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Maria Donska, pianist, gl i i oo i
died on December 20
aged 84. She was born in
Poland on September 3,
1912.

AN ACCOMPLISHED inter-
preter of the music of Beetho-
ven, Schubert and Chopin,
Maria Donska will be particu-
larly remembered for her fine
performances at the National
Gallery’s memorable lunch-
time concerts during the Sec-
ond World War. These,
initiated by Myra Hess after
the gallery’s collection had
been removed to a safe place,
and supported by Denis Mat-
thews, Cyril Smith, Kathleen
Ferrier and many others, be-
came musical events of im-
mense importance for those in
search of an interlude of peace
and reflection in bomb-bat-
tered London. Hundreds
came to enjoy exquisite works
each day.

As a pianist, it was said by
one of her pupils, she never
came between her listeners
and their enjoyment of the
work. It was vital to under-
stand how a composer wished
a piece to be played, Donska
said, and for interpreters nev-
er to impose their own person-
alities upon it. She liked to cite
Chopin’s work as an example:
Jsg often, she said, played un-
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be rhythmical. It was charac-

teristic of her that she should

music fearlessly.

Maria Donska was born in
Lodz, the daughter of a distin-
guished philologist and engi-

‘| neer. As a pianist she was a

prodigy, beginning to play
when she was four. By the age
of seven, by which time her
family had moved to Gdansk
where her father was
organising a shipbuilding
contract, she was giving pro-
fessional concerts, playing the
works of Schubert and Schu-
mann for British diplomats.
She made her first appear-
ance with an orchestra when
she was 11, flawlessly carrying
off a quick and complex piece
by Weber. A year later, she left
school to study music full-time
at a

bel. She was now 14, and it
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ly wh Chopin tend ,-

express her strong views on
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Bust of

Donska sculpted by Jacob Epstein

the work of these two

bringing

In 1933, horrified at the
emergence of Hitler and the
stirrings of anti-Semitism —
benches for Jews, for example,
were painted yellow
Donska returned to Poland to
work for Warsaw Radio be-
fore in 1934, clutching in her
hand a £S ticket, she found
herself on a boat embarking
for London. Ever since she
had visited London with
Schnabel, she had longed to
see the city again.

From then on her life be-
came increasingly active.
When the BBC heard that she
had experience in radio, she
was at once asked to make
recordings for it. She went to
live in St John’s Wood with her
friend Speyer, applied for
British citizenship, helped the
poet Walter Thomas with his

attention of

by one senior pianist why she,
so evidently gifted, should

350

book of Mozart’s letters and,
conservatoire, doing so i olled at the Royal

A jina

mental breakdown,-exacerbat-

d by fearful anxiety for the

occupied Poland. This kept
her from playing in public.

In 1943 she returned to
‘recording for the BBC, played
at the National Gallery and at
the Wigmore Hall and, to
replace those who had been
called up, began to teach at the
RCM and continued to do so
until 1946. She joined the
Bryanston Summer School in
1948, playing each year until
1951 when the summer school
was transferred to Dartington
where she continued through-
out the 1950s.

In 1955 she gave recitals of
the complete Beethoven sona-
tas at the Festival Hall and it
was during one of these that
she met Jacob Epstein. He was
so struck by her performance
and beauty that he asked her
to sit for him. The 12 sittings

expe ce of a .'.;e", .
ey would discuss their
shared love of music, Shake-
speare, poetry and especially







