. When I saw my friend after the concert, disappointed, angry and ashamed of what happened, I quickly said to him: “It’s ok, don’t worry about it. I have other recording of this piece and I’m sure I’ll have many more.” I was hoping that this would be the end of it but Bert kept insisting that there was something wrong with the recorder and… and… and…
I felt so sorry for him.
We said our “goodbyes”. They returned to Frankfurt and I was invited to go with the conductor to a party in honor of the performance. choir and orchestra. On the way there the conductor’s wife said to me: “Mrs. Yaron, do you have any idea what happened? A pack of jackels passed by the church, just as you stood up to sing. It was awful!” I was amused by her comment but the only thing I said was: “I didn’t hear anything…”
I performed with this conductor several times afterwards, but I never told his wife my secret, that I was the one who produced the sound of the jackals that she heard at the church that night in Wetzlar.
 
27 - A Story About Boots
 
I arrived at the dressing room forty minutes before the start of my concert with the Torino Radio Orchestra.
After years of experience I knew exactly what I needed to pack and how long in advance I need to arrive, in order to have enough time to get ready. My bag included my music, make-up, mirror, dress and shoes. This time I brought a small thermos bottle with a hot beverage, to keep my throat warm in this cold and snowy weather.
Tonight was no different. I had plenty of time. I put on my purple dress, which always flattered me, applied my makeonup, brushed my hair again and even had time for a few vocal exercises to warm up my voice. This was my routine, which I did without even a thought. It gave me confidence and I was ready and happy to sing.
The artists’ room was big and there were two other singers getting ready beside me. The only thing else remaining to do was to put on my shiny black shoes. I quickly glanced at the clock. It was 7:30pm and the live concert was to start at 8:00pm. I took out the two shoe-bags, reached for the first shoe, and slipped it on, but the second bag held a surprise for me. It held... my hair drier, while the missing shoe was left back at the hotel!
I raised my eyebrow, thinking: “That’s interesting. What now?” I looked again at . Without any panic I re-evaluated the situation. There was no time to get back to the hotel. For a moment I even considered singing barefoot or borrowing shoes from someone in the choir, but I quickly decided to wear my black boots, except that they were partially covered with fur. I smiled thinking about my circumstances but deep inside I knew that the boots were too casual to go with my fancy dress.  
Back at the artists’ room, I shared my dilemma with my colleagues. They reassured me that it would not affect the performance, and with that my problem was solved. I was proud of myself for handling the situation calmly.
At eight o’clock we were called to perform. We were ushered in through the upper stairway instead of the side entrance, as we normally did, and had to walk quite a distance through the orchestra players before reaching the stage.
It would have all been fine except that I had to hold my long dress up, carefully, which I tried to do without giving my furry boots too much exposure. Luckily no one commented on it and my minor drama remained, for better or for worse, unnoticed.
28 - And Another Story About Boots

Like everyone, I too possess some good qualities and some less so, some strengths and some weaknesses, I have experienced successes and failures. I do not intend to list any of them here, nor grade my physical appearance. 
On one of my visits to Europe for another concert, my friend and pianist, Idit Zvi and I went on a short walk. It was a cold but sunny winter day, and we decided to take a break from our stressful rehearsal schedule. I stood by one of the trees, and asked Idit to take another picture with my camera.
Much later I had all the pictures from that trip developed and we got together to view them. Each picture awoke in us fresh, new memories of our wonderful trip.
When we got to the picture of me standing by the tree with my feet tucked in the grass, and a big smile on my face, Idit surprisingly remarked: “I didn't realise that you had such gorgeous boots.” I chuckled: “Sorry to disappoint you but these are my gorgeous legs… I was wearing ‘flats’ on that trip.”
We both laughed heartily at her error, which made up for the embarrassing fact that my legs were unfashionably sturdy. I was the first to laugh at myself and was not hurt by her words.
29 - Hands

What should I do with my hands when I sing? The answer to this question is not as simple as one might expect.
At the beginning of my studies, I kept my hands behind my back. As you can expect, it was not a pretty sight. Later on I learned to clasp them in front of me or place one arm gracefully on the piano next to me. I was most comfortable holding my music, which was very natural and acceptable.
When I was invited to sing the soprano part in Mahler’s symphony I accepted it and straight away signed the contract. Only after re-reading it I noticed in the fine print: “Singers are expected to sing from memory.” My main concern was what to do with my hands… There aren’t many opportunities for the dramatic hand motions one may see in operas… The concert was fast approaching, the trip to Koeln was already scheduled, still, I didn’t know what I was going to do with my hands and I didn’t want to leave it to chance. I’d rather be prepared in advance...
The problem was solved when one day, all dressed up in my concert attire, I closed myself in my room, in front of the mirror, and sang my part with full force, imagining the orchestra behind me, and the audience in front of me. I chose to place my hands on my thighs with my elbows slightly raised to the sides, my chest full and my head raised. I knew that my stretched arms were visible even from a distance, and this expression of confidence would be received well by the listeners.
And so, out of necessity, the answer to my dilemma emerged. The conductor was happy and his soloists, freed from their chains, were able to focus on their musical expression. I must confess, and without any shame, that even my singing that night was enhanced by this newly found freedom.
30 - Julia

Hildegard Weber is Julia, or in short “Ju”, as her friends called her. I didn’t call her Hildegard or Julia. For some reason I was not comfortable with it, but in my letters to her I always addressed her as “Dear Julia.” “Ju” was reserved for her old friends and family, whom I had never met. Hildegard Weber was older than myself, even older than my mother. During one of the many meals that I had at her home in Frankfurt, she confided in me unexpectedly that she was jealous of my mother because she had me for her daughter. Her words melted my heart.
I met the music critic for the “Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung”  in the summer of 1975, in Blonay, Switzerland, a small and picturesque village. I was one of the participants in a course for young singers, directed by the German pianist and composer, Hermann Reutter, who was well known in the field of Art song. 
One warm evening, near the end of the course, we sat together on the balcony where we lived, Hermann, his wife Lilo and myself, chatting together. I related to them well, being older and more matmaking some small talure than the other participants, and the only German speaker. The rest were all American. “Look here,” Hermann suddenly whispered to me, as if ready to share some very important information with me. “The lady walking toward us is a very important person in the music world. This is the famous music critic, Hildegard Weber.” Hermann kept praising her and was impressed that she traveled all the way to Blonay to listen to our lessons and hear our concert at the end of the course. We were still talking about her when she walked toward us to greet us, especially pleased to meet the famous composer. I introduced myself politely. The fact that I was from Israel and spoke perfect German interested her, and we instantly “clicked” and were engaged in a lively conversation. Together with Hermann and Lilo we formed kind of a closed group among the Americans.
Among the events that were scheduled during this festival were concerts performed by the faculty and a few chosen students who excelled in the courses. I was among those chosen to perform. Mrs. Weber complimented me and congratulated me on my performance. In the article she posted in the newspaper she wrote: “...the most outstanding and musically gifted performer was not an American, but the young and talented Israeli soprano, Gilah Yaron, of whom the world of music is destined to hear. She sang three very difficult songs of Matthias Claudius opus 60, by Hermann Reutter. The composer accompanied her on the piano. Both gave an outstanding performance.”  
From Blonay I traveled on to Hamburg for a month, listening to operas, working with accompanists and attending opera rehearsals. The generous grant that I received from “Keren Sharet”, the America -Israel Cultural Foundation sponsored me. At the end of my allotted six months I called my newly acquired friends to wish them farewell. Among them were Hermann Reuter and Lilo, as well as Hildegard Weber. I remembered her putting a visiting card in my hand, saying, “If you ever happen to be in Frankfurt, please get in touch with me.” I’ll never forget her joy when I phoned her, asking me all about my studies and wanting to know when I could come to Frankfurt to visit her. On the flight back to Israel from Hamburg I had a short stopover at the Frankfurt airport, and I met with Mrs. Weber at the airport. It lasted no more than 20 minutes. Both of us had a cup of coffee and she wrote down the dates for my next concerts there, to let her friends know about them in advance. As we departed, she gave me a beautiful scarf as a gift and asked me to stay with her the next time I came to Frankfurt. Of course I gladly accepted her generous invitation, and it was no more than two months before I saw her again.
This was the beginning of a very special friendship.  
For the next seventeen years we were the closest of friends, until her passing at the age of eighty-one. Julia was very intelligent, and alert to all the happenings in the music world. I loved my visits at her place. We talked about many things, listened to music together and sharing our professional and personal exreiences with each other. I would tell her about my family, my husband Yehuda, about Israel and the various connections I had made throughout my career, as a music teacher and a singer. She was interested in everything. She told me about herself and her professional life, the people she met, the artists she met and the many musical events she was privileged to be a part of, in Germany and abroad. She talked a lot about the great singers of her generation, singers such as Marga Hoeffgen, the great alto with the velvety voice, Birgit Nilsson, the Swedish singer, known for her rich sound and the simplicity of her performances, and of course, Elisabeth Schwarzkopf and Christa Ludwig, whom she could never praise enough. Julia admired great pianists, such as Kempf and Richter, as well as the great Jewish violinist, Yehudi Menuhin. She especially admired the conductor Georg Solti, who unfortunately did not accept a conducting position with the Frankfurt Opera. She would talk about her favorite composers, among them Verdi. She loved his operas and used to compare him unfavorably with Richard Wagner. A man by the name Holl, who was her instructor when she was first employed by the newspaper, kept coming up in our conversations. From him she learned the art of writing and would quote him saying: “Long articles come easily…”
I saw how she struggled to write her critiques. She told me that it was easier for her to write about the good things and the bad things. ”It’s the mediocre things that are so hard to write about”, she would say. She always tried to look for the good and encouraging things. She hated to see how her colleagues graded the performances as if in school. Once she told me about an amateur choir which attempted to sing a difficult piece, and was in fact, very average. To their credit she said: “All these singers could have sung a different program, but no, they were there to enjoy the experience, so how can I fault them for that.” In her gentle and caring way she said that if there was no other way to avoid negative comments, she would talk vaguely about other details, such as the size of the orchestra, or what a beautiful hall it was, or that she liked the soloist’s dress…
Only very seldom Julia agreed to write an article about me, for ethical reasons. She was very careful to stay objective and looked down on those who were invited to socialize and party with the artists and afterwards gave them good reports… She never allowed herself to behave that way, not with me and not with anyone else.
She talked very little about her personal life. She remained unmarried, and lived by herself her whole life. From time to time she would mention one man or another that she liked and thought would have been a good partner, but she would sadly add: “Men don’t like women who are too smart.” She explained that in her youth, many men went to war and some never returned. It was a terrible world war. Sometimes she talked about her father, whom she adored, and the strict manner in which she was brought up. She related a story about her piano lessons as a child. She was an impatient child and wanted to see good results right away. Once, when she was unhappy with her practice, she lost her patience, slammed the piano lid closed, pounded on it with her fists and walked away. Her father, who unknown to her, was standing right behind her, said softly: “Nice way to end your practice…” His words had great impact on her, and she carried them with her for the rest of her life.
Julia was like a mother to me and had a significant part in my musical advancement. She was not wealthy and yet she was exceptionally generous and had a huge heart. She recommended me whenever she could and introduced me to a music manager, with whom I had a working relationship for ten years. She gave me the complete music encyclopedia; she thought I should have one.  She paid for my first lesson with Elisabeth Schwarzkopf; in fact, she practically forced me to meet her, which resulted in a very fruitful relationship for many years, more precious than gold! Once she even bought me a dress - she thought I deserved better… She also enjoyed receiving gifts and liked to be spoiled with small tokens of appreciation. I was always happy when she liked the small gifts I bestowed upon her. Yulia took me to concerts and operas with her and we always had fun discussing them afterwards. We nurtured each other with our impressions and opinions, injecting humorous and even ironical or cynical comments into our serious observations. Yes, we also laughed together a lot…
Julia visited me in Israel on two occasions. It took place after she met Yehuda, my mother and my Aunt Polly. We toured Israel together; I remember our visit to the Remembrance Museum in particular. She wanted to visit the Historical Museum particularly with me; it left a great and meaningful impression on her. She was awed by the tremendous progress and also shaken and ashamed of Germany. She was far from the Nazi ideology and whenever it was even slightly mentioned she distanced herself from it.
Julia was not a typical woman. She lived alone and worked long hours each day away from home. She used to say that she didn’t know how to cook; yet, she did have a few specialties. There were always the steamed vegetables she would cook in her double boiler, her fried beef patties, and some homemade applesauce or fruit flavored yogurt with sliced kiwi for desert. She prepared these delicacies especially for me, and they indeed tasted better and better each time…
Julia used to compliment me on my talent, quick thinking, humor and hard work, and I must admit that her kind words were very flattering to me and added to my self-confidence. Just as much as I was looking forward to my concerts and performances, I was always happy for the opportunity to get together with Julia, and I think she felt the same way. She lived for our visits together and when I had to leave, it was particularly difficult for her. She used to walk me to the taxi that was waiting for me next to her house, or take me to the train station, and wave “good bye” to me until we could no longer see each other. I went back to my normal life, with my family, friends and students, rich with memories and impressions, full of new stories to share, while Julia was left behind, forced to go back to her lonely life. In spite of the fact that she knew many people and had many good friends, she had a void in her life. However, those “in between” periods between our visits were spent writing to each other in anticipation of the “next letter” and “the next” visit.
During the last few years of her life, Julia was ill. Her condition gradually worsened, until toward the end she became disoriented and confused. Her behavior was strange, pacing back and forth like an animal in a cage, talking to herself and complaining about everything. Even her speech was affected. I tried to calm her down but to no avail. I did not know how to help her during these difficult times, and it was very painful for me to watch her in this condition. She was not the same sweet Julia I knew and loved.
Not long after, she was moved to a nursing home, where she received the care she needed and I made a big effort to visit her as much as I could. On my last visit, shortly before she died, I found her sleeping. I placed the small bouquet of flowers that I brought her in a vase, whispered a few words to her, holding her hand. A few minutes later I softly left.
31 - George London

In the 1950s, the famous Canadian bass baritone, George London, gave a recital with Frank Peleg. I heard much talk about it then, but I never imagined that one day I, too, would be a singer.
In the summer of 1975 I took part in a course for singers in Austria, in the city of Graz. I was doing some intensive studies of Lieder.
The same music school offered classes in opera, and announced that none other than George London would be the guest singer and would do a Master Class. I was ecstatic and did not want to miss the opportunity to meet this great singer. I attended all his classes and absorbed every word he taught. Together with the other young students, we analyzed the operatic characters as he offered additional ideas and suggestions to make the music sound more dramatic and real. Watching his lessons only made me more determined to sing for him. I wanted an honest opinion from a professional singer of his stature and at the same time didn’t dare to imagine myself singing for him. With a letter of recommendation from one of the other teachers, I waited for an opportunity to give it to him. I kept putting it off for lack of courage, until at the end of the last class I made up my mind to approach him.
“Wow! I see great things here! And what would you like to sing?” he said, continuing to read the letter and glancing at me from time to time. I chose a dramatic song by Schubert, to the words by Goethe. I wanted to sing something more operatic for him, combining the material he had just taught us with his own operatic expertise, but mostly, I wanted to sing something I was comfortable with. He listened to me very attentively, and believe me, he wiped off a tear when I finished. He asked me a few questions about my studies and experience, and then invited me to study with him in the U.S. free of charge. I was very surprised and happy, but I knew that I would not be able to accept his tempting offer. I couldn’t take so much time away from Yehuda and my other obligations at home. It simply was not the right time in my life. Still, I could not give up on the whole idea, and when he told me that he was scheduled to give additional master classes in Vienna, I asked if I could attend. After Graz I had planned to go to Luzern, to work with Elisabeth Gruemmer, another great singer, and participate in her master classes, but I was happy to make a stop in Vienna, to study with George London. I knew it was an opportunity not to be missed. I wanted to meet as many singers as possible, to be inspired by them and gain as much as I could from their knowledge, during that period of my studies abroad. It’s good to be exposed to various musical styles and vocal techniques; sometimes even one can help.
I had to be flexible in my travel arrangements and send my luggage to Luzern ahead of time while I stayed in Vienna for a couple of nights. I made my way to George London with only a small bag, to hold a few personal items and the music to the one aria I wanted to work on with him.
I arrived at the music conservatory in the afternoon. George London was finishing his classes for the day. I waited patiently in the hallway, when he walked out of his class and passed right by me. For a moment I thought that he had forgotten that he had invited me, but he immediately realized it. We caught a taxi. I had no idea where we were headed, and in the meantime felt a headache starting, maybe because I was hungry. In a few minutes he asked the taxi driver to stop next to a big, red brick house. It looked a little strange to me but with George London taking the lead, I followed him like an obedient puppy. He rang the doorbell twice and a man, clothed in a bathrobe with bare feet, opened the door. Several thoughts went through my mind. What does this under-dressed man have to do with a voice lesson?
I decided to just “go with the flow”. After exchanging a few introductory words with Jerry, who turned out to be his American friend and pianist, I went to another room with George London, where the grand piano stood. The room was completely impersonal; the walls were empty and there was only a large table and a striped sofa bed. “A woman would have decorated it much differently” I thought to myself… but apparently there was no place for a woman there…
The lesson started very formally: “Tell me, how do you take air into your lungs?” I wasn’t prepared for his question and mumbled something back. I understood that his question was rhetorical when he started talking to me about his breathing technique.
His friend, who was fully dressed by then, knocked on the door, to say something, and found us standing close to each other, face to face. George London was tall, masculine and very attractive, his hands on my waist, my hands on his. All this was to demonstrate his breathing technique, of course. Incidentally, just as soon as the door was opened it was quickly shut, and we heard an apology coming from the other side of the door.
I understood how to breathe in, how to breathe out and how to perform this exercise: Fill the lungs and allow the abdomen and ribs to expand with the air, as it fills the lower part of the chest. Without raising the shoulders, controll the release of the air to sustain the entire phrase one intends to sing. All these things I had heard before and was already using them, but doing these exercises with him further sharpened my awareness. 
We worked on the Haydn aria that I brought with me, acapella, without accompaniment, with special attention to clarity and sound. George London taught me to use my facial muscles. He suggested raising the cheeks to allow the airflow into the sinus and nasal cavities. I recall his facial expressions as he tried to convince me that raising the cheeks is not the same as to smile. He knew how to use his muscles apart from eye expressions. “The muscles are part of the technique, while the eyes are a reflection of the soul, feelings and emotions”, he used to say, showing me that a wide smile is not necessarily an expression of joy, and serves the singer’s technical abilities, whether their eyes express sadness and pain, happiness or joy.
The hour went by very quickly. I forgot about my headache, and only when I stopped the singing it slowly came back, along with hunger pains in my stomach. On the way to the restroom, I passed the kitchen and saw a bowl of almonds. I sneaked a couple but was disappointed when I realized that they were soft and bitter…
By then the lesson was over, my teacher was pleased and invited me to come back the next day. Of course I accepted. This, after all, was the reason why I was there. Before we left his house he asked to be excused for a moment.
“I always get the best inspirations when I am in the bathroom,” he said jokingly, when he came back, as though we were already close friends. “You can stay in Vienna and join the class I am giving here. It’s already been going on for a week, but you could certainly stay for the other two weeks, and I’ll make sure you will be accepted.”
Hearing his words I was again surprised and speechless. My headache intensified. “But I signed up for a course in Luzern”, I mumbled.
“Never mind, just cancel it! I’m not trying to say anything about my friend, Elizabeth Gruemmer, but this is the right place for you and it would be better if you were to stay here.”
“And what about my baggage and the apartment I reserved in Luzern… and... my aunt who was going to join me there?” I continued, remembering several other complications.
At that point his patience was wearing thin and he told me in a monotonous voice: “You are a great talent and I believe that I could help you!” I think I also heard him say: “I am Jewish and you are Israeli! Do you want to be a singer or do you want to travel with aunties??” His fast-talking and desperate attempt to persuade me startled me.
I promised to let him know the next day, after looking into everything, and left. I quickly got to a telephone and spoke with Yehuda about everything. He was very proud of me and asked me to calm down and take care of everything slowly, but first of all… to get something to eat.
In the end, everything worked out. I sent my aunt Polly a telegram, and she simply came to Vienna instead of Luzern. My luggage was shipped back to me, and I was able to join the other ten participants for the course.  
George London was able to pass on his technique to all of us. Like a good preacher, he repeated his “convictions”, and I willingly  “accepted” them in blind faith. I know that all of us got so much out of his course and learned much from each other. At the end of the course we attended a reception and received our certificates, signed by George London himself. In spite of the festive celebration I knew that my relationship with George London was short-lived, and this special encounter between us will remain in my memory as a unique episode. When we parted he asked me to stay in touch with him and write from time to time. Maybe he did it to be polite or as master who patronizes his young students. I wrote him several times, and he answered, yet, the contact between us dwindled. Who knows, maybe it was meant to be… Staying in contact on a regular basis would have been unusual.
Sadly, ten years later, George London passed away, after a difficult battle with a muscle disease, at the age of sixty-five.
32 - Stage Skills And Expression

Undoubtedly, the importance of expression in singing as well as in theatrical acting is obvious, and takes much imagination, sensitivity and clear understanding of the text. Successful performances depend not only on the singers’  talent but also their temperament and freedom of expression. As an artist, this was very difficult for me. Quite frequently my voice teacher, Mrs. Tuerk, described my singing as pleasant, sonorous and musical, yet lacking necessary extravert  expression. She used to tell me: “I can’t see on your face what you are trying to convey.” For many years I was embarrassed to show my emotions .I could not openly show my emotions; I thought I would not be true to myself or that I might appear fake, or artificial. In fact, I was a prisoner of my own inhibitions.
I worked with an American instructor who came to Israel specifically for the purpose of helping young singers. I sang an aria from Verdi’s “La Forza del Destino” (“The Force of Destiny”). She, too, worked with me on my personal acting abilities and expression skills. I tried to excuse myself, saying that I was not an opera singer and that I had no experience in acting, ignoring the fact that acting and expression are a part of any form of singing. Her response surprised me: “If it doesn’t come to you naturally, just make faces,” she said. She took upon herself to guide me and had no intention of lettinh me be until I had mastered this most important skill. I decided to follow her advice. For a moment I allowed myself to let down my guard. lo and behold: my work with my face, and particularly with my eyes, actually increased my expression, added support to my voice, released me from whatever was blocking me and illuminated my soul. I could sense the birth of true inspiration awakening within me as a result of my artificial and even forced efforts. Ever since then I’ve used this “method” in my own singing, and mostly with my students who also struggle with the same inhibitions. 
To my sorrow I have forgotten this instructor's name, although her words and method I quote again and again.
33 - It's all about air
What is “voice”? It is the flow of air through a person’s vocal chords and sinus cavities, and for this reason breathing is the principal element of singing and singing technique. During singing we send through all the passages, guide it and make sure the air passages are free. We inhale it, and then exhale it as voice. Ordinary breathing happens automatically as a basis for life: Breathing while singing is a controlled action, for artistic purposes.  As we release the air and convert it into music, we take great care to measure and regulate its flow, and as in speaking, we form it into sentences and phrases. 
Breathing enables us to make sounds. It occurs naturally, out of our necessity for air, but there is more to it than just natural breathing. Sometimes we breathe for expressive purposes, although there is no physical need for it; but sometimes taking a breath is necessary in order to finish a phrase. 
I studied the art of singing Lied from Hermann Reuter. Among other things, we spoke about how to control the breath to complement the text. “I don’t really need to take a breath right now”, I told him once, when he explained to me the role of breathing as a means for proper phrasing. “A comma means: breathe!” he said authoritatively.
Maureen Forrester, a Canadian singer from whom I gained much knowledge, added another rule: “When a phrase repeats itself, whether in the text or musically, always breathe between the parts, for there is no rational reason for repeating the same phrase without this division. Any meaningless repetition will create the impression of stuttering.” Her words seem to be common sense, yet, they are not to be applied self-evident.
Speaking of breathing, I remember what I once heard from one of the foremost British singers, Heather Harper, who declared unequivocally that whoever is not technically able to breathe well enough to be able to sing long phrases, and particularly coloratura passages by Handel, should not sing these works at all! At that time I was working on such an aria from “Samson” with Mrs. Harper herself, and was unable to sing in one breath the long difficult and winding phrases. When I tried to “sneak” a quick breath she gave me her opinion with very clear words. I was helpless, just didn’t have enough breath and almost gave up on this work. 
I must confess that  I still give my students (and myself) the option to “sneak some air” if absolutely necessary. The price of not breathing might be greater than that of breathing, and the quality of singing poor. Nevertheless, her words have stayed with me as a reminder of the importance of this matter.
34 - Extraordinary Teacher – Extraordinary Woman
I was never the type to chase after celebrities. For this reason, when Hildegard Weber invited me to join her on her trip to Wolfenbuettel, in North Germany, I declined. She was headed to meet  the world-renowned singer, Elisabeth Schwarzkopf. But Mrs. Weber would not let me miss this opportunity, and kept pressuring me until I finally agreed to go with her.
At that time Mrs. Schwarzkopf and I barely exchanged a few words. I did not sing for her, nor did I attend any of her lessons. She asked me where I was from and what I did professionally, then preceded to tell me about her students. Her words stirred my imagination and when I politely asked her if she would give me an hour of her time she answered without any hesitation, that she would be very pleased to do so. I wasn’t sure why she responded to me so favorably but I guessed she was intrigued by our brief meeting. Perhaps she sensed that we may have a commeon language, both professionally and personally.
I tried to ignore the fact that Elisabeth Schwarzkopf was a famous German singer, admired by all, during the dark years of the Nazi regime. I did not know anything about her personal involvements, nor did I make any effort to find out. All I was interested in was my professional advancement. So when I was given the chance to work with her I saw it as great privilege. At every opportunity Elisabeth Schwarzkopf made a point of denying any connection with the Nazi party. I read about her father, who was a schoolteacher, and was ordered to be a registered member in the Nazi party. And when he refused he was fired from his job, although he advised his daughter to register so as not to hurt her singing career.
Several months later I was invited to sing with the local Bach choir in Zurich. I was very happy to meet Mrs. Schwarzkopf again, and arranged by phone what I would sing and work on with her. She had not yet heard me sing yet instructed me concerning a certain aria I was working on: “Let the air flow freely and don’t force it. This is the only way to sing it properly...” Lesson number one”, I thought to myself jokingly. She is a special person who does not necessarily follow conventional customs, yet she enthusiastically shares her knowledge, even when not “face to face”...
I had two, three-hour sessions with Elisabeth Schwarzkopf, at her home in Zumikon, a well-to-do suburb of Zurich. We worked intensively on several pieces which I had brought with me. I was certainly acquainted with serious and thorough work, but this time it was an even more in-depth study of phrasing and the connection of notes, phrase by phrase, melody by melody – down to the most minute details. It could have turned into a nerve-racking experience, but no! Not with her. I felt immense pleasure and satisfaction working with Mrs. Schwarzkopf, and she did as well. She liked my responses and my ability to learn. “Had I not enjoyed it I wouldn’t be here,” she said when I asked her how much I owed her for the lessons… And as always, she refused to take any money from me.
Elisabeth Schwarzkopf was not one to compromise on anything artistic or musical. She developed her own “credo”, by which she personally abided and imparted to her students. It was her life, and she did not acknowledge any other way or method! Her teachers were the great singers of the past and also the artistic intentions of the poets and the composers. Her teachers passed them on to her and she, in her own unique ways, passed them on to her students.  I find in the margin of my music, words such as: Sad but without self pity; impatiently, as if you enter into her words; rebuke with no mercy; as if you are speaking to yourself, but don’t be childish; the rock feels and expresses its sorrow; with seductive voice; mean and painful; use expression in your trills, use your breathing in between phrases to look around you; all phrases are answers to questions and wonderment; your singing is too prosaic and not poetic enough; differentiate between personal intimacy and general singing; without much affection, like a folk tune; excitement, joy and festivity interrupted by quiet notes expressing sadness and desperation; singing mixed with speaking, as if “death is crouching at the door”; put more light into the last note, etc., etc., etc. Such instructions, suggestions and descriptions would flow out of her effortlessly. Each of her comments was a treasure to me and was a bubbling spring of creative thoughts. 
Actually, our challenge is to find a way in our singing to realise the essence of the imaginative ideas.
Working with Elisabeth Schwarzkopf was always a thrilling but exhausting journey, an intellectual experience and an artistic celebration for me. The “rules of the game” were: pay attention to the minutest details and their deep and precise execution, immaculate technique and beautiful resonating sound. The rules were cruel, demanding and perfectly clear. Elisabeth Schwarzkopf approached every work with the precision of a goldsmith, and bequeathed her artistic ideals, her “credo”, to her students. She would speak about her own hard work, which at times bordered on obsession, deeply searching the depths of expression, clear and hidden meanings. Yet she was quick to admit her own early “mistakes” and imperfections.
Ever since 1979, when I first met and worked with Elisabeth Schwarzkopf, and for the next twenty years, I made a point of  working with her whenever I happened to be in Europe, and almost always planned my trips to include Zurich. I waited impatiently for each and every meeting between us, knowing that it would be special, inspiring, and most of all surprising. It took me time to understand and appriciate the significance of the intense and devoted effort that she put into her teaching work. 
Her greatest desire was to pass on the wealth of her knowledge and experience to the next generation. We met many times and worked on various songs, among them the five Mignon songs by Hugo Wolf, to words by Goethe. During one of our sessions I was having difficulties understanding the text and asked Mrs. Schwarzkopf for help, but she was unable to clarify it for me. I could live with that. We continued our work.  When I got back home I found a letter from Mrs. Schwarzkopf, in which she expressed her regrets for not being able to address my questions adequately. She was troubled by it and almost regarded it as a “sin”, but she expressed her confidence that I, with my intelligence, would some day be able to understand the deeper meaning of Goethe’s text on my own. I certainly admired her for this.
Looking back through my own years of experience, I can appreciate and perceive with sympathy Mrs. Schwarzkopf's character more than ever before. She was one of the greatest singers of our generation. She never ceased searching for deeper musical truths and never compromised the slightest details, not in her lessons and not in her master classes. Her lessons entailed endless repetitions of small sections, until her students were able to sing the way she liked it. She had the reputation of being a “difficult and rude person”, who did not “understand” her students and “insulted them with her insensitive comments”. At times she appeared uncaring, but on the other hand she showed her appreciation when she worked with singers of great talent and abilities. She was happy to recommend young students to other colleagues, and her main goal was to see her gifted students advance and succeed, which was evident by her financial generosity, all for the cause of artistic perfection.
On my way to Denmark, to perform Verdi’s Requiem, I stopped at Mrs. Schwarzkopf’s, and asked her to help me put the “polish” on my singing and send me off with her blessings. I knew my part very well from previous performances and we went through my solo parts, step-by-step, section-by-section. She commented and I adjusted to the best of my ability. As I was leaving she threw a question at me: “Do you really think you can sing this piece?” I didn’t answer right away. What was there for me to say? I mumbled something like: “Yes, yes, I was very successful singing it before and I’ll try to remember everything you told me…” Actually, I was a bit angry. I thought I deserved some words of encouragement, and good wishes for success, but Mrs. Schwarzkopf had her own standards and expectations; it was almost like “black” and “white”.
Once when I was in  in Salzburg, I attended one of her master classes, this time as a listener; there were a few singers from the Far East. In fact, many students from the Far East have come to the European and American music schools, for advanced studies, and have been very successful adapting to Western music, in spite of their language, cultural and traditional barriers. Elisabeth Schwarzkopf had no time nor patience to accommodate his or her slower pace, and when a young and talented singer from Thailand appeared on stage, trying to sing a German song, it became clear from the start that it was going to be a disaster… Mrs. Schwarzkopf decided to “work” on her pronunciation and understanding of the text. Finally she faced the audience who filled the room to capacity, and said: “You see what happens when THEY come here and try to ruin our German language!” I was shocked and embarrassed. I thought it was out of place to say such things. These words should have never come out of her mouth. But Mrs. Schwarzkopf was a perfectionist and could not reconcile the truth. Some may even call her a racist, just because she desired to keep her glorious culture and language pure. In her mind, anyone who did not know German perfectly or could not “feel” the language because he wasn’t raised in it, should simply not sing German music. Period!
During another one of her master classes, this time in Stuttgart, on the occasion of her 80th birthday, I heard her ask one of the young singers, a tenor who was singing an aria for her: “Please tell me, do you really LOVE your voice?”
For a moment I thought it was a good question, since every singer should like his voice and the way he sings. But then, when the young singer answered: “Y...yes… yes, actually I do,” Mrs. Schwarzkopf raised her eyebrow and said with an ironic smile: “Because I really don’t…”
As a perfectionist, she could not accept a voice that was not beautiful; it was as simple as that. The beauty of a voice is what penetrates the hearts and the ears of the listeners, and when it is not pleasant, what else is there to do… The whole episode appeared a little mean and the young man left the class, never to return, but for her it wasn’t a personal issue. Artistic standards were more important to her, and she couldn’t help but be honest, truthful and to the point.
It was in London’s elegant Wigmore Hall, that I attended another one of Elisabeth Schwarzkopf’s master classes. As always, she worked rather harshly with a young singer, breaking down her music to the smallest details, and only a few from the audience were able to follow. When she had just about finished, one of the listeners from the audience stood up and asked her very politely, if it was possible to hear the aria in its entirety, from beginning to end. He had no idea the trouble he was getting into . Her clear response, spoken through her tiny clip on microphone was: “Excuse me sir, this class is where we do the work, and you are only permitted to take a 'peek'.” Mrs. Schwarzkopf had no intention of insulting this man. She was simply reminding him of the purpose of this class. As far as the students are concerned, all they can do is bend down and gather up  the “broken pieces”, to put everything back together later, as they review the lesson back home.
Mrs. Schwarzkopf was fed up with everything that had to do with the opera “industry”. She did not agree with the “modern” staging and considered them tasteless and even “vulgar”. She disagreed with those managers who expected their singers to perform in uncomfortable or even impossible positions. When asked what to do about it, she simply and unequivocally replied: “They should close down the opera houses and sing the operas “concert style”, and very gradually, a few years later, they could develop it anew, starting with the basics.” Only idealists like her would resort to such an unrealistic solution.
Elisabeth Schwarzkopf did not attempt to educate a new generation of singers. She did not try to equip them with tools for their journey or teach them how to protect their voice, how to dress on stage or teach stage manners, neither how to handle their business matters. All she was interested in was passing on the art of singing, pure and uncompromising, in idealistic manner, unique only to her.
Elisabeth Schwarzkopf was almost ninety-one when she passed away, on August 3rd 2006. I believe she taught in her home until her last day.
35 - Elisabeth Schwarzkopf - Master Class

My professional relationship with Elisabeth Schwarzkopf began in 1980. It was my great fortune to take part in her master class in Frankfurt, in the charming, small Alte Oper hall, which had just recently been renovated.
Master classes are known for their unpredictability, in which students as well as teachers expose their musical abilities in front of an audience, eager to peek into the secrets of making music. Most audiences take the ‘finished product’ as a matter of fact and have no idea what really goes into preparing a concert. Generally, in a master class, the “performers in training” share their artistic abilities in a sometimes harsh and unfriendly setting, even though they may already be successful professionals. They are seen here as “ordinary people”, Heaven forefend, with all their weaknesses.
The hall was full to capacity with Mrs. Schwarzkopf’s admirers. They paid a handsome amount of money to get in, bringing along her old recordings with them, to increase their worth with her autographs. Her fans soaked up every word she uttered and thoroughly enjoyed the event. No doubt, the student performers enabled her to be the star of the show. 
There were about fifteen singers, who came from near and far, to take part in her master class. Some of them were unknown to her and were accepted based on their recordings and recommendations. Not all were “worthy” to participate in her class. I remember such red headed, freckled face singer, who appeared very confident and assured. I was wondering what advice she would receive. She sang uninterrupted, and to my surprise Mrs. Schwarzkopf remarked: “Nice, and what else did you bring? I was disappointed for I was looking forwards to learn from her comments. I guessed that Mrs. Schwarzkopf recognised her limited ability and did not find it worthwhile to continue with her. My suspicions were later confirmed.
Next was my turn to step into the “firing line”... I prepared a beautiful and challenging song by Gustav Mahler. From the very first phrase I was asked to sustain the long notes, softly stretching from the lowest to the highest notes. It was not an easy task. After only three notes Mrs. Schwarzkopf stopped me and asked me to repeat, expecting improvement. Time and again I tried my best but she was not satisfied and came back with harsh comments and questions such as “why this way, and why that way?” But I was determined to stay calm and show a desire to learn and not give up. And so my lesson continued, singing and stopping, struggling in spite of the difficulties, all the way through the song, to the last note. Somewhat uncomfortable, I thanked her and walked back to my seat, my legs still shaking. I tried to comfort myself with thoughts of “It’s good to listen to other professional opinions” and see the situation as a great opportunity.
When I got to my seat, which happened to be near where Mrs. Schwarzkopf stood to give her remarks, I was very surprised to hear her whisper to me: “I was never able to sing this song as beautifully as you did…” I couldn’t believe my ears, but I think I understood what she meant.
36 - From All my Teachers I Have Gained Knowledge 
Several other teachers equipped me with lifelong professional council.
Joan Dorneman, piano accompanist and coach from the Metropolitan Opera in New York, once said: “You will rely on your singing technique especially on those days when your singing is not at its best. When a singer is not feeling well, or for whatever reason, health, emotional or physical fatigue, precisely then the singer must summon all his technical knowledge if he wants to survive, and above all, he must know at all times what to do.” Fortunately I did not need her advice very often.  
I spent a great deal of time with pianist Boris Berman, before he unfortunately left Israel. He may not be aware of the impact he left upon me during the many hours we worked together. Once, while trying to get me to be more involved in the piece we were working on, he described a cruel reality: “People don’t really want to come to the concert”, he said dryly. “They are tired from their daily troubles and would rather be home watching TV in their comfortable slippers. If you want to get their attention you have to be interesting and exciting the entire time. You cannot expect the audience to be satisfied with a few nice notes here and there. You must enthrall them and court them”.
I always remember that.
Some of my music teachers advised me which repertoire would suit me best. The famous singer Jenny Turel, gave me such advice after hearing me sing for her at our initial meeting. She heard in my singing an as-yet untapped potential that I could develop by singing specific compositions. She claimed that I was as if hiding behind the more timid songs that did not require me to use the full strength of my personality. She named a number of arias from several operas that she recommended I sing, even if I did not choose to perform  them as part of my regular repertoire.
Singer Elisabeth Grummer, who was even more “dramatic” about it, gave me similar advise. After complimenting me at the end of a short Beethoven song that I sang for her, she threw up her hands in a theatrical gesture and said: “I am hearing ‘Ah perfido’ in your voice!” Beethoven's aria, “Ah, perfido” is very dramatic, long and quite difficult. I had wanted to perform it for a long time but did not dare. With Mrs. Grummer's encouragement I promtly added this aria to my repertoire, and soon after was asked to sing it with several orchestras in Europe.
Of course I learned from many other teachers, as well as from colleagues, conductors, accompanists, pianists and students, through the years.
From all my teachers I have gained knowledge!  

37 - And this Time I am the“Master” 

Participating in a Master Class is a very popular method of higher studies for advanced students and professionals, although not all would agree or support it.
In the seventies, as a young singer and student, I attended master classes given by Canadian singer, Maureen Forrester, as well as classes by the renowned Mezzo Soprano Christa Ludwig. I took lessons at the Music Academy in Jerusalem, with Jenny Turel, in  front of audiences and with pianist and coach, Michael Elliasen, in the Tel-Aviv Music Academy. Later on I participated in courses that were given in Vienna by the bass singer George London. I learned much from all of them but the highlight, no doubt, were the master classes and later on my private lessons with the great Elisabeth Schwarzkopf.
With the passing of time I attended more and more master classes as a listener. As a teacher, it interested me. I attended public classes by Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, Thomas Quasthoff, and even the amazing organ player, Almut Roessler, whose insights into Mozart and Messiaen’s organ works interested me greatly.
Many singers like to include in their resumes and concert programs the names of well-known singers, for whom they sang in master classes, hoping they would add a halo to their accomplishments and to their artistic importance. In truth, it is a aprivilege to be able to receive words of wisdom from a great and experienced artist, and for this reason many choose to boast of it. The main question that begs an answer is whether participating in a master class once or even a few times, really helps a singer’s advancement and learning. Many are of the opinion that it does; some are less convinced while others don’t give this “superficial” means of study any weight. My personal opinion is somewhere in between the two extremes. I believe that even if one receives just an idea or additional understanding or inspiration from the master class, it always benefits him, but the more important question is how to use it. There is no “silver bullet” in music and neither the student nor the instructor should believe the illusion that there is anything “magical” about it.
I have given master classes for many years now, I did not invent the wheel but only use the knowledge I gained from my predecessors and tried to pass it on to my students. I’d like to think that from time to time my students took notes and used my advice, whether it had to do with technique, expression, diction or style of singing.  
My main objective when I held master classes was to be extremely careful not to interfere with the student's principal teacher. It could cause more harm than good. To my colleagues I would advise: Measure your comments and avoid criticism of other teachers, who, for all you know, are doing their best to help their students on a daily basis. 
Teaching a master class requires of the teacher great sensitivity, to esure that all, including the audience, receive benefit from it. There’s no need, for example, to be super gentle or to sweeten the experience of the student singer. Although publicly uncovering a student's weaknesses is difficult for him, it is beneficial if it is done with tact. More delicate work deserves to be done in private.
At one of the master classes I attended as a student, I received a variety of comments, mostly about my sound and interpretation, until for a moment I felt that my ‘tower’, the ‘music tower’ that I have been building with so much effort over so many years, was all for nothing. I dared to ask: “Is it really all in vain?” The answer I received was: “Had you not worked so hard up to this point, you would not have had any foundation to improve and advance.” This wise answer gave credit to my teachers and instructors on the one hand, and at the same time I was able to receive new strength and self confidens. Similarly I try to function as the ‘experienced artist’ in my own master classes, namely, to encourage and inspire the young and rising singers. All waited to hear what I had to say, as if I was giving them a grand utterance... It must be considered that the master artist has a huge responsibility and influence on the students. 
Among others, I had the honor of directing master classes in the Music Academy in Rostock, Germany. We worked on Hebrew songs written by Israeli composers from the 20th century. It was new music, hence a fresh and exciting experience for all. At the renowned “Tchaikovsky” Conservatory in Moscow, our topic was “The German Lied”. Here, too, young singers with beautiful voices had the opportunity to tackle ‘unknown’ music to them, and we worked mainly on style. No more dramatic operas, but rather the  musical forms in which  words were the real essence of music.
I used to give master classes in the vocal department of the Academy of Music and Dance in Jerusalem, which I still consider to be ‘my home’. There, I was able to be ‘myself’, natural and transparent in front of my students and colleagues. There I had the opportunity to demonstrate my teaching techniques, method, and artistic interpretation, but for the most part, I enjoyed learning from the lessons given by other teachers. In this open and public forum, quietly and without stress, we learned from each other and became better for it.
Weekly master classes were part of the general curriculum at the Gary Bertini School of Choral Music. Students would bring their piece to class, while everyone else followed the music. The student, who sang a song or an aria received applause. Then I briefly offered a few specific suggestions to improve their performance: phrasing, pronunciation, posture, breathing, opening of the mouth and dropping the jaw, placing the sound and more. The rest of the class was invited to participate in offering viewpoints. We could see immediate results with this open approach, yet, it should not be forgotten that a few incidental comments cannot and will not lead to lasting change; that can only come through consistent and regular hard work.
I show great respect to the students who, in spite of their limited experience in front of an audience, jump right into the cold waters of public exposure. I also show much respect to the teachers as well as the audience, awaiting to receive my musical comments and learn from my teaching methods. For me it is still somewhat difficult to identify the elements deserving comment, which causes me to be cautious in what I say. “I’m so nervous”, I once confided in one of my friends, a professor of composition. “I have no idea what they might bring to the lesson and their level of achievement.” And he, from his high position of authority, attempting to alleviate my fears, replied: “Remember one thing - there is always something for us to add!”
38 - Weeping And Tears

There were five singers in Wolfenbuettel Germany, for a special course with Mrs. Elisabeth Schwarzkopf. We spent between six and seven hours a day, delving deep into the heart of a wide repertoire of music, with great intensity, while Mrs. Schwarzkopf, as usual, did not let any detail escape her attention. By the end of the work, all the elements had been dissected into many pieces and were left as such for the student to reassemble. 
One of the participants, a young mezzo soprano from England, sang the song cycle by Robert Schumann, “A Woman's Life and Love” (“Frauenliebe und Leben”). She opened with the first song, with Mrs. Schwarzkopf, standing beside her, following the music, while the rest of us enjoyed the music from the sideline. It was a short and very expressive song, and she sang it from beginning to end, completely uninterrupted by Mrs. Schwarzkopf, to our great surprise. At the end of her singing we were all expecting a barrage of comments, but Mrs. Schwarzkopf’s total silence expressed her awe and appreciation. Everyone exchanged looks, waiting in attentive silence. At last Mrs. Schwarzkopf asked: “Well, what can be said about such singing?” It was as if she could not find adequate words to describe her feelings, and rather than break the electrifying atmosphere in the room she whispered: “Please continue”. These were very special moments indeed. Magical moments. The student, completely unaware of this great moment and the huge compliment she had just received, turned the page, looked at her accompanist, took a deep breath and started singing the next song. After singing for a few minutes, as if by delayed reaction, she lost her composure and broke down, crying. Mrs. Schwarzkopf took advantage of the opportunity, looked intensely into her eyes and gave us the lesson of a lifetime on the place of emotions and how to handle them professionally. “You Don’t Cry - We Cry!” she said. “You completely lost control and handled your emotions in a very immature and unprofessional way,” she chastised her. ”We, the listeners, are allowed to cry, but you must not cry!” Schwarzkopf was straightforward and businesslike, and precisely at that moment I felt a tear in my eye.  
The opera “Riders to the Sea” by Vaughan Williams tells the story of a  family of fishermen - the two stay-at-home sisters, their fisherman brother, their father who recently passed away, and their grieving mother. In one of the scenes that I sang, I was to grieve desperately for my brother, who was lost at sea. I had a part in a very emotional scene, in which, as directed by the stage director, I had to stand at the side of the stage with my back toward the audience, and sing my lines with my head bent down into my hands, my shoulders stooping low.
After the performance a lady from the audience congratulated me and told me that when I sang the part of the sister grieving for her lost brother, she could not hold back her tear. “I succeeded” I thought to myself. It was a very tragic story indeed and it could be very easy to get caught up in the story, but I was in total control of myself. She cried, not me…  
Another situation that ended up with “She didn’t cry - I did” took place during a performance of “The Magic Flute” by Mozart, at the Tel Aviv Mann Auditorium. I was seated in one of the front rows, attentively watching the singers’ dramatic performance. When it was time to sing the famous aria of the Queen of the Night, I sat up straight and “waited” for the “scary” high coloratura notes. There are several sections in this aria some dramatic, some “angry”, and some extremely high notes. Together with the rest of the audience I held my breath, as the short singer forcefully burst out singing the part of the Queen of the Night. I was overwhelmed by her incredible musical and technical abilities and found myself in tears from all the excitement. The Korian singer, Sumi Jo, standing firmly on the stage, completely captured my emotions with her beautiful singing. I’ll never forget her performance, or the tears in my eyes.
One of the most exciting songs written by “young” Schubert, (he was only 17 when he wrote it) to the words of Goethe, is “Gretchen at her Spinning Wheel” (“Gretchen am Spinnrade”). Gretchen, who was left alone at the spinning wheel, reflects upon her pains and miseries, as well as her hopes and dreams. She is thinking about her lover, imagining him outside her window, and imagines him kissing her, but then wakes up to her gloomy reality and deep sorrow. Schubert wonderfully expressed the ticking of the spinning wheel, poor Gretchen’s heartbeat, till the climax of her fall into the deep abyss. It is fair to say that Schubert helped the singer and her pianist to express the meaning of the words. It is not so easy for the performers to be able to create a truly emotional atmosphere. The continuous movement of the spinning wheel could become monotonous, and the emotional outbursts could sound more like screaming. This particular song has been part of my standard repertoire for many years, and I believe that each time I performed it I was able to recreate the feeling of the song and get closer to the place where honesty and sorrow blended together into a new reality.
For my last concert, with many of my students present, I unexpectedly noticed one of the students crying as she heard the song. It motivated me to sing with more intensity and to direct my singing specifically towards her. She cried, wiping her eyes with her kerchief, as I “celebrated” by bringing the song to its ending in the deepest pit of despair.
At the end of the concert she told me that she had been unable to refrain from crying when I sang “Gretchen at the Spinning Wheel”. I looked into her eyes and said: “Thank you... I know.”
39 - Questionable Compliments

I was invited to sing a Bach Cantata for Flute and Soprano with a chamber music orchestra in Switzerland, which was a somewhat common occurrence in my profession. The guest of honor was   Elisabeth Schwarzkopf, which made it special for me. I was very excited. Until now I have always been her “target” when participating in her master classes, I thought to myself, in spite of her high regard for me. As I recounted her remarks one by one, feelings of anxiety rushed through my mind.
On the day of the concert I made my way to the altar, where the orchestra was placed, in the small church. I was prepared to do my best and to give a worthy performance. I focused intently on the goal. I must admit that Mrs. Schwarzkopf was foremost on my mind and I was hoping to locate her in the audience as soon as I walked on stage, but I couldn’t find her. I even resorted to the ‘sin’ of counting the audience, and still, she was not to be found. I was disappointed but also relieved... albeit, a little prematurely. Free from the pressure of outside criticism I sang the first aria, and as I was preparing to continue I saw the back door open and the great lady  entered, bent down, as if to conceal her late arrival and avoid any disturbance. Yes, yes! I was happy, charged up with new concentration and energy, to the end of the piece.
Elisabeth Schwarzkopf walked towars me and congratulated me in a loud voice after the concert. Many people stood around,  orchestra musicians and people from the audience, and for a while I was spared her critical comments. On the other hand, she showered me abundantly with exaggerated compliments and talked at length about her driver, who was late to pick her up, and caused her to miss the first part of the concert, although she was able to hear the first aria from behind the door, and how wonderful it was… All the while the spectators drank in every word. To her great surprise, she added, the singer, after all, turned out to be me, Gilah…
This was indeed a great compliment to me!
Or was it ?
Was something wrong with the way she phrased it?
Or maybe it was really an unexpected surprise to her since she only knew me from our work in her master classes and private lessons? Is it really necessary to expect feedback every time we perform?
Whatever it is, this episode keeps repeating in my head, playing tricks on me, like some kind of a joke. It must be my self defense mechanism that turned it into a type of irony.
It reminded me of a verse from the Bible: “She came to bless me but it turned out to be a curse”...
Am I exaggerating? Over-reacting?
40 - Sacrifices and Rewards - Short Stories

I used to get quite nervous at the beginning of my career, which caused my left leg to shake. This happened to me often and took away from my ability to relax and enjoy the concert. At the time, I was doing a partially staged version of Mozart’s “Titus”, which I have done many times before. I felt good about my performances and loved doing them, but as soon as I would open my mouth to sing I felt that unwelcome tremor in my leg.
Fortunately, my mother, as usual, had a good suggestion for me: “Take half a tranquilizer pill to relax, one half hour before the start of the concert, to help you enjoy the performance.”  
And indeed, before one of my performances, a concert in Tel-Aviv, in the dressing room in front of everyone, I took the pill.  One of the participants, the actor Oded Teomi, just happened to walk in and asked with a sad look: “Oye, my goodness, you poor thing, do you have another headache?”
“No, no,” I answered, smiling, as I shared with him my little “secret” for nerve control without any apologies, telling him about the half pill to be taken one half hour before the start of the concert. The experienced performer was shocked by my revelation, not sparing any words to give me his opinion: “Buballe” he said, “Sweetheart, the small amount of temperament which you have, you have just killed !” This straight talk, the naked truth, was not easy for me to hear. Deep inside I knew he was right. I thanked him and told him it was the last time…
Everything happened just the way it should have. Both, my mother and Oded Teomi contributed their share, and that half a pill did its part as well. Ever since then I did not need to take anything before my performances. Yes, I still experienced the leg tremor but I understood that it was all part of my performing.
* * *
I met Mrs. Schlicht on the train.  
I must have been preparing for a performance or a recording and looked at my music, when I noticed her curiously glancing at me. As we talked she told me that she used to sing in her youth, but had to give up on her dream of become a singer because she married a blind man who needed her assistance. She promised to try to come to my concert in Frankfurt, which was scheduled to take place several months later.
The day of the Frankfurt concert had arrived. I walked on stage, beaming with joy, ready to sing. Just as I took my first breath before singing the first note, I was happy to see Mrs. Schlicht in one of the back rows. I must admit that I had totally forgotten about her. At the end of the concert she approached me, in her hand a gorgeous orchid, placed elegantly in its own individual little vase, as befitting a flower such as this one. I thanked her from the bottom of my heart before we parted. For the rest of my trip, going from town to town and from concert to concert, I carried my heavy suitcase in one hand and the orchid in the other… My mother, who joined me on that same trip, required some help as well. At a certain point in our travel, carrying the orchid plant became somewhat of a burden to me and I almost wished I could forget it at one of the hotels.
And no-one should tell me that prayers don’t work. Our next hotel was witness to that. It was completely unintentional. On the train, on the way to the next concert, I suddenly remembered it and exclaimed, half in fear and half in relief: “Oye, Ima… the orchid…”
* * *
And speaking of flowers, I’ll never forget the red rose I received from the old lady who rented me a room in her house in Hamburg.
It was my pleasure to invite this good lady, who hardly ever left her house, to my concert. She lamented to me about her situation: “Frau Gilah, I am like a ruin…” From time to time she would go outside with her trash, always making sure to have her wig on, to cover up her thinning hair, not wanting, or maybe wishing, to  meet somebody. Eventually I was able to persuade her to accept my invitation. All dressed up for the occasion and with her wig on, she came to my concert. Sitting straight and festive in one of the front rows, she followed me with her eyes and listened very carefully during the entire evening. Possibly she was not acquainted with going to concerts, though it seemed as if she was very impressed and had a good time.
After the concert she was among those who waited to greet me, holding a red rose. As she gave it to me she whispered in my ear, pointing to her cheek, “I cried a little when you sang”, then added, “I believe I am standing here in place of your mother, on a very important mission”.
Her words touched my heart.
When I left Hamburg I lost contact with her, and I cannot even remember her name.
* * *
I was invited to audition for the renowned conductor, Hans Zender from the the “Saarbrucken” Radio. The lady I met on the long train ride from Frankfurt to Paris invited me to be her houseguest. She lived in a small village near Saarbrucken, and graciously offered to accompany me to the radio station. She told me she was familiar with the area and would point me in the right direction.
It was a cold winter day and both of us had on our warm coats. I was very casual while my friend was all dressed up in her finest fur coat with a matching fur hat. We entered the radio station and gave my name to the guard. Mrs. Schlicht felt right at home, and I was happy to let her lead the way. The person I was supposed to meet suddenly appeared from one of the rooms, and immediately turned to my friend, Mrs. Schlicht, shook her hand politely and said to her:  “Welcome Mrs.… Yaron, we are very pleased to meet you…”
Apparently she stole the show with her impressive fur coat…
41 - My Friend, Yaron

I had the privilege of performing Britten’s “War Requiem” several times with the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra as part of their subscription series. After one of the concerts in Tel-Aviv, my friend and singer, Yaron Windmuller, told me that he had tears in his eyes during the “Lachrymosa” movement. I don’t usually remember all the comments I get from my listeners, but this one was engraved in my memory. It was worth a thousand others and I’ll never forget it.
Yaron gave me positive feedback on another occasion as well, completely unrelated.  
Yaron and I traveled to Vicenza, Italy, to meet Malcolm King, a famous singer and  I had heard so much about. 
We worked on a concert aria by Beethoven, a very beautiful and operatic work. I had always thought of myself as not suitable to sing operatic music because I didn’t think I could act. 
During a particularly sad and expressive moment in this aria, I found myself deeply involved in my part. Staring down towards a corner of the room, next to the floor, I was comfortable focusing my attention and felt inspired in my singing.
On our way back to the hotel after the lesson, Yaron unexpectedly turned to me, looked me straight in the eye and said: “Don’t ever say that you can’t act! That  was really  good acting.”
What I did was acting indeed, and helped to convey the dramatic message of the music. There was no need for any other gestures.
“I did not become an opera singer at that moment, but maybe I could act…?” I told myself.
I was one of the soloists who sang the Easter-Oratorio with the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra . Yaron Windmuller was also among the soloists, as well as our good German friend, Frieder Lang. At the rehearsal for the concert, Yaron and Frieder stood quietly in the back of the auditorium and listened to my singing. Yaron was to sing right after me, and when he got back on stage I whispered to him, “What’s new with Frieder?”
“All I know at the moment is what he is doing until Hanukah…” was his brief and humorous answer. Yaron sang his part during the rehearsal while I was deep in thought: We, singers, get so caught up in our own details, career, success, the wonderful contracts we signed… How boring, how tiring!
“Tell me,” I asked Yaron, when he finished his part, “Are we also like that?”  
Sometimes we are, I am sorry to say!
42 - “The Life of Maria” (“Das Marienleben”)
 
“The Life of Maria” by the German composer, Paul Hindemith is an important and challenging song cycle for any musician. The texts were written by Rainer Maria Rilke and set to music in two different versions. The first version was written in 1923 when Hindemith was twenty-eight years old, and is the more difficult of the two versions, both for the performers and the listeners.
I was invited to sing the first version of the piece at a forum for contemporary composers, which took place in Frankfurt. I studied my part very hard but until a short time before my trip to Germany, I still had no idea what it would sound like with the piano accompaniment. I was naive to think that as long as I knew my part everything else would just fall into place with a few rehearsals with the pianist. I found out that it wasn’t so. Many more surprises and hard work awaited me.
The pianist, Hermann Reuter, was invited to perform this work with me. He was a highly respected pianist in Frankfurt, a first class musician among those of his generation, and a personal friend of Paul Hindemith, and he knew this piece thoroughly. He was already 76 years old at the time and was having difficulty with it. When he agreed to play this concert he did not know that his limited vision would be such a problem for him. As it turned out, he was forced to cancel his performance and I sang with another outstanding young pianist.
Reuter did not want to give up altogether, though, and agreed to record it in the studio of the Stuttgart Radio station. In a recording of this sort he was able to play under less stress than in a live concert, and stop to make corrections as needed. By then I had already performed it several times and gained more confidence singing my difficult part. We had several rehearsals prior to our recording. Mr. Reuter trusted his rich musical experience, even though his eyesight was getting worse and worse. During one of our rehearsals he unexpectedly remarked, somewhat frustrated and angry:  “My young friend… you sing everything correctly and yet everything sounds  wrong!” It sounded a little funny in German because he was speaking so seriously about great music as if it was almost nonsense - “Kind, du singst alles richtig! Es klingt alles falsch!”    
I knew he was only venting his frustrations at Hindemith because of his difficulty and struggle with the music, and my heart ached for him.
We made the recording. The length of “The Life of Maria” is seventy minutes and it took us six hours to record. This historic recording was very successful and meant so much to me. I bought it from the radio station, knowing its true value, and now, many years after Hermann Reuter’s death, I am so happy to be in possession of this precious treasure.
43 - “Time Cycle”

At the beginning of 1970 I was invited to perform the ‘chamber music version’ of “Time Cycle” by Lucas Fox, for a concert at the American embassy. At about the same time an American singer was performing the same song series in their ‘concert version’, with the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra, conducted by the composer. The embassy concert featured “Time Cycle”, as arranged for voice, clarinet, cello, piano and celeste, along with a wide variety of percussion instruments.
I, as a skilful musian, experienced in contemporary music, was not worried about this mission, eccepted the challenge and straight away started working on this piece.
The first song went well. I was able to figure it out, understand its meaning and prepare it adequately, and likewise with the second song. Both songs were in English. In the third song, A Page from Kafka's Diary in German, I met rhythmic difficulties, complex text, fast tempo, huge intervals and other such hurdles. I worked on this song over and over, yet I was still unable to master it. For a while I skipped over it and continued on to the fourth and last song, which was also written in German, but in a more moderate style. I kept finding excuses not to get back to that hard labour and “accursed” third song.
One day, about two weeks before the performance, when time for the concert became dangerously close, I found the courage to phone the concert manager, and unashamedly informed her of my embarrassing dilemma, asking if it would be possible to skip the third song…
Looking back, I can’t believe I actually did that. “Are you crazy?” was Tova’s response. “The composer will be at the concert. How could we take out an integral part of his work?” I didn’t argue with her nor looked for other excuses. I found myself stuck between a rock and a hard place, and there was no way for me to cancel my contract two weeks before the concert. I put the phone down and got back to my notes, to the piano and to my headache.
Lo and behold, miracle of miracles: I was able to sing the third song with drama and speed, perfect rhythm and perfect intonation, as if it had never been a problem. All in all, my hard work over the past few weeks had really paid off.
A huge burden was lifted off me and I felt ready for the first rehearsal with my colleagues, the musicians.
The concert went very well and this Song Cycle became an important part of my repertoire. I sang it again several times, then all that was needed was to retrieve it from “Save” and bring it back to the front of my brain.
44 - Vocal Care

When I played the violin, from the age of nine to nineteen, I knew that I had to take good care of my instrument, including the bow and the strings, in the same way we take care of anything else.
When I found out that my voice was a musical instrument, I started taking voice lessons in a serious and purposeful way, and was taught the importance of taking care of it. Very quickly it became evident to me that with the style of singing I chose for myself, namely classical music, my voice could be damaged if I did not treat it correctly.  Strict voice management required me to sing with proper technique, in order to protect my vocal cords, since everything depended on them.
In order to produce a clear sound, the vocal cords must touch each other, close the small gap between them, and vibrate by the flow of air. This joining together, or closing of the space between the cords, prevents the air from entering between them at the time of singing or speaking. Thus a pure, clear sound is produced, without hoarseness or “static” from the passage of air.
However, it is not simple as it sounds, or there would be no need to mention it. When it comes to singing classical music, of which purity of sound and pitch is of utmost importance, compared to singing pop music, it is inconceivable to sing anything raspy or “breathy” under any circumstance.
Unclear or hoarse singing may be caused by several reasons:
·   	Poor technique due to lack of muscle control.
·   	Swollen vocal cords or presence of some unwanted growth on the cords, which prevents proper “closings”.
·   	Presence of Nicotine on the cords due to smoking.
·   	Mucus from a cold.
·   	Not enough fluids.
·   	Allergies.
·   	General weakness or tiredness.
·   	Weak vocal cords.
·   	Overexertion.
·   	Speaking too loudly or too long, as well as loud laughing.
·   	Poor breathing technique.
·   	Drinking too much alcohol.
A good singer must be aware of all these symptoms and take care to avoid them. All this can be learned from other singers, though quite often we err in not taking good care of our voices. Thus we get “burnt” and have to learn the lesson the hard way on our own bodies. 
I am no different from the others, who from time to time pay the price for breaking the rules.
If the sore throat is mild, the singer should use his voice with caution and very carefully. In cases where the sore throat is more severe, others around him will surely notice it. But in really bad cases, everyone will be aware of it.
My first traumatic experience associated with voice control, happened during the time I worked as a young school teacher. A significant part of my teaching was directed toward choir conducting, with a major performance at the annual school choir convention, as its climax. I worked long and hard hours to prepare the children’s choir for this yearly event, and it took a lot of energy on my part, mostly musical exertion. As a young and inexperienced teacher I struggled with discipline in the classroom, frequently raising my voice and even yelling. One day, after such practice, I completely lost my voice, except for a few very weak whispers. I was quite frightened by it. As a child I saw it happen to my friends as a result of screaming for hours on a field trip, but I never had it happen to me before. “What am I going to do now?” I thought in despair. Even more concerned than myself was my voice teacher, Mrs. Tuerk. She rushed me to see Dr. Zacher, a voice specialist, and expert in his field. He checked my vocal cords very thoroughly. I remember being intimidated by the light on his forehead, which he used to inspect my throat. He grabbed my tongue with a piece of gauze, stuck a small mirror into my throat, and asked me to disregard my discomfort and say “Heeeeeee” in the highest possible voice that I could produce. It seems that this was the only way for him to diagnose the ability or inability of my cords to “close”, and in fact, they did not. 
When my ordeal was over and the doctor diagnosed my problem and my connection with music instruction and singing, he taught me the first lesson in the rules of prevention and care of the vocal cords. Next he took his note pad and drew two parallel lines with a small lump on the inside of each cord. It was clear that the two lines could not connect (close) as they should. “Lumps appear on the vocal cords when they are irritated or overused”, he said. “And what can I do about it?” I asked him as a matter of fact. “You will have to abstain from speaking for ten days”, was his answer, “and hopefully by then you will be completely well. But if you don’t follow my recommendations,” he threatened, “these blister can develop into chronic hoarseness and may require surgery to have them removed, if you want to continue pursuing your singing career.”  I took his words very seriously and decided to follow his advice in full. For the next ten days I did not utter one word. Of course I didn’t go to work, or sing at home or in lessons, and with Yehuda... I wrote notes. I dared not “test” my voice, no, not even in secret. It was like beeing part of a Silent Order. At the end of the ten days I woke up and said joyfully: “Good Morning!”  And lo and behold, I had my voice again! Oh, how happy I was to discover that it  was back to normal, and crystal clear.
My voice teacher, who was already aware of my potential to be a professional singer, worried about me every time she thought she heard anything out of the ordinary in my voice. I clearly remember her asking me in her endearing German accent: “What happened, I hear air in your voice?” I worried, thinking that she had possibly detected some tiredness in me, after a long day of working with my school students or with the choirs In which I sang. I used to calm her down, telling her: “No, no, it’s nothing. I just have to warm up and I’ll be ok.” As any good teacher would, she felt obligated to explain it to me again and again, that I must not take my destiny too lightly, be more responsible, and take better care of my precious gift, my instrument, my voice.
Yehuda was also very protective of me, attempting to stop my constant idle chatter when he noticed it, especially my constant giggling... He got it from my teacher, but he really cared for me and knew how much I suffered when my voice was damaged. I would literally feel physically weak and helpless and Yehuda, who witnessed all my emotional ups and downs, would tell me gently, “Maybe it would be better if you didn’t speak for a while… later on you will regret it.” His remarks went against my nature and spontaneity. I hated hearing it, but he was always right!
As my singing technique improved and I became more professional, I started developing my own personal “code” of voice hygiene. I took more “rest and silence” breaks. I had already learned from experience that giving my vocal cords total rest from speech, singing and laughing is the best health maintenance and even cure. In time, as my technique improved, my voice became less sensitive, and the typical long rehearsals prior to concerts did not affect me negatively.
I will not forget one of my concerts in Germany, in which I sang the soprano part in Mendelssohn’s oratorio, “Elijah”. After the very successful general rehearsal, just one day before the concert, I came down with a sore throat, resulting from the sudden and dramatic change in weather. I simply could not sing the low notes loudly enough and the high notes softly enough. I should have cancelled my performance, but I didn’t know how it could be done at such short notice. At that point no one was aware of my dilemma, nor could they have detected it, so I kept it a secret and decided to sing. I walked on stage with great concern, having to compromise my very low and very high notes. My singing was not as expressive as usual. I remembered Joan Dorman’s advice: “You’ll need to rely on your good technique especially when your voice is not at its best and when your health is compromised, and most of all remember to rely on your diction and acting.” And indeed, that night I enlisted all my knowledge and technique that I ever learned. Of course I was one of many paticipents in a large musical productin, yet regarding my personal artistic problem, I felt utterly alone. I never told anyone about my fear of losing my voice during the performance, and sang as if I was “walking on eggshells”, careful to avoid any unnecessary stress on my throat.
As it turned out, I finished the concert successfully. This entire experience was very difficult for me, and not completely satisfying either. I was totally exhausted, vocally and emotionally, and what I feared the most, came upon me. At the end of the performance I was unable to speak, not even a word came out of my mouth.
My professional singing career spanned over a period of over 35 years, singing on numerous occasions, concerts, rehearsals, teaching and other events that required me to take very good care of my voice. It was part of my job.
Now it is all behind me.
I still give lessons, but mostly individually and not to large classes full of students; I am free to talk as much as I want and laugh as long as I please; times have changed for me. The constant singing obligations have slowed down, and today I live by myself… And what about my voice? It is well-preserved, not stressed and tired, and still clear and joyful.
Does that make any sense… an upside-down world it is indeed!
45 - The Travels of a Napkin

Some believe in luck, claiming that everything is predetermined, while others believe that they have the power to control their own destiny. Either way, we find that life is a series of unpredictable events, even entertaining and unexplicable at times.
It was 1976 when I arrived in Berlin to make a recording in the Radio Recital Hall. Actually this story began a few months earlier, during a summer festival in Switzerland, where I met a musicologist couple from Berlin. We had a pleasant conversation and before we parted I asked them if they would recommend a hotel close to the Radio Recital Hall. Instead they invited me to stay with them, which I gladly accepted.
Before I left for Berlin I bought a gift for my generous hosts, a table cloth with matching napkins, made by a famous Israeli artist, whom I knew from Jerusalem.
When I arrived at my hosts’ home I gave them the gift, of which they were very impressed. I was very happy when they, right away, placed one of the napkins under their telephone, along with additional words of thanks. I stayed with them for the next three days, during which time our friendship grew and became stronger.
The following year I was again invited to sing, this time for the  Berlin Festival, and again I stayed with this lovely family. “My” napkin was still tucked under their telephone.
During another of my visits to Berlin, my friends told me about the convention for musicologists that was taking place there. Joseph Tal, the famous Israeli composer, was also taking part in it. Out of respect for their colleague and friend, the composer and his wife were invited to my friends, the musicologists’ home for an afternoon tea. Joseph and the host, Rudolph Stephan, were deeply involved in a professional conversation, while Joseph’s wife was looking around the room and asking about the various items she found interesting. Suddenly her eyes fell on the napkin under the phone and said: “This napkin looks very familiar to me, I believe it is my art work!” “This is impossible! It was a gift from someone who stayed with us…” my friend declared.
The guest, Joseph’s wife, thought that maybe her art works were not so “original” after all, as she believed. She had been a batik artist for many years, and still kept checking that small napkin. “What an amazing resemblance to my work”, she thought…
When it became evident that the gift came from a singer - and the singer was an Israeli - and that the Israeli was me - everyone started laughing. It was a big relief. “Oh, now everything is becoming more clear and my suspicions were real. The napkin is indeed a piece of my art”, she said proudly. In those days, we, the young Israeli musicians, were her customers, and the batik artist was our very own Paula Tal, from Jerusalem. All of us wore the dresses she made for us, and purchased her tablecloths, napkins, curtains and other artwork made by her. Sometimes it  happened that more than one of us wore her dresses …
This was indeed a fun and surprising chain of events, in which an Israeli artist from Jerusalem discovered that her artwork traveled all the way to Berlin, and I was the “matchmaker”. How pleasing! 
46 - Tale of a Coat

“Tale of a Coat” is a story of friendship over the span of many years.
On the event of my first trip to London, to record for the “BBC”, I was worried about not having a warm enough coat to shelter me from the arctic cold February weather. I had no choice but to purchase a good coat suitable for the cold climate abroad. 
On my first shopping trip in Tel Aviv, I could not find anything appropriate that I liked, not even on the plushest neighborhoods of King George Avenue or King Solomon Boulevard. Going from store to store, I couldn’t find anything, not even on Allenby Street or Dizengoff  Blvd. to suit my taste and style. I finally saw something I liked, hanging way up on the upper rack, all by itself, in an elegant and very expensive shop on Ben Yehuda Street. There were other coats, of course, similar to those I had seen in the other stores, but I already knew that they were not for me. This particular (and expensive) shop was empty of customers, and the store owner was relaxing on a comfortable chair, talking on the phone in what sounded to me as Hungarian. I entered the store and waited politely to get her attention. I wasn’t dressed very elegantly and probably did not seem like a potential buyer. Perhaps she thought I was “just window shopping” with no serious intention of buying anything. She  observed me out of the corner of her eye, still continuing her lively conversation with her partner on the other side of the phone. I started looking at my watch, switching my weight from one leg to the other, glanced toward the coat racks, until the lady finally as if doing me favour, got off the phone… Pointing to the coat on the top rack, I asked to see it. “This coat is very expensive,” she informed me with slight disrespect, even before I asked about the price. She took it down, letting me try it on. “Bingo!” It fitted me perfectly, I thought. It was made of delicate and expensive leather, lined with soft and fluffy hamster fur, and a hood, which, from my perspective, added “points” to the coat. It was made by the Israeli leather company “Beged-Or”, and the price… 13,000 Shekels! Way out of my price range. All the other coats cost half that price. Still wearing my dream coat, I walked back to the mirror and checked it out from all possible angles, left and right, doing a private fashion show for myself. I loved every minute of it and wished it was mine, but I knew that it was most likely not going to happen and I should just give up on the idea. “Ok, I’ll have to think about it,” I mumbled, thanking the sales lady and left the store.
It was useless to look anywhere else. I went straight home and not being able to think about anything else, I paced back and forth, as if in a trance. I had never felt so strongly about material objects before. All night long I tossed and turned, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get the coat out of my mind. Naturally, I told Yehuda about it and even succeeded in getting him curious and excited.
The next day I got hold of my friend, Mira Zakai (or Bumi, as we called her), and told her about the coat. Of course I wasn’t expecting her to be too interested in my story, but maybe because of my exaggerated excitement, she said: “Wait, let's think: How many concerts will it take you to sing in order to pay for this coat?” Her response had unexpectedly caught me by surprise, it was so logical… after all, we were discussing the price of a coat, simple as that… I thought for a moment, trying to estimate how many concerts it would take: “Two!”
“And you have doubts about buying it?” she said enthusiastically. “Go get the coat, wear it and enjoy it!” So wise, so simple and caring.
A few days later, Yehuda and I drove to the Leather factory in Migdal HaEmek. It was a stormy and miserable day, but it didn’t matter. We bought the coat there, at a much better price, and I was very happy to get my way.
My beautiful coat accompanied me on many trips over many years, and saw some changes and adjustments. The hamster fur wore out after several seasons, and was replaced by black fur, which made it look even more elegant, but its heavy weight was always a bother to me, not only when I wore it, but especially when I had to carry it in places like airports.It served its purpose very faithfully and continues to do so, though not for me. I donated it to charity. It finished its work for me but not its “life” and remains a warm and precious memory in my heart to this day.
47 - Olivier Messiaen
    
One of the letters I received after a concert, in which I sang the Soprano part in Haydn’s oratorio “The Creation ”, said: “Doctors are experts in their own fields, and singers are too. I believe you have found your area of expertise.” It was an eloquent way of giving me a compliment after my performance.
Classical music suited me well and I sang many works from that  period and style. Of course this fact did not prevent me from singing works of other styles from earlier and later periods.
A big part of my professional life was dedicated to the great French composer, Olivier Messiaen, who lived during the years 1908 - 1992. I believe it was my good fortune and destiny to meet him and perform his works. Like everything else in life, one thing led to another, event followed event, new acquaintances developed from old ones, and so were the events in my life. All these paved a clear path and pattern for me to follow.
My first introduction to the music of Messiaen was when I paticipated in a performance of Messiaen's piece for piano, women's choir and orchestra. I fell in love with his characteristic style and his intricate rhythms. It had a hypnotic effect on me and I felt “high” during my first encounter with him. It all started for me in the 1970s.
The next time I came in contact with Messiaen’s music was in 1984, when I was engaged to perform his song cycle, “Poemes pour Mi”. “Mi” was the nickname of his first wife. It was a real challenge to learn these songs and culminated with the performances in the presence of the composer, Messiaen. It was an adventure for me, to delve deeply and thoroughly into his works. 
Following the performance of “Poemes pour Mi”, I was invited to sing in Italy a song cycle of twelve songs, “Harawi”, by Messiaen. It was even mor challenging than his previous work. The pianist was none other than Yvonne Loriod, the composer's wife. She was the ultimant expert in Messiaen's music. I was lucky to be associated with her. But the true reward for me was to enjoy the satisfied prays of Messiaen and the special professional relationship which developed between us.
I had now become familiar with three of Messian's major works and was wondering what else he had written for voice. I had a strong desire to learn all his music as well as perform and record it. In the following years, with the help of those who invited me to sing, I was able to fulfill this dream. My connection with Messiaen’s music grew and intensified, giving me much joy and satisfaction.
In 1992, I was part of a delegation of four educators, who were selected by the Jerusalem Music Academy to conduct master classes at the prestigious “Tchaikovsky Conservatory” for advanced musical studies in Moscow.        	
They requested that I give a concert of Olivier Messiaen’s music, including his monumental Work,  “Harawi”. I was delighted to have the opportunity to perform it again, but I was nervous about who was going to accompany me on the piano, since the piano part was very difficult and required skill and understanding of the complex style of Messiaen’s music. And sure enough, the Russian pianist who was scheduled to play with me became ill, or maybe he got nervous at the last minute, and I was left with the task of finding a replacement.
The answer came in quite a roundabout way. Even before I left for Moscow, I asked Mrs. Messiaen, Yvonne, if she would mind accompanying me, but she said she was not available at that time. Instead, she highly recommended Gunther Reinhold, the German pianist and professor in the Music Academy, in Karlsruhe. Her recommendation was enough to convince me to call him and ask him to accompany me. Mr. Reinhold didn’t know me, and had never heard me sing, but he agreed right away. I think he may have been curious about me. At very short notice he arranged for a visa and his flight tickets. As we agreed, he arrived two days before the concert, in Moscow.   
I must add that just a short time earlier, on a previous trip. I met him briefly at the Zurich airport, during a stopover.  He indicated that he was tall, with white hair, and that he wore a pin on his lapel, and I told him to look for a tall woman with blond hair. Our signs helped and we were able to find each other at our pre-agreed Meeting-Point for a cup of coffee. At that time we both thought that it would be a good idea for us to become acquainted, even though we had no plans at that time to work with each other.
I was waiting in the lounge at the Moscow airport, along with the secretary of the academy, for a person I had only seen once in my life, and had no idea how he played and how we were going to get through this most difficult music in such a short time. A real adventure awaited me…
A number of passengers had already come out of the airplane, and suddenly I saw him emerging into the narrow passageway. We greeted each other as if we were old acquaintances and were soon engaged in lively conversation.  we agreed that it was our “destiny” to work together.
By the time we arrived in town it was very late at night, and we didn’t start rehearsing until the next morning. At first there was some tension, maybe because I was trying to impress him, and he could have felt the same way. He played the first song loudly and I gently asked him if he could play a little softer. “That's how Messiaen always wanted it to be done”, he answered emphatically, as one who knew the situation. I had no grounds to argue with him, and so we continued. A little later Reinhold played a certain passage very fast. “But why so fast?”, I whispered, as if to myself. And again, he repeated his ‘mantra’: “Messiaen always wanted it done this way”. This bothered me but I told myself not to make a big deal out of it. I sang without arguing and just let everything merge and flow. The piece was complicated but my approach worked, and our performance was a huge success and an experience I’ll never forget!
And that wasn’t the end… A year later Gunther Reinhold himself invited me to Karlsruhe, where he headed the Messiaen Festival, to honor Messiaen’s 85th birthday, posthumously. During that week, all of Messiaen’s chamber music works were performed, with me performing his song cycles.  
During that time I became familiar with Messiaen’s other works, among them great pieces for piano and orchestra. I made a special trip to Salzburg to attend the only opera he wrote, “Saint Francois” (“Francisco de Assisi”). I also attended several master classes for organ, on the music of Olivier Messiaen. 
48 - Rehearsals for “Harawi” by Olivier Messiaen
As part of my preparation for my concert in Italy, I went to Paris, to visit the Messiaen family, with my musician friend, Yael.  Maestro Messiaen was quiet, introspective, intelligent and very authoritative.  His wife, who was much younger than him and used to be his student, was a magical pianist, short, plump, very alert and very sociable. We rehearsed in his small studio, completely covered by a blood-red carpet. In this room was: a large, black and shiny grand piano, a couple of wicker chairs, a small round table and a music stand. That's all. There were the great Messiaen, his obedient pianist, yvonne, at the piano, my friend right next to her, ready to turn pages for her, and myself. We started rehearsing, and Messiaen had nothing but compliments for me. “Très bien Madame” he would tell me over and over again.
My friend was delighted to be present during the rehearsal, and Mrs. Loriod was happy to have an experienced page turner. Messiaen’s music was not the easiest music to follow, with all its complicated rhythms and tricky melodic lines.
“If she thinks that I can follow her, she is wrong,” my friend whispered unexpectedly. Yvonne, who did not know Hebrew, immediately understood the situation and pointed to the exact place where she was, never stopping her playing. I also continued to sing, trying to subdue my giggles.
At the end of the rehearsal my only problem was what dress to wear. Mrs. Loriod the pianist, thought it would be a good idea to coordinate our outfits, or at least the color of the dresses we intended to wear. She took me to her closet and asked me to suggest something for her before we agreed on a final decision. Messiaen was left alone with my friend, Yael, who did not know any French and he did not know any other language… “Hurry up!” she told me, trying to get out of this predicament as quickly as possible. “I’ll do my best,” I mumbled, and then disappeared. When we got back to the studio, we saw old Messiaen and my young friend, both on their hands and knees under the huge black piano, trying to smooth out a wrinkle on the red carpet undernieth the piano, which Mr. Messiaen was determined to correct. It was surreal!
* * *
I performed the same song cycle on several other occasions, with different pianists. One of them was the excellent pianist from Jerusalem, American-born Allan Sternfeld, whose heavy accent gave him away every time he spoke!  
Messiaen was also an ornithologist, who loved to study birds’ chirping, and even catalogued their sounds to musical notes. He wrote a wonderful work for piano, called “The Birds' Catalogue” (“Catalogue d'oiseaseaux”) and another piece for orchestra called “The Birds Awaken” (“Le reveil des oiseaux”). As you can imagine, the many trills, chirpings and whistles of birds are not a simple thing to imitate with any musical instruments. During one of the rehearsals on a particular song, the pianist unexpectedly sighed, commenting on the difficulty of his part. “What happened?” I said innocently. “Just a minute ago you played a similar passage without any trouble!”
“Right, except this time another bird joined in the chirping!” His American “R” and his ungrammatical use of the masculine gender made his comment so funny…
His choice of words (in Hebrew) with his American accent makes me laugh every time I think about it. He was right; every additional bird does make a difference …  
49 - “There Was No Difference, Ima!”

I dedicated my concert at “Club Tzavta” in Tel Aviv, to works by Mendelssohn. My wonderful and musically sensitive friend and pianist Idit Zvi accompanied me on that occasion. The atmosphere was very warm, friendly and pleasant. We performed song after song, as one heart and one breath, entranced by the beauty of the music.
We closed the concert with the fast and popular “Witches’ Song” (“Hexenlied”),  which we had performed so many times before, that I stopped counting.
Everything was done in a relaxed and friendly “family style” environment, with some commentaries between songs. Everything flowed so effortlessly, or so it seemed to be, until “it” happened! To my horror, I found myself repeating the second stanza of the “Witches Song”, clearly enough for “the whole world” to catch my mistake. It was so embarrassing. “What should I do?” I thought, and decided that because of the relaxed and informal atmosphere it would be ok to start the song over again. What a stupid idea… no one even noticed… so why did I act in such an unprofessional way… who would ever interrupt his own performance…?
Idit, who didn’t notice my mistake, did not understand why I suddenly stopped singing. I turned to Idit and to the audience and said with a smile: “Should we start over again?”  Idit agreed and straight away opened with the emotionally-charged introduction, announcing the witches’ arrival.
And what do you suppose happened? You've guessed it! I repeated the exact same mistake! Some might say that it was to be expected. The text refused to cooperate with my brain on that early Saturday morning. This time I continued without saying a word, as if nothing happened…
The audience applauded enthusiastically. My mother was waiting for me in the small dressing room behind the curtains, and welcomed me with her customary hug of encouragement, but this time she had a question for me, not because she wanted to spoil my good mood… she simply could not understand why… and in her sweet German accent she asked: “Why did you stop? What was different the second time? I couldn’t hear any difference…?”
“You are absolutely right, Ima”, I answered, amused and carefree, “Indeed, there was no difference!”
50 - Polly – Molly

Even as a young child, I knew that our aunt, my mother’s twin- sister and Uncle Henry’s younger sister, lived in the U.S.A. although we felt as if she was with us in Israel. 
From the day my mother and Aunt Polly were separated, they stayed in regular contact and were aware of all the happenings in each other’s lives, which made it easier for both of them when they finally met each other after eighteen years. In fact, it seemed as if they had never been apart.
Polly married Willy, who also became part of our family. Only after his passing she moved to Israel, bought an apartment  in Jerusalem and joined our family, at the age of  fifty-four, with no children.
Polly and Lottie, my mother, or Polly - Molly, as the twins were called as children, loved each other very much, cared for one another and taught us what true love is. We lived in Tel Aviv and the distance to Jerusalem was helpful in keeping the good relationship. 
As fraternal twins they were complete opposites in looks and personality, except for the kindness in their eyes, which they both shared.
My mother was the more dominant one in our family, who one to lead and initiated every matter, a special combination of strength and gentleness. She was kept very busy, with ever-more piano pupils, and was grateful for the fact that she had a profession. Ima was humble, modest and wise – a friend and guide for life. 
Polly was also very gifted, the more elegant of the two. She was worldly, well-informed and knew her own worth. She was a quick thinker, aware of what was happening in politics and business. Polly was balanced in the way she ordered her life and her finances. That side of her was complemented by her generosity, sensitivity and her emotional nature. 
Both sisters had artisic interests. Ima was the musician, the more active one, with a talent for teaching. During the last fifteen years of her life enjoyed painting. Polly, on the other hand was skilled and competent in sewing and embroidery and marvelled in creating beautiful works. She liked music, good books and visiting art museums.
My mother moved to Israel in 1936, by herself, when it was still possible to escape Hitler’s hell. She was young and lost in her “new” world, so her oldest brother Henry, a learned professor, who was already married with a young daughter, opened his home to her until she got her own home in Tel Aviv. That happened two years later, when she met my father. At age 31, my father was taken to a German jail, for voicing his social democratic opinions, leaving behind him a fiancée, elderly parents and his brothers. After five years of horrible abuse and suffering in the German concentration camp in Dachau, he was released and moved to Israel, in 1938. When he met my mother, who was ten years younger than him, he had nothing and was totally devastated, physically and emotionally, but this was not an obstacle. Soon after they met they got married and started a family. Life was a daily struggle for them, as it was for everyone in those days. They were proud and honored to be called pioneers. My mother started teaching piano with two students, and in order to make it look as if she had many students, she scheduled their lessons one after the other. In addition to teaching she took upon herself other, such as housekeeping. She told us about her employer, who would always find a small speck of dust for her to clean up at the end of a long and hard day. Both my parents worked second and third jobs to make ends meet. My mother baked cookies for my father to sell as a vendor. My father also went to different homes and vacuumed their carpets with the vacuum cleaner my mom brought to Israel with her from Germany. These were some of their daily jobs during the first years of their marriage. They lived during the British mandate and the War of Independence, their happiest day being Israel‘s Independence Day. My father hung the Israeli flag on our balcony every year, on Independence Day. It had a  deep meaning to him. In those first years of Israel’s existence, “patriotism” was not simply a word; it was a way of life…
Polly was a pro-Israel enthusiast even during her days in California, and when she moved to Israel she quickly merged in with the Israeli lifestyle and traditions, although she was critical about certain things. Her knowledge of Hebrew was limited and only when she became angry with someone and had no other choice, broken Hebrew spurted out of her. I heard her once scolding the gardner saying: “I said, not give so much water!” And I thought to myself: Look at that! She manages just fine. 
Polly always insisted on the use of a language she knew and could follow and at a moderate speed – not to fast. She would not accept being uninvolved, viewing the consideration of her situation as a sign of politeness. 
My relationship with Polly was very close.She used to accompany me on some of my concert tours and was truly a great friend and supporter to me. Particularly she enjoyed it when people thought she was my mother… possibly because she never had any children of her own.
Every Monday, for over ten years, I would stay overnight with her. We spent many precious hours talking and enjoying each other’s company. Polly would tell me about my more distant relatives, whom I never met or even heard about, and about her distant childhood and life in Germany. When her mother died, she remained in Germany with her ailing father, and took care of him, while her twin sister, (my mother) immigrated to Israel with a group of her musical colleagues. They parted when they were only 24 years old, at the time that rumors of war were already beginning to spread. Polly stayed behind to help my grandfather with his little furniture factory. She was the one most likely and suitable to manage the family business. Unfortunately he died shortly afterwards; his weak heart just gave up. Polly was left all alone, the business was confiscated and by the help of family friends she was able to escape the Nazis at the eleventh hour. By the time they tried to stop her, she was already at sea, on the way to the United States. She arrived in New York with ten dollars to her name and found work there, doing whatever work she could find, until she moved to Los Angeles. There she lived and worked as a secretary for an investment company until her early retirement. In Israel she worked  for the ”Translator's Guild”, living comfortably into her nineties.
Polly loved hearing about my life and all my experiences, living every word I spoke.  She had a big part in the production of my book “German for Singers” which I wrote, (and dedicated to the lovely twin sisters) thanks to her help, comments and encouragement.  
Polly was a great cook and would proudly remind me that her cooking was the best, as she prepared her specialties for me.
Towards the end of her life, my mother was diagnosed with cancer. Just two months before her death she celebrated with Polly and the family her 85th birthday. She stayed at home until almost the very end, surrounded by her family who so loved her and cared for her. From time to time we rearranged her paintings, at her request, and she would examine them and comment on them. Her favorite foto, on the wall over her bed, was a picture of my sisters and me as very young girls. She called it her “Mezuzah”. Polly visited her faithfully once a week and was with us at the funeral, when Ima was laid to rest next to our father.
During her final years, Polly went through her own health issues, and at times had to be hospitalized. She was well taken care of by one of her nieces, Devora from Jerusalem, who tirelessly and devotedly helped her whenever she needed it. In the last period of her life Polly grew frail physically. Her energy and liveliness were also affected but her mind was still sharp as before. However she became depended on care-givers around the clock. Like a flame she flicked and weakened. Ten days before her passing I asked her to help me with my decision to put my precious dog, Bluma to “sleep”. “You did the right thing,” she encouraged me.
The day before she died we talked over the phone about my moving to my new home. She wanted to know what I decided to do with the chandelier in my living room…
Very early Sunday morning Devora phoned me. The unusual hour meant “bad news”, though I was still hoping that Devora was only calling to let me know that Polly was taken to the hospital again and that I could visit her there.  But it was not to be! The only thing Devora said was, “She is gone!” And again, a little louder:
“S h e   i s   g o n e!“
That same day we buried our precious Polly in her resting place in Jerusalem.
51 - Feedback 

Yehuda and I married very young, while I was still a student at the Tel Aviv Music Teaching Seminary. I immediately showed talent in the voice training class and knew that singing would be a big part of my life. I started taking voice lessons with Mrs. Tuerk and Yehuda came into the picture without knowing how things would develop.
He studied violin as a young child, which pleased his musically inclined parents. His mother used to joke about his playing and would call him Yehuda Menuhin… However, as he grew older he traded his violin playing with other interests, among them flying. He studied at the Air Force Academy and later served in the air force, yet his interest in music was clearly obvious, and he dedicated much time and effort to organizing musical events and listening circles.
We met when I was seventeen. One of my classmates was the “matchmaker”.
I was not aware of Yehuda’s musical interest when we first met. I was holding my violin in my hand, having just come from a rehearsal of the Gadna Youth Orchestra. 
Of course Yehuda tried to impress me with his musical knowledge and asked about the violin I was carrying and what we played. I must confess that I didn’t expect him to be familiar with Mendelssohn's “Ruy Blas” overture, which we were working on at the time, mainly because I had never heard of it until then myself... but lo and behold, before I was able to say the name of the overture, here he was, whistling the tune for me… I was thrilled to discover that Yehuda was also knowledgeable in classical music!
Music also played a very important and dominant part in our personal lives. We enjoyed it together, and Yehuda had to learn what it meant to develop a musical career. We adjusted and compromised to each other’s needs and schedules, along with the constant pressure of being a professional musician and the criticism that goes with it.
I often confided in him that I was worried because I didn’t feel nervous before a concert, and he would quieten and calm me saing “you will”, because he knew me so well. Indeed, Yehuda accompanied me faithfully from the first day of our marriage all the way to the end, with much love, understanding and support.
And yet, with all his appreciation of music, his main interest was elsewhere. For many years he was a military man, first in the air force and later in the education force. After Yehuda retired with high rank, he worked at the security department and finally in the financial department of the City of Tel Aviv. He did his work well and was always popular with all his employers, who respected his talents, intelligence and commitment. Over the years Yehuda studied higher education in the university and was, in fact, very successful, which made me very proud of him.
I was aware that it was not easy for him to put up with my needs and “stardom”, which must have been disruptive and quite annoying at times. One of the ways Yehuda compensated for it was by spending much money on luxuries and trivialities, hoping to fill the void in his own life. It frustrated me and angered me, until I understood the reason behind his behavior, and learned to accept it and go on with my life and career. Yehuda was a very special individual, smart and caring, although our love for each other was sometimes tainted by outburst of anger.
Our difficulties and frictions aside, I remember how proud he was of my achievements. At the beginning of my career, Yehuda would walk through the hall, observing the audience’s reactions to my singing and my elegant appearance. I remember him reporting, about the two ladies who sat in front of him, exchanging impressions and opinions. One lady whispered to her friend: “Isn’t she gorgeous?” Another similar report he brought me: “Ah, she is wonderful!” It may seem childish, but it brought him great pleasure and touched my heart. Yehuda listened attentively to my performances and complimented me when I sang particularly “in tune”. He could not tolerate and even hated notes that were “out of tune”.
Yehuda was excited every time I received an invitation to sing somewhere, as if it was his own achievement... particularly when I was invited to sing the well known classical works. However, I was also quite busy singing contemporary music and Israeli music, which was much harder to sing (and listen to), often dissonant and not very melodic. “Why can’t they give you something more normal to sing…” he would say. However I enjoyed singing these challenging works and even excelled in them. I always gave him the same answer: “As an Israeli artist I am required to sing contemporary Israeli music. I see it as my duty, and this music is no less important than any other music.”
He supported me and I relied on him, and when I received a scholarship to study away from home for six months, there was never a question about accepting it. The only discussion between us was how best to use it. These months away from me were difficult for Yehuda, since he had to go on with his regular daily chores while I was having months of wonderful and exciting adventures without him. We were careful to keep in touch daily, by letters and by phone, and shared our experiences this way. 
The headlines in the newspaper read: “My next wife will not be a singer” and were quoted to me during one of my interviews. The journalist was insensitive and misunderstood Yehuda’s warm and humorous comment. I am grateful to my husband for his confidence in my profession and in me.
Yehuda’s tragic death in 1999 left a huge void in my life. I so missed his loving heart and responses. The bouquets of flowers I brought back to the empty home from the concerts were the only intimate feedback I received. 
52 - The Next Chapter - Moving Day

Yehuda and I were married for thirty-eight years. We were very young when we got married and our relationship grew stronger over the years, as a couple and as maturing individuals.
Our lives took many shapes. We had our ups and downs, successes and failures, happy times and sad ones. We were a couple who loved life. I still do, and always try to do my best, but that’s not the purpose of this chapter. I would like to describe some of the changes  I made in my life.
After Yehuda’s death my family and relatives tried to encourage me to sell my fourth floor apartment and move closer to them, and especially to an apartment with an elevator. I, on the other hand, was very attached to my apartment in Bat-Yam, where I had lived for many years, and dreaded the thought of moving. I put it off as long as I could, until one day a family member came to me with an offer that I could not resist. It was a newly-remodeled apartment, on the 8th floor of a beautiful building with an elevator, in a good area, near my sister’s home, and… the price was right!
We signed the memorandum of intentions on Passover, 2003, during a family visit in Berlin, over a glass of champagne, with five of my loved ones present. I concluded the “ceremony” with a toast: “Next Passover at my new place.”
I started the packing process a month before the move, and thanks to the help of my family and friends I was ready for “Moving Day”.
The “Big Day” had finally arrived. It was 6:00 AM when the movers, wide awake and ready to go, started loading the 160 boxes onto their big truck. My “Baby Grand” piano was carefully lowered, with extra special care, as they promised.  
My cat, Lucky, who was scared of all the commotion, stayed in her hiding corner, until everything quieted down, and for the next two weeks, until I was ready to bring her to our new home.
The professional movers took about four hours just to get everything properly loaded, while I was ready to go with my small overnight bag. I made sure the door was locked and got in my car, ready to follow the moving truck, out of our small driveway and into the very familiar highway, from Bat-Yam to Tel-Aviv.
Bat-Yam was the town where Yehuda and I shared our married life together, and Tel-Aviv was my birthplace. This trip meant an end of a cycle, for me.
As we got closer to my new home my excitement caught up with me. My entire life, memories and belongings, were neatly packed on this truck. “Avi's Removal Company” was written large on it. A lone tear rolled down my cheek and left me with blurry vision for a brief moment, and then the phone started ringing with congratulatory messages, which added a few more tears to my already wet cheek…
The drive lasted half an hour in all, and when we arrived at the new place, my sister and her husband were already there to welcome me to my new home, loving smiles on their faces.  
And thus began the next chapter of my life… and yes, Passover was held in my new home, as promised!
53 - My Trip to the United States
 
My career spread over a period of more  than thirty years, singing in Israel and abroad on many tours and concerts. I experienced many and varied emotions, memories, sights and events, some happy and some disappointing, including many new contacts and friendships, which naturally came out of it, mostly unexpectedly.  
In 1985, in the music festival in Brescia, Italy, I met Mrs. Almut Roessler from Dusseldorf, a famous organist. Both of us participated in performences of Olivier Messiaen’s music, and stayed at the same hotel. During one of our dinners together she mentioned to me that she was the music director and conductor of a large choir in Dusseldorf. She was in charge of the “Johannes Church” concert series, and performed many of the works included in my personal repertoire.  We talked about music without really knowing much about each other. She impressed me. I asked if I could sing with her choir in Dusseldorf. She made it clear to me that their budget for solo artists was very low. I understood, and did not request any salary. A short time later I received an invitation to sing with her, but encountered some scheduling difficulties, which we tried to resolve over the phone. During our conversation I remember Almut telling me: “The more I talk with you, the less I want to lose you.” I thought it was a nice way to express also my feelings toward her.  Since that time I had the good fortune to appear with this choir in Dusseldorf for quite a few years. Working together was always exciting and fun. She hosted me in her church office/apartment, at the top of the church’s tower, right next to the huge bells, which kept reminding me every fifteen minutes that time never stops. Almut came to Israel on several occasions, and we performed together; the difference in our ages did not stop us from having a special friendship.
Almut and her colleague, Nancy, who was also a choir director, invited me to join them on a ten-day tour to the United States and sing the solo part in a Mass by Dvorak, with Almut plaing the organ. I was not expecting to make much money but the opportunity seemed special enough and appealed to me. I looked forward to the musical experience as well as the travels in the Boston area during the beautiful autumn season. Most of the places we were invited to sing were in small towns, though I was promised that precisely these places were known for their warm and enthusiastic welcome. I received a detailed itinerary, which seemed a bit “crowded” and caused me some concern, yet I was happy to do it. There was a great celebration of joy in Dusseldorf when I announced my intention to join them. My travel agency received all the information for the trip and arranged the flight to Munich for me, where all the choir members where to meet, and from there we would continue to Boston together. Everything was ready for the trip.
On Friday, the day of my departure, I left my car with my sister, got a taxi to the airport, and waited in line at the El-Al desk for my flight. Everything went smoothly and quickly, until just before boarding the plane the flight attendant looked at my passport and asked: “Where is your visa?”
“What visa?” I asked.
“The visa to the United States!”
“What? Do I need a visa?” I asked as if I had just arrived from another planet.
I couldn’t believe it. My “very experienced” travel agency had missed it and I also didn’t catch it!
Everything became clear. I wasn’t going to America. I knew I could make it to Munich but in Boston they would not let me enter the States. What was I to do? It was Friday and the American Embassy was already closed until the following Monday, and it takes time to process an American visa, while at the same time the American concert tour was about to begin!
In a space of a moment the excitement of the trip was slipping away from me. I greeted the people that stood in line behind me with “Shabbat Shalom” and left. Of course none of the phone calls I attempted to make helped me, except for the call to Dusseldorf, to let my friends know they had to find a replacement for me. I was certain that they would be angry with me for my negligence in the handling of the travel arangements. Instead they were very understanding and sympathetic of my situation.
I called my sister and explained to her what happened, and all she could say was: “Well, does that mean that you are coming over for Shabbat dinner?” Slowly I dragged my suitcase back to the taxi.
And thus my trip to the U.S. ended before it had even started. All my friends criticized the travel agency over their lack of responsibility and suggested I sue them. My travel agent took responsibility for the whole incident, and compensated me well, thinking that I would stop using her, which was not at all my intention. The most comforting words came from those who helped me see that “it was all meant to be”!
The memory of this virtual trip to the United States will stay with me forever, though unfortunately not as an event that I “took by storm”... 
54 - My Gary

In 1962, when I joined the Rinat Choir, I immediately became one of Mr. Bertini’s admirers. His musical personality and incredible ability to draw the best sounds out of his choir was very impressive and captivating. Prior to joining the choir my musical experiences were my private violin lessons and playing with the “Gadna” Youth Orchestra.
I cannot ever remember feeling the kind of exhilaration and satisfaction that I felt singing with the “Rinat” choir. I never missed a rehearsal, a performance, a concert or tours. Even during the three years that Yehuda and I lived in Mitzpe Ramon (in southern Israel) due to Yehuda’s job, I made a point of coming to Tel Aviv each week, for rehearsals. I was totally dedicated to my  choral activities.
Gary’s relationship with his choir members was very warm and personal. On the other hand he kept a certain distance from us. I may be wrong, but that’s the way it appeared to me. From my side there was also a mixture of those elements. Indeed, there was a combination of awe and admiration, familiarity and fear of not being good enough. 
Over a period of several years, Gary followed my musical progress and development as a singer, although I was unaware of it, until he confided in me one day, mentioning his self-imposed task to help me and guide me along the way. Knowing that he recognized some talent in me made a difference in our relationship. We were more open and direct with each other, and his comments and professional advice helped me remove some of my blocks and gave me more self confidence to relate to him more naturally. It was Gary who recommended and even insisted that I work with a pianist “trainer”,  in parallel with my regular voice lessons, to improve my musical interpretations. Although it was a financial burden on me, I felt obligated to heed his advice as well as to keep up with my commitment to singing. I knew he wanted only the best for me, so I got in touch with Jonathan Zak, who became my pianist and coach for several years. In the same way, Gary encouraged me, to meet the famous singer from New York, Jennie Tourel, who used to come to Israel once a year, to teach master classes. It wasn’t easy for me to set aside time for it because of my busy schedule as a music educator in the Israeli school system, and besides, I didn’t really feel that I was ready for it. But Gary believed in my potential to become a professional singer and would not let me forget it. He felt that the time was right and told her about me. Finally he was able to convince me of the importance of this contact and arranged our first meeting. Together with his wife, Rosette, they planned our meeting at their home, where I sang for Jennie Turel. For the next three years  we worked intensively together, until her death in 1973.  
My relationship with Gary and his family became a factor in my life. Naturally, Yehuda was part of this friendship but my own connection with Gary was a special one.
Gary Bertini was a very important and sought-after conductor in Israel and all over the world, and I was very fortunate to experience him conducting many performances, first as a choir member and later as a soloist with various orchestras. Every engagement to sing caused me great professional pleasure and satisfaction, but when it came from Gary it was like an extra bonus and a message of approval, as if he was telling me: “You are ok and you deserve it!” I was so addicted to his opinion that after each concert in which I participated, I would ask myself, what Gary might think about my performance and how he would wanted it to be. I appreciated his opinion and saw it as absolutely essential to my musical development and ultimate success. I cannot think of too many other conductors who had that much impact and influence on my career.
My many years of working with Gary provided me with experiences and opportunities for study and enrichment. His coaching and words of encouragement meant the world to me, and he knew how much I yearned to hear his opinion, good or bad. From time to time he participated as a judge in my music competitions and scholarships auditions. On one occasion he listened attentively as I sang, and later, when I asked him for his opinion, he simply said : Gili, this time it was not your best performance.”
“But don’t you think I improved?” I asked, somewhat embarrassed.
“Do you want to be a real singer or not?” he added authoritatively after a moment of silence.
I guess he was right and I had to accept his straightforward and uncompromising critique.
Many years passed and I became a professional singer. At one of my concerts with the “Jerusalem Symphony Orchestra” I sang Beethoven’s “Missa Solemnis”, under the direction of Moshe Atzmon. After the concert Gary came to congratulate me, along with many others who filled the lounge. He walked past them saying “Bravo!” with a handshake and a smile. He expressed his approval, and yet I felt it as a cold wind. I was expecting to hear something more serious from Gary, and I didn't believe him. Right after that he left on a concert tour. I sent him a letter of my disappointment and anger at his coolness after that concert. I did not receive an answer to my letter, and after a while I stopped expecting one.
It was a year later, and we had the opportunity to fly together after  a concert in Italy. It was early in the morning, Gary was reading the newspaper and was not in a mood to talk. Suddenly he folded the paper and turned to me saying: “I owe you an answer”. I pretended I didn’t know what he was talking about, or what he owed me.“ I didn’t forget what you wrote me. I was very sad and disappointed with you at that concert in Jerusalem. Your singing didn’t have any meaning.” Now I understood why all he said then was a meaningless “Bravo”, and why he delayed the real critique until I was ready for it. Still, I was devastated, but not so much by what he just said, rather, I didn’t think my performance at the time was that bad… I took a deep breath, ready to defend myself, but Gary was not interested in any explanations or excuses (the conductor… the orchestra… the acoustics…) and he wouldn’t let me speak. He wanted me to process it on my own and use it to improve my singing. I respected him and his comments, because I knew that I had a “big brother” who knew much more than I did, and really cared about me and wanted to see me succeed.
At another concert with the Israel Philharmonic, in which I sang Benjamin Britten’s “War Requiem”, I noticed Gary, in the audience intently focused on the performance. I waited eagerly for his comments, and indeed, they came the next day over the phone. It was a mixture of compliments and words of appreciation and approval, along with suggestions and ideas to think about. I loved it!
Whenever I sang with Gary, more than with any other conductors, I tried to reach greater heights and excellence. His professionalism was extremely important to me as I found myself preparing for the first rehearsal of a Bach Cantata, which we performed together. I knew the music very well and mastered all the difficulties long ago. This time I was searching for new meaning to the text. The musical phraseology and strong points kept me busy and when I came to the rehearsal I felt the newness of my interpretation and was ready to show it off. It was precisely where I left off that Gary picked up… full of new ideas and suggestions…. Once again he left me speechless and full of appreciation. I loved following his brilliant musical guidance. We had five concerts in the series in which we performed the Bach Cantata, and each evening, when we met   before walking on stage, we talked about details we could add to our performance, such as changing the length of a note or a phrase. These little musical gestures were just between the two of us...
My relationship with Gary allowed me to cry in his presence. During our rehearsal for Mozart's “Laudate Dominum”, which is a very tranquil and quiet piece, Gary asked me to sing it particularly slowly, which required extreme breath control. At that rehearsal I did not have enough breath to sing to the end of the phrase. I felt very frustrated and even embarrassed, particularly because I wanted to sing well for him, which could be the reason why I failed. When Gary asked me to try it again, I felt sorry for myself and started crying. The same thing happened when we tried to work on a scene from the opera “Titus” by Mozart. Gary did the staging  and asked me to sing while walking from one end of the stage to the other. I had a difficult time walking and singing, and my movements were unnatural and clumsy. “Is it really this difficult?” Gary asked me softly and tenderly, and I broke down.
I could always come to Gary with questions and requests for his help. After a concert in Kassel, Germany, the Hungarian conductor, Othmar Maga asked me if I would be available to sing the soprano part in Penderecki’s “Lukas Passion” . I told him that I would look at it. Remembering that Gary performed it in Hamburg several years before, I knew he could help me decide.
It was on one of my many visits to the Bertini family. They were sitting at the dinner table when I walked in and said: “Gary, listen…” “Yes,” he answered.
“Lukas Passion”, Penderecki…”
“Yes?” he continued.
“Do you think I can sing the part? Is it suitable for my voice?” Gary thought for a moment, trying to go over the familiar music in his head.
“Yes, you can” he decided after a couple of seconds.
His answer came so quickly that I doubted its reliability. “Is it difficult?” I continued to ask him.
“Yes, it is, but you are able to sing it,” he added.
I knew I could trust him and let the conductor Mr. Maga know that I would be available to do the series of six performances! This “white lie” was more valuable to me than the real truth of checking myself…
A funny thing happened at one of my performances in Frankfurt. We played Mahler’s Second Symphony, “The Resurrection”, for choir and orchestra, with two solo singers, under the direction of Gary Bertini. The Alto had an important solo in the fourth movement and the Soprano was to join in the fifth and last movement. Gary requested the singers to go on stage only after the second movement, promising to call us while the orchestra members were tuning up again. The first concert went according to plan, and Linda Finnie, the Scottish alto, and I, received our signal and took our seats. The next day, we waited backstage, to receive our cue. The orchestra had already tuned their instruments and the conductor, with his arms up in the air, was ready to start the third movement of the symphony, and we… the singers, were still back stage. “He forgot about us,” I said jokingly, but Linda did not find it funny. Rather, she was nervous and worried. After a quick exchange between us, we decided to walk on stage during the loud passage of the orchestra, to minimize any disturbance. And so we did. At the beginning of the fourth movement Linda sang the soft sustained notes without exposing her nervousness.  “The Resurrection”  ended. The audience applauded enthusisatically. The conductor stepped down from his podium and shook Linda’s hand, then he walked over to me, and while shaking my hand he whispered: “Thanks for the choreography.” I smiled with delight as we walked off the stage. “When did you first notice our absence.” I was curious. “When I lifted my arms, but I knew you would find a solution...”
A few years earlier Gary was hurt in a car accident. He suffered a concussion, which kept him from his work. He was ordered by his doctor to be under complete rest, axcept for a short daily walk.  Later, when he was allowed to resume his concert activities, I joined him as a friend and a caregiver.
When Yehuda passed away in June of 1999, Gary and Rosette were in Tokyo. I left a message on their answering machine in Paris but they did not receive it. As all bad news travel fast, Gary called me as soon as they heard of it. Ever since then, our ties became stronger than ever.     
In November 2004, Gary fulfilled his lifelong dream, when he was invited to conduct Wagner’s “Tristan and Isolde” at the Opera House San Carlo, Napoli.  I didn't want to miss this special occasion and made arrangements to be there. I had no idea it was going to be the last time I would see him.
55 - Gary - Gone Forever

My mentor and best friend was gone. Gary was more than a friend or a person I admired. He left an enormous and lasting impact on me personally and musically.
When he was hospitalized in Paris with a brief, though debilitating illness, I called him every day to see how he was doing. He sounded  weak but I could hear his happiness when he recognised my voice on the other end of the line. When he got back home for treatment in the hospital in Tel-Aviv, I asked if I could receive permission to visit him and encourage him. This was arranged by his caring wife, Rosette, for the next day, but by then he was already gone... I was too late.
That afternoon, after visiting Rosette, I attended a concert with the Israel Philharmonic. After the routine reminder to turn off all cellphones during the concert, a member of the orchestra stood up and announced: “Dear audience, yesterday our dear friend passed away…” A hush went through the auditorium. Apparently they had not heard about Gary’s passing until that moment. Gary was a regular guest on the orchestra’s stage. He conducted the Israel Philharmonic dozens of times and earned their great admiration and respect. At the end of this short announcement we were invited to stand up for a moment of silence, to honor his memory together.
The concert was especially inspiring, particularly the 5th Symphony  by Gustav Mahler, conducted by the twenty-four year old Venezuelan, Gustavo Dudamel, who filled in for Zubin Mehta, who was unable to come. It is a long and difficult work, but the orchestra, under the charismatic inspiration of young Gustavo, did an amazing job. It was truly a performance to be remembered. With the sound of the last chord still vibrating in the air, the audience broke out with a loud roar of applause, and the conductor moved through the rows of musicians to thank each of them personally. Everyone loved it. Quickly the applause turned into the familiar rhythmic clapping and everyone in the audience stood up and shouted “Bravo” for a long time.   
The same people who stood up just a couple of hours earlier to mourn Gary, the “fallen star”, now stood to honor the “new and rising star”. Such is nature’s way...  
Gary’s passing left deep sadness and void in my life. I will forever be grateful for the time I was able to spend with him and for his generositiy to take me under his wing and nurture me.  
56 - Lucky

It was my first vacation without Yehuda.
Slowly and carefully, I packed my suitcase for my trip to Eilat, determined not to let my new situation keep me from living a full life.  
I settled into my second floor room in “Club Inn” and watched the beautiful Eilat Bay from my balcony. It felt so good to fill my lungs with the cool and refreshing breeze. I needed this rest not only for my health but also to catch up on some reading and writing that I had been putting off.
First on my agenda was to unpack my suitcase and do a little grocery shopping. It was a short and pleasant walk downstairs and back to my room. When I got back, I was no longer alone…  a little kitty was waiting there for me. She must have climbed up the post outside my room and into my balcony. With her tail straight up she meowed her friendly welcome. “Who are you?” I asked her, knowing what she was asking for. “Do you want some food and loving?” I gave her a dish of food, which she finished quickly. The next day she was back for more food and loving, which I was very happy to provide.
She was a sweet and beautiful calico cat, and came to visit me regularly, not only for the food I gave her but also to rest on the sofa and get some cuddles. I appreciated her warm visits and no longer felt alone. I felt lucky again.
At first I thought she was only a temporary “vacation friend”, but as the days went on it became clear that my dog Bluma at home was going to have a new friend to play with. After ascertaining that the kitty did not belong to anyone, and the hotel owner was happy to let me have her, I started searching for a good name for her. Both of us were lucky to find each other.  “Mazal” (‘luck’ in Hebrew) did not exactly suit her. Suddenly I knew it: “Lucky”, that’s a perfect name for my adorable little kitty!   
Lucky spent the hours between Eilat and Tel-Aviv in a little cat carrier. It took some time for Bluma and Lucky to get used to each other, and although they were not always the best of friends, they respected each other’s “personal space” and learned to get along.  They ate side by side, near the kitchen door, but not too close…
Bluma, who was by then quite old, had a difficult time jumping on my lap and was content sitting by my feet, next to the couch. Lucky was happy to fill the void and naturally took Bluma’s place on my lap, as if saying “it’s my turn now”, with her convincing little tiger-eyes.
Shortly after, Bluma reached the end of her journey and went to ‘cat heaven’. She was thirteen and a half. Now Lucky was the “boss” of the house. She didn’t care that we moved from our 4th floor home, without an elevator, to our new 8th floor home with elevator. She was a house cat now; her only contact with the outside world was ‘her’ window-sill, from which she watched over our home, as a faithful guard. Her favorite “spying” spot inside was the top of the warm TV, on the upper-most shelf of the bookcase, and right in front of the air conditioner. My Lucky knew her name, understood everything, purred when stroked, loved and was loved - and the house was full of her.
57 - Saying Goodbye to Lucky

Lucky and I spent seven good years together, before we discovered a malignant growth on her belly, and had it removed. Lucky recovered quickly, and had no additional lumps; yet, I knew it was only a matter of time before they would return. Ten months later Lucky had another, and more difficult operation. She lost part of a muscle in her front leg and was left with a limp, but still had a good recovery and enjoyed as good and normal life as ever.
She had a good appetite, and had no trouble climbing to her favorite spot on the top shelf of the bookcase, from where she observed everything around her. She never failed to purr whenever I massaged her gorgeous fur; grateful for every day we spent together, hoping to delay the inevitable. It became a way of life for us.
But it happened! This time the X-rays were very clear. Lucky lost her appetite, and experienced drastic weight loss. She started coughing and had difficulty breathing.
Her health deteriorated right in front of my eyes. The vet remarked that he did not really expect her to live this long, confirming my fears.
Just before we left for the vet’s for the last time I offered her some tuna juice and she took a few slow licks. By now she could hardly breath and was barely holding on to life, but still, she made a weak attempt to thank me for her “last supper” with her soft little meow...
I returned home from the vet with an empty carrier and a sad heart, but I knew that I had made the right decision. Lucky did not suffer, I was promised, and the end of her life was just as beautiful as her previous eight years. She was indeed lucky!
58 - Dacky

I wanted to get a dachshund (Dackel) even before I met “Dacky”. I had already picked a name for her and when I met her, she “slipped” right into her new name. Once in a while I still wondered why I did not name her “Honey”, after her beautiful brownish-reddish color. Her long snout is forever sniffing, hoping to get closer and closer to my face and bestow upon me a nice juicy “kiss”. It is particularly entertaining to watch my cat “Shelly” trying to rub her cheek against Dacky’s wet mouth when she is in the mood for cuddles and attention. Dacky is not exactly sure what to think about it but I believe she understands that it is an expression of friendship.
Dacky is purebred. She looks like a miniature Cocker Spaniel with her long body and short legs. She is very beautiful and funny, but most importantly, she is my Friend!  She showers me with love, is very dedicated, and always ready to please me. Dacky made a place in my heart with her sweet nature and is a constant source of joy in my life.
She doesn't talk “people language”, yet she has so much to say. She is very precise in trying to express herself, and I try very hard to understand what she is trying to tell me. Thankfully, her body language helps me with this task: Her walk means one thing, her running another, jumping and skipping still something else; wagging her tail from side to side or placing the tail between her hind legs; her expressive eyes asking for food or to be taken out for a walk; all these expressions require my careful scrutiny and appropriate response. Dacky understands me. When she knows what I mean she yawns, and when I “talk” to her (“why did you do that?”) she immediately turns her head to the side or down, looks up so that the whites of her eyes are prominent beneath the iris. With this look she asks me, “What do you mean? What do you really want from me…?”
Dacky is afraid of strangers but there are a few people who visit me regularly, and she shows her excitement at seeing them, insisting that they pat her. When I give voice lessons in my home she curls up in her basket, quietly listening to the music.
59 - Speech and Diction - The Art of Singing
This diary would not be complete without expounding on the greater importance of proper singing. I have always been interested in texts, poems and pronunciation. I am known for my attention to details and clear pronunciation of words and phrases as well as using words to enhance my breathing and singing technique.
I was asked by the School of Choral Singing to teach diction, which was the beginning of an in-depth look into the development and use of the tools of speech and diction to help singers and voice instructors have a deeper understanding of the works they were preparing to perform.
After fifteen years of collecting and developing the material, I published “The Basics of Speech and Diction for Singers” - textbook for singers, in six languages: Latin, Italian, German, English, French and Hebrew. This book includes exercises as well as three music discs with illustrations, in six languages, performed by well-known ensembles. Presently the book is being used in the Academy of Music and Dance in Jerusalem. Many singers and conductors use it, and of course it helps me teach my oun students.
Additionally, I have been teaching “German for Singers” at the Academy. As a child, with both my parents being German Jews, we naturally spoke German at home. When I started singing, I became interested in German repertoire, which demanded further and deeper study of the language on my part.
My many years of singing in German and many other languages, taught me the basic principles of teaching foreign languages. I found out that teaching singers foreign languages is not at all like learning a new language at school. Singers using a foreign language do not need to learn to speak it, but they do need to understand what they are singing, the sentence structure and poetic vocabulary, as well as how to use a dictionary.
In spite of my previous knowledge of the German language, it was still not enough for me to pass it on to others. For that I had a special teacher and for two years we developed with each other this unique method of teaching languages to singers. It was special for the reason that singers could straightway study complete texts without any previous knowledge of the language. The study material includes texts from Lieder, poems and rhymes which we adapted to be used in this method.  
During my studies with my teacher, I was able to implement my method in my first course of “German for Singers”. A year later the book was published: “Study Method of the German Language from Poems, with Understanding and Correct Pronunciation”.  It is a special method geared specifically for singers.  
During that time I also translated it to English (German for Singers), German (Deutsch für Sänger), and French (Allemande pour Chanteurs).  
The book includes many tables, graphs and exercises, and was designed by me. Developing this book brought me great pleasure and joy and also taught me many new things.  
60 - Pedagogy: The Art of Teaching

I have been singing professionally for over forty-five years. I went through many stages of development, from the humble early years all the way to the full glamor of becoming a known  singer. I experienced success and failure, criticism and compliments, and most of all, immense satisfaction.
Most singers, as well as artists in general, find themselves teaching at some stage of their life. It may be out of necessity, to earn a living, but mainly because they have an inner drive to “share” their knowledge and pass it on to the next generation, which is the most natural and understandable motivation of all reasons.
For me, it all started with teaching. It was my way of exercising my natural gifts and resources. My introduction to the music world started with playing the recorder, together with music theory and solfege. I tutored younger students and helped with their homework, including reading and writing. Giving voice lessons was a natural progression for me and became the highlight of my life-work.
Of course, I had to know more than my students in order to teach them, but knowledge and experience are not enough to be a good teacher. The ability to understand those who know less than myself and put myself on their level, are a must for any effective teacher. Only from this position is it possible to launch the student onward and upward. Teaching from a high position downward may be sufficient for theoretical studies but completely useless for practical applications, particularly for singers and musicians. Additionally, a good instructor must be patient and a good listener, and know when to give compliments and encouragement and when to criticise and offer correction. I believe that I have employed all these traits and requirements throughout my teaching career.
I did not start giving voice lessons until ten years after I was asked to do so. I simply did not feel ripe and ready until then. Only when I knew that I could help my students with their questions and challenges, I began to teach.
It happened unexpectedly, after the course with George London in Vienna, that I gained greater insight into singing and felt a “small voice” within me, urging me to start teaching. At the same time, my friend Miriam, from the choir, asked me to help her. With a sense of great responsibility and self-doubts I agreed. At our our first lesson, I asked Miriam what she wanted to start with. She came to my help saying: “Why don’t you give me an exercise, I will do it wrongly and then you’ll know what to tell me.” And sure enough she was right! I gathered some courage, dived straight into the “cold water” and started “swimming”.
Since that day, and for the next thirty-five years, I’ve been listening, correcting, advising, giving examples, explanations, encouragement and inspiration to singers, young and old, professional and amateur, treating each case individually. It meant the world to me, a real adventure.
It is common and normal for students to go from teacher to teacher. It also happens in the academy, where I presently teach. Not every teacher, including myself, is suitable for every student, and so it happened that some of my students, after studying with me for a certain time, started searching for different ways to advance. On the other hand I have received other teachers’ students, who were looking for additional insight. The connection between the teacher and the student is not, as I like to describe it, a “Catholic Wedding”, despite the typical closeness that is built between them.  This “migrating” syndrome may be unpleasant and even difficult if the teacher does not keep a healthy attitude toward it. For this reason it is important for both, teacher and student, to remember that all this should be done in good taste and a friendly manner. Most of all, the teacher must remember that the future and professional decisions of the student come first, before their ego. Understanding it will help alleviate the struggle and pain that a teacher may experience going through this process. It is an unavoidable part of teaching.
One of my students complemented me once, telling me: “I considered transferring to another teacher, but I knew that I would never find another teacher like you.” On another occasion a student told me that she owes it to herself to try a different style of singing from mine. I understand the awkwardness of such conversation and always try to be helpful and make the change easier.
All of us teachers, regardless of how good and successful we may be, must never forget to place our students’ needs ahead of our own. If our students are gifted we receive greater recognition. A student, who later becomes professional, will be happy to mention his teacher at every opportunity. A teacher who has produced successful and famous students loves to boast and mention their names… 
61 - The Power of Compliments

As a teacher involved in pedagogy, I was always aware of the importance and power of encouragement. I was also aware that precisely at times of correction and higher expectations, there is a greater need for balance through compliments, because it is infinitely more effective than the “whip”. It is much more beneficial to the students to emphasize their accomplishments and successes than their failures.
I have experienced the power of compliments and would like to share a few instances with you, my dear reader. These tender “touches” will forever remain in my memory, for they still bring me affirmation, strength and inner joy.
I remember a good friend who once told me: “I learn so much from you.” It was a short sentence but oh so powerful. I remember the impact it had on me, so “right on time” it came, just when I needed to hear it. I told myself, “Are you serious, do you really mean it?” But the effect of her words was enormous on the way I felt about myself.
Another colleague and a good friend of mine told me that she always has pen and paper next to her when she called me because “you always have something important and wise to say.” Here too I appreciated her kindness and generosity to share these words with me and “build me up” that way.
On my sixth lesson, my diction instructor told me (at the age of forty): “You should be very proud of yourself…” I had four more lessons with him after that, until I felt prepared for my big test, and the fact that I remember his compliment to this day should speak for itself.
I am a firm believer that this positive approach works with all people and in all circumstances. No need to be stingy with giving sincere compliments and words of encouragement. One of my music teacher friend shared with me that her students know that when she has no comments it means that they sang well. I respectfully disagree with her and do not follow this method of teaching, because it does not promote good relations between students and teachers.
During one of the sessions I had with Elisabeth Schwarzkopf at her home, I sang the well-known song cycle, ”Liederkreis”, by Schumann. Yehuda, who accompanied me on this trip, had stepped out of the room briefly. While he was gone we worked on Lieder #5 of this song cycle, called “Moon Night” (“Mondnacht”), a very slow and difficult song, and as usual, I was expected to pay close attention to details and intonation, legato and expression. When Yehuda returned, Mrs. Schwarzkopf immediately shared with him: “Too bad you left. You just missed an incredibly gorgeous song and an amazing performance.” Even though the compliment was not directed toward me, I was left speechless and so appreciative of her generous compliment.
62 - Final Chord - The Beginning of the End
“I never knew it would be so much fun”, I told Elisabeth Schwarzkopf at one of her master classes, after we worked on the soprano part of Beethoven Ninth. It is a difficult part with its intense melody line of high notes, but with good technique and voice control it sounds beautiful. I was very pleased to discover that I could do it and even enjoy it.
Mrs. Schwarzkopf, who was already quite old by then, listened to me, covered her mouth, as if to tell me a secret, and said smilingly: “There will come a day when it will no longer be fun…” This was her confession. I heard her but could not relate to her words from personal experience. These kinds of feelings were still far from me, hidden in some unknown dark and inaccessible corner. Nevertheless I appreciated her honesty and felt sorry for her, as young people feel sorry for the older generation…
The soprano part of Beethoven Ninth is one of these parts that singers must give up when their voice ages and becomes less flexible. I have not been asked to sing it in quite a few years, but I still went through the sorting process of works that I wasn’t certain whether should perform them or decline.
While I was still singing at my peak, I was invited to Dusseldorf, to sing Verdi’s Requiem. The conductor remembered me from an earlier concert we did together some years previously. As he later told me, he knew then that one day he would be working with me again. I accepted his invitation and signed the contract ten months in advance. I knew that I was the only soloist who was not from Germany. 
A month before the concert, during a rehearsal with the pianist, I was horrified to discover that I didn’t have control over my voice as before. There were only a few notes that I was not able to sing like in the past, but it was enough to cause me concern, and I did not want to participate in that concert.
After several restless and sleepless nights, I decided to write a letter to the conductor. I knew it was the right thing to do, to let him know about my dilemma. I even offered to suggest another singer to take my place. After all, I was to be the “diamond in his crown”, as he put it, yet, I didn’t want to embarrass him. Later, during our phone conversation, after he read my letter, he showered me with compliments about my honesty, and released me from the contract. He promised not to tell the reason behind my cancellation to his colleagues  since, after all, we were only talking about a few and isolated notes, and my performances generally were still at my usual level. 
I did not sing at that concert, and for the next ten years after that traumatic experience, I chose my parts very carefully.
The episode with the Verdi Requiem in Dusseldorf was the first hint  that my singing would not last forever. There are many stories of singers who retired at their peak. That’s how they wanted to be remembered. Others have given “Farewell” performances, and “Second Farewell” performances, some amazing and some embarrassing... perhaps it was an uncontrollable desire to hear the cheers of the audiences “just one more time.” I did not feel the need to end my career in its peak; neither did I feel pressured to make difficult decisions concerning my singing. For me it just “happened”, naturally, as if it was all pre-planned from above. I was no longer looking for opportunities to perform and “they” were not looking for me … as if life respected and supported me, saying: “That’s it, enough…” 
63 - Final Chord – Coda

It has been thirty-seven years since my first public appearance as a professional singer. It was a long and fruitful chapter of my life,  in which I was able to do what I loved doing most, and for which I was apparently destined. But there comes a time in each of our lives, the “Moment of Truth”, when things change. Nature dictates it and we must yield, with grace. Our voice is our vessel, and the vessel is our body, which is no longer what it used to be. We no longer have the strength we used to have, and our breath, so essential to singing, no longer supplies the needs. “It is a sign of the aging of the vocal cords”, my doctor told me when I asked him what happened. Simple and straightforward.
The desire to hold onto singing is still there, of course, but not if it means holding on to a straw to keep from drowning. Fortunately my teaching career was very satisfying and kept me from crashing into the “abyss”.
Nevertheless -
Singing has not completely vanished out of my life. Each time I share my stories it comes alive all over again. This is my way of compensating for it, and is very therapeutic.
My mother, who taught piano for many decades and dedicated her entire life to music, was a great example to me, as a teacher and as an author of three books on on teaching music to children.  One day as she realized that little children may not always want to learn from her, she found other things of interest. At the age of seventy, she started drawing, spending all her free time on it. It became the new love of her life.
The deterioration of the vocal cords is a natural occurrence, due to the changes that take place in the aging vessel. It does not happen suddenly nor does it happen all at once, rather, it is gradual and almost unnoticeable at the beginning. I remember my lesson with Elisabeth Schwarzkopf, at her home in Switzerland. My friend Ursula from Berlin, who admired Mrs. Schwarzkopf, was also with me. I sang Richard Strauss songs, which were Mrs. Schwarzkopf’s specialty. From time to time she would demonstrate a phrase or a group of notes, then immediately stopped, saying, “This is the idea.You can sing it better than me now.” She had already stopped performing by then, and when she demonstrated certain things it was only a hint of her intentions. She could not completely refrain from singing… As we left Mrs. Schwarzkopf’s home and shared our impnot to perform.ressions of the lesson, Ursula complimented me on how I responded to this great singer’s suggestions as well as on my beautiful singing.  “However,” she told me with a gentle smile “when Mrs. Schwarzkopf started singing, you sounded like a beginner...” Ursula did not mean to minimize my singing or to hurt my feelings, but only to point out the greatness of Mrs. Schwarzkopf, whom she so admired, and whose tremendous vocal skills and gorgeous sound were never lost with the passing of time. 
This is exactly how I feel now, when I demonstrate to my students and try to convey my intentions to them via short phrases and isolated notes, illustrating proper technique and musical interpretations from my own personal experience. It is our duty and responsibility to pass on not to perform.generously all that we know to the next generation of singers.
Towards the end of my singing career I started collecting and compiling my recordings, uploading them onto over 120 discs. It was intended to help me with my teaching as well as to remind me of the sounds that once were and are no more.
My involvement with teaching German for Singers along with giving voice lessons took the place of performing from the moment I made the decision not to perform. The void was instantly filled by this new direction, with great success and satisfaction on my part.
For me, the departure from the limelight of the stage meant more time and freedom to teach and enjoy new experiences. My singing career had come to an end but my teaching career is still going strong. And thus, side by side, beginning to end, life goes on and the wheel keeps turning!
                      

Gilah Yaron   Random Notes
“Random Notes” is a collection of memories and anecdotes from the life of singer and musician Gilah Yaron. The musical environment in which she grew up is described throughout these pages and enables a glimpse into the events and circumstances that she experienced. These shaped her life as a student, a professional singer and a voice instructor.
“I was impressed with the liberty that you allowed yourself  to share with us the events that were not necessarily successful. It sends a message of credibility and human quality, and produces an instant bond with you. In the Israeli newspaper 'Haaretz', Noam Ben Zeev wrote: ““The Twentieth Century Quartet” is playing along with Gilah Yaron – one of the greatest singers to have appeared in the Israeli music culture”. I absolutely agree”. 
    Zvi Zemel, pianist and colleague               
 The story 'Back Home from Abroad' made me laugh. I felt such a relief  that one can only receive from fairy tales or big dramas, and the story about the 'Moving Day' actually brought me to tears”.
Mira Zakai, singer
“Your memories are interesting and enlightening. I admire you for your inner honesty and courage”.
Yaara Ben-David, Poet and Artist
“This book is written in an optimistic style and is certainly very engaging. I read it with great enthusiasm”.
Aliza Loebstein, graphologist


