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Author’s note: When I first encountered Yolanda 
Kondonassis, she surprised me with her supremely 
practical, warm, and down-to-earth nature. A high 
school senior anticipating college applications, I had 
trekked out from my native California to Ohio for a 
lesson. Somehow, I had expected this harp giant, whose 
face had stared out at me from CD covers, exercise 
books, and transcriptions alike, to belong to, well, a giant. 
Instead of a larger-than-life persona, I found a generous 
yet private person: focused and inspired, both introverted 
and creative. As an artist, Ms. Kondonassis has shaped 
her career around the mission of bringing excellent harp 
playing to a wider audience through performing and 
recording while giving back to the larger community via 
her teaching and environmental activism. 

Early Life

S ITTING in my second week of studio class 
at Oberlin Conservatory, I remember 
Ms. Kondonassis commanding us all to 

“leave each practice day having done something 
you thought impossible.” She believes that the 
more we conquer the impossible things in life, the 
more we grow and the more opportunity thrives. 
Indeed, the path from a child in Oklahoma to a 
Grammy-nominated harpist is not an obvious one. 
Born in November 1963, Ms. Kondonassis grew up 
in Norman, Oklahoma. Alexander Kondonassis, 
her father, taught economics at the University of 
Oklahoma, a post he still holds today. Her mother 
Patricia worked as a local piano teacher and 
pianist. Between the two parents, Ms. Kondonassis 
describes living in a household with “both musical 
and academic expectations.” Under her mother’s 
direction, Ms. Kondonassis began piano at age three. 
To this day, Ms. Kondonassis extols the benefits of 

a piano foundation. “The harp can be a difficult 
instrument to conceptualize,” she specifies. “The 
piano keyboard clarifies so much in the mind when 
visualizing the way a harp works.” Ms. Kondonassis 
ardently pursued piano, competing locally and 
nationally. “One just learns so much from playing a 
Beethoven sonata, a Mozart concerto, or a Chopin 
étude—we don’t have music like this written 
originally for the harp, but I believe exposure to it is 
an essential part of a complete musical education.” 
Later in life, when her record label would ask her to 
include a familiar piano work in order to court more 
listeners, she says, “They never had to ask me twice.” 
She speaks enthusiastically about extracting pieces 
from her beloved piano repertory and instilling them 
with “new life” on harp.

In addition to playing piano, however, the young 
Ms. Kondonassis was a budding ballerina. Taking 
dance classes quite seriously through her childhood, 
Ms. Kondonassis initially assumed that she would 
choose ballet as her career. “Approaching the 
harp with a ballet-inspired sensibility is extremely 
helpful,” she admits. After all, “an important 
element of playing the harp is visual…The hands 
should mirror the music, because that will affect 
the sound.” She remained committed to dance 
through her early teens. Dance and harp training 
paralleled each other. She suggests that both offered 
“the physical discipline and the opportunity to 
express oneself—and I loved it. Still do.” In recent 
years, Ms. Kondonassis has presented an annual 
December extravaganza at the Cleveland Institute of 
Music. Fondly referred to as “Harp Nutcracker,” the 
performance fuses harp ensemble with ballet dancers.

 “As a kid growing up in Oklahoma, harps were 
few and far between,” Ms. Kondonassis recalls. 
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Yolanda Kondonassis and Alice Chalifoux, 2008.

Yolanda Kondonassis with her daughter, Amanda Sachs.

Yolanda Kondonassis at The Cleveland Institute of Music,  
teaching Constance Koo, 2011.
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Yolanda Kondonassis, 2011.
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Yolanda Kondonassis with Leonard Slatkin and Bright Sheng 
after a performance of Bright Sheng’s Harp Concerto with  
The Dallas Symphony, 2009. 

Yolanda Kondonassis and her husband, Michael Sachs, at the 
2010 Grammy Awards in Los Angeles.
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“I don’t even remember seeing one until I was at 
least eight or nine, unless it was on a Valentine 
Card or a Christmas ornament. But I must have 
inherited my mother’s love of the unique because 
when I first saw a display of harps in the window of 
Lyon & Healy in Chicago, I was hooked.” At age 
nine, Ms. Kondonassis began lessons with harpist 
Carolyn Cuban. When Ms. Cuban moved away, 
Susan Dederich (now Pejovich) took over Ms. 
Kondonassis’ training. After teaching her for only 
a few months, Ms. Pejovich led Ms. Kondonassis to 
Alice Chalifoux. “I never quite fit the stereotypical 
look or personality of a harpist,” Ms. Kondonassis 
muses. “I remember people being a bit surprised 
when I told them that I played harp as a kid. I was 
a bit of a tomboy, always preferred pants (to cover 
my perpetually skinned knees), and was not much 
of a girly-girl unless I was forced to be…. I didn’t 
look like a ballerina either, so I guess I was a bit of a 
contradiction.”

Harp Studies

In each year’s opening studio class, Ms. Kondonassis 
draws three circles from CD to hoola-hoop size. In 
the smallest circle, Ms. Kondonassis writes, “Things 
you know you know.” She titles the medium circle 
“Things you know you don’t know.” The largest 
circle sports the heading “Things you don’t know 
you don’t know.” Like a ritual, Ms. Kondonassis 
explains that when we first enter college, our biggest 
challenge is the volume of things we don’t even 
realize that we don’t know. By the time we graduate, 
she hopes that our circles will be flipped in the other 
direction. When Ms. Kondonassis was a student, 
that period of schooling was a time of rapid learning 
and challenges. “I was fortunate to have a good grasp 
on technique at an early age,” she remarks. “But, 
as most musicians will tell you, that’s when the real 
work is only just beginning.” 

In 1978, Ms. Kondonassis left her ballet and 
piano ambitions in Oklahoma to pursue harp at the 
Interlochen Arts Academy where she studied with 
Joan Holland. Several factors contributed to Ms. 
Kondonassis’ decision to focus on harp. For one, 
Ms. Kondonassis believed there was more room to 
“make a difference on harp. I was a pretty practical 

thinker, even then.” Also, she recalls feeling more 
ownership of the harp while fearing that pursuing 
piano would shadow her mother’s career. In essence, 
however, the harp brought her a matchless joy that 
surpassed piano: “The harp world felt to me like 
a slightly magical and unique place, with lots of 
room for new talent and new ideas. I also just love 
the way it feels to play the harp—I love the tactile 
sensation and the sheer physicality of it. I like using 
all my limbs. The choice seemed right on a whole 
host of levels.” When Ms. Kondonassis arrived at 
Interlochen, she encountered a “steep learning 
curve.” Ms. Kondonassis recounts, “I found out just 
how much I didn’t even know I didn’t know.” Ms. 
Holland, however, “put me on the right path at the 
right time.” Ms. Kondonassis recollects, “Joan forced 
me to ask more of myself and to really say something 
with the notes I was playing.” Winning the school’s 
concerto competition, Ms. Kondonassis performed 
the Ginastera Harp Concerto with Interlochen’s 
orchestra. It was this early concerto performance 
that cemented Ms. Kondonassis’ desire to develop a 
solo career.

Throughout this period, Ms. Kondonassis 
spent her summers immersed in studies with Alice 
Chalifoux in Camden, Maine. Merely ten years old 
during her first lesson with the famed pedagogue, 
Ms. Kondonassis describes Miss Chalifoux as a 
powerful figure in both her childhood and adult life. 
These formative and fruitful summers in Camden led 
Ms. Kondonassis to continue with Miss Chalifoux 
at the Cleveland Institute of Music (C.I.M.). Ms. 
Kondonassis received her B.M. in 1986 and M.M. in 
1989, both from C.I.M. 

While enrolled at C.I.M., Ms. Kondonassis 
encountered many professional opportunities, a 
prospect “both exciting and a little frightening.” She 
recalls, “In many ways, I was still very much a kid, 
figuring out life and my place in it, but in numerous 
settings I needed to be professional.” In addition 
to her debut with the New York Philharmonic at 
age eighteen, Ms. Kondonassis cultivated a growing 
relationship with the Cleveland Orchestra. During 
her college years, Ms. Kondonassis substituted 
regularly and even toured with the orchestra. “It 
sometimes felt like a strange balancing act,” she 
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confesses. However, she cites these opportunities to 
observe professional conduct in the musical world 
as an essential part of her education. Today, she 
strives to instill that education in her own students, 
emphasizing upholding professionalism “no matter 
what the context.” After all, she explains, “In this 
field there really is not much of a messy testing 
ground where things don’t matter. It all matters.”

It is hard to imagine squeezing any academics into 
the tiny gaps between Ms. Kondonassis’ demanding 
musical education and consuming professional 
engagements. However, her ever-practical economist 
father insisted on a well-rounded and rigorous 
education, a feat Ms. Kondonassis accomplished 
while practicing as much as eight hours a day. She 
has since adopted this philosophy with her current 
students. Ms. Kondonassis maintains that it is 
“critical” for artists to embrace a broad education. 
She lists history, philosophy, business, and creative 
writing as subjects that “enhance the nuance within 
the artistic product.” Concluding that there is simply 
“no downside to a balanced education,” she argues 
that the arts need “educated, intelligent voices to 
both protect and perpetuate society’s understanding 
and support.”

In her harp lessons, Ms. Kondonassis remembers 
that Miss Chalifoux stressed her role in continuing 
the Salzedo legacy. More broadly, Miss Chalifoux 
contended that Ms. Kondonassis should become 
not only an accomplished performer but also an 
“ambassador of harp.” “Miss Chalifoux had a way of 
making people feel as though they had an important 
purpose in life, and her belief in me had a profound 
effect on my belief in myself and in what I might be 
able to accomplish,” Ms. Kondonassis remembers. 
“She led me to feel that my life as a harpist should be 
more than a career—it had to be a mission.”

Career Building

For Ms. Kondonassis, that mission was, at least in 
part, to serve as an “activist” on the harp’s behalf. “In 
my heart,” she concedes, “I considered a solo career 
to be my ‘brass ring,’ but I made sure that I prepared 
for other sectors of the profession as well.” Among 
the teeming morass of musicians, how many struggle 
to stumble upon a clichéd big break to catapult them 

into stardom? At the opening studio class several 
years ago, Ms. Kondonassis spoke about forging a 
musical career. “Getting good at something,” she 
stated, “is a messy, messy thing.” She reminded me, 
“The people who succeed the most, fail the most.” 
Above all, she insists, “You’ve got to get out there 
and try.”

The music world simply lacks a formulaic route 
leading to a solo career: “When young harpists ask 
me what my advice would be for pursuing a solo 
career, I tell them that my early career felt a little like 
being plopped down in the middle of a big, unfamiliar 
city. I could see the tall building in the distance that 
I wanted to reach, but in between that tall building 
and me were countless obstacles, one-way streets, 
and disorienting turns. You just have to keep your 
eye on your destination and work your way closer, 
little by little, while remembering why you want to 
go there. Sometimes it’s easy to lose sight of why you 
started on a journey in the first place as the road gets 
challenging. We think our priorities need to change 
to accommodate all the twists and turns. But keeping 
our original dream—and our integrity—intact is 
what will sustain us in the end.”

The American Harp Society provided a vital 
early building block to that solo career. During 
her late teens and early twenties, Ms. Kondonassis 
toured under the auspices of The AHS Young 
Concert Artists Program. The program gave her 
“the rare opportunity of becoming truly comfortable 
playing recitals.” Ms. Kondonassis concentrated on 
launching herself into the musical community at 
large: “My instincts told me that I needed to gain 
opportunities and contacts in as broad a sector of the 
music world as possible. I also felt that if I could win 
first prize in competitions open to all instruments, 
it would be good for both me and for the harp 
as a whole, in keeping with my mission-oriented 
career approach.” With this goal in mind, Ms. 
Kondonassis tackled and succeeded in the Affiliate 
Artists Program Auditions in New York, the Ima 
Hogg Competition, and the Nafzger Competition, 
among others. Each led to significant performance 
engagements that helped further her solo career.

As she completed graduate school, Ms. 
Kondonassis played substitute principal harp stints 
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with the San Francisco Symphony, the Atlanta 
Symphony, and the Saint Louis Symphony. Initially, 
she planned to graduate and pursue her solo career 
in the elusive and coveted New York City music 
scene. During her final semester, plans changed. 
Leonard Slatkin, then in his last year as music 
director with the Saint Louis Symphony, called 
to ask Ms. Kondonassis to play for a full season 
as acting principal. “I couldn’t pass it up,” Ms. 
Kondonassis admits. “In the end, my time in Saint 
Louis proved to be the perfect transition year, and I 
moved to New York a year later, signed on with ICM 
management and Telarc Records and began my solo 
career in 1991.”

Recordings and Publications

Ms. Kondonassis once claimed that allowing life 
to contain even one or two things that accept 
mediocrity affects our psyche. Her recordings have 
always strived to reach the highest possible level. A 
stickler for sound quality, Ms. Kondonassis began 
recording for Telarc in 1992. Now a Telarc artist 
for twenty years, she regards “their artistic integrity 
and vision… [as] a blessing in my life and career.” 
Of course, the early 1990s represent a different 
era in recordings compared to current ones. Then, 
labels were far more crucial and comprehensive. 
Nonetheless, Ms. Kondonassis loved to be in the 
thick of it all and “as time passed, they began to trust 
me… to be increasingly involved in everything from 
musical edit choices to packaging decisions.” She 
reflects, “It really was a collaboration over time, and 
I always felt like part of a great team.” With eighteen 
albums to her name, starting with her debut album 
Scintillation, her sales number over 100,000. Her 
most recent release is entitled Solo Harp: The Best of 
Yolanda Kondonassis. 

Through the course of her recording career, Ms. 
Kondonassis has included her own transcriptions 
as heard on the albums A New Baroque, Debussy’s 
Harp, Quietude and Vivaldi: The Four Seasons. Ms. 
Kondonassis also incorporates her own compositions. 
She has recorded her piece “Liquid Shadows” on 
Pictures of a Floating World and published it in The 
Yolanda Kondonassis Collection (Carl Fisher, 2004). 
Her sparkling “Dream Season,” the title track of its 

album, appears in her book The Yolanda Kondonassis 
Christmas Collection (Carl Fisher, 2006). More 
recently, Ms. Kondonassis’ album Air garnered a 
Grammy nomination. Recorded with Joshua Smith, 
Cynthia Phelps and Oberlin 21, Air highlights 
Toru Takemitsu and Claude Debussy. “Attending 
the Grammys was unforgettable,” Ms. Kondonassis 
exclaims. “I felt so honored to be among such 
incredible artists—it was simply unbelievable to be 
inches away from Elton John and so many others. 
The ceremony reminded me of how very important 
music is in the world—it made me feel proud to be a 
musician.”

Although the industry has changed radically since 
she signed on, Ms. Kondonassis expresses gratitude 
that she entered the recording business when she 
did. “I have several upcoming releases in the next 
couple of years,” Ms. Kondonassis divulges, “and I 
never take the privilege for granted.”

Chamber Music

“While my concerto work and solo recitals 
provide the basic structure of my concert career, 
it is chamber music that helps maintain the 
balance in my musical life and keeps me honest, 
so to speak,” Ms. Kondonassis reveals. While Ms. 
Kondonassis has appeared at a variety of chamber 
music festivals, including Vail, Spoleto, Sante Fe, 
and Mainly Mozart, her numerous summers at 
Marlboro proved particularly influential. “I have 
always loved playing chamber music but ever since 
my first summer at the Marlboro Festival, chamber 
music has been a very meaningful part of my life,” 
Ms. Kondonassis reminisces. “At Marlboro, chamber 
music is a concept that takes on an almost religious 
quality.” Ms. Kondonassis has enjoyed touring 
collaborations with Eugenia Zukerman, Chee Yun, 
Joshua Smith, Cynthia Phelps, Alexa Still and 
Robert Chase as well as the Shanghai and Rossetti 
string quartets. Ms. Kondonassis says, “The close 
interaction with musicians that I respect and the 
opportunity to become…one organism of separate 
but interconnected parts can be almost spiritual.” 
Recently, Ms. Kondonassis began a harp and guitar 
duo with Jason Vieaux; Ms. Kondonassis and Mr. 
Vieaux performed their debut recital in April 2012. 
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Ms. Kondonassis insists, “I always try to make sure 
I do a healthy amount of chamber music in every 
concert season or I just don’t feel quite right.”

Conservation

In one fall studio class, Ms. Kondonassis spoke to 
her students about how critically important it is 
to develop reputations of integrity. She told them 
that the promises we make to ourselves are the 
most important and get us the furthest. After she 
gave birth to her daughter Amanda Sachs in 2002, 
Ms. Kondonassis began viewing many causes and 
issues in a new light. Earth conservation was at the 
forefront, and she began exploring ways she could 
help. Ms. Kondonassis’ artistic mission expanded 
to include environmentalism. Launched in 2010, 
her nonprofit, Earth at Heart, emerged from the 
idea “that [the] arts provide a valuable portal to 
understanding earth conservation and the challenges 
we face.” In addition to serving as the executive 
director of her own nonprofit organization, Ms. 
Kondonassis took on yet another new hat: that of 
children’s book author. She has long held a deep and 
cultivated love of writing. Ms. Kondonassis has even 
mentioned that if she was not a harpist, she would 
likely forge her way as a writer. 

The project grew out of a fruitless search for a 
children’s book to explain basic concepts of earth 
conservation in a way that her then seven-year-
old daughter could understand. Discovering the 
dearth of such books inspired Ms. Kondonassis to 
write her own. Initially self-published, Our House is 
Round: A Kid’s Book About Why Protecting Our Earth 
Matters was released by Skyhorse Publishing (New 
York) in 2012. Naming her primary environmental 
concern as “apathy and denial,” Ms. Kondonassis 
hopes that future generations will help to create 
long-term solutions. While the leap from harpist to 
director of a conservation nonprofit may seem far 
afield, Ms. Kondonassis feels that the two pursuits 
share a common foundation: “Since I have always 
seen myself as a bit of an activist when it comes 
to the harp, in trying to bring it to new audiences 
and broaden people’s minds about what the harp 
is, environmentalism didn’t feel like that much of a 
stretch in my life.”

Teaching

Today, Ms. Kondonassis teaches at both the 
Cleveland Institute of Music and Oberlin 
Conservatory. When Miss Chalifoux retired from 
both institutions in 1997, she recommended that 
Ms. Kondonassis serve as her successor. At the time, 
Ms. Kondonassis averaged more than one recording 
per year, toured widely, and split her time between 
two cities (New York and Cleveland). On a personal 
level, Ms. Kondonassis was freshly married to 
Michael Sachs, principal trumpet with the Cleveland 
Orchestra. Waving the daunting balancing act off 
as merely “a pretty crazy plate of activities,” Ms. 
Kondonassis never even considered refusing the 
positions. She explains that she had been “steeped… 
in the idea that passing on your legacy of knowledge 
is not just an opportunity but an obligation.” 
Despite the difficult transition and Tetris-styled 
time management, teaching became “one of the 
grounding foundations” of her life. 

Ms. Kondonassis seeks to instill in her students an 
impeccable technical and musical foundation, career 
savvy, and personal insight. “My goal in everything is 
to provide a structure for learning and accomplishing 
(especially at the beginning), solidify and clarify all 
technical matters, guide them in finding their own 
musical voice, teach them how to fix and maintain 
their harps, and most importantly, help them find 
their own mission that both excites and motivates 
them to succeed. It’s a long list, but the music world 
is as competitive and difficult as it’s always been and 
students need to have the tools to tackle it.” 

To these ends, she not only dives into rigorous 
lessons, but has also developed a far-reaching studio 
class. She includes orchestral and performance study, 
of course. However, she also insists that all students 
learn to regulate their own instrument in harp 
maintenance sessions. Ms. Kondonassis asks that her 
students develop their press kits and bring in these 
materials for the annual harp business class. She 
even pushes her students to take courses in business, 
nonprofit management, and entrepreneurship. 
Other studio class topics include sight-reading and 
pedagogy. In her practice techniques studio classes, 
she compares practicing to keeping a car battery 
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charged, announcing, “You drive it and it recharges 
itself.” Each year, Ms. Kondonassis reserves a class 
session for what she deems “protocol”—essentially 
a class on harp-world etiquette. Ms. Kondonassis 
explains, “I also expect my students to place a high 
priority on integrity and grace. Nothing we ever 
accomplish will mean a thing if we get there in the 
wrong way. I believe in karma and that the world is 
small. The music world is even smaller.”

As a teacher, she has served on several harp 
competition juries, including the USA International 
Competition. But while she believes in competing, 
she argues that harp competitions “are not essential 
steps on the road to success.” The benefit is in the 
preparation; she tells her students “that their playing 
will never improve more than when they are sitting 
in a practice room wondering if there is someone 
out there in the world playing the same piece 
they just practiced—only better.” Acknowledging 
that competitions are certainly not for everyone, 
she urges students to only enter a competition if 
they place the highest priority on the preparation, 
experience, and personal insight with the least 
emphasis on possible results. As a judge, she believes 
the most successful competitions utilize transparent 
scoring and standardized criteria for what constitutes 
a given score—a methodology she wishes occurred 
more frequently in the harp community. Ms. 
Kondonassis contends that “there is no musical 
field with a broader spectrum of opinion as to what 
constitutes good playing than one finds in the harp 
world.” 

Teaching also led Ms. Kondonassis to the 
publication of her first book, On Playing the Harp. 
It grew directly out of the exercises she used to 
write out for her students. However, the book also 
allowed her to clarify her views on the Salzedo 
technique. She stresses: “The Salzedo technique is 
all about combining proper body use with musically 
appropriate gesture towards an optimal musical 
end… technique is always an important tool on the 
road to an artistic goal.” She describes technique as 
a utensil for creating art, remarking, “One cannot 
paint without a large and varied set of brushes. 
However, the artistic product is the painting, not the 
set of brushes.” Initially mapped out for a mere 48 

pages, the text became a 151-page treatise. Including 
numerous exercises and photographs of technical 
positions, the work spans subjects from extended 
technique notation to harp history and even 
discusses how to prepare for a harp lesson.

Current Projects

In addition to her teaching career, Ms. Kondonassis 
still maintains a rigorous schedule. Some seasons 
top fifty concerts annually. Her favorite piece 
to play with orchestra remains Ginastera’s Harp 
Concerto. “I love it because again, it aligns with a 
mission—the goal of increasing the exposure of the 
harp while presenting both the traditional magic 
and the mind-broadening compositional context.” 
Balancing her family life, teaching responsibilities 
and recording projects, she now tries to consolidate 
her performances into two out-of-town concert trips 
per month. She confesses that although she has a 
hard time saying no to any opportunity, balance is 
of the essence. “I love my daughter more than life 
itself,” says Ms. Kondonassis. “I want to be the one 
who kisses her goodnight as often as possible.”

Lately, premieres and commissions have featured 
prominently in Ms. Kondonassis’ solo appearances. 
Most recently, she premiered Filigree in Textile by 
Hannah Lash with the Jack Quartet. Commissioned 
by the Fromm Music Foundation, it was performed 
in fall 2011 at the SONiC Festival. Particularly 
notable is Bright Sheng’s harp concerto Never Far 
Away, written for Ms. Kondonassis and jointly 
commissioned by the San Diego Symphony, the 
Dallas Symphony, the Grand Rapids Symphony, and 
Oberlin Conservatory. In the first movement, the 
harp emerges in a cascade of sparkling harmonics. 
Liquid melodies float above plaintive woodwind 
long tones. The second movement, “The Drunken 
Fisher,” relishes sly pedal slides and bawdy bass 
lines. “Doctored Pentatonics” uses a paper mute 
and a fleet-footed rhythm to accelerate into the 
dazzling finale. Other upcoming premieres include 
Morpheus, written for Ms. Kondonassis by Lauren 
Keiser and slated for a 2014 premiere in the Ukraine. 
Conceding that the harp repertory lags behind that 
of other instruments, Ms. Kondonassis believes that 
“every harpist has an obligation to help in whatever 
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way they can to… bring new works to life. We have a 
lot of catching up to do.” 

Musical Philosophy

Ms. Kondonassis’ ultimate musical goal when 
performing is “a sound that has a core of true pitch 
and substance with a huge range of character, from 
sweet to powerful, but never brittle.” She embraces 
the challenge, saying, “I genuinely enjoy examining 
the physical process of producing sound.” However, 
she is also captivated by the ways that honing a 
sound on harp is “universal in the metaphoric 
sense.” For example, “if you want a great sound, you 
must—first of all—relax. Pushing and forcing on 
the harp (as in life) will get you nowhere.” Harp also 
parallels life in courage: “A harpist can’t be afraid to 
raise away from the string after playing it or to place 
as late as possible when approaching. All these things 
have to do with awareness and trust—and with 
getting out of habits that may limit us and forming 
new ones that free us.” Her pet peeves include string 
noise and the “ragged” sound of hands playing out 
of sync. When interpreting a piece, she believes 
that “one’s unique approach should be respectful 
and informed from a historical standpoint, while 
driven by a very personal sense of expression.” Ms. 
Kondonassis often addresses how much the recording 
process has taught her about her own playing. she 
concludes: “One of the great things about the harp 
and music in general is that we are never finished 
learning. While I may know more than I did thirty 
years ago about playing the harp, the day I say I’ve 
got it all figured out should be the day I retire.”

One change Ms. Kondonassis finds challenging 
for young musicians is the constant encroaching of 
technology and constant contact. She stresses that 
musicians “need to reclaim the creative space that 
is so necessary.” Ms. Kondonassis conducts fifteen 
to twenty masterclasses per year. The participants’ 
enormous potential excites her. Yet, she cautions 
that she witnesses a newfound impatience among 
some young players. “The world around us moves 
at dizzying speed and we are all expected to move 
with it or feel left behind,” she muses. “Society’s 
focus on technology is a part of this attitude, and 
I find it is necessary to completely unplug myself 

from all things technological at regular intervals if I 
am to remain artistically grounded.” Declaring that 
“there is just no substitute for clear, concentrated, 
and sequentially logical training if one is to become 
a good musician,” Ms. Kondonassis worries that the 
“jittery” multi-tasking technology conflicts with the 
training needed for young musicians. The creative 
process “can only emerge and grow in a clear and 
uncluttered state of mind.” Becoming a musician 
necessitates honing both the mental and physical: 
“We must train our bodies and our minds—and then 
we must train our bodies and minds to work together 
to create something original.”

Even though her father is not a musician, 
he continues to inspire Ms. Kondonassis in 
her career. As an economics professor, he had 
“legions of adoring students” and his “clear style 
of communication” has always impressed her. She 
recalls: “He has often said that economists tend to 
write primarily for each other, and not for the public, 
which he feels is a shame since a truly educated 
public could really change the world.” It is this idea 
that has colored “the entire philosophy” of Ms. 
Kondonassis’ career: “One of my all-time favorite 
comments came from a lady who came up to me 
after a concert I played in New Zealand. She told 
me, ‘I had surgery a few years ago and my daughter 
got me your CD to help me relax. I’d never heard 
the harp before that. Now my entire CD collection is 
harp music and it’s all I listen to.’ That just might be 
my mission in a nutshell.”
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