 

A Cretan Musical Extravaganza
 
Sharon Kyrke-Smith talks to the man who brought Pavorotti's grand piano to South East Crete
 
Norwegian born Gunnar Stromsholm is a man with a mission.  He is the manager and driving force behind the Casa dei Mezzo Musical Festival, which is to be held in Makrigialos, a small village on the South East coast of Crete, between 7th and 12th June 2007.
 
But this is no small town, low-key affair.  Rather, it features some of the world's top artists, some travelling straight from internationally renowned concert halls to appear.  "Remarkably," says Gunnar, they are all so keen to invest in the realisation and the future of the festival and, like me, have a dream of bringing a musical tradition and culture to the island which, disappointingly, does not currently exist".
  
There are many highlights over the six days and nights of the festival, with something for everyone to enjoy, from classical to contemporary, baroque to new age, traditional Cretan music, as well as involving local children and music students in performances which will take place in a number of venues around the pretty fishing village which sits overlooking the Libyan sea.
 
"Music has always been a big part of my life," says the 59-year-old businessman and entrepreneur, who originally studied at the London Film School.  "I came to Crete on holiday for the first time in 1979, and fell in love with the landscape, traditions and atmosphere of the island.  I found a house in the harbour of Makrigialos; nothing special, in fact it needed total renovation.  One thing led to another, and before we knew it, we had the three next door houses to deal with as well.  It was a labour of love, but eventually we got the houses back into splendid original order, and eventually opened The White Houses as a resort in 1997."
 

But a lack of garden - "I was not satisfied with watering pot plants!" - meant that the keen gardener was looking for a house with some land that he could cultivate.  "When I bought the land I did not really know what I wanted to do with it, but my architect designed what you see now, and I could not be happier," he says. "However, I never meant it to become a concert hall.  That came after a chance remark by a musical friend who came to stay.  He said to me that the acoustics in the courtyard are amazing, you should have concerts here, and that set me thinking..."
 
Disappointed at the lack of classical music being played live on the island, and spurred on by his experience of being a founder of the 'Risor' Chamber Music Festival in Norway (one of Europe's prime annual gatherings), Gunnar set about setting up a Cretan equivalent, but with some much more local colour in the shape of Rembetika and traditional Cretan music to add variety and appeal to local tastes.
 
"We started in June 2004 with a three day festival," he says.  "The following year we ran for a day more.  This year we have six very busy days and nights,  We have set up the festival as a charity, although as yet it does not make any money.  Despite the artists giving their time and talent for free, there are still a lot of costs involved.  We only charge €10 per ticket per concert, as we want the festival to be accessible to all.  To be honest, you would pay about ten times that amount in any other city to see artists of such calibre and status, but we are more into the mindset of educating people to the joys of all sorts of music, so we keep our prices ridiculously low to entice them in".  Gunnar has sought sponsorship for the festival, and is grateful that Olympic Airlines and Hertz have come on board to assist with the huge cost of running an event such as this.
 
"Of course I was also delighted when the world famous pianist Brian Stanborough (see inset) agreed to become Patron of the festival last year," says Gunnar.  "I knew that I had to get him something special to play, and we had agreed that we would travel together to Germany to purchase a concert grand piano.  I had also let my local piano dealer know that I was on the lookout for something special, and he called me one day and said he thought he had something very special for me to look at".
 
"Brian and I jumped straight onto a plane (I was in Crete picking olives and he was in France).  To our utter amazement we discovered this was Luciano Pavorotti's Bosendorfer 290 Imperial Grand piano, but it had been shoved into a corner and neglected for  years.  Brian played it for a few moments, and I think the words he used were 'amazing!' and 'unbelievable!'  We were both convinced that we must have this Rolls Royce of an instrument.  After a full restoration in England it was bought over to Crete by a driver and a minder on a specially constructed truck – after all it weighs 570 kilos (1255 llbs) and is 2.9m (9'6") long.  We also had a special trolley designed and built to move it from the house to the courtyard.  To buy one now would cost over €150,000".
 
There are many performances that Gunnar is looking forward to this year, but five of them are delighting him in anticipation. "We have Japan's foremost soprano, Ranko Kurano, here to sing the title role in what is going to be a totally amazing performance of Madame Butterfly, which any opera house in the world would be proud to present as it includes no less than nine international opera singers, including the young American sensation Timothy Hill singing Pinkerton." he says enthusiastically.  “Madame Butterfly is set in Nagasaki, Japan, and by coincidence the house in the story is set on a house overlooking the sea, just like the Casa Dei Mezzo, so it should be magical”.
 

 
"It is Edward Grieg's centenary this year, and we have the most delightful prospect of hearing Isa Katarina Gericke singing the Haugtussa song cycle accompanied by Sveinung Bjelland.  Brian Stanborough is playing a concert of works by Bach, Debussy and Liszt as a memorial to a precious friend, Lena Larsen, followed by a unique performance of Vivaldi's Four Seasons by the Kerkezo Saxophone Quartet, featuring Atle Sponberg on the violin.

“Another unique experience will be the concert to be held in the grounds of a ruined 16th Century Venetian villa (the original Casa Dei Mezzo), where we will have Fivo Mavrakis (classical guitar) and Ute Petersilge (baroque cello) playing works by Bach among others.  The atmosphere will be sublime…”
 
The whole festival will culminate with a traditional Cretan music night in the grounds of the Villea Village hotel, with Eleni Kouvidi and friends, in what will be a storming crescendo to the whole wonderful celebration of world music.
 
Asked what his dream was for the future, Gunnar hardly hesitates.  "It would be such a fantastic thing to make the festival the setting for an international music competition for young people," he states.  "In that way we could bring people from all over the world to this beautiful place, and everyone can learn and develop their skills, with workshops taking place for all levels of skill and ability".
 
And judging by what he has already achieved, the thought that the Makrigialos Festival might become world famous does not sound such an impossibility.
 
Full details of programme and updated listings can be found at

www.casadeimezzo-festival.com
  
          ROAD DIRECTIONS FROM HERAKLION to MAKROGIALOS
                                 (Both from port or Airport)   

1)Follow the signs to Agios Nikolaos.

2)On the first traffic lights of Agios Nikolaos turn right & follow the signs to Ierapetra.

3)Just past the village of Pachia Ammos turn again right to Ierapetra.(Do not go straight to Sitia!!) 

4)On the first traffic lights in Ierapetra turn left following the sign to Sitia.

30km past Ierapetra you will find the village of Makrogialos

Where to Stay – www.makrogialos.com and www.villeavillage.com both have details of local hotels.
Suggested inset feature (pictures included):
 
Brian Stanborough is the Patron of the festival.  His experience as a concert pianist and conductor spans more than four decades.  Following his debut at the age of eight, his career proper took off just two years later.  Having spent many years in London, where he enjoyed a remarkable career, earning many plaudits (including leading the London Symphony Orchestra) he was invited to become assistant conductor at Le Grand Theatre de Bordeaux Opera, which led to work in Paris, Australia, America as well as all over Europe.
 
Maestro Brian has coached and performed with such illustrious stars as  Jon Andrew, Montserrat Caballe, Placido Domingo, Dame Kiri ti Kanawa, Luciano Pavarotti and Joan Sutherland to name but a few.
 
He has twice been nominated as 'Musician of the Year' for his Gershwin concert with the LSO, and won Gold Medal for the Robert Stolz Award in Vienna.
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