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asmin Litele was not yet eighe
years old when she auditioned
to study at the Yehudi Menuhin
School {YMS} in Cobham,
Surrey, but she can vividly remember
the experience of playing for the school's
legendary founder and “a grear long cable
full of other people’. A natural performer
even at that carly age, she recalls thar it was
“very exciting and [ really enjoyed ir’.
Little had discovered music almost
by accident when struck down with
chickenpox aged six — off school and bored,
she asked for a recorder. which came with
an instruction book, *1 was a very precocious
reader; by the end of the afternoon [ had
rcad the book, had ranght myself che treble
clefand could play all the runcs.”

Early promise

S{"Jn $h¢ was JIS“ I("J I'I'Iing fn] pl:l:. tl'l,i: piann,
and her musical talent was nurcured by her
North London staze primary school, where
she was offered onc-to-one violin lessons
with rhe late Peter Watmough. "You weren't
supposed to start uncil vou were eighe, but
was keen to learn. The school let me take an
car test, discovered thar Thad perfecr pitch
and made an exceprion for me. I made really
fast progress — before long I was playing the
Mozart E minor sonata - and after abour
nine monchs Peter told my parents that he
chought I should go to a specialist music
school.” Watmough, who played 2 ¢rucial
part in Licele’s career, passed away in July,
Licele says of him: °T feel a ht.g: sense of
loss. All his pupils Liked kig - pever o
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L am full of gratizude at the kindness and
selflessness of this dear man who gave so
much to a liztle girl all those years ago.”
Litele's father George is an actor {maost
famous for playing a vicar in Emmerdale
Farm), so the idea that their younger
daughter might train to be a musician was
not as uncxpected as it might be for some
parents, They understood che implications
of what might turn out to be a precarious
freclance cazeer, ‘Both of them are very
musical. The bulk of my facher’s cheatriczl
work was in musicals - he pl;!._vcd the
big roles like Tevye in Fiddler on
the Roof, and Fagin and Bill Sykes
in Ofiver! - but he could never read
music, he learned all his parts by ear,
My mum had piano lessons as a child.
They loved music and belonged o a
record subscription scheme — they were
always exploring new repertoire and I
grew up listening to lozs of different seyles
of music,”

A dream come true
Everything happered very fast with the
Menuhin School audition: *Ic was the first
one I did - T had missed che preliminagy
audirion, but they said Icould come
and play for them in the moraing and.
then if chey thought 1 was ready Teould
play for the main encrance selection
pancl in the afrernoon. So chads whae
happened. I started in Seprember

1973 as a weeklv boarder and 1he
\oum:c%r pupil in che school, with a
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She admits tha she was homesick at first
ind missed her family, but she says she quickly
2ot used to being away from home and loved
being 2t school, the environment and "being
part of that amazing musical communiry.

‘It was very strange to be transplanted 1o
the Surrey countryside from a top floor flaz
in London, but I thought it was wonderful.
And iz genuinely was a very caring
community, like being part of a very big
family, with lots of brothers and sisters.

“There were just 35 of us then, aged cight
o 18 - people think it must have been a
real hothouse, but Yehudi was very, very
keen thar musicians should be rounded
human beings, aware of people in different
circumstances from themselves. There wasa
whole programme designed for us ro go and
play for peaple in hospitals and hospices and
other schools.”

Licele's first reacher at YMS was Jacqueline
Gazelle, the clderly Belgian widow of the
school’s first dirccror of music, but when she
lerr due to illness it took the school a while
to find the right person to replace her. Little
admics she floundered a little until the arrival
of Pauline Scorc when she was 14. ‘She took
me on and was immenscly caring, though
<he had a philosophy of "tough love™ and
was quite strict about my training, pucting
me back 10 scales and studies to sort our my
technique, which was very frustracing at
the rime; I fele [ was eight years old again,
She was also very careful about not letting
me play particular pieces or undertake
engagements until I was really ready for
them. But [ had enough grit in me to follow
her advice without complaining, and it really
paid off — within about 18 months Pauline
had given me the tools I needed for my carcer.

‘For a music student of any age, your
relationship wich your reacher is crucial - if
vour instrumental lessons are going well
everything else falls into place. I enjoyed
studying with Pauline so much that after
[ lefr the Menuhin School I moved on 1o
the Guildhall School of Music and Drama,
where she also caught, in order o continue
my lessons wich her.”

Asked how closely Menuhin himself was
involved with his school, Little says that be
was still very busy with his own performing
career, so his visits were not that frequent,
“Bur he heard ns all play a couple of times
a vear, and of course because L was there
for so long he knew who [ was. He took a
very keen interest in everyone; he took as
much care over a junior pupil's haw hold
or fingering s he did over a senior pupil’s
interpretaticn of a concerto,
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Leaning into teaching: Littie will take an Increasingly hands-on role at Theidenuhin Schaal

Giving back

Many aspects of life ac YMS have changed
since Little was a pupil - boarding is no
Inngcr compulsory, there are around 80
pupils on the regiscer (zround half from the
UK, the ather half from all round the world),
the modern facilities now include a 300-
seat concert hall which hosts commescial
events by visiting areists as well as school
performances, and tuition and pastaral care
are supported by a ralt of policies on issues
sl.'l.c]'i as h:hﬂviml’ m;n:.!.;r:mcnl:. hl'.':.’njtll 3.])(1
safety, and safeguarding.

But che ethos remains reassuringly the
same, says Little, who has stayed in touch
with her old schoaol as &« musical patron
and is now co-president along wich Daniel
Barenbeim. 'T was delighted to discover thar
they still maintain the one-minure silence
for reflection after assembly every morning
that Yehudi instigated - he felv it was very
imporrtant ro have thar chougheful moment
before we all went off to stast our working
day. I felc very privileged to be asked to lead
that silence once or twice during lockdown,
when the school contivued to funcrion
as much as possible orline, with vircual
assemblics two or three rimes a week.”

YMS has rl.-cl.'nti:,' appuintl:d anew
headmaster, Ben Gudgeon, and direcror of
music, Ashley Wass. '[hey have faced the
unenviable task of managing a school chac
was forced to close its doors during cheir
first year, and Little says that they have risen
to the challenge magnificently and she feels
very confident that they make an excellent

teamn, complementing onc another’s skills
and pcrsnn:l.l ities,

‘Ashley is an inspirational musician and
a very experienced educator, wheo has great
integricy; Ben hasa grear deal of experience
and a very deep understanding of what
support young musicians need to help
chem thrive.

After the concert platform

Little had incended to retire from the
concert stage in December 2019, bura
hand injury meant some ol her planned
performances had ro be cancelled, so she
delayed her retirement for a year, Now, of
course, Covid-19 has prevented most of this
year's concerts from taking place, This time
she has decided ro stick with Plan B, while
hoping that ene or two of her final recirals
can take place before the end of che year.
After thar, she is looking forward to having
more time 1o devote to the Royal Academy
of Music, where she isa \'isi:ins pmﬁ:ssnr,
and to building relationships wich ather
CONSETVALOIres, Not 1o mention writing,
hmdc:m:ing. adjudicating and exploring
some extra-musical intereses.

She is also looking forward to being
‘much more hands-on’ in her involvement
wich YMS. ‘As a former pupil who knew che
tounder well, worked wich him and came o
count him as a friend, [ can provide a real
connection to Yehudi,” ®
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