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Introduction: 

 

My grandfather William Pleeth would have celebrated his 100th birthday on the 12th January 

2016. To me he was first and foremost my grandfather, the man who loved to play badminton 

with me, cook me schnitzel and matzo-brei, pick me up from school, play cello duets and 

together with my grandmother, look after me most weekends.  

 

As a young child, I was aware that he was famous, hugely loved and that many people travelled 

great distances to study with him. The older I got, the more I heard about his concert career, 

his travels, and his life with the cello.  

 

I knew very little if anything about his early life. I never knew my great-grandparents, and 

William never referred to that part of his life, or in fact anything before the second world war.  

As is so often the way, I didn’t ask the right questions at the right time. And if I had, I suspect 

the questions would have been turned on me. William wanted to know every aspect of mine 

and my sister’s daily life, and would have shrugged away interest in his own childhood. 

 

Which brings me to 2016 and the year William would have been 100. And thanks to the Finzi 

Trust, time and financial support to undertake some research. 
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Project outline: 

 

William Pleeth - his early years 

 

Much is known of the great pedagogue's musical life in England from the late 1930s onwards. 

In addition to his performing profile, he was also regarded as one of the greatest teachers of 

the 20th century. This sharing and dissemination of William Pleeth's knowledge was vitally 

important to William and one of his great passions. Countless pupils all over the world testify 

to this.  

 

Pleeth’s thoughts on teaching: 

 

“Methods! You can't have methods when you're dealing with human beings who are all 

different. You have to treat them all differently. If you have methods you encourage copying 

and I don't believe that a teacher should allow his pupils to copy anything. It was the greatest 

quality in Klengel, which is almost a negative thing. He had no gimmicks. I had my last lesson 

with him when I was 16 and I've never had a lesson since. I've had to grow out of myself, and 

I'm eternally grateful that I'm not a copy of anybody.” 1 

 

I am in a unique position to explore William Pleeth's early years, both as a cellist who benefited 

from studying with him, but more crucially as William's grand-daughter, sensitive to his 

legacy. This project is therefore significantly important to me, both as a professional cellist, 

but also on a more personal level, enabling me to learn more about my grandfather and the 

early external influences which shaped his musical career. 

 

There is scant information about William's studies in Leipzig, other than he was the youngest 

student ever admitted to the Conservatory. He spent two years studying with Julius Klengel, 

from circa 1930 until 1932.  

 

Pleeth remembering his teacher Julius Klengel: 

 

"He was a wonderful teacher because he allowed you to be yourself. He hated it if someone 

copied him. He wanted us to develop our own musicality - and we did, and we're all different 

after all. Emanuel Feuermann and Gregor Piatigorsky were both Klengel pupils and they were 

totally different in their style of playing. Klengel himself was a very simple, unsophisticated 

man whose integrity was unquestionable. He was always honest and I loved him for it." 2 
 

The Conservatory holds records of this period, and study of these, as well as music and all 

documents relating to Klengel and his students at this time, has yielded knowledge of how 

William Pleeth's unique musicality was shaped. I examined Klengel's compositions, the 

                                                      
1 Yehudi Menuhin Music Guides Cello, William Pleeth, Macdonald & Co (Publishers) Ltd, 1982  
2 Ibid 
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various cello works studied and played by Pleeth as a young man in Leipzig (including a 

Klengel cello quartet). Of special importance was the study of Bach’s cello suites, as  

 

championed and taught by Klengel. William Pleeth learnt all six of Bach’s cello suites whilst 

studying with Klengel, and never wavered from his devotion to these works once back in 

England. This however has developed into a separate project, of such scope and scale that I 

can only touch on it within the context of this paper. 

 

Whilst in Leipzig I also accessed archive newspaper footage from those years to produce an 

archive of Pleeth performances (both student and professional) in Leipzig, prior to his return 

to England before Hitler's rise to power in 1933. 

 

I immersed myself in Leipzig life during my research time there, writing up my research in the 

building where William Pleeth studied, as well as visiting venues where he performed, and the 

places he lodged. William Pleeth's time in Leipzig was of vital importance to him, both 

personally and professionally. He literally grew up there, spending his formative teenage years 

in intense study there, practising for up to eight hours a day. Study with Klengel enabled 

William Pleeth to trace a direct pedagogical line back to Brahms and Mendelssohn, both close 

friends of Klengel. It is rare to find a teacher with such close historical ties, spanning the 

generations, and I know this formed a vital part of William Pleeth's performance and teaching 

work.    

 

Within the UK, there were aspects of William Pleeth's early life prior to Leipzig which needed 

to be explored. These included his studies at the London Cello School (under Herbert Walenn) 

from 1926-1928, as well as research at the British Library, and various archives (including the 

BBC and National Sound Archives). This material has provided a brief context for the main 

body of research, namely William Pleeth's Leipzig years.  
 

 

Upon William's death in 1999, I inherited the family archive, which other than a few postcards 

(written from William to his family back in England during those years) has scant material 

covering his studies in Leipzig. Rather than rely on anecdote and family stories, I feel now is 

the time to put these important years firmly in context, as part of the centenary birth year 

celebrations. Study of this family archive has formed a part of this project. 

 
 

Tatty Theo 

London, February 2017 
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Schedule of events: 

 

12 January 2016  

William Pleeth’s 100th birthday 

Radio 3 broadcast and interview given by Tatty Theo and Anthony Pleeth 

I sourced archive pictures for Radio 3 website 

 

 

28 April - 5 May 2016 

Research trip to Leipzig: part 1 

Study at the Hochschule für Musik und Theater  

 

 

August 2016 

I contributed an article about my memories of William Pleeth as a teacher to the Autumn 

edition of Arco, the European String Teachers Association. 

 

 

September 2016 

I contributed an article about William Pleeth for the London Cello Society Newsletter. 

 

 

29 September - 6 October 2016 

Research trip to Leipzig; part 2 

Study at the Hochschule für Musik und Theater  

Study at the Bach-Archive 

 

6 November 2016 

William Pleeth: A Centenary Celebration, for Aldeburgh Music 

 

Journalist Paul Riley chaired a discussion about William Pleeth’s musical life, with Robert 

Cohen, Anthony Pleeth and Tatty Theo. I wrote an article on William Pleeth for the concert 

programme. 

 

 

20 November 2016 

A Tribute to William Pleeth 

Royal College of Music 

 

I presented the results of my research in Leipzig into William Pleeth’s early life. 

I also showed previously unreleased archive audio and film footage of William Pleeth. 

I participated in a panel forum, assessing William Pleeth’s huge influence as a teacher. This 

was with a selection his most famous former pupils including Robert Cohen, Anthony Pleeth, 

Colin Carr, Adrian Brendel, Frans Helmerson, Melissa Phelps, to name but a few. 
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William Pleeth’s childhood in London 1916-1929 

 

 

William was born in London on 12th January 1916. He was born in the family flat, above the 

family’s barber business, at 23 Princess Street, Primrose Hill.  

 

William (pictured seated right) was the middle son; his elder brother Sidney (Shear) was born 

in 1913, and his younger brother Reginald in 1922. The family’s first-born son Millard died in 

1912, a few months shy of his fifth birthday.3  

 

 
 

© Pleeth family archive 

 

William’s parents - John (1883-1972) and Edith (1888-1969) - were Polish-Jews, from Łodz 

and Warsaw respectively.  

 

                                                      
3 See David Mittman: http://www.davidmittman.org/genealogy/David%20Saul%20MITTMAN/ps04/ps04_097.htm 
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John’s father, Daniel Plicht (born in Poland in 1853) arrived in London, via Hamburg, in 1902. 

His wife was Brandel Chaya. It is likely that William’s father John arrived in London at the 

same time as his parents. We don’t know when the family adopted the name Pleeth. In the first 

decades of the twentieth century there were still variants on the name, with Plight and Plachta 

branches of the family. 

 

Less is known about Edith Pleeth (neé Gold), although William recalled 4 that his mother came 

to London from Warsaw aged 15, to study the piano. This would place Edith in London c. 

1903. However, I can find no record of John and Edith’s marriage in the UK. 

 

The Pleeth family continued to live in Primrose Hill in North London, during the first part of 

William’s childhood, and William attended the local school at the end of the road, Princess 

Road Primary.  

 

Without a doubt, William’s early life had music in it. As mentioned earlier, his mother Edith 

played the piano, and she was part of a large musical family. Edith Gold had three brothers; 

two were concert masters in the Warsaw Philharmonic, and the third brother was principal 

clarinettist. Their father was principal flautist. In William’s words “we sort of owned the 

Warsaw Philharmonic.” 5  

 

William first heard the cello being played in a London café orchestra, when he was aged around 

7. He was fascinated by the ‘big fiddle’ as he called it, and eventually his father purchased a 

cello for him from a local second-hand shop, the day before William’s 8th birthday. 

 

William’s first teacher was a man named Waldstahl, the cellist from the café orchestra. I can 

find out nothing at all about him, although William had only a few lessons before the teacher 

professed that he had taught William everything he knew. William’s father John was quoted as 

saying “After 6 lessons he said to me ‘It is no good going on with your boy. I have taught him 

all I know already’”. 6 

 

By 1924 the family had moved around the corner to 55 Park Street in Camden Town, again 

living in a flat above the family hairdressing business. 

 

In November that same year, William was having lessons with a cellist called Mary Bridson. 

Miss Bridson lived in nearby St. John’s Wood at 14 Alexandra Road. She sent him a postcard 

referring to a performance he was giving on 29th November. Could this have been his first 

London concert. Mary Bridson was unable to come to the concert (as she had a quartet 

engagement) but sought to reassure William that “I have your Tartini safe”. 7 

 

The scant biographical knowledge I have of this part of William’s life confirms that he then 

studied at the London Cello School (based at 10 Nottingham Place, London, W1) for three 

years.  

                                                      
4 when interviewed for BBC Radio 3 on the occasion of his 80 th birthday 
5 BBC Radio 3 interview as above 
6 Evening News, 23/02/1933 
7 postcard in the Pleeth family archive 
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His introductory certificate to violoncello – grade 4, Honours, taken in 1927- survives. 

 

 
 

© Pleeth family archive 

 

 

William’s teacher at the London Cello School was Herbert Walenn, who had founded the 

establishment in his own house) in 1919. According to Grove Dictionary of Music, Herbert 

Walenn (1870-1953) had studied in London at the Royal College of Music and the Royal 

Academy of Music (with Edward Howell) before attending the Frankfurt Hochschule, where 

he studied with Hugo Becker. Walenn had a successful career as a soloist in Germany, and 

made his London debut in 1902. The foundation of the school was perhaps his greatest legacy, 
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and works written for performance in its heyday included Casals’ Sardana (for 16 cellos), 

composed in 1927, a time that would have coincided with William’s studies there. 

 
Two documents survive from William’s time at the London Cello School: 

 

On the 4th February 1929 William received a letter from Walenn: 

 

“Dear William. I was pleased with your performance last Saturday & I would like you to play 

at our Public Concert at the Wigmore Hall on March 23rd so we must get up our [one] solo in 

first [?] style!. Yours affectionately, Herbert Walenn.” 

 

 
 

© Pleeth family archive 
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The next letter, less than a year later, in January 1930, reflects William’s changed 

circumstances. It is addressed to William’s father: 

 

 
 

© Pleeth family archive 

 

“Dear Mr Pleeth. We shall miss William but I am glad to hear he is in the good hands of his 

uncle in Germany & hope to see him back in England some time or other. Yours sincerely, 

Herbert Walenn.” 

 

This letter marked an acknowledgement of the end of William’s childhood studies in London, 

and the beginning of the next chapter in his life. 
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Leipzig: 

 

 

 
© Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv 
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In January 1930 William arrived in Leipzig, hoping to study with the great cellist, pedagogue 

and famous Leipzig citizen, Julius Klengel (1859-1933). Klengel was one of the foremost 

German cellists and teachers. From 1881, he held the position of Royal Professor at the Leipzig 

conservatory, a position he retained until his death.  

 

Aside from William Pleeth, Klengel’s most famous pupils were Guilhermina Suggia (who 

studied with Klengel from late 1901-c.1903), Emmanuel Feuermann (who studied as a private 

student from 1917-19), Edmund Kurtz (who studied from 1922-25), Gregor Piatigorsky, and 

Paul Grümmer (who studied at different times between 1893-99). 

 

Klengel had a tradition of accepting young students. Feuermann was roughly 15, Suggia was 

roughly 16, Kurtz was 13 or 14, and Piatigorsky was around 18. Grümmer was around 14 and 

a half. Another pupil, the English cellist Antonia Butler was just a little over 13. 

 

So, arriving in Leipzig at the age of 13, William was certainly amongst the youngest of 

Klengel’s students. He was also the youngest student at that time to have been awarded a full 

scholarship.  

 

William’s registration papers show that he formally enrolled at the Landeskonservatorium, 

Leipzig on 6 January 1930, six days before his 14th birthday. 
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© Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16420] 

 

 

 



 

 14 

The audition period was held in early January in 1930, so we can assume that William travelled 

to Germany with his mother, was accepted on the spot and stayed on. This would explain why 

there is no address given on his registration papers “not definently [sic] fixed”.8 

William performed a piece by Julius Klengel, the three-movement Concertino in C Major, 

Opus 7, composed in 1885. 

 

It is inconceivable that his family wouldn’t have explored the possibility of William being 

offered a place and therefore needing somewhere to stay rather urgently. The Pleeths therefore 

had a back-up plan that William could at least stay temporarily with a fellow English student. 

This was the cellist Maurice Zimbler, who the Pleeth family might have known from London. 

 

Herbert Walenn’s letter dated January 15th 1930 refers to William being in Germany with an 

uncle. Family archives contain the following document, drawn by William: 

 

 
© Pleeth family archive 

                                                      
8 see document above 



 

 15 

 

 

Morry is Maurice Zimbler.  William’s lovely childhood drawing perfectly captures the 

excitement he must have felt, setting off to the ‘Con’ with Morry, both of them with cellos 

slung over their shoulders. There must have been some camaraderie between the two men, with 

William having nicknames for them: “Mutt and Jeff, the talk of the Con”.  

 

 

 
 

© Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16106] 

 

 

Zimbler studied with Walenn at the London Cello School for two years and then with Julius 

Klengel in Leipzig. He enrolled in January 1929, stating that he’d already been learning with 

Klengel for 2 months.9 

 

When interviewed about his Leipzig studies in later life, William stated that the idea to study 

with Klengel had come about through a friends’ son. Maurice Zimbler was similarly from a 

London Jewish family, had possibly met William at the London Cello School, and (eleven 

years older) would have been a trusted person to look after the young William in Leipzig.  

 

                                                      
9 according to Maurice Zimbler’s registration document 
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When William arrived in Leipzig, Zimbler was living at 14 Alexanderstraße10, and we can 

place the two men here until around June 1930, when a new address appears for William. By 

this time Zimbler was about to finish his studies. His Zeugnis (end-of-year certificate) is dated 

14th July 1930. 

 

Alexanderstraße was in an area not too far from the Hochschule. The area today seems 

unremarkable, although the house that William lived in has some notoriety as Walter Ulbricht 

(1893-1973), later the head of GDR lived in the building from 1900-1903. 14 Alexanderstraße 

was a typical Leipzig apartment building, with many families living there. Nothing remains of 

the building now. There was a huge flood there in the 1960s, and many buildings (including 

14 Alexanderstraße) were torn down to make way for a ring-road and a GDR block of flats. 

We can however build up a good picture of the surrounding streets from existing maps and 

photos. Alexanderstraße joined Kolonnadenstraße, which is still there and gives a good 

impression of the buildings in William’s neighbourhood.  

 

 

 
 
photo © Stadtgeschichtliches Museum, Leipzig  

 

                                                      
10 this is the address given on his registration document 
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photo © Stadtgeschichtliches Museum, Leipzig  

 

 

At the other end of William’s street was Mendelssohnstraße, since ‘Morry’ and William lived 

in the music quarter, close to the Hochschule. Other streets around the Hochschule were named 

Beethoven, Mozart, Schumann and Bach straße – how impressive this must have seemed to 

the young William, his area of London devoid of musical street names! 

 

William’s first few months at the Hochschule were presumably spent learning repertoire, 

German, and adapting to life in Leipzig, as a young boy without his family around him.  

 

William reminisced in later life that “I recall Zimbler and I shared “digs” for six months. He 

used to practise to the minute from 10-12.00 and 4-6.00, and he sent me off to do the same. 

Four hours a day for those six months - for me that was hard work. That’s when I did most of 

my learning. I never found anything difficult. My eye saw and my fingers did it, and I don’t 

believe that I was aware of this piece or that being difficult or demanding.” 

 

In these early months there was frequent communication from the Pleeth family to William 

and vice-versa. William referred to himself as Noo, and often called Nettie or the affectionate 

diminutive Nushele by his family. 
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postcards © Pleeth family archive 
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© Pleeth family archive. William  with his mother Edith. 

 

 

William’s mother visited occasionally, presumably when finances allowed, and left her other 

sons in the care of their father, with his rather limited culinary repertoire of chicken soup. 

 

By the summer of 1930 William was living in new lodgings, perhaps as Maurice Zimbler had 

completed his studies in Leipzig, and vacated the shared digs. 

 

William’s new address was 21 Christianstraße, lodging with a Mrs Palmer.  Christianstraße 

was in a much nicer part of the city, and was traditionally a Jewish area. William was very 

close to the river, many parks and the sports stadium. He certainly enjoyed time walking 

outdoors in the parks. 
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© Pleeth family archive 
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Christianstraße, where William lived from summer 1930. Photo © Tatty Theo 

 

 
 
The attraction that the city of Leipzig held for the Pleeth family was no doubt the presence of 

Julius Klengel, although Leipzig’s large Jewish population would also have reassured 

William’s mother. They were not regular synagogue attenders but Judaism was important to 

the family. Leipzig boasted a several synagogues and a Jewish population of c.13000 in 1925. 

This had decreased to c.11564 by 1935, no doubt due to Hitler’s rise to power. During 

William’s time in the city, its Mayor was Carl Friedrich Goerdeler. He resigned from his 

position in 1937 in protest against the Nazi regime when the city’s statue of Mendelssohn was 

pulled down. 

 

William would have been familiar with shops such as the department store Bamberger & Hertz 

(which specialised in clothing and sportswear for boys and men) on Goethestraße. This, like 

all but one of Leipzig’s synagogues was destroyed on Kristallnacht, 9-10 November 1938. 
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Concerts: 

 

The archive at the Hochschule has complete records of the concerts that William participated 

in whilst a student there. There is a total of five, over a period of 27 months. 

 

This is fewer than some other cellists, more than others. William’s young age might have 

played a part in this. He was kept out of the orchestra until he was fifteen 11, and since I can 

find no record of any chamber music concerts, I must conclude that he didn’t take part in these 

either, just focussing on his solo work with Klengel. 

 

There was certainly no shortage of repertoire learnt during these 27 months. William 

remembered learning the six Bach suites, the 12 Piatti Caprices, innumerable studies and 32 

cello concertos, 24 from memory. He recalled that he learned “a concerto every 3 weeks or 

so…”.12 

 

 

These included the following pieces: 

 

Antonin Dvořák (1841-1904) 

Cello Concerto Opus 104 (b minor) 

Composed 1894-95 

 

Friedrich Grützmacher (1832-1903) 

Cello Concerto Opus 46 Number 3 (e minor) 

Composed in 1858 

 

Eugen D’Albert (1864-1932) 

Cello Concerto Opus 20 (C Major) 

Composed 1899 

 

Bernard Molique (1802-1869) 

Cello Concerto Opus 45 (D Major), dedicated to Piatti 

Composed 1853 

 

August Lindner (1820-1878) 

Cello Concerto Opus 34 (e minor) 

Composed 1860 

 

Georg Goltermann (1824-1898) 

Cello Concerto 

[Goltermann composed 6 cello concertos, and it is uncertain which ones William performed] 

 

                                                      
11 A fact recollected by William towards the end of his life in 1997 
12 in the 1997 interview given to Selma Gokcen 
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Of the pieces on this list William only performed the Grützmacher and Lindner concertos in a 

public concert in Leipzig. The rest would have been purely for study purposes only, to develop 

Wiliam’s cello technique and expand his knowledge of the repertoire. 

 

William recalled performing a piece for four cellos by Julius Klengel whilst at Leipzig. The 

other cellists were Emanuel Feuermann, Fritz Schertel, and Klengel himself. No record 

survives of this performance so it remains a distinct possibility that this was a private event. 

Schertel was a teacher at the Conservatory and Feuermann must have made a visit on this 

occasion. No record survives of what the piece they performed was, although looking at 

Klengel’s repertoire for four cellos, it would have been one of the following pieces: 

 

• 2 Stücke für 4 vc Op.5 1884 

• Variations on a special (eigenes) theme a minor Op.15 1886 

• Theme Mit Var. G Major Op. 28 1892 

• Impromptu über bekannte Melodien G Major Op.30 1892 

• 4 Stücke für 4 vc Op. 33 1895 

 
 

Returning to the concerts for which there are extant concert programmes and the list of 

repertoire William performed, his first concert appearance was performing the Grützmacher 

cello concerto, on 27th June, 1930. In this instance he was accompanied by a pianist, rather than 

an orchestra. Family records contain a fragment of this concert programme, annotated by 

William. 

 

 
© Pleeth family archive 
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The full programme (below) is reproduced from the archive at the Landeskonservatorium: 

 

 
 
© Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, III.1, 27 [27 June 1930]  

 

 

William received a review in the Kemnitzer Zeitung in 1930: “One may speak of William 

Pleeth as a wonder. Now only 14 years of age he played the difficult Grützmacher Concerto 

with such amazing ease, that there is absolutely nothing that he may learn. He also plays with 

great musical understanding, and his tone is beautiful in every degree.”13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
13 translation Pleeth family archives 
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His next concert was on 16th December, where he played the Lindner Cello concerto: 

 

 
 
© Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, III.1, 27 [16 December 1930] 
 

 

 

Another concert followed on 24th March 1931. This was a mixed programme of works by 

Georg Goltermann, Cäsar Cui and David Van Goëns, with piano accompaniment. There is no 

record who the pianist was, although this was usually stated on the programmes. 

 



 

 26 

 
 

© Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, III.1, 27 [24 March 1931]  
 

 

Again, William also kept a fragment from his copy of the programme 

 

 
 

© Pleeth family archive 
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None of the programmes up to this point (relating to William Pleeth) record who the pianist 

was. It remains a distinct possibility that it was Klengel himself. William recalled that Klengel 

usually accompanied him, cigar ash falling all over the piano keyboard.  

 

Then, William performed the Sammartini Cello sonata in G Major on 6 November 1931. For 

the first time, the pianist is noted too, and in this case it wasn’t Klengel. Hermann Berlinski 

was a fellow Jew whose family also originated from Łodz. He was a student of Otto Weinreich. 

 

 
 

© Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, III.1, 27 [6 November 1931]  
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William’s final performance took place on 28th February 1932: 

 

 
 

© Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, III.1, 27 [28 February 1932] 

 

This was William’s concerto debut playing with an orchestra, rather than piano 

accompaniment. He kept the following document in the family archive, relating to a rehearsal 

for this concert: 

 
© Pleeth family archive 
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This concerto performance on 28th February was William’s last documented performance in 

Leipzig. The Leipziger Abendpost wrote: “With the Haydn Concerto William Pleeth shows 

himself to be a ‘cellist who, with his amazing technique and beautiful tone, is to be classed as 

a virtuoso.”14 

 

A press cutting from the family archive shows a similar review. Although it is dated 1931 in 

William’s handwriting, it clearly refers to the Haydn cello concerto, so must be from 1932. 

 

 
 

© Pleeth family archive 

 

 

 

 

There is also a letter from Klengel himself, typed in English and written in April 1932. This 

perhaps was intended to serve as a reference for William in his musical life post Leipzig. 

 

A full transcript of the document reads: 

 

“Prof. Julius Klengel.    Leipzig, 26.4.32. 

      Kaiser Wilhelmstrasse 12. 

 

William Pleeth from London, who was my pupil at the Leipzig Landeskoservatorium [sic] for 

several years, is an appearance that is not to be found every day amongst the cellists of our 

time. In spite of his youth, he plays the greatest part of the cello-literature that is necessary, 

in masterly manner, so that I cannot speak of a wonder-child, but indeed of a master-cellist. 

I am convinced that William Pleeth will soon have a first name amongst the concert-cellists 

of the present time.”15 

                                                      
14 Translation in Pleeth family archive 
15 Pleeth family archive 
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After this, records cease for William in Leipzig, apart from his final undated report. 

 

 
 

© Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.3, [16420] 

 

 

 

This serves to confirm his excellence in his main study (gaining the highest mark), and the fact 

that he didn’t attend harmony or theory classes, or his second study, which was to have been 

piano. In terms of participating in the orchestra he achieved a first for talent, but merely a IIa 

for effort and achievement. He never was interested in orchestral playing! 

 

It is uncertain when William arrived back in London, although he kept in contact with Klengel. 

The two men were obviously close; William spent time with Klengel outside of lesson times 

in Leipzig, the two men taking long walks together.16 

 

                                                      
16 William recalled that one January Klengel chastised William for having ‘abandoned’ him over Christmas, the two men unable to take 

their customary walks together. 



 

 31 

One of the final communications between the two men came in June 1933, in the form of a 

postcard sent to William in London: 

 

 
 

© Pleeth family archive 

 

 

“13.6.33 [location unclear] 

Dear Baby William! 

Professor send me your letter, I am on the country, but I must tell you I was happy to see how 

wonderful are your kritiken, you are a famous cellist like Feuermann. I hope to hear you in 

the Gewandhaus. Best love yours from Professor Klengel” 

 

 

Klengel’s postcard indicates that he didn’t know William’s appearance at the Gewandhaus 

had been postponed. William always believed this to be due to the fact he was Jewish, and 

the Nazi’s rise to power in 1933. This is perhaps alluded to with the statement “I also fear it 

may not be possible to invite you”. 
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© Pleeth family archive 

 

 

The translation reads: 

 

“Dear Mr Pleeth! 

Many thanks for your letter dated 25 April. At the present we cannot make any plans for the 

next winter. I also fear that it may not be possible to invite you. If it could be arranged, however, 

which would very much please me, we would write to you at the latest at the end of May. If you 

do not receive an answer, please assume that you have not been booked.” 

 

 

Klengel died later that year, on 27 October 1933. He remained a vital presence throughout 

William Pleeth’s life. 
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Fellow cellists in Leipzig 

 

This has been a personal account of William’s time in Leipzig, but I want to ‘build’ a picture 

of some of his fellow students – faces he would have been familiar with, from lessons, concerts, 

and the occasional orchestra session or chamber music class that he perhaps attended. 

 

Although William was the youngest scholarship student in Leipzig, the fact that he was from 

England was by no means unusual. There had long been a tradition of courting students from 

England, which dated back to the opening of the Hochschule in 1843. This was no doubt helped 

by Mendelssohn’s high status in England at that time. Hochschule brochures were printed in 

English from the very early days of the institution.  

 

From 1843-1914 when current digitised records cease, there were hundreds upon hundreds of 

English students in Leipzig.  

 

In the immediate years prior to William’s arrival there were several English cellists who studied 

with Klengel. These were Antonia Butler, Nancy Toller Unwin, Laura Thomsen and of course 

Maurice Zimbler.  

 

Antonia Butler began her studies in the academic year 1922, graduating in 1926. She was also 

one of Klengel’s youngest students, aged just 13 and 3 months when she commenced lessons 

with him. 

 

Thomson and Toller Unwin, both students in 1928-29 were both students of an English (or 

possibly Irish) cello teacher called Edith Vance, born in 1888. Vance studied with Klengel 

from 1907-1909 and nineteen years later she sent her two students to study with him. 

 

When William arrived, only Maurice Zimbler still remained with Klengel. 

 

However, between January 1930 and April 1932, William would have encountered no less than 

16 other Klengel cello students, including Maurice Zimbler: 

 

Werner Haupt aus Halle 1929-30 

Sigrid Succo aus Bremen 1929-30 

Sami Katzenellenbogen aus Leipzig 1929-30 

Adolf Grajeck aus Breslau 1929-30 

Renate Werner aus Berlin-Zehlendorf 1929-30 

Gudrun Oehme aus Leipzig 1929-30 

Richard Bauer aus Leipzig 1931-32 

Helmut Weimann aus Kassel 1931-32 and 1932-1933 

Georg Jaroschewitz aus Cetatea-Alba (Romania) 1931-32 and 1932-1933 

Rüdiger Scheffler aus Zwota i.V 1931-32 and 1932-1933 

Maurice Zimbler aus London 1928-1929 and 1929-1930 

Willy Zimmer aus Johanngeorgenstadt 1929-1930, 1930-1931 and 1931-1932 
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Leila Atkinson aus Huntington, USA 1929-1930 and 1930-1931 

George Bleyer aus Brockau b. Breslau 1929-1930 and 1930-1931 

Martin Greulich aus Piesteritz a. Elbe 1929-1930 and 1930-1931 

Heinrich Rucktäschel aus Gera 1930-1931 and 1931-1932 

 

See pages 43-48 for a pictorial record of these students. 

 

William himself recalled there being only six or so students but this list of sixteen (not counting 

himself) all studied with Julius Klengel whilst William was at the Hochschule. Perhaps their 

paths seldom crossed, or by the time William came to be questioned about it, his memory of 

his classmates was hazy. 

 

Of the six students that he recalled, William named Maurice Zimbler, Martin Greulich, and a 

cellist names Hoelscher. This latter cellist remains something of a puzzle. There are no existing 

records of any student named Hoelscher anywhere in the Hochschule archives. William 

recalled late in his life that Hoelscher became a cellist in the Berlin Philharmonic, however 

archivists there  have also failed to find a record of this man. For the moment, this quest remains 

work in progress. 

 

In considering the repertoire that William would have encountered whilst in Leipzig, I have 

also studied the repertoire performed by Klengel’s students, from 1925-1932. Whilst there is 

only documentary evidence of William having performed a few works, it seems reasonable to 

assume that the pieces being performed by other Klengel students would also have been in 

circulation at that time, and would have been considered popular repertoire.  

 

The list of works performed is fascinating, showing just how much fashions have changed over 

the past nine decades. There are of course many works (listed pages 35-42) that are still in the 

repertoire today, but equally, there are many more than have now fallen out of fashion. 

 

The absence of Bach’s cello suites is surprising. Of the six suites, only two feature on the list 

(suite No. 1 in G Major and suite No.3 in C Major) and only infrequently. Klengel was a huge 

champion of these pieces, preparing his own edition, which he no doubt taught from. William 

learnt all six suites with Klengel, although it seems that he never performed them in public. 

This reflects the fact that at this time, Bach’s cello suites were still considered to be ‘didactic’ 

teaching pieces, rather than the concert repertoire that they are today.  

 

Klengel’s own edition of the Bach cello suites is of tremendous importance in understanding 

the fashions in performance practice around the turn of the nineteenth century. Klengel’s 1900 

edition, published in Leipzig, drew on the rich tradition of great nineteenth-century cellists 

(such as Friedrich Dotzauer, Friedrich Grützmacher and Hugo Becker, to name just a few) 

stamping their own personalities on Bach’s music. 

 

Part of this study has been to explore William’s interpretation (and subsequent teaching) of the 

first two Bach suites, drawing on William’s studies with Klengel, and comparing Klengel’s 

own edition to Anna Magdalena Bach edition of the pieces. This has become a separate study, 

with more research planned for the future. 
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Complete record of Hochschule cello students and the repertoire they performed 

between 1925-1932 

 

1925-26 

 

Antonia Butler aus London 

Lalo cello concerto (d minor) 

Klengel cello concerto (d minor) 

Brahms double concerto Op. 102 (a minor) 

 

Evangeline Otto aus Marietta, Ohio 

Popper cello concerto (e minor) 

 

Rudolf Metzmacher aus Schwerin 

Robert Volkmann concerto Op 33 (a minor) 

In einem Satze mit Klavierbegleitung 

 

Fritz Wawrowsky aus Bochum 

Romberg concerto (b minor), one movement 

 

Rudolf Metzmacher 

Emil Bohnke cello sonata Op.7 (f minor) 

 

Johann Albrecht Bard aus Schwerin 

Bach cello suite No.1 

 

Abram Kac aus Wilna 

Solos 

Glazounow chant du menéstral 

Klengel 

Wiegenlied No.2 

Popper Papillon 

 

Johann Albrecht Bard 

Reger sonata Op.116 (a minor) 

 

Fritz Wawrowsky aus Bochim 

Hideo Saito aus Tokio 

Kurt Schneider aud Celle 

Klengel Kleine Suite für drei Violoncelle (e minor) 
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1926-27 student year 

 

Fritz Wawrowsky aus Bochim 

Dvorak Waldesruhe 

Piatti Airs baskyrs 

 

Rudolf Metzmacher aus Schwerin 

Arthur Honegger Sonata 

Hideo Saito 

Leon Boellmann symphonic variations 

 

Rudolf Metzmacher 

Dvorak cello concerto Op 104 (b minor) 

 

Robert Hofmekler aus Kowno 

Lalo cello concerto (d minor) 

 

Evangeline Otto aus Marietta, Ohio 

Dvorak Waldesruhe 

Klengel Wiegenlied No. 3 

Popper Spinnlied 

 

Evangeline Otto 

Robert Volkman cello concerto (a minor) 

 

Nancy Toller Unwin aus Surbiton 

Popper cello concerto (e minor) 
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Student year 1927-28 

 

Gudrun Oehme aus Leipzig 

Saint-Saëns cello concerto (a minor) 

 

Renate Werner aus Berlin-Zehlendorf 

Marcello cello sonatas (g minor) (F Major) 

 

Nancy Toller Unwin 

Gudrun Oehme 

Laura Thomson 

Renate Werner 

Stücke für vier violoncelle 

Lied ohne Worte 

Gavotte 

 

Paul Freidel aus Markneukirchen 

Glazounow- chant de menéstrel 

Cui Berceuse 

Daniel van Goëns Scherzo 

 

Gudrun Oehme 

Cui Cantabile 

Klengel Wiegenlied 

Popper Tarantelle 

 

Nancy Toller Unwin 

Tchaikovsky Rococo variations 

 

Renate Werner 

Klengel Intermezo 

Victor Herbert Serenade 

Cossman Tarantelle 

 

IIy Tull aus Budapest 

Volkmann cello concerto (a minor) 

 

Laura Thomsen 

Eccles cello sonata 

 

Willy Zimmer 

Popper cello concerto 
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Year 1928-29 

 

Nancy Toller Unwin 

Volkmann cello concerto 

 

Ily Tull 

Brahms Sonata Op.38, (e minor) 

 

Martin Greulich 

Haydn cello concerto (D Major) 

 

Gregory Pecker aus Leningrad 

Solos 

Alexander Tscherepnin – Rhapsodie Georgine mit Klavierbegleitung 

Klengel – Caprice in Form einer Chaconne für Violoncello solo 

 

Gregory Pecker 

Breval cello sonata (g minor)  

Hindemith – Scherzo, Fantasiestück, Capriccio 

 

Ily Tull 

Grieg sonata Op. 36 

 

Gudrun Oehme 

Renate Werner 

Popper Site für zwei Violoncelle Op.16 

 

Gregory Pecker 

Ewald Hennies (student from Hamburg) 

Cello sonata 

 

Werner Haupt 

Boccherini cello sonata (A Major) 

 

Ily Tull 

Popper 

Cello and piano repertoire 

Andacht, Mazurka, Tarantelle 

 

Gudrun Oehme 

Brahms cello sonata Op.99 (F Major) 
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Gregory Pecker 

Klengel cello concerto Op. 20 (d minor) 

 

Maurice Zimbler 

Solos 

Haydn-Andante 

Popper – Am Springbrunnen 

 

Laura Thomsen 

Kark Davidow – Romance sans paroles 

Klengel – Wiegenlied No.4 (D Major) 

Daniel Van Goëns – Scherzo 

 

Nancy Toller Unwin 

Bach cello suite No. 3 

 

Martin Greulich 

Tchaikovsky Rococo variations 

 

Gregory Pecker 

Gasunów violin concerto Op.82 (a minor) 

Arranged for cello by Gregory Pecker 

 

Renate Werner 

Beethoven cello sonata Op.5 No.2 (g minor) 

 

Gregory Pecker 

Bach cello suite No. 3 

Haydn cello concerto (C Major) herausgegeben von David Popper 

 

Willi Zimmer 

Ludwig Thuillle – Cello sonata Op.22 (d minor) 

 

Maurice Zimbler 

Saint-Saëns cello concerto Op.33 (a minor) 
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1929-30 

 

Werner Haupt 

Karl Davidoff  

Fantasie für Violoncell und Klavier über russische 

 

Maurice Zimbler 

Tchaikovsky Rococo variations 

 

Renate Werner 

Boccherini cello concerto (B flat Major) 

 

Gudrun Oehme 

Popper cello concerto (e minor) 

 

Sigrid Succo 

Léon Boëllmann 

Symphonic variations 

 

Martin Greulich 

Locatelli cello sonata (D Major) 

 

Maurice Zimbler 

Beethoven cello sonata (A Major) 

 

Werner Haupt 

Klengel cello concerto Op. 31 no.3 (a minor) 

 

Willy Zimmer 

Tchaikovsky Rococo variations 

 

Maurice Zimbler 

Dvorak cello concerto Op. 104 (b minor) 
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1930-31 

 

Georg Bleyer 

Handel sonata for gamba (C Major) 

 

Leila Artkinson 

Brahms cello sonata Op.38 (e minor) 

Martin Greulich 

Bach cello suite No. 3 

 

Emanuel Feuermann came back to play Klengel cello concerto Op. 20 (d minor), on 3 May 

1931 

 

Willy Zimmer 

Boccherini Sonata (A Major) (8 May) 

 

Willy Zimmer 

Boccherini Sonata (A Major) (12 May) 

 

Willy Zimmer 

Kurt Hessenberg [a composition student] 

Kleine Partita (B Major) (19 May) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 42 

 

 

 

 

1931-32 

 

Rüdiger Scheffler 

Mozart cello and bassson duo 

 

Heinrich Rucktäschel 

Richard Bauer 

Handel Sonata for 2 cellos 

 

Georg Jaroschewita 

Saint-Saëns cello concerto Op.33 (a minor) 

 

Helmut Weimann 

Max Bruch Kol Nidrei 

 

Rüdiger Scheffler 

Goltermann (Andante) 

Saint-Saëns The Swan 

Sebastian Lee (Gavott) 

 

Rüdiger Scheffler 

Beethoven Bei Mannern variations 

 

Ruchard Bauer 

Goltermann cello concerto (a minor) 
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Julius Klengel’s cello students present in Leipzig between 1930-1932 

 

The following document is a pictorial list of the students that William Pleeth would have 

been familiar with.  

 

 

 Werner Haupt aus Halle 1929-30 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2,[15980] 

 

 

 

 Sigrid Succo aus Bremen 1929-30 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [15889]  
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 Sami Katzenellenbogen aus Leipzig 1929-30 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [15855] 

 

 

 

 Adolf Grajeck aus Breslau 1929-30 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [15628]  

 

 

 

 

 Renate Werner aus Berlin-Zehlendorf 1929-30 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [15232]  
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 Gudrun Oehme aus Leipzig 1929-30 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [15258]  

 

 

 Richard Bauer aus Leipzig 1931-32 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16276]  

 

 

 

 Helmut Weimann aus Kassel 1931-32 and 1932-1933 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16627] 
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      Georg Jaroschewitz aus Cetatea-Alba (Romania) 1931-32 and 1932-1933 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16653]  

 

 

     Rüdiger Scheffler aus Zwota i.V 1931-32 and 1932-1933 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16500]  

 

 

 Maurice Zimbler aus London 1928-1929 and 1929-1930  
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16106] 
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      Willy Zimmer aus Johanngeorgenstadt 1929-1930, 1930-1931 and 1931-1932 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [15723]  

 

 

 

  Leila Atkinson aus Huntington, USA 1929-1930 and 1930-1931 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16257]  

 

 

  George Bleyer aus Brockau b. Breslau 1929-1930 and 1930-1931 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16071]  
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  Martin Greulich aus Piesteritz a. Elbe 1929-1930 and 1930-1931 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, 15944]  

 

 

  Heinrich Rucktäschel aus Gera 1930-1931 and 1931-1932 
Hochschule für Musik und Theater „Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy“ Leipzig, Bibliothek/Archiv, A, I.2, [16011]  
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I come from a family of cellists going back 3 generations, and my interest in baroque repertoire 

became apparent at a very young age. My earliest experiences of the cello were playing duets 

with my grandfather William Pleeth, and listening to my uncle Anthony perform Geminiani 

cello sonatas on the baroque cello. After reading music at The Queen’s College, Oxford, I 

continued her studies at postgraduate level at the Royal College of Music where I won many 

of the Early Music prizes. I have performed as a soloist at Festivals throughout Britain and 

Europe, with live broadcasts for BBC and various European radio stations. A lifelong passion 

for Handel and a love of performing chamber music are two of my driving forces and this was 

instrumental in my founding the award-winning period instrument group The Brook Street 

Band. As well as performing, I write for various publications about Handel and eighteenth 

century music in general. I am currently working on the first two chapters of a book about 

William Pleeth, having been awarded a Finzi scholarship to research William’s musical life in 

London pre-1930 and his studies in Leipzig from 1930-32. I am also researching material for 

an eventual book examining Handel’s use of the cello.  

 

I would like to thank The Finzi Trust for awarding the scholarship which enabled me to 

undertake this research. I would also like to thank Ingrid Jach, archivist at the Hochschule für 

Musik und Theater, Leipzig,  for all her help and interest in this project. This work would not 

have been possible without the support of my husband Marcus Davey, my boys Solomon and 

Samson, Lucy Theo, George Theo and my uncle Anthony Pleeth.  

 

This work is dedicated to the memory of my mother Jan Theo (1946-2009) and my 

grandparents William Pleeth (1916-1999) and Margaret Good (1906-2000). 
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