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			About the book

			A fascinating and impressive account of the extraordinary life of Rosa Spier, the much-loved harpist and teacher, founder of the Dutch harp school, written by the doyen of Dutch harpists, Edward Witsenburg, who knew her well and whose teaching was based on her playing principles, which continue today through his harp students.
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					2. Rosa Spier, 1936
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A personal note

			In the 1949/50 music season, an important event lay ahead that would give a new direction to my entire life. 

				A brief history: in my parental (and grandparental) home, making music was a regular activity. Music played an important role in my life from my earliest childhood. When I was seven years old, I started taking piano lessons, fortunately from an excellent teacher. The foundations were laid there for a solid, reliable playing technique, something that gave me constant support later in my professional training. 

				When I went to secondary school, my parents thought I should learn to play a second musical instrument so that I could then make music with others, for example, in a school orchestra. They had two instruments in mind for me: oboe or cello. At the time, we lived in Amstelveen and being close to Amsterdam enabled us to attend concerts regularly. My parents often took me to musical performances where these two instruments were played solo or in ensembles.

				Our neighbour in Mr. Bardeslaan in Amstelveen, Mr Wijnperle, owned a women’s clothing business called Jenny Models. He turned part of that firm’s profits into a concert series at the Bach Hall in Amsterdam. At one point, the programme included a recital by the renowned oboist Haakon Stotijn (solo oboist of the Concertgebouw Orchestra) and the very well-known and much-loved harpist Rosa Spier. My parents took me to that concert hoping that I might become interested in the oboe. However, things turned out completely differently. I don’t remember anything about the oboe, but from the very first moment I was completely fascinated by the harp. Before the soloists came on stage, the harp was alone on the empty stage: an impressive instrument, beautifully shaped, with a golden column and made from honey-coloured wood. And then Rosa Spier made her entrance: a tiny woman in a red velvet dress. Despite her small stature, a strong stage personality.

				It was as if I was enchanted by the unique sound of that beautiful musical instrument (Rosa Spier was famous for her beautiful tone and her convincing expressive power). In a flash, I knew what I wanted to do in my future: play the harp! To play that magnificent instrument for the public and to dedicate my life to the service of music. This overriding wish has indeed come true. I have now devoted over seventy years to the harp, with Rosa Spier as a shining paragon.

				The love for that instrument has endured unabated all these years.

				And that specific golden harp that I first heard? It is now in my study; since 1970, when I was able to buy that historically important harp. I would like to dedicate a book to the player of that instrument, because she has profoundly influenced my whole life.

			Edward Witsenburg

		

	
		
			
Introduction

			Who did not know her name: Rosa Spier, the gifted musician, who devoted her whole life to her beloved instrument, the harp? In the early years of the 20th century, the harp was a relatively unknown instrument, only occasionally playing a modest role in symphony orchestras. Rosa Spier, a child prodigy at the beginning of that century, dramatically changed things. Soon her stardom rose to unprecedented heights for that time. She made a unique contribution to the culture of music, completely on her own.

			Rosa Spier represents everlasting value to Dutch musical life. Her name became synonymous with the word ‘harp’. She had a charismatic personality and possessed an aura of fame. She was small in stature, but her stage presence made her a stately ‘grande dame’ who knew how to captivate any audience. Her tone and interpretative ability were unsurpassed. Only those who heard Rosa Spier play in real life and experienced the enchantment of her playing can judge that.

			In 2008, the tenth ‘World Harp Congress’ took place in Amsterdam, originally an initiative of Rosa’s former student Phia Berghout. During that congress, a book on Phia Berghout’s life and work was presented. Another, then famous French harpist, Henriette Renié (1875-1956) was also honoured on the same occasion. These two publications were the decisive factor for me to write a biography of the matriarch of almost all Dutch harpists, Rosa Spier. I consider it my duty to honour this exceptional artist in this way and to perpetuate her name and renown.

			I knew Mme. Spier from the beginning of my harp studies and experienced her at first hand for 17 years. I have collected material about her since 1950. Over the years, this has grown into an extensive dossier. I could draw richly on all this information to put on paper, as far as possible, a historically accurate and captivating account.

			Rosa Spier’s life and work are portrayed in a number of chapters. Attention is given to the following topics:

			–a comprehensive biographical sketch

			–her approach to music and her repertoire

			–Rosa Spier the inspiring harpist; foundation of the Dutch harp school; her students

			–Rosa Spier as a person, as a personality

			–the dark period of the Second World War

			–the story of her Wurlitzer concert harp in the period 1942-1945

			–celebration of her 60th birthday (November 1951)

			–her report on the First International Harp Competition in Israel (September 1959)

			–her work in the post-war period

			–her final years

			–letters written by her

			–The Rosa Spier House in Laren (North Holland)

			–films about her life and work

			Time after time I was presented with different versions of the same event. In such cases, I had to make a personal choice. Furthermore, we should not forget that even the most recent events in her life that are discussed in this book are already decades behind us. In doing so, I hope I have not slighted anyone.

			I have the impression that a renewed interest in the past is emerging among the present generation of music students. The material covered in this publication will certainly interest them. Moreover, older music lovers will probably experience this book as a ‘celebration of recognition’. May it appeal to many in the music world, and beyond.
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					4. Rosa Spier with her mother’s portrait

				

			

		

	
		
			
1 - 
Rosa Spier’s childhood overshadowed by poverty

			Rosa was born on 7 November 1891 in The Hague and registered at the civil Registry as Rosalie, her first name. She was the sixth, and last, child of Wolf Spier and Sientje Polak. Father Wolf was originally from the province of Overijssel, from an Orthodox Jewish background of farmers and merchants. Mother Sientje, small in stature and attractive and frail in appearance, assured the musical element in the Spier family. The head of the family had absolutely no interest in this. Sientje had a special preference for vocal music and loved to sing arias from the French opera productions performed in The Hague at the time. Her marriage, at about the age of nineteen, was probably a desperate move to get away from an extremely unpleasant atmosphere in her parental home. Sientje had been the apple of her father’s eye; but when he died suddenly at a relatively young age, she was at the mercy and ill-treatment of her strict, domineering mother, as well as a jealous older sister. Consequently, Sientje escaped rashly into a marriage, something for which she later suffered untold grief.

			Wolf Spier ran a wholesale food shop business in The Hague and his family lived above the store. However, father Wolf lacked the capacities to run the business successfully. His wife handled the administration of the business. She warned him time after time that members of his staff were cheating and robbing him. However, he was unwilling to listen to Sientje. She was clearly more intelligent than her husband and this created much tension between the couple. The business eventually went bankrupt. This resulted in dire poverty for the whole family.

				Father Spier did not think it was necessary for his children to rise socially, while the mother was very keen on this. These two diametrically opposed opinions clashed violently and huge marital disputes were inevitable. The father could behave with extreme lack of control, shattering plates to pieces. The children suffered severely under those disagreeable scenes between their parents. The seven of them usually stood trembling with fear in the corridor while violent throwing and smashing took place in the living room, intensified by shameful tirades. It could certainly not have helped the children’s development. In April 1903 the couple were officially separated.

			Mother Sientje developed a great distrust of men, which she tried to transmit to her daughters too. This attitude later caused her much suffering: one by one the children turned away from their mother. All in all, Sientje had a difficult and harsh life, which finally ended in 1918 at the age of fifty-four.

			ROSA’S INTRODUCTION TO MUSIC

			Rosa’s mother possessed boundless energy and was combative by nature. She fought like a lion for the interests of the five children who still lived at home at the time. Her perseverance, after the official divorce from husband Wolf, was able to move mountains. Everything her children achieved in life originated from her labour. Rosa always remained intensely grateful to her for this.

			Her mother possessed a natural musicality, but circumstances had prevented her from developing her talent in that field. When Roosje was about ten years old, her mother decided to send her to the choir class at the Royal School of Music in The Hague. She wanted to give her youngest daughter the opportunity to have her possible musical abilities tested and further developed.

			At the music school, Rosa was introduced to the first principles of harmony and solfège. They discovered that she had an excellent ear, kept in tune when singing and was also able to master rhythm, that essential element in music. At that time, the versatile musician Henri Viotta (1848-1933) was in charge of the institute. Born in Amsterdam, Viotta left a lasting mark on musical life in The Hague at the beginning of the 20th century. He was, among other things, the founder of the Residentie Orchestra. He was the permanent conductor of this ensemble from 1903 to 1917. From 1896 to 1919, he held the position of director of The Hague School of Music (renamed Royal Conservatoire of Music by Royal Decree in 1901), which he directed conscientiously, despite much negative criticism. Rosa Spier had regular contact with him during her studies and also afterwards. She was, and remained, grateful to him for his support and personal commitment.

			Around the turn of the century, Viotta invited Sientje Spier to come to discuss possible future prospects for her daughter. As Roosje’s musical gifts had attracted attention in the choir class, he advised Rosa’s mother to allow the child to learn an instrument as well. Without thinking long, mother Sientje spontaneously chose the harp for her daughter. That turned out to be the proverbial bull’s-eye. In Rosa’s words, written down later: “It was love at first sight and it stayed that way all my life.

			In 1901, a harp class at the Royal Conservatoire of Music had just started and harp students were of course welcome. Roosje heard the newly-appointed harp teacher play during a recital. On that occasion, she played the accompaniment to Bach/Gounod’s ‘Ave Maria’ in an arrangement for violin and harp. The young child sat mesmerised listening to the sound of the harp. She wanted only one thing in life: to learn to play the harp. In 1902, Roosje was admitted to the harp class, thus fulfilling her most fervent wish. Unfortunately, the joy proved to be short-lived. A few months later, the teacher disappeared. She had rather heavy-handed, nineteenth-century teaching principles. For instance, if Rosa’s hand position on the harp was not good, the teacher had the habit of hitting the child‘s fingers with a ruler. Perhaps such an old-fashioned teaching method was one of the reasons why people were anything but satisfied with the harp teacher’s achievements. She was dismissed and the harp lessons were discontinued. Rosa was almost ill with longing for the instrument and lessons, however unsatisfactory they had been. She continued, even without guidance, to go to the conservatoire daily to study the harp, in the morning before school, during lunch break and after school lessons.

			Rosa’s mother saw with pain in her heart how much her young daughter suffered from the cancellation of the recently founded harp class. She, who always stepped into the breach when her children’s interests were at stake, urgently asked the conservatoire management if another harp teacher could be appointed. Henri Viotta promised her to do everything possible to find a replacement teacher. Indeed, he did, in the person of Antoinette Schwier-Rutters. She was the former wife of the famous Dutch harpist Johannes Snoer (1868-1926). Among other things, he played in the very first season of the Concertgebouw Orchestra (1888). Later, he made a career in Germany and Austria, playing, for instance, in the Wagner opera productions in Bayreuth and was later appointed solo harpist of the Vienna Philharmonic. He must have been an outstanding player. In any case, his harp method and volumes of studies are thoroughly and knowledgeably constructed. Antoinette Rutters presumably studied with Snoer before marrying him. The couple later separated and an official divorce was pronounced. Antoinette subsequently returned to the Netherlands, remarried, looked for work in music and was then appointed harp teacher at the Royal Conservatoire. (From 1923, Antoinette Schwier-Rutters was chairwoman of the board of the General Dutch Women’s Organisation, a party that later merged into the Democratic Party, where she was a candidate and committee member 1924-1933). 
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					5. 1901, Rosa Spier (left) with Antoinette Schwier-Rutters (right). Photograph taken at the Royal Conservatoire, Korte Beestenmarkt, The Hague

				

			

			Mme Schwier possessed great eloquence and persuasiveness, which undoubtedly contributed to her acquiring that conservatoire position. However, she thrived more on her first husband’s fame than on her own abilities. Because of her painful lack of knowledge, insight and experience in the pedagogy of harp playing, she managed to mess up the playing technique of the harp students entrusted to her care. (The harpist Toos Stotijn-Heuwekemeijer, who had also started her harp studies with Mme. Schwier at a slightly later period, said afterwards that the teacher would read the newspaper, while the young harpist-in-the-making was heroically trying to plough through the notoriously difficult harp part of Wagner’s opera Tannhäuser!).

			Rosa realised from an early age that these harp lessons were not good. Sometimes she came home from lessons crying, because she was well aware that she had played her studies badly, for example, but had not received any instructions from her teacher on how to improve her playing technique. Then she would say to her mother angrily: ‘These are not harp lessons; it’s just turning pages.’ 

			The standard of harp playing in the Netherlands at that time was still very low. People did not know any better, because there was nothing to compare with. A few financially privileged music students studied abroad, preferably in Paris or Berlin. But most music students had to settle for the pedagogical opportunities that their own homeland had to offer. Nothing could be improved about the harp situation at the Royal Conservatoire at that time. Rosa’s harp studies were free of charge and additional expenses, for strings and sheet music, for example, were paid by a so-called benevolent society. Probably Rosa’s mother again had managed to arrange that.

			ROSA SPIER’S DEBUT 

			In 1903, Roosje played in public for the first time at a student performance at the Royal Conservatoire. The other two students in the harp class also performed on that occasion.

			
				
					
						
							[image: ]
						

					

					6. 13 years old. The dress was made by her mother on the occasion of her concert debut

				

			

			In 1904, Mme Schwier worked on the middle movement of Mozart’s flute-harp concerto with Rosa. The youthful pupil had been playing the harp for barely two years at the time and it was obviously a welcome challenge for her. The performance took place in the conservatoire’sconcert hall. It was a resounding success for Rosa. The audience was enraptured by the young child with her dark, expressive eyes and her long black curls. For the first time, she performed as a soloist accompanied by an orchestra. After the applause, still overwhelmed by the success, Rosa jumped off the stage, straight into her mother’s arms. The newspaper carried a review of that memorable performance, the very first official review Rosa had received. It said, among other things: ’She is no doubt carved from the wood from which artists are carved. When her small hands are a little bigger, she will be able to become a great harpist.’ Rosa had a lot of fun over that first phrase: the fact that she would be carved from wood, as a kind of female counterpart of Pinocchio, stimulated her already present sense of humour.

			ROSA’S FIRST HARP OF HER OWN 

			Meanwhile Rosa had left primary school and continued her schooling at the three-year HBS (Higher Secondary School). In 1905, a year after the performance of the Mozart concerto in question, she was appointed second harpist of the Residentie Orchestra on Henri Viotta’s recommendation. All in all, she had a busy life, actually far too taxing for a fourteen-year-old. She still studied the harp every day at the conservatoire. To possess an instrument of her own was completely unthinkable due to her mother’s constantly dire financial situation. Rosa was losing too much valuable time going back and forth between school, conservatoire and orchestra. There was urgent need to find an adequate solution to that daily problem.

			Again, it was Rosa’s mother who was fully committed to the welfare of her youngest daughter. Rosa had firmly resolved to alleviate some of her beloved mother’s financial worries by working very hard. A harp of her own to study on at home became a prerequisite to this end. Mother Spier did not hesitate to hold up her hand begging for the sake of her child, but without losing her sense of self-esteem. She appealed again to Henri Viotta and once more he promised to help the young harpist. The money came, partly with help from the Royal Household and some private individuals as well as the management of the Royal Conservatoire. Rosa’s harp teacher used her notorious eloquence to convince everyone involved that she should personally travel to London to select a suitable instrument for Rosa. Mme Schwier thus managed to get a nice trip to England, all expenses paid!

			At the time, the largest supplier of harps in England was the Morley firm, originally based at London’s Sussex Place and later at Old Brompton Road in the South Kensington district. In the previous century, the world-famous Erard firm, harp and piano builders, had two separately operating branches: its headquarters were in Paris, no. 13, Rue du Mail. The London branch was registered in Great Marlborough Street. In the nineteenth century, Erard absolutely dominated the harp field worldwide. Numerous newly built instruments left the London workshop in top condition. Towards the end of the century, however, the Paris Erard branch decided to close down the London firm, which had operated successfully for about a hundred years. George Morley, one of the co-workers at the Erard workshop, took over all the London branch’s machinery and started his own harp factory, which flourished for decades. New instruments were built, now under the name Morley, as well as all kinds of repairs, up to complete reconstruction. In addition, George Morley established a sizeable lending library of harp music. 

				It was to this establishment that Mme Schwier made her way; there were always suitable second-hand harps for sale there. The choice finally fell on the smallest model double-action pedal harp by Erard, Empire style with rams’ heads. The 43-string harp was already quite old and the mechanism, at the neck of the instrument, had indeed seen its best days, but the sound was lovely. Because the budget was limited, one had to ‘make do with what one had’, so to speak. A new instrument was far too expensive. However, this small, old double-action pedal harp could be purchased without financial liability. Rosa was overjoyed with the instrument: her very favourite possession and an unprecedented luxury!

			THE START OF ROSA SPIER’S CAREER IN MUSIC

			Besides music, which now almost entirely took up Rosa’s life, school lessons went on as usual. In this, she clearly had an edge over her fellow HBS students. It happened quite often that a messenger from the Residentie Orchestra came to fetch her in the morning during school lessons, because her presence at an orchestra rehearsal was required. The busier Rosa became in music, the less time she had for her schoolwork. Therefore, a special arrangement was made for her: she was given the status of ‘listener’ at HBS, meaning that she would continue to take some subjects, but be exempt from the rest. So, the foreign language classes continued, but she was extremely relieved to be rid of the maths subject she hated.

				Even at a relatively young age, Rosa had to deal with the phenomenon of professional jealousy. The first harpist of the Residentie Orchestra offered to give her lessons, but that did not suit Rosa. From an early age, it was clear to her what she wanted to achieve with the harp and she did not like the technical playing style and musical interpretation of her older orchestral colleague. Rosa was never afraid to stand up for her opinions, and in this case that set off bad blood. As a result, she was exposed to all sorts of subtle bullying and had to learn to guard against it through trial and error. 

				Gradually, Rosa began to be somewhat well-known. She performed more and more often, earning exemplary reviews. She also made a name for herself as an orchestral harpist. Apart from the Residentie Orchestra (where she gained indispensable ensemble experience), she also played with a music ensemble in Rotterdam and smaller provincial orchestras. 

				She later recounted an unusual story from her orchestra experiences with apparent pleasure. One day, a distinguished impresario was waiting for her impatiently at the school entrance. An opera company from Elberfeld-Barmen (later renamed Wuppertal) was performing Richard Wagner’s Siegfried (the third part of the opera cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen) in Rotterdam. The ensemble’s harpist had suddenly fallen ill and an immediate replacement was sought. Rosa, together with her mother and the aforementioned impresario, travelled to Rotterdam, all three under great nervous tension. The conductor of the opera company, Otto Lohse, was already waiting for them and he began to explain to Rosa’s mother in detail how he wanted the harp part played. Mother Spier didn’t dare to say anything and so only pointed at her daughter. The conductor went into a frenzy: “WHAT ... THIS CHILD?!” It got worse when it turned out that Rosa had never seen that harp part before. In the second act of Siegfried, the harp has nothing to play and the young harpist used that time in a separate room to prepare the rest of the harp part as best she could. In the interval, Herr Lohse came to her to give instructions. Miraculously Rosa got through this ordeal; the technically difficult solo passage at the end of the third act succeeded especially well, she said. After the end of the opera, the entire orchestra applauded Rosa; a well-deserved tribute. The next day, she was back at school as usual…
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					7. 13 years old, with the first harp of her own (Erard, ‘Empire, Rams’ heads)

				

			

			ROSA’S HARP STUDIES WITH OTTO MÜLLER 

			Meanwhile, the following had occurred: Rosa’s mother still had to rely on the abovementioned charity association for financial help. The secretary was a rather crude man, who could not match the dignity of the intelligent, brave Sientje Spier, who, through no fault of her own, had ended up in a poverty-stricken situation and who relied on indispensable external aid. She found it humiliating to have to hold up her hand and that, moreover, to a man who could in no way stand in her shadow. But she put the interests of her children, who still lived at home, ahead of everything else, and so for Rosa’s benefit, she went out begging again. One bad day - it must have been around 1906 - Mother Spier was told that financial support for Rosa would be discontinued. The secretary had apparently cast a favourable eye on one of her fellow harp pupils and he felt that it was now time to help her financially. However, this would be at the expense of Rosa’s allowance. More surprisingly, the argument was: Rosa’s lack of talent! The man apparently had no insight into the matter, nor was he interested in the girl’s exceptional talent. Her mother went to see the director of the conservatoire, protesting with indignation: ‘Her Rosa lacked talent? Her child who was extraordinarily gifted and had already made her mark in music?’ Rosa’s teacher, Mme Schwier, had by now been exposed as an incapable, incompetent teacher, and so her laudatory report on Rosa’s musical abilities was brushed aside. Henri Viotta came up with a tactful proposal: the two harp students would be tested by Otto Müller, the solo harpist of the Berlin Philharmonic. That famous orchestra traditionally performed in the Kurzaal of Scheveningen for several months during the summer season. The somewhat naive secretary of the charity association thought he had won the argument and agreed to Viotta’s plan. 

				A brief harp-historical interlude is in order here. During the nineteenth century, two clearly recognisable playing styles emerged in the harp domain: the French and German schools. In general terms, one could say that the French school advocated a brilliant, virtuoso, light style of playing. The German, on the other hand, propounded a solid, well-founded technique and a substantial, warm tonal quality. The latter school had produced a number of harpists of international level, such as Charles Oberthür, Franz Poenitz, Edmund Schuëcker and Albert Zabel. (The latter emigrated to Russia and is still considered the founder of the present-day Russian harp school). Otto Müller (1866-1939) was also a worthy exponent of the German style of playing; he was an eminent, widely honoured musician and also co-founder of the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra.

				The two harpists from The Hague had to audition for this authority in his field. The result was exactly as Henri Viotta had anticipated: Otto Müller was not at all impressed by Rosa’s slightly older rival; that put paid to the nasty plans of the ‘beneficent gentleman’. Professor Müller, however, was immediately charmed by the still young Rosa Spier’s convincing playing. His assessment of her musical prowess was highly commendable. All anxiety and excitement over finances were thankfully over and her studies could once again continue without obstacles. Otto Müller promised to help Rosa as much as possible. Although he recognised that her harp playing lacked a solid technical basis, he would try to change and improve it. He showed her the way to a better playing technique. After returning to Berlin, he proposed that she could write to him and ask him all kinds of playing-related questions. He did not, at least for the time being, want to give her really intensive lessons himself: she had to graduate from the conservatoire first. Herr Müller also arranged for Rosa to attend the Berlin orchestra’s Kurzaal concerts free of charge. She was enraptured by Müller’s harp playing. This was for years exactly what she had been looking for: a flawless, balanced technique, a big, even tonal quality, which was also audible in the orchestra, combined with a convincing, romantic-based musical interpretation. Otto Müller was an indispensable support for Rosa. This was therefore the happiest period of her harp studies.

				In 1908, when Rosa was 16, she received a surprising invitation from abroad. She was asked to take on the harp position in the municipal orchestra of the Swiss city of Bern during July and August that year. A real commitment with a decent fee as well. Together with her mother and one of her sisters, Rosa travelled to Switzerland. She was able to do her work in the orchestra with ease and she was also given the opportunity to perform as a soloist. At the same time, she enjoyed a well-earned holiday. An unprecedented luxury for herself as well as for her mother and sister!

			THE END OF ROSA SPIER’S CONSERVATOIRE EDUCATION AND THE FLOURISHING OF HER CAREER

			After a period of relative calm on the financial front, dark clouds once again gathered over Rosa’s head. Her fragile, old pedal harp had clearly had its day and was due for replacement. Rosa urgently needed a bigger, more stable instrument. But the harp she had in mind - a 46-string Erard, in Gothic style - cost fourteen hundred guilders at the time; for the impecunious family of the single Sientje Spier, an astronomical sum that was impossible for her to raise. Although help had been offered from various quarters, promises were often withdrawn at the critical moment. The Royal Family was again willing to help with at least part of the required amount, but on condition that private individuals collected the rest. And that did not succeed at first. Rosa was desperate. After an exceptionally promising start, should she give up music because of the impossible circumstances and become a saleswoman in a department store or something similar? In extreme misery, Rosa’s mother turned to someone who was known as a great benefactor of the arts. This benefactor, whose name has not been passed down, expressed his indignation at the difficult course of events and was willing to support a large-scale fundraising campaign. Thus, the money for the new harp was accumulated. Mother Spier had triumphed again, although the constant begging was weighing heavily on her. But, once again, she would do anything for her children. 

			It was an overwhelming moment when the new harp, firmly packed in a wooden box, arrived from Paris. The instrument, however, disappointed Rosa as far as its tonal quality was concerned. The famous Erard firm had certainly not sent Rosa the most beautiful harp! However, she had to make do with it. Perhaps it was at this time that one of her famous pithy sayings arose: “Even on a bad harp you must be able to play well and beautifully.”

			In 1909, Rosa took her final conservatoire exam at the age of 18. On the exam day itself, she was not very happy with her harp playing. Much had happened in the preceding period: the threat of having to discontinue her music studies, the disappointing new harp, and, probably as the most important factor, her poor training and, as a result, her still poor playing technique. Nevertheless, Rosa graduated ‘with high distinction for solo playing’. With this final examination, even though she herself was dissatisfied, she had nevertheless arrived at an important milestone. Now she was entering a new phase in her career.

			Thanks to the indispensable financial help that Rosa had received for years for her harp playing, and which would continue for some time, she was able to develop further and further under Otto Müller’s skilful and disciplined guidance, and eventually stand on her own feet. She could now decide for herself what she wanted to achieve with the harp and accomplish what she had in mind. She had made a promising start. Now a bright future as a professional harpist lay ahead.
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					8. 1923, portrait of Rosa Spier, made by Hendrik van Mastenbroek (1875-1946). Harp: Erard, Louis XVI

				

			

		

	
		
			
2 - 
Rosa Spier’s life in the period 1910-1932

			In 1910, during the Kurhaus summer season, for three months Rosa received very thorough and intensive lessons from Otto Müller. He changed her bad hand posture and her entire style of playing. He also studied twelve new solo pieces with her, repertoire she also had to be able to play by heart. She admitted working like mad, sometimes up to eight hours a day. At last, high demands were made on her. However, she realised more and more that mistakes that had become ingrained over a period of about ten years could not be overcome in a few months. The tuition fee for Professor Müller’s teaching was still being paid by the welfare association.

			In the following winter season, Rosa Spier’s orchestral activities expanded further. And she also started performing more and more often as a soloist. Her name and reputation spread steadily and her unique talent was recognised everywhere.

			In the month of May prior to her training with Otto Müller, Rosa had accepted a four-week contract in a café in Arnhem. After all, she needed to earn money to make ends meet as a professional musician. She played there together with some other musicians and had to arrange her own harp parts from piano scores of music popular at that time. It turned out to be a good learning experience for her. This form of music making, very common at the time, required great decisiveness. The performances were occasionally attended by a very interested gentleman, who invariably sat close to the harp. At one point, he introduced himself as the leader of the Arnhem Orchestra Association (now the Gelders Orchestra). He believed that Rosa ought to do more important musical work. From that acquaintance a commitment to the Arnhem orchestra soon took place. In October 1910, she moved to Arnhem and there a new phase in her life began: she now officially became an orchestral harpist with a steady job and income. 

				Rosa joined the orchestra at the same time as the new conductor Peter van Anrooy (1879-1954). Unfortunately, she did not get on well with him. She found him a difficult person who made her life as an orchestra member miserable. Despite this drawback, Rosa soon became the orchestra’s greatest success. She performed regularly as a soloist and became increasingly popular with the public. Rosa’s Erard harp (‘Gothic Style’) was the one she played in the orchestra. (At that time, music ensembles did not have their own orchestral harp. As a professional harpist, you had to have two instruments at your disposal: after all, you had to study at home too). Apart from her work in the orchestra, Rosa still practised on her old, small pedal harp, which gradually became completely unplayable. It really should have been replaced long ago, but how would she pay for it? In those days, more than a hundred years ago now, the fees of orchestral musicians were impossibly low by our standards. You therefore usually had to have a job on the side to make a reasonable living, financially speaking.

			Rosa received a request to play with the Italian Opera in Amsterdam, to replace a harpist who was not up to it. She accepted the invitation, but on condition that she would only play if the Arnhem orchestra did not need her. This was a period of running, flying and dashing for her: rehearsals in Arnhem in the morning, the same in Amsterdam in the afternoon, concerts in Arnhem and further in the east of the country in the evening, or opera performances in Amsterdam and tours in the provinces. All daily trips were made by train. She could only keep up this very busy life because of her youthful enthusiasm. She managed for four months (she was only nineteen at the time), but then had to break off the opera engagement: the strain proved too much. But at least she had earned enough from this temporary engagement to be able to afford an instrument from the London Morley firm: the first harp she earned herself!
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					9. In her early years as a harp teacher at the Royal Conservatoire in The Hague, with Rosa Spier at the harp (Morley), Wilhelmina de Groot seated. This harp is now in the Rosa Spier Huis, Laren

				

			

			Incidentally, Peter van Anrooy was furious because of Rosa’s second engagement alongside her work in the Arnhem orchestra. As a small form of abuse of power, he forced her to show up at orchestra rehearsals usually at 9am, only to rehearse pieces for hours without a harp. Thus, she wasted precious time sitting, doing nothing. 

			Rosa worked steadily to build her career. For instance, she started playing for choral conductors, initially only in the province of Gelderland. This led to a new kind of commitment: performing as soloist in an intermezzo at choir performances, as an extra attraction for the audience.

			The engagement with the Arnhem Orchestral Association was only for the winter season. In summer, the musicians had to find other ways to make ends meet. So, in 1911, Rosa undertook a summer engagement with the Wiener Operette in the Seinpost in Scheveningen. This was not easy for her, by the way: she had earned her spurs in the symphonic repertoire; the lighter operetta music did not suit her so well. Still, under the direction of a Vienna-based conductor, the musical level was excellent. And when important harp parts appeared on the music stand, such as those in Jacques Offenbach’s Les Contes d’Hoffmann, she was reunited with that form of orchestral work again. Here, too, there was hard work, but it was no comparison to the preceding double commitment. Rosa moved into her mother’s house again for three months and covered the distance to the Seinpost (and back) by bicycle. She had no time for holidays, but fortunately there was now less poverty in the Spier home, something that Rosa had long experienced from childhood. An added attraction of the Seinpost engagement was the fact that Rosa’s older brother Max played in the same operetta orchestra as an oboist (at least in that first year). Mother Sientje was happy and grateful to have her successful daughter with her again for a few months, and now without the dire lack of finance of earlier years.
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