Golda Olga Ryss (nee Gutman) — famous Opera Singer and Coach

Profile by Beulah Gross, Australia

Golda Olga Ryss (nee Gutman) (1893 — 1980)
was a first cousin to my grandmother, Henny
Ausbruch (nee Eliasov) as their mothers,
Johanna and Mariana Mau, were sisters.

They were born and lived in Libau (now Liepaja)
in 1854 and 1858 respectively.

Trained and toured in Russia

Golda Olga, always called Olga, was born on 18
April 1893, the fifth of seven children to Johanna
and Leopold Gutman. She had a wonderful
operatic voice and trained at the St. Petershurg
Conservatoire in Russia at the same time as
Jascha Heifetz studied the violin there. Olga

finished at the Conservatoire as a Laureate and received a gold medal, which has since been lost.

She married llya Ryss in Thilisi, Georgia in the house of friends, the Zilberschmidt family. Mrs
Zilberschmidt, known as 'Lissitchkina’, was also an opera singer. (Note: 'Ryss' means ' lynx' in

Russian.)

Olga toured Russia, Iran, the Baltic States and Western Europe as an opera singer for many years

Vludionr

llya Ryss
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RUSSIA (Imperial } Qrder af St

as Olga Ryss. During the
1930s she was the
leading soprano at the
Russian Opera in Berlin.
She later went to live in
South Africa before
emigrating to America.

llya Ryss was one of
sixteen children of a
rabbinical family from
Rostov-na-Donu (Rostov
on the River Don, now
Rostov). The pre-war
Jewish population of this
town was 26,323. llya



was originally a lawyer. Growing up with the Cossacks in Rostov, he was an accomplished
horseman and joined them there. During the First World War he commanded a full regiment of
Cossacks, was wounded and received the Vladimir Medal from the Tsar. This was a rare honour
for a Jew.

Note: The Order of St Vladimir - instituted 1782 by Catherine I, in four classes, originally as a civil
decoration for distinguished long service in the forces, with or without swords. The red enamelled

straight armed cross pallee, narrowly edged in black and gold. Obverse On a black medallion, the
initials of the Saint on a crowned ermine and red background. Reverse The date of the foundation.
Ribbon Equal stripes of black, red, black, or with the red slightly wider. (Encyclopaedia Britannica).

George J. Ryss, (known to the family as "Yuri") the only child of llya and Olga, was born in Riga on
3 April 1922. llya and Olga were divorced during the 1930s and llya then went to Berlin. George
saw his father there for the last time in 1930 just before llya left for Buenos Aires where he worked
as manager for the Yiddish Company. llya died in Buenos Aires on 31 January 1934, a young man
still in his forties.

Opera in Johannesburg

In 1935, when it became obvious that war in Europe was inevitable, Olga and George emigrated to
South Africa. She dedicated the next twenty years to the development and production of opera in
Johannesburg after relinquishing her own stage career. She was involved in all aspects of opera
production and became a much sought-after singing teacher. Many of her pupils became very well-
known in the operatic world, notably Hanlie van Niekerk.

Revered Voice Coach in New York — with Jennie Tourel

In 1956, after the world-famous mezzo-soprano, Jennie Tourel's, (real name Davidovitch) concert
tour of South Africa, Olga went to America where she lived with her sisters in New York City. She
established a voice-coaching school there and became Jennie Tourel's voice consultant. She was
considered the greatest voice coach in New York City but generously gave many free singing
lessons, especially to the new Russian emigres. For many years Olga and Jennie achieved great
success teaching at the annual Music Festivals in Aspen, Colorado during the summer months.

Olga continuing working until shortly before her death in New York on 7 May 1980. She is buried in
the Westchester Hills Cemetery, Steven Wise Synagogue, Greenburgh, Westchester County, New
York. Her three sisters, Genia, Ida and Raissa, are buried together at a nearby cemetery.

After her death, Olga's teaching and musical achievements were commemorated by the formation
of an Olga Ryss Scholarship Fund in Aspen. This has since become defunct.

In South Africa George studied to become a Civil Engineer. In 1954, after an injury sustained while
playing rugby, he went to live in Spain to study the guitar. After some music study he went back to
engineering at the US construction base in Spain. In 1958, George left Spain to live and work in
America at various locations. In 1959, he went to Maracaibo, Venezuela and later to Puerto Rico
before returning to America for good. He was married for many years to Anna (surname not
known) but they had no children. Anna died in about 1993.



Olga and
Jennie Tourel

Olga & Hanlie
v Niekerk, NYC

In 1994, after many frustrating attempts, Beulah found George living in Freeport, Long Island,
New York. A flourishing correspondence commenced culminating in a visit to him in June 1995.
George supplied a lot of information about himself, his family and especially his mother to whom he
was still devoted. The walls of his home were full of certificates and diplomas relating to his
profession and old family photos. He was still in touch with his mother's pupils particularly Yoriko
Abe, Vivienne Thomas and Mike Trimble. He had three guitars - flamenco, classical and ten-string
- which he couldn't play anymore due to advanced Parkinson’s Disease. He told Beulah and Rachi
that he has been a regular columnist in Flamenco Magazine since 1982 as a Spanish music critic
and was a civil engineering consultant. George gave Beulah a treasured Russian doll/tea-cosy
which had belonged to Olga.

George died unexpectedly from a heart attack in his home on 30 November 1995. He is buried in
Westchester Cemetery next to his mother.  (See more pictures articles and testimonials below)
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MUSIC IN THE ROCKY MOUNTAINS
Paul Shapshak (right), son of the Johannesburg sculptor
René Shapshak, chats with his teacher, the world-famous
violinist Szymon Goldberg, and a fellow South African, Olga
Ryss. Miss Ryss 1s known in South Africa for her work in
opera for a period of seventeen years Both Miss Ryss and
Mr. Shapshak are faculty members of the Aspen Music
School. situated high in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado.




A CONCERT BY PROFESSIONAL SINGER OLGA RYSS
WHO HAS TRAVELLED HALF THE WORLD
NOW ON HOLIDAY IN HER MOTHERLAND

Although Olga Ryss was born in Libau, Latvia, Riga music lovers seldom had the
opportunity to hear her at the beginning of her career. Her voice, which is very special, has
been heard in every corner of the world.

After receiving a Laureate from the St Petersburg Conservatorium, Olga began her
internationally acclaimed career in Russia. None of her contemporary singers can boast the
same number of international performances as are recorded in Olga's biography.

She sings in the original language of the composers and her repertoire includes twelve
languages. At present she is preparing for a concert on 21 November.

Olga's grand world tour began in south Russia, then Persia and South Africa. The tour could
be likened to the verse of the famous poet, Igor Severjanin, 'From Moscow to Nagasaki, from
New York to Mars'. Examples of the barriers Olga Ryss had to overcome are that in Persia
the conditions for theatre were primitive, totally Asian in some aspects such as how to seat an
audience and that in South Africa interest in bridge-playing paralysed interest in other
intellectual pursuits.

Although her travels so far have not included New York or Mars, the distances from Libau to
Cape Town in South Africa are as far as those attempted by the Latvian aeronautic hero,
Cukors, who is currently in Gambia.

After her successful tour in South Africa, Olga gave concerts in Germany and was invited to
sing the role of Jaroslavna at the Berlin State Opera.

But times changed and she had to leave Berlin. She returned to Libau and a few months ago,
her performance in the role of Liza at the Latvian National Opera was highly acclaimed
especially as she was the first non-Latvian to sing in the Latvian language.

Lately, Olga Ryss has been resting in the quiet surroundings of Libau and Riga. After a
lengthy break, Riga music lovers will again have the opportunity of hearing this talented
singer on Tuesday, 21 November. The concert will have an interesting diversity including

arias and romances from classical and contemporary composers.

This singer's voice is magnificent and this concert will make a mark in the future success of
Olga Ryss.

(Rough translation of newspaper article)

Page 5 of 7






B

i/

—_—

Vo co c\.‘(ﬁ‘ u e 7 ) . ey
/ L M/(;/ —Hvro AL /j'b(;(,L_/ S/[Lp él.a s /‘J('u.rfw‘
r(/Y o “r SouX ouq C/ Lbecm.,/— ann c{’ mi'n (.‘/ Q/JL(’CL,-/ 2

y 55 X ”’ . 3 - % u

(\M e c,b\?,d a4y Cq,ﬂ A WF T e PN TN P
AL (J/VI/VV)e,aSL(‘)Lea/a(C

‘(ni\(‘raYC% /

D{'Lau (¢ - e,/l.,f :
c A Lee peit < A T2a T L %y
jOw  un len Son M:iLwLUL/l:{/Lé :Z /D L/ #

[ a/vu/ [A/u A ar g

T 7l 1 wec 6 C@/L&'h

_ l/OL\ L{l[/l Taj '_c‘lL-rOLv (M‘/\,(/ o m/‘Da Mo “[ljtn,, {-
SN a /,' ; OU 1:1~L /

Y Gbyfa 6% &0 ZL\, i//c L e ﬂ1f‘m£/4t

( {f)\/YCde/C/Y‘/} W LM,C"LL\(,’”)LL/ ﬂ/ Uy e q,u[mj-
kl oA 'C(. ;

€ [4 i
¢ 2 C /(/LWCI] C-‘u,kcﬂ Con LLCL/ LA C(_CCLQLC ’L/’ avvt(‘/

\.({‘:1 vaj\'t CML/L(.ZS Sae o% S/Z/vvx[aa "(L\_L/ To /wea"ggq
L L\( LA L[ < : “ CL,(] sa {/;)-’r e uy éclf_cy l:vL /tu[(
u(( .l.(u ,]yZOto CL(?‘/\, a,uch (,tct(w:«?b ,/ /
/u ne a’ ‘ uf—qu el P{(Cglu et
) ( oW L,f‘ L (L W o LL/f‘(, CANLC —'(iL/./Lf (o

Cxnrs = / 3
e o O e [ l\, / uoa O (A FCian c—/ /’Q"LLI-?(Y CGNg

ot thc/ Coul '{2) ‘ifcu/ wi Tl wa

M l'L»l.L/ -/(/Oué’ ((AAC'/

L vieloat Wf&/\r %
g/a/w/é(:(.

Letter of appreciation by renowned South African soprano Hanlie van Niekerk who was trained by
Olga Ryss.
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