
 

What is the best advice that you can give to an aspiring 

harpist? 

My advice would be to do your research, get the best 

training you can find, apply everything you learn and spot 

every opportunity possible. Opportunity recognition is a 

skill and you need to have the courage to identify good 

opportunities and then act on them.

 

What is your process for selecting pieces for a recording? 

Then, how do you prepare yourself for the recording 

itself?

I tend to get very wrapped up in a composer or a style of 

music and then become inspired to record it. Lots of my 

earlier projects revolved around a theme, largely due to 

what my label recommended or knew they could market 

effectively. But I’d say my last half dozen recordings have 

centered more around a composer or style that inspires 

me - like Ginastera, American composers, Ravel or 

the relationship between two really interesting composers 

like Debussy and Takemitsu. Preparing for recordings has 

taken many forms - sometimes I have ample, luxurious 

time to prepare. In other cases, I’ve had to hustle and 

learn repertoire very quickly so as to hit an optimal 

release window or something like that. I’d say my craziest 

recording project was my holiday album, Dream Season, 

way back in the mid-90s. I was not initially too enthused 

about the prospect of a Christmas album, but my label 

knew it would be a good idea at that point in my career. At 

first, I had thought I’d just play some standard carols and 

call it a day. But as I began working with ideas, I realized 

that I did not want to release just another holiday record 

like so many out there already, so I decided to arrange 

all the tracks around a theme of wonder and tranquility, 

and suggested we use the title Dream Season. In my talks 

with Telarc (my label), they liked the title but thought we 

needed a track by that name to justify it and said, “Why 

don’t you just whip up a piece and name it Dream Season?” 

Being young (and some would say foolhardy), I agreed to 

write an original title track. The recording sessions were 

less than a month away and I still had most of the other 

arrangements yet to do as well, but somehow, it all came 

together and I’m proud of that album - but it was one of 

the greatest under-estimations of my career! 

 

How do you manage to continue to teach, perform, 

record and maintain a family life?

Coffee! That’s only partially a joke, but I won’t say it’s 

not a challenge (and I do consume an enormous amount 

of caffeine). I just know that I’m happiest when I’m busy 

and doing work I enjoy. I’d say it all manages to happen 

because the elements of my life fit together pretty well. 

Teaching helps my performing, and performing (as well as 

motherhood!) makes me a better teacher. Recording keeps 

me sharp and always improving - and I love the creative 

aspect of recording as well. Playing to a microphone is 

kind of like having a musical canvas where you can shape 

and preserve a moment in time, which is a satisfying 

thing to do when your art form exists primarily in live 

performance. I’m also very lucky in the family department. 

I have a husband who is super supportive and my daughter 

is the joy of my life. As important as my work is to me, I 

also know that time with my daughter won’t come again. I 

always try to make the most of every chance to be with her 

and share her life.

 

How do you center yourself for a performance?

I am not a multi-tasker when I’m in performance mode. 

I tend to be very laser-focused and I’m fortunate that I 

usually travel away from home for concerts. Being on tour 

has always allowed me to focus solely on the performance 

at hand and take care of myself a little better than I might at 

home. As every harpist knows, there are so many elements 

to monitor and control when you need to guarantee the 

level of a performance - and compartmentalizing my 

perspective helps me stay in the right frame of mind and 

take care of all those elements. In the couple days before 

a concert, I also watch what I eat - lots of protein, limited 

carbs and no refined sugar at all. As I’ve gotten older, I 

find that what I put in my mouth makes a big difference in 

how I feel, both physically and mentally. 

 

Is there anything you find yourself telling your students 

most often? 

I would say I find myself most often telling my students 

some variation of the advice: Playing well is a whole-

thinking endeavor - not just hands, not just body, not just 

preparation, not just mental - it’s everything working 

together like a well-oiled machine. And also - don’t beat 

yourself up. :-)

Tell us about your environmental concerns and how you 

have gotten involved?

I’ve been concerned about the environment for decades 

now - and I’m particularly concerned at this moment 

with some of the recent changes in government policy. 

But I would say that my interest has intensified much 

further since having a child. When you become a 

parent, you suddenly look at your child and realize how 

deeply important it is to make sure the next generation 

is just as safe as your own. I have donated royalties from 

several of my projects to environmental causes, but my 

increased involvement began around the time I wrote a 

children’s book about the “whys” behind environmental 

conservation called Our House Is Round. I find that music 

and the environment are very closely aligned - and 

certainly, the inspiration of music can be a great call to 

action. My nonprofit, Earth at Heart, has the mission of 

inspiring environmental conservation and action through 

the portal of the arts. It feels right to try and inspire action 

for such an important cause at this point in my life.

 

Do you have a nickname for your Lyon & Healy Salzedo? 

Do you ever “talk” to it?

I actually own two Lyon & Healy Salzedo Harps and I’ve 

never really named either one. I do feel very close to them 

though, and each has its own personality. My older Salzedo 

is the harp I used for at least 15 of my early recordings 

and it’s my baby. I now primarily use my newer one for 

everything and I love its clarity, but nothing will 

ever replace my older one. I’m not sure I ever talk 

to my harps, but I do talk to myself quite a bit. 

I tend to give myself little pep talks and on 

occasion, rather stern instructions.

 

Outside of harp and classical, what is your favorite type 

of music? Any favorite jam?

Back in the day, my favorite artists were Prince, Chicago, 

Earth, Wind & Fire, Al Jarreau - lots of R&B. I actually like 

quite a bit of the new stuff right now too - Bruno Mars, 

Twenty One Pilots, Lady Gaga. I have 

a lot of respect for all kinds of music 

and get inspiration from music of 

pretty much all genres.

 

Favorite meal or food? 

Nothing beats pizza in my book.

 

App you can’t live without (music or 

otherwise)? 

Scanner Pro! It has revolutionized the 

process of getting markings to my 

students.

To learn more about Yolanda, visit

www.yolandaharp.com
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She has performed around the globe as a concerto soloist 
and in recital, appearing with numerous major orchestras 

such as The New York Philharmonic, The Cleveland 
Orchestra, English Chamber Orchestra, and Hong Kong 

Philharmonic.  With hundreds of thousands of albums sold 
worldwide, Kondonassis’ extensive discography includes 

nineteen titles and her 2008 release, Air (Telarc), was 
nominated for a Grammy Award. In addition to her active solo, 

chamber music, and recording schedule, Kondonassis heads 
the harp departments at the Oberlin Conservatory of Music 
and The Cleveland Institute 

of Music, and presents master 
classes around the world. 

A CELEBRATED SOLO HARPIST, RECORDING ARTIST, PUBLISHED 
AUTHOR, SPEAKER, PROFESSOR OF HARP, AND ENVIRONMENTAL 

ACTIVIST, KONDONASSIS WEAVES HER MANY PASSIONS INTO 
A VIBRANT AND MULTI-FACETED CAREER. 

YOLANDA KONDONASSIS
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