


ing. As one of Wales’ finest string players, Watkins is also a 
member of the jury. All the jury members are still active as 
players, and will all be giving concerts in the course of the week. 
They will also be giving masterclasses for competitors and stu-
dents from some of the UK’s specialist music schools. 

‘I want it to be as much as festival as a competition,’ says 
Back, ‘so I have broadened it to include as many things as 
possible.’ There are lunchtime and evening concerts, some 
featuring students from the Royal Welsh School of Music and 
Drama, one of the hosts of the competition along with the 
University of Glamorgan. There will be workshops organised 
by the European String Teachers’ Association, talks on Men-
uhin’s recorded legacy, and an exhibition of rare violins. 

There is a second gala concert to close the event. Here too 
Back has added singing to the mix, with soprano Rebecca 
Evans performing two Mozart arias with violin obbligato. 
Two other previous laureates, Jennifer Pike and Dong-Suk 
Kang, also take part, along with this year’s prizewinners, 
while another juror, violist Joji Hattori, conducts the orches-
tra of Welsh National Opera. 

The competition still retains strong links with Menuhin. 
His children Jeremy and Zamira are both trustees, and Jer-
emy will give a piano recital at Fonmon Castle, at which he 
will be joined by two of the jurors, chairman Erich Gruen-
berg and cellist Paul Watkins, for a performance of 
Beethoven’s Archduke trio. 

Zamira Menuhin Benthall has been a trustee of the com-
petition for more than 15 years. She remembers little of her 
father setting it up beyond the fact that it was supported by 
SAGA, which seemed odd to her for something designed for 
young people. But later she recalls: ‘We talked often about 
competitions. He wasn’t really in favour of them. He wanted 
to have a competition that wasn’t the usual win or lose sort 
of thing, and he felt that having a junior competition and 
making it more of a festival was a good idea. Of course in 
those days eight was a very young age, and even 21 was 
young. Now people grow up so much faster, so the festival 
today isn’t quite as he envisaged it.’

Nevertheless, it still has much of the spirit her father 
wanted. ‘It’s like a mini-camp,’ she says. ‘The children stay 
in private houses, where quite often there are other children 
who play musical instruments. It can be wonderful for them 
to discover that they have maybe a violinist from Kazakhstan 
staying with them.’

The competition has changed, she says, not least because 
it has become bigger and much better known. It started out 
in Folkestone, but as it grew it became difficult to raise suf-
ficient funding. Zamira Menuhin had the idea of turning it 
into an itinerant festival, as it is now. In 1998 it took place 
in Boulogne sur Mer in France, and it has now been there 
three times. In 2004 it came to London and was incorpo-
rated into a larger event, the Genius of the Violin Festival, at 
which time it gained a greater international profile. It was 
there that Vengerov joined the jury for the first time, and 
expressed his enthusiasm for repeating the experience. Car-
diff will be his second appearance. The venue for the 2010 
competition will be announced during this year’s event; 
there is talk for the future of going to the USA or to South-

East Asia. Back would also like to return to Cardiff. 
Gordon Back is a pianist, and also continues a long-stand-

ing Menuhin connection, having been his accompanist, and 
it was through Menuhin that he met his wife. As a former 
fiddle player himself, Back has a history of working with 
violinists. He was invited to be official accompanist at the 
Carl Flesch International Violin Competition in 1974. ‘By 
chance I played with the first, second and sixth prizewinners. 
Out of that I got 40 gigs the following season.’ He went on 
to become official accompanist at the Tchaikovsky, Indiana-
polis and Queen Elizabeth competitions, and accompanied 
Vengerov at the 1990 Flesch Competition. He was also 
accompanist for the Menuhin Competition until he took over 
as director in 2004, by which time he probably had more 
experience of violin competitions than most violinists. 

Back is one of a team of four responsible for everything to 
do with making the competition happen, from finding a 
venue to raising funds. In France the city paid for the whole 
thing. In Cardiff they received sponsorship from the Royal 
Welsh College of Music and Drama and the University of 
Glamorgan. ‘The rest we had to find ourselves. I still play 80 
concerts a year and I’m a professor at the Royal College of 
Music, so it’s a challenge.’

The first director of the competition, Robert Masters, is 
also still involved. Now 91 and living in Sydney, Australia, he 
has offered a prize of £1,000 for the best performance of 
unaccompanied Bach. This he will be judging himself, using 
the web-streaming link, which is a new feature at the com-
petition. All the competition rounds, although not the con-
certs and other events, can be watched live over the net. This 
is something that has only been done once before, at the 
Indianapolis Competition last year. In Cardiff, the technical 
expertise is being provided by the University of Glamorgan.

Violinist Erich Gruenberg has been chairman of the jury 
for nearly 20 years. In that time, he says, standards have 
gone up enormously. ‘The applications for the last two com-
petitions have been extremely high,’ he says. What makes 
the competition special for him is the participation of young-
er players. ‘Youngsters are completely unselfconscious, and 
the talent they have shows itself naturally. We always find 
the juniors particularly interesting, because the music 
streams out of them in the most natural, unsophisticated 
way. It is very touching to see. 

‘When they get older it can become more difficult for 
them, because their self-consciousness can get in the way. 
The transition from a child to a grown-up artist is difficult, 
and you cannot predict how they will come out. Sometimes 
the great talent that is apparent when they are young doesn’t 
develop. You know, sometimes with a wonderchild, the won-
der goes and the child remains.’

For the senior players, says Gruenberg, the competition 
ultimately has to be about the concerto they play in the final 
round. ‘But it is not all about winning. It’s friendlier, more 
of a youth festival, and the accent is not just on technique 
but on musicianship.’

www.menuhincompetition.org
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Zamira Menuhin Benthall in last year’s ceremony

Cardiff-bound: 
Maxim Vengerov


