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Graham Rhodes Johnson is an internationally recognised accompanist, scholar, 

teacher and authority on song. Born on 10 July 1950 in Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe, 

he attended the Rhodesian Academy of Music in Bulawayo where, from the age of 

eight, he studied the piano under the Bishop Auckland-born Nora Hutchinson, now 

Mrs. Ronald Smith  (and it is most pleasing to know that she is here today, all the 

way from South Africa). Under her tutelage he was awarded an Associated Board 

Scholarship which took him to London’s Royal Academy of Music in September 

1967. It was an opportune time, for it enabled him to escape Rhodesia’s growing 

political turbulence. At the Royal Academy, he studied the piano with Harry Isaacs 

and composition with Alan Bush. At first he wanted to become a composer, but his 

studies with Isaacs, a specialist in chamber music, turned him persuasively towards 

this intimate medium rather than to solo performance. Indeed, after the Damascene 

experience of hearing Peter Pears and Benjamin Britten perform Schubert’s song 

cycle Winterreise in 1971, his focus and determination to become an accompanist, 

rather than a composer or a solo pianist, became ever clearer. At the same time, he 

came into contact with the eminent voice-teacher, Flora Nielsen, and played for her 

lessons.  Here he met a fellow Academy student, Felicity Lott, later Dame Felicity, 

whose professional career would be strongly linked with his own.  

 

After leaving the Royal Academy, he earned a living playing for opera classes and in 

restaurants. He then became official pianist for Peter Pears’s first master classes at 

Snape Maltings, working closely with Britten while furthering his accompanying 

studies with Geoffrey Parsons, and later with Gerald Moore, who became a lifelong 

mentor. Since the second half of the 1970s his skill and brilliance as an accompanist 

has been in great demand, working with succeeding generations of singers; first his 

seniors – Victoria de los Angeles and Elisabeth Schwarzkopf, then the late Dame 

Margaret Price and his own contemporaries, and now younger artists such as Ian 

Bostridge and Alice Coote as well as the array of singers, younger still, who will be 

collaborating with him in the coming months in a major French song series at 

Wigmore Hall. He has appeared in all the major concert halls of the world and all the 
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major world festivals. From the beginning of his career his love for the genre of solo 

song began to manifest itself in other ways with the founding of The Songmakers’ 

Almanac in 1977. The thematic programmes he devised and accompanied for this 

group brought together vocal music, literature, poetry and history, featuring a varying 

‘consortium of singers’. The founder members were Felicity Lott, Ann Murray, 

Richard Jackson and the late Antony Rolfe-Johnson, but over the years over a 

hundred other artists made their appearance with the group as guest artists. There 

were over 300 such programmes on a huge variety of themes. These can be 

sampled in a book published in 1996, The Songmakers’ Almanac: Reflections and 

Commentaries.  

 

In 1978 he began to make recordings and, over many years, he has appeared on a 

wide range of commercial labels. The most significant collaboration, however, has 

been with Hyperion.  He commenced a marathon cycle of the complete Schubert 

songs on 37 CDs, each featuring a different singer, which took until 2001 to 

complete. Dame Janet Baker inaugurated the series in 1987, and our Chancellor 

made his distinguished contribution to this series in 1992 with Schubert’s Schiller 

settings.  Complete recordings of German lieder by Schumann, and Brahms 

followed. And then there were the French melodies of Chabrier, Gounod, Bizet, 

Fauré, Hahn, Chausson, Saint-Saëns, Poulenc and English songs by Ireland, 

Britten, Quilter, Warlock, Somervell, Vaughan Williams and others. One of the 

quintessential features of the Hyperion recordings was the pianist’s role in providing 

increasingly detailed booklet notes. The scholarly detail provided for these bears 

witness to his belief that a performer is capable of bringing his own special insights 

to the music and poetry he loves, and that playing and writing belong to the same 

broad creative impulse. This has led to the completion of an alphabetical three-

volume study of Schubert’s songs and their poets, a Johnson’s Dictionary in its way, 

due for publication by Yale University Press in 2013.  

 

The Schubert study is in fact one in a steady line of literary productions including the 

French Song Companion (2000), Britten, Voice and Piano: (2003) and Gabriel 

Fauré: The Songs and Their Poets (2009); a similar study of Poulenc’s songs is 

expected to follow. The forthcoming Schubert volumes are dedicated to the memory 

of four great Schubertians: the accompanist Gerald Moore, the singer Peter Pears, 
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the writer Eric Sams and Ted Perry, proprietor of Hyperion. The living dedicatee is 

his civil partner, Brandon Velarde. All have played their part in supporting and 

inspiring a unique life devoted to the art of song. 

 

In 1984 he was honoured by his alma mater, the Royal Academy with Fellowship 

(FRAM) and in 1986, the Guildhall School of Music made him an Honorary Fellow at 

the same time as he was appointed Senior Professor of Accompaniment at the 

institution. He gives master classes all over the world, in French in Paris and in 

German in Vienna. In 1994 he was appointed OBE and the French government 

conferred on him the rank of Chevalier de l’ordre des arts et des lettres in 2002; in 

2009 he was made an honorary member of the Royal Philharmonic Society and next 

year he will receive the Wigmore Medal in recognition of his close association for 

many decades with that Hall. Such honours bear witness to a consummate level of 

performing excellence and scholarly achievement in a field where the wide range of 

an accompanist’s skills and his devotion to his repertoire can all too easily be taken 

for granted.  

 

Vice- Chancellor, I present Graham Rhodes Johnson to receive the degree of Doctor 

of Music, honoris causa.  
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