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JOSEF HASSID was born at Suwalki, Poland in December 1923. His father,
Owseij Chasyd, was a book-keeper who loved music. His mother died when he
was an infant. Initially Hassid taught himself. At the age of six he received lessons
locally, but soon he had imbibed all the teacher knew. He was then taken to
Warsaw for lessons with Krystal. Four years later he entered the class of
Michalowicz at the Chopin Conservatoire. Ida Haendel, also in the class, was not
particularly impressed by him, but in the highly competitive hothouse parental
world of infant prodigies her father saw in Hassid enormous talent. A memory
lapse resulted in him failing in the Wieniawski Competition of 1935. [Ginette
Neveu won that year, David Oistrakh came second.]
In the summer of 1937, recommended by Hubermann, Hassid joined Carl
Flesch’s course at Spa in Belgium. Flesch, not given to praise, once said he was
the best student he had ever had. He could add little to Hassid’s already existing
technical ability, but concentrated on the boy’s musical development. Kreisler,
Szigeti and Thibaud heard him whilst he was with Flesch; each was deeply
impressed. During the course Hassid and a girl in the class fell in love. She was
not Jewish; the two families, both thoroughly against the romance, let alone
marriage, succeeded in parting them. The destruction of Hassid’s first real
experience of feminine company may have contributed to the tragedy which
followed.
In 1938 Hassid played in London at a private concert for charity. He was
well received. His public début in England, but he had played a few times in
Warsaw, was at the Wigmore Hall on April 3rd 1940. Gerald Moore, his pianist,
said that he had no self-confidence except when playing, and then his concentration
was that of a mature artist. The Times review next day, headed “Polish Boy
Violinist”, said that, “his performance created a strong impression and showed him
to be already, at the age of 17, something more than a ‘boy violinist’... The depth of
his musicianship was most conclusively proved by his playing of the Adagio and
Fugue in C from an unaccompanied sonata of Bach (which) excelled in contrasts of
tone, in significant phrasing, and particularly in his powers of suggesting an
elaborate polyphony on the four strings of his instrument. . . However the Schubert
(Sonata in G minor) was a bit too fast.” The programme also included La Follia
Variations (Corelli), a piece by Debussy and Paganini’s I Palpiti.
Hassid’s début with an orchestra was in the Queen’s Hall at a concert
conducted by Gregor Fitelberg in aid of Polish Relief. He played the Tchaikovsky
concerto. The Times was confirmed in its opinion.
After three further appearances Hassid became depressed and increasingly
deranged, eventually attacking his father with a knife. In December 1942 it was
deemed necessary to confine him under the Lunacy Act (1890). In October 1950,
after various attempts at a cure, a brain operation was performed. At first his
condition was satisfactory, but an infection led to his death on 7th November 1950.

Ginette Neveu, Alma Moody, Josef Wolfsthal and Josef Hassid, each
amongst the finest pupils of Carl Flesch, all died young.
The names of Ginette Neveu and Josef Wolfsthal survive through their
recordings of major works. Of Alma Moody there is nothing; of Josef Hassid there
are only a few morceau de genre. They are played on a J. B. Vuillaume lent to him
by Kreisler. Astonishingly, Hassid was in the studio even before his first concert.

It has been asserted that PHILIP NEWMAN was an illegitimate son of
Eugène Ysaÿe and certainly there was a resemblance between Newman and
Ysaÿe’s son, Antoine. Some add that his mother was the Queen of the Belgians.
More prosaically, Abraham Phillip Newman was born on 8th May 1904 at
53, Elizabeth Street, Cheetham, North Manchester; and the birth was registered by
the father on 23rd May. The parents were Harris Newman, Hebrew Reader (i.e.
Cantor), and Augusta Newman, née Lesergeld, at the above address. Thus his
father was the Rev. Harris Newman, Cantor of the Great Synagogue in Manchester,
formerly of Lodz, Poland. Moreover, pictures of Harris Newman and Philip
Newman in profile leave one in no doubt; as near as may be imagined one is a
clone of the other. There were two other children, Pearl, who had a career as a
cabaret singer, and Montague, a violinist whose career was ended by a car accident.
Of course it may be that an illegitimate offspring of Catholic parents in
Belgium was secretly fostered by an orthodox Jewish couple in Manchester . . . .
During the interval at a concert at the Festival Hall around 1980, Sydney
Davis, an elderly Mancunian recalled, “Philip Newman? I remember his
Barmitzvah, he didn’t give a speech, he stood up and played the violin instead.”
In October 1917 Newman entered the Royal Manchester College of Music to
study with Dr. Adolphe Brodsky, dedicatee of the Tchaikovsky concerto and
principal of the College. He played only once, the Andante from de Bériot’s 7th
Concerto on 18th November 1919, in an open practice, i.e. a public concert. This
was unusual as top flight students play regularly in such events. Also, he left in
1920 at Easter, but without a diploma. It may be that as he was unusually young he
did not follow a regular course, but studied only with Brodsky. Brodsky left no
record of his opinion of Newman, but he did recommend further studies at the
Belgian Royal Conservatory at Brussels. There, after being taught by van Hecke
and de Zimmer, he won the Premier Prix de Violin with Ernst’s Concerto in F
sharp minor. He also studied with César Thomson [1857-1931] and became
acquainted with Ysaÿe’s son Antoine.
Newman’s ambition was to study with Ysaÿe [1858-1931], but he seems
never to have felt himself sufficiently prepared, thus in about 1928 he moved to
Berlin to study further with Willy Hess, thus adding knowledge of the German
school of playing to what he had learned of the Franco-Belgian school, and he
planned also to study with Henri Marteau and Ottakar Ševc?k.
Then, by the time he did feel sufficiently prepared to go to Ysaÿe, Ysaÿe was
too ill to receive him. It is reported that Newman was permitted to play on the

landing outside Ysaÿe’s room, that he chose Ysaÿe’s fourth sonata, and that
Ysaÿe’s last utterance was, “Splendid, but the finale a little too fast.”
Queen Elizabeth of the Belgians heard a broadcast of him playing the
Beethoven concerto at the Casino in Ostend and was so impressed that she
expressed the wish to meet him and to hear him again. Newman played for her at
the Palais de Laeken. The Queen, who had previously studied under Ysaÿe, wished
to have lessons with him and was taught by him until the war started. Newman
then offered to give a series of concerts for Belgian troops, but plans to do this had
to be abandoned as Belgium was invaded.
In May 1940 Newman was one of the many who trekked across France
towards Spain and Portugal. Pablo Casals [Conversations with Casals; J.-Ma.
Corredor; Hutchinson, 1956] recalls Newman, an athletic person with peculiar
manners, dashing into his hotel in Prades in 1939 [he must have meant 1940], being
questioned by gendarmes, flourishing a revolver and proclaiming his right as an
Englishman, a member of an allied nation, to carry firearms. After explanations at
the gendarmerie Casals and Newman became great friends and played together for
several days. Casals thought him a, “a great artist with a strength and an
irrepressible personality.” On parting Newman, believing Casals to be short of
money, tried to give him a bundle of banknotes, which Casals adamantly refused to
accept, whereupon Newman insisted on him having his prized autographed
photograph of the Queen of the Belgians. Later on Casals invited him back four
times to play at Prades Festivals.
In Barcelona he seems to have given his passport to the Belgian Embassy,
believing it might be of use to allow the Minister to get out. Without any
documents he was promptly arrested, but after six days the British and Belgian
consuls managed to get him a visa for Portugal; he was escorted to the frontier by
two plain-clothed armed officials.
His efforts to offer Lisbon a British artist as an alternative to propaganda
inspired and well financed German fare were opposed. A recital in December 1940
was stopped by the police, but it was broadcast. However, his performance of the
Beethoven concerto next month led to an invitation to become violin professor at
the National Conservatoire. He was able to take this up fourteen months later.
Twice in 1942 at the instigation of the Germans he was ordered to leave;
however, the Prime Minister and the Minister of Education intervened and he
remained. Newman at once included the victims of the disastrous cyclone of 1942
as one of the causes of the many concerts for relief work which he organised. He
played frequently in prisons and hospitals, and he played on British ships moored
in the harbour. His gala concerts for the impoverished Portuguese Red Cross were
attended by the President of Portugal and the British ambassador. His motivation
in all this work was not only charity, but, as indicated, demonstration. against
German attempts to dominate cultural life.
He gained considerable prestige, which he used to help Belgian nationals get
to England. He met and became very friendly with the actor Leslie Howard, also in
Portugal to promote British cultural interests. It is believed that he had some
premonition and begged Howard to delay his flight, alas, in vain.

When the war ended he was decorated by the President of Portugal and by
the Portuguese Red Cross. When the Queen of the Belgians visited Portugal for six
weeks her lessons were resumed, now daily. To her great satisfaction he corrected
her bowing so that her playing of chamber music was much improved. When
Newman returned to Belgium he continued to teach the Queen until failing health
prevented her from playing.
Portugal’s regard for Newman was recalled in Hallé Magazine for the Music
Lover for November 1950 when arrangements were being made for the Hallé
Orchestra’s Portuguese tour. The magazine announces that, “Philip Newman will
make his first orchestral appearance in is native Manchester when he plays the solo
in Beethoven's Violin Concerto with the Hallé Orchestra on 22nd and 23rd
November. The violin on which he will play–a Vieuxtemps Guarerius (sic)–is
reputed to be one of the finest in existence.”
Newman played in South Africa in the late 1940s and he twice visited the
Belgian Congo, giving many concerts. He attempted to institute a local orchestra
in Elisabethville, but to his disappointment this was unsuccessful.
He was frequently on the juries of such events as the Queen Elisabeth
International Violin Competition, the Marguerite Long-Jacques Thibaud
Competition in Paris and the Tchaikovsky Competition in Moscow.
Newman was one of twelve violinists of international status who took part in
a gala concert at Liège in May 1958 to mark the centenary of Ysaÿe’s birth. It was
followed by the International Eugène Ysaÿe Violin Festival at Spa in July at which
he was a member of the jury.
On September 1st 1962 Newman inaugurated the Pollensa International
Music Festival in northern Majorca, which he had founded, and he played there
annually; indeed his last performance was given there shortly before his death on
November 23rd 1966. An obituary described him as, “A master of the violin, but
not, alas, a master of life; a brilliant artist, but a soul ever in search of fulfilment.”
He was buried in Pollensa, and a street there is named after him.
Newman was without doubt a world-class player, respected as an equal by
like players, but, so far as is known, he never played in the great concert centres of
the world’s capitals. No compelling reason has been offered, only rumours, e.g.
that he was unreliable, that he would play Bach movements in the wrong order, that
his platform manner upset people. Also he does seem sometimes to have
embroidered the truth, e.g. he cannot, as he claimed, at any rate on one occasion,
have studied the Franck sonata with Ysaÿe.
He played a Guarnerius “del Gésu” of 1741, which had previously belonged
to Vieuxtemps, teacher of Ysaÿe. According to his sister, Pearl Newman, who
provided much of the information for this article, it was made available to him by a
cousin of the financier Isaac Wolfson.
A correspondent in 1989 wrote of the Prades Festival of 1960. He heard
Newman play the Franck sonata with Julius Katchen, and also Bach Partitas.
“Then I asked, ‘Mr. Newman, where can I get some recordings of your
playing?’ ‘I am the only artist whose name is in NO RECORD CATALOGUE.’”

Nevertheless, fortunately something of Newman’s playing has survived.
These pieces are believed to come from a concert for students in Brussels in 1965.
For many the suggestion that any violinist has ever even approached the
perfection of Heifetz is heresy; Zeno Franchescatti referred to him simply as “The
Emperor”. Perhaps, however, Hassid came closer than any other to the seemingly
faultless technique and facility of Heifetz; we can understand how Flesch, Kreisler,
Szigeti and Thibaud thought so highly of him. The comparison does not end there,
those who find in Heifetz a certain coolness, a lack of emotional involvement in
what he is playing, may well find the same in Hassid; and, though every great
violinist has his own sound, here, too, they are not a million miles apart. There is
also a marked similarity of repertoire in Heifetz’s early records and Hassid’s
records, and, amazing though it may seem now, initially The Gramophone
Company accorded both of them a lower status than its prestigious red label.
Newman, also, has, very clearly, a prodigious technique, but emotionally he
is a million miles from Heifetz and Hassid. Newman’s soul is in the music. His
playing has the character of extemporisation. He takes risks, because only so can
he do what he has to do, which is to communicate with the soul of every listener.
Philip Newman was the very incarnation of Eugene Ysaÿe, even to his
leonine mane and when he played the violin he seemed possessed of something of
the same genius. He always lent to the grand quadrennial event of the Concours
Reine Elizabeth in Brussels, a presence as if Ysaÿe himself had supernaturally been
in attendance. At this event he was always joined by his co-founder, the
unbelievably inspiring Queen herself, right up to the age of ninety and beyond, who
gave the stately proceedings the authenticity of a hallowed royal occasion.
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