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John Culshaw's Ring Resoundi,ngwas published in 1967 (the year he left Decca to join BBC TV

as Head of Music Programmes) by Secker & Warburg and is the definitive account of the Decca

Ringrecording. For this hardback edition, the first available for many years, we have reprinted

the text unaltered. One or two facts have altered with the passage of time, notably that the

1951 Knappertsbusch Giitterdtimmerungand the 1955 Keilberth Ringhave finally found their

way onto disc, but it remains "an enthralling book, compulsively readable, and an important

milestone in the literary history of the gramophone record." (The Gramophone, ori$nal 1967

review). We are indebted to Pimlico Books who kindly permitted us to reprint the text and

also announced plans to publish a paperback edition for Sir Georg Solti's 100'h anniversary in

October 2012.
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IS NOT THIS FORM

capable of further deaelopment?

Can we not imagine something like

the second Act of Tristan with silent

or only dimly visible actors, the

music, helped by their gestures,

telling us all that is in their

souls, while they are too

remote from us for the

crude personality of the

actors and the theatrical

artificiality of the stage-

setting to jar upon us as

they do at present?... Or, to

go a step further, cannot we

dispense altogether with the

stage and the visible actor, such

external coherence as the music

needs being afforded by impersonal

voices floating through a

darkened auditorium?
-ERNEST NEWMAN, Wagner as Man and futist (1914)
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CHAPTERONE
The Background

In Vienna, on the afternoon of September 24, l05t], Decca bcgan the first

commercial recording of Richard Wagner's Der Rhry des Nihelangu4 seven years

later, on the evening of November 19, 1965, every note and every word of Wagncr's

huge masterpiece had been recorded. Nothing comparable in scope, cost, or artistic

and technical challenge had been attempted in the hiskrry of the grarriophonc.

This book is the story of how the recording was made and the pcoplc who madc it: tlic

aspirations, the failures, the triumphs, the disasters, and even the trivialities u,hich

impinged on this huge pr<rject. It was not plannerd by a computer or zL rnastermind.

In retrospect, it is the haphazard aspect ofso much ofit that sccrns harcl to grasp, frrr

memory has a way of minimizing incidents which, at tlrc time and in view ol'tht: cost,

seemed appalling. We did not set out with the grc'at idca of pLrtting a complc'te rRlng

on records for the first time. Rather, a f'ew of us dreamcd about it and nevcl really

expected it to happen, for the prophets of comrnercial gloonr are twrra-penny, an<l

only too ready to cast their healy shadows over projects far lcss risky and expensivc

than fifteen hours of Wagnerian music-drama on eramophone rccords.

That it came about at all is attributable to two people: Sir Edward Lewis, thc

chairman of Decca, and Mr. M. A. Rosengarten, the scnior director who has bcen

the principal force and power behind the I)ecca classical progrzrrr)rne since its

inception. No matterwhat any of the rest of us contributed in our various u,:rys to

the success of the Ring, it was their decision late in l1)57 to take an t:nr>rmous risk

on the hitherto unrecorded Rheingokl that provided the fotrudatiou lirr tlrt' wholt'

venture. A measure of the extent of the risk was that no other t:r)rnpany in t hc world

had even considered the possibility ofsr.rch a recordins, and when l)ccca's rlccision

became known at least one distinguished competitor prophesied financial disaster:

One of the factors which in my opinion contributed decisively to the succt'ss of tlrt'

.Ri4grecording was that it was subject tr> commercial disciplinc. Wc wert: treaterl

generously; we were left alone to get on with the work; we were never refusecl

anything which might contribute to the success of thc rccording. But we were also

not allowed to run amok and indulge in those pointless extravaeancies which sprotrt

and multiply whenever the discipline of a proper budget is absent. (We know of

one opera producer who, working in a superbly equipped theatre, dcmanclcd ancl

got over sixty separate lighting rehearsals for one production of ()iltterdi.innntrury4.

With such inefficiency, or perversity, it is no wonder that hugc subsidies are reqr-rired

for opera on the stage.) The financial reins which hcld us wcre neither tzLut nor

uncomfortable, but we never had any doubt that they were gripped by a firm hancl.

Inevitably in a story ofthis kind the focus must be, rathcr unfairly, on thc artists and

the recording studio. Wagner's drama, and the real-lif'e dramas which surrounded

it for seven years, make up the substance of this book to the exclusion of dozens

of other people without whom the Decca Rlzg would be less good than it is. Therc

are the administrators, the accountants; the tape editors and the men who take:

such pains to transfer the sound from tape to disc in such a way that the two are

indistinguishable; the factory technicians who strive to maintain that quality through

a process of mass production; the promotion men and the representatives who get

the records into the shops. All these play a part in the history of any recording, and

I draw attention to them here because they do not get their fair share of what is

coming. The glamorous side of any record company is its studio, bccause that is

where the artists are; yet without the skilled effcrrts ofa cutter or a process engineer

rvorking sometirnes thousands of miles arvay from the recording location, the work

ol ttre artists corrld go frrr nothing.

I am very rnuch awarc of a contradiction in purpose between this book and our

recordins of the Ring. In reviewing the records, many critics acknowledged

that we succccded in creating something like a "theatre of the mind" which

enabled the listener at home to get involved with Wagner's characters and

the swcep ol' his great music-drarna, as distinct from the different sort of

err.joymcnt that comcs frorn hearing a particular singer "interpreting" a part.

By writinu about rvhat happcned in the studio, I am open to the criticism of

diverting attention to what is relativcly unimportant. It can certainly be argued

that it is undesirable to know lrozu something was achieved if such knowledge then

dctracts li 'om one's enjoyrrent of the result. Yct I do not think this will happen,

bccause the porver ol thc /ilngas drarna is too grcat. Close as I have been to every

incident urnnccted witlr the recording over the past seven or eight years, I still find

that when I hear it again it is thc characters of Wagner's drama who come to life, and

in so doing instantly dispel any memories of itrtists standing in front of microphones.

IIagen is Wagncr's Hagen, and not.just Gottlob Frick pretending to be Hagen; and

it has required a consiclerablc cffort of memory to recall the various technical means

tlrrough which all of us sousht to bring about a result in which technology would

not obtnrtle. So I do not think that anything in this book is likely to get between the

listener and the recorded Ring. the cast and the characters are simply too strong.

It has seerned worthwhile to give an extensive background to the Decca Ring, for

altlrouglr it rvzLs not phnncd as a long-term venture, it would not have come into

bcing at all had not certain firctors, and certain people, happened to converge at

tlre riehl m()mcnt. Would it have happened if, in 1946, Mr. Rosengarten had not

signed a contract with a struggling l{ungarian pianist, exiled in Switzerland, who

lrr>ped to becorne a conductor and whose name was Georg Solti? Would it have

happenccl if Kirsten Flagstad had not corne out of retirement and revoked her

rlccision ncvcr to make another record, although her contribution to theftirqgwas,

in the end, relatively srnall? Would it have happened if Decca's recordingstaffhad

not includcd a producer and a first engineer devoted to Wagner? It is because the

Iirrces that convcrged on that autumn afternoon in 1958 to begin the recording of

the rRlnq came Ii'om so many directions that I have tried to follow their traces as far

back as possiblc.

'fhe 
idea ofa complete Rinplol records was unthinkable until the advent ofLP and

prenratrrre befrrre the invention ofstereo. Bits and pieces ofthe Ringwere recorded

in the days of the 78-rpm record, and some of them are valuable if only to remind

rus, howcver dirnly, of the great voices of the past. We are the richer because the

gramophone has preserved the voices of Leider, Lehmann, Melchior; and Schorr The

rnost consistent and satisfactory of all such recordings remains the set of Walhiire, AcI

One, made in l!)35 with Bruno Waltcr conducting the Vienna Philharmonic and a

cast comprising Lehmann, Melchior, and List, although I have never been able to

agree witlr those critics who find this performance irreproachable. Bruno Walter

and Lehmann are superb; but Melchior, despite the excellence ofhis voice as such,

scems to rne to take rhythmical license far beyond any reasonable bounds. Flagstad

made a lot of prewar 7tl rpm records which serve to give some idea of her voice in

its prinre, though the musical value of the discs is often impaired by the presence of

undistinguished conductors; there remains, however, her excellent postwar recording

of tlre Inrmolation scene from Gdtterdiimmmtng, conducted by Wilhelm Furtwiingler.
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These, and a few other distinguished examplcs apart, constitute the main leg:rcy ol'

the 78-rpm era so far as the -Rirgis concerned. Much of the rt:st is franklv conrical. Not

long ago a colleague of mine came across an old 7ll-rpm seL ol lllalkiire on the HMV

label. It contained fr-rurteen records-twenty-eiglrt sides-and played for rorrghly two

hours, which isjust over halfthe average timing Iix'the wholc rvork. It was, tliereforc,

a "condensed" Walhiire, although thc process of condcnsation seems, firrni today's

standpoint, to be the least of its surprises. Sevcn sides, or about thirtv two nrinutes,

are devoted to Act One, with Walter Widdop as Sicgmund and Gota Ljtrrrrberg as

Sieglinde. Through the first four sides the Londorr Symplxrny ( )rt:hestra is conducted

by Albert Coates, but when we corne to sides live and six alr anonylllous r>rchestra

has taken over, and Lawrance Collinglvood is the condrrctor: ('l 'hc singers rern:rin the

same.) By side seven, which contains the end ol Act One, Mr. (irates has rt'appeared

with the London Syrnphony.

The interjection of another orchestra and conchrctor in the rrriddle ol u\ct One may

seem startling enough today, but it is zr^s nothing wlx)n conrparrt'd with thc conrings ancl

goings in Act Two. Fcrr the opening ol the seccnd at1 the orchcsl ra has bctrrrnt' thc llcrlin

State Opera, and the conductor is Leo Blech. 
'l'hcrc 

is a fine cast, u'ith lirirla Lcicler as

Briinnhilde and Friedrich Schorr as Wotan, and thcse fbrces lnilna{e t( ) rcnlirirr c( 'nstilnl

for three sides, or about thirteen rninutes. But whcn, on sidcs t'lcvcn and twclvc, it is

necessary for Siegmund and Sieglinde to reappear, tlre orcht'stra bcconrcs lhe Lonclon

Symphony once again ard Mr Coates is back rxr the podirrrrr. Iirorn thal point txrrvards

a state of anarchy may be said to Jrrevail. lntlv: fode"nerhiilkfu?rrlg scerx'tlrt.orchestra

and conductor (Coates) remain the s:rrne, and Widdop is still tlrc Siegnrrurrl; bLrt tlrc

part of Briinnhilde has been taken over by Iilrrcnce ALrstral. lly sidc sixtccn, whcrc

Siegmund challenges Hunding, we are back in Ilerlin again. 
'l 'he 

Siegrrlrrrrl is still

Walter Widdop, who presumably went to lJerlin in the hopt'ol meetinq lris lirrnrt,r

Sieglinde, Miss Ljungbcrg... but no such luck, lirr anothcr singer has takcn ovcr'

the part. However, Miss Ljungbcrg managcs to lcappear on the vcry nt'xt sidc to

witness the death of her brother, along with Mr: Coates antl tlic London Syrnphony

Orchestra. Miss Austral is still the Briinnhildc, but firr the cnd of Act'l\.vo rvc find a

new Wotan, Howard liy. Miss Leider is back as Briinnhildt: Iirr Act 
'l 'hrcr'; 

Mr. I,'r-y

has been replaced as Wotan by Mr. Schorr, and thc Berlin firrccs are asairr conchrctctl

by Leo Blech. Altogetheq this is a very confusing set of recortls.

Another 78-rpm set, devoted to Act Two, is only marginally lcss complicertcd. Marta

Fuchs sings Briinnhilde for eleven ofthe twenty sides, but has bccn rcplacod by thc

end of the act. The same applies to Hans Hottcr, whose placc is takcn by Alfred

Jerger on side twenty. The Berlin State Opera Orchestra under Sei<.llcr'Winkler

plays sides one to eleven and {ifteen to eighteen, whilc the others arc played by

the Vienna Philharmonic under Bruno Walter. How anyolrc was supposcd to gct

a conception of the piece from tl.ris sort of rnt'ss is very harc.l to im:rgint', but such

was the beginning of the Rizg's recording history. ('l'herc was a sirnilar patchwork

Siediied.) Haphazard planning and a shortagc of moncy cloubtless governed thcsc

hotchpotch ventures; but the real trouble was the format ol thc 7lJ rprn record,

which could not, by its nature, accommodate this kind ol' rnusic rvithotrt fatally

damaging its continuity. Indeed, considering all its delicient:ics, it is arnazing that the

78-rpm disc lasted as long as it did. For alrnost half a century it was the gramophone

record, and its tumultuous history has been well recountcd by Roland (lc'latt in his

book The Fabulous Phonograph.

The death of the 78-rpm record was sudden and unlamented. With the advent of

LP-pioneered in the United States by Columbia Records, Inc., and in Europe by 
'lhe

Decca Rt't ord Conrpany, Ltd. continuity of perfrrrmance in terms of both playback

and recoruling bccanrt' possiblc, and the field ol complete opera was wide open.

Seen irt retrospect, one rcalises that sonle stranec things happened in the transition

period bctu'een 7ll rprn and the establishn-rent of'LP Thus, although Columbia in

Arnerica had shown not only wliat could be drxre with LP but with opera on LP by

prodLrcirr.g a really brilliarrt, imaginative recording of Gershwir.r's Porg and Bns, the

company prornptly abancloned its interest in oltcra and concentrated its classical

activity alrnost entircly in the synrphonic field. In Great Britain, EMI reached the

ocld conclrrsion that tht'rc was no lirture in LP and devoted itselfto a hopeless, last-

minrrte attcrnpt to pr('scrve tl.re 7li-rpnr fcrrmat. But Decca, on the instigation of

Mauricc Itosengartcn, plunged into complete operas as early as 1950. In Vienna,

Clernerrs l(rirtrss re<:or<led what has becomc a sort of vittage Fledetmn?rtr; and in

l{ome, I{t'rrata Tbbaldi rnadc hcr lirst appcarance in a conrplete opera recording

rvith la lJohinte. A recordcd /?rngwas alrcady a tt:chnical p<-rssibility in 1950, but the

standar<l opcratic rt'pt'rtoire obviotrsly took prcccdcnce.

I t  is  a sober ing thoLruht  t l ia t  i lanyonc had t r icd to put  the Ringon 78-rpm discs,

thc r:ornJrlt'lc rvorks u,orrlcl have rt'qrrircd sornething like two hundred and twenty-

firur sidcs, or one lnrttlrt.d :rnd twelve records. Vru wor-rld have been interrupted

thirty-livc lirncs in Illui,nl1old and ovcr seventy times in Giillcrdrimmerung, and most

of the brcaks would havc rnade nrusical nonsensc. Now. with the reasonable latitude

providerl by modcrn dubbing tcchniques, onc can accomrnodate the whole of

Rluittl1nlrl on six siclt:s, l4/alh.iire alrtl Siegfried on tcn sides each, and Giitterdiimmmtng

on twt'lvt', rn:rking nint:tcen recorr.ls {irr the crrtirc cycle, which has a playing time of

over I i r r r t  tc t 'n hours.

Althorrgh rnany e:Lrly l,l)s c<>nsisted of Ttl-rprn discs redubbcd into the new format,

it wzrs not krng bclirrc t:vcry rct:ord conlpany was using magnetic tape as the

basic rnatcrial for rccorcling. Sincc t:4re can be spliced, the era ofthe "assembled"

pcrlirlnrancc had courc into beinrr alrnost belirre anyone realised the implications.
()ne rn isht  say that  thc [ ,P could not  hzrvc been launched ser iously wi thout

t l re invcu( ion of ' tapc;  yet  wi th in s ix yezrrs of  thc arr ival  of  LP the record industry

Ihccd ano( l rcr  rcvolr r t ion in tcrr r rs t>f 's tereophonic sound. From my posi t ion

in the studio this was the breakthrough rvc had waited ft>r in order to record

cornplt'tc operzrs in a way that rniuht bring thc home listener into closer contact

with thu rlrarna. It was a developrnent for lorla1lr listener: it could not be expected

to appt'al (and indet'd did not arrtl does not appeal) to those sentimental folk

whosc rtrt'atest listcning pleasurt' r:omes firrrn hearing ancient 78-rpm records

made lry thc ladies ancl gcntlenrcn of the so called golden age. But for the huge,

untappt:rl, and mainly young audicncc intercsted in opera in-the-home, and also

healthily iuterestcd in using modern technokrgy to produce a decent sound from

records, thc cominu of stereo opened a ncw world of experience. (Briefly, and

nonte<:hnically, the dillcrcnce betwecn a mono zrnd a stereo recording is that on a

rnono rcr:ord the pickup stylus-thc modern equivalent of the old needle-moves

in a dircction which prt>dzuces a single sound. On a stereo record the movement

ol the stylrrs is morc complex, and produces two sounds, one of which is fed to the

right spcaker and thc other to thc left. Assuniing that, as usual, the first violins are

depkryed to the conductor's lc{i, they will be heard mainly from the left

speaker; and whattvel is on the right will bc heard from the right speaker

With g<xrd stereo thcre should be no "hole in the middle," for this problem will

have been ovcrcorne by skilful microplione placement in the studio. A sound which

emanat€:s from the cr:ntre of the orchestra (the woodwind, for example) will be

recorded on both channels and will therefore, under proper playback conditions,

.f he rrothtround. lil[ Rt[[||||il||[



appear to be located in the centre, despite the fact that the home listener

has no centre speaker.)

It is true to say that stereo changed the whole concept of recorded opera. Until

stereo, a record was a document <lf a perf<.rrmance, and one could not really expect

it to be more. In the old mono system you couid, in a rather primitive way, convey

the idea that a character was approaching from a distance-like DonJosd in Act Two

of Carmm. You could more or less accommodate all the sounds a composer wrote

in his score, but you could do little to suggest the sort of perspectives-the layers of

sound-he may have had in mind. (Outside opera, Britten's War Requiernis a perfect

example, for the perspectives are part of the worh and stereo is able to convey them,

whereas mono can only suggest their existence.)

It is unfortunately true that only a minority of those who invest

in stereo make the most of its advantages, which, from

the listener's point ofview, are two. First, there is an

obvious improvement in sornd qunli[t, a sense of

spaciousness and a lack of strain-though such

improvement is dependent on the quality of

the listener's equipment. Second, there is

stereo's ability to convey position in the

lateral sense. It differentiates between

sounds on the left, in the middle, and

on the right, and should cover all

points between the extremities of

the two speakers. And when handled

properly from the recording end,

it can seem to convey that certain

sounds are actually coming from

bqondthe extremities of the speakers,

Iike the offstage call of Waltraute

in Act One of Gdtterdiimmmrng, or

Siegfrieds horn call as he approaches

the Rhinemaidens in Act Three. Given

this possibility to convey position and

mnaemtnL it was obvious to us from the

beginning of stereo that operas would have to

be conceived aurally for the new medium. It would

make no sense at all for the tenor and soprano to sing

a passionate love duet while standing several yalds apart;

andif the baritone has to flee from the tenor's wrath. he must
I obviously move away from him, and not towards him. Elementary

, though these examples may seem, it is very funny now to listen to sorne of the

I earliest stereo recordings in which one of two things happened: either the cast

I remained rooted in the same position throughout, which made dramatic nonsense,

I or the artists moved about more or less as they felt, with equally nonsensical or even

I downright contradictory results.

i

Today, movements necessary to convey dramatic action or sense are plotted long

before the opera goes into the studio, and the artists are rehearsed in such movements

before the orchestra assembles. To help them, it is usual to cover the stage with a

numbered and lettered grid, so that an artist who forgets his move can refer to a pencil

mark in his score and find out exactly where, on the sound stage, he is supposed to

be. An indirect advantage ofthe system is that it has made artists far less microphone-

conscious than they used to be. Once they have gained confidence that the battery of

microphones gives an even coverage wherever they stand on the stage, they feel fiee

to rnove and to acl in a way that was very rare in the days of mono.

Sterco is therefore a medium to be tned: it is what you can make of it. At its best, it

can bring opera to life in the home in a way that was unimaginable twenty years ago.

The effect is nothing like that ofthe opera house, for several reasons. The listener at

home is not a rnernber of a community, and whether he admits it or not his reactions

in private are not the same as his reactions in public. I am not claiming that one

environrnent is better than the other, but simply that they are different, and that

therefore the reactions are different. The sound of a good stereo recording played

under good conditions in the home will tend to engulf the listener, and

may draw him psychologically closer to the characters of the

opera than when he is in the theatre. The sense ofbeing

inside the drama is heightened by the absence of a

visual element: the listener can hear the words and

the music, he can hear where the characters are

standing, and he can follow them when they

move; but he has to create his own mental

image of what they look like, and in what

sort of setting they are moving. Instead

of watching someone else's production,

he is unconsciously creating his own.

(Andrew Porte4 reviewing Rheingold

in The Gramoph,one, \\rote: "Listening

to these records is not like going to

the opera house without looking at the

stage. In some mysterious way they

seem to catch you up in the work-not

in a particular set of performers-more

intimately than that.")

Composers have been among the first

to realise that stereo has transformed the

purpose of the classical gramophone record.

Britten will devote days to discussions with me

or one ofmy colleagues about how best to convey

one of his operas in the stereo medium. (By the same

token, a good film of a good play is not a filmed play: it is

a good film because it conveys the essence ofthe play in a new

rnedium. A stereo opera recording is not a transcription of a perform-

ance, but a re-creation ofthe opera in aural terms quite different from those ofan

opera house. It cannot be stressed too often that all records are made with a view to

performance at home under domestic condi- tions, which is why it is almost always

impossible to suggest the real qualities of a record by means of a public demonstration

in a hall) Stravinslg"s views on the subject have been extensively published, and in

the realm ofperforming artists there are very few left who maintain that stereo is not

a huge step forward. One does not have to go all the way with Glenn Gould in his

prediction that within fifty years the concert hall (and presumably the opera house)

as we know it will cease to exist, and will have been replaced by the stereo recording

played under ideal domestic conditions. Btrt Lhe trmd is there, unmistakably. My

feeling is that since stereo offers, or should offer, an entirely different experience

@ 
n* o* llllfrfr - rn" ao"ag,ouo,t



from that of the concert performance, there is no feason on earth rvhy the tu'o

should not exist happily, side by sidc, frrr many years to come.

The question ofhow far to go in producing an opera lirr sl.crco is a tricky onc. As I have

said, it is essential to plot and convey those movemellts and actions rvhich contribute

to the drama. It is essential to handle offistage perspectivt's with skill and artistry to

respect, say, Wagner's careful instructir>ns about the prorirnity of the various horn

calls at the opening of Trisnn und Isolde. Act Two, or Vurdi's complex dcrnands in the

first scene of Otello. Such things can probably be bcttur done on a stcrt'o recordinll

than in most theatres. But like any other medium, sterco can be abrrscd; ancl oncc it

begins to draw attention to itselfand away frorn the nrusit'it sen'es, it carr rt'asonably

be said that something has gone wrong-not with stcrco as such, but witlr the rvay in

which it has been handled.

In recording the pub scene from Peler (]rhnes, il is losical to establish tlrt' position

of the door through which Grimes will eventually makc liis cntranc(', ancl beyond

which the storm is raging; but it is not logical to add seagulls to thc lirst act t>r

the sound of surf to the last. It rnakcs sense to usc a spocial acotrstic to heightcn

the atmosphere of loneliness and lear in thc short. solo scenc for (irrlnrnc in

Gdtterdiimmmtng, Act'fhree; but I would not rnysell arkrpt a church acorrstir: for tlrt'

whole of the first act of Tosca,n<>r try to emulate an opcn-air acoustit'Iirr At:t 
-lhrcc.

The fact is that an abnormal acoustic c:rnnot be sustzrint'd lirr krng lvitlrorrt inducing

aural fatigue, and a hint is often enough to convey thc point you art: tryin.g to rnakt..

( lntheclosingscenefronAida-thcvonKarajan/ ' lbbald ivcrs ion-wt uscdanonrral

acoustic for the tomb, excc.ptfor thc' mornent wher<' l{:rrlarnis tries to rrrove lhc stone

which seals the crypt. The mental imagc of the cntonrbcd lovers is assistccl by thc

momentary trick, and remains when thc acoustic has rctrrrned lo rrorlrral.) Wherc

any sort of magical business is required-the Woll (llcn scene in livisclii.tT" Albericlr's

disappearance and transfcrrmation in Rheingtll, Prrck's t'omings arrrl soinss in ,4

MidsummerNight's l)reanL, and a host ol other e'xarnplt's the r,rsc r>1 a spt'<'ial an<l

appropriate acoustic frorn moment to rnornent, altlrough irnpossililt ' irr the theatrc

at present, is valid for stereo. Thc furthest anyonc has qone in that clircction is

our transformati<>n oI Siegfried the tenor into Gunthcr the baritorrt'at the end of

the first act of Giittndiimmerung We hacl to alter thr: constnrction ol Winduasscn's

voice in such a way that it would sound vaguely like liist:her-Dieskau's, but rvithorrt

altering the key or tonality of the passage in question. It rvas an excecdingly difficrrlt

business, but the critics did not kill us fbr it, because it was what Wagncr hoped firr;

according to his stage instructions, and because it carne off which is trr say that it

fitted into the dramatic context without drawing attention to itsell as a girnrnick ancl

without interfering with the musrc.

The sad thing is that so few listeners among those who have equipped thernselves

with stereo can get anything like a proper idea of what is on the rccords. 
'l 'hose 

who

have gone to the expense ofgetting good equipment and the troublc ofdcploying

their speakers properly have found that the experiencc of stereo, plopcrly played,

is remarkable, rewarding, and different. (It is especially different frrr those who

like to listen on stereo earphones. Some people find the effect disturbing, but it is

a fact that on good earphones you can pinpoint the position of every instrument

in the orchestra and follow even the smallest movcments of the characters ovcr

the aural stage) For them, what someone has relerred to as "total immersion" in

operais possible whenever they feel like it. But for the rest, and that inch-rdesjust

about everyone who listens to stereo with both speakers mounted in a single piece

of furniture, the improvement over mono is merely that of quality- nn agreeablc

enough improvernent in itself, but only thc smaller part of what is a huge technical

and artistic stt'p forward.

It is pleasing tr> think that thc Decca Rizg seenls to have done much to make

people arvare of what can be obtained fronr a rnodern stereo record. As Alan fuch

rvrote in the "Atrru, fbrh Herukl fiibune on July 4, 1965: "It is not only Wagner and

Giitterdtinunoung that are justified by this ncw album. Suddenly, the whole concept of

rt'corded oper:r scems to makt: a ncw kind of scnse."

'l 'he 
advanr:cs in technology over the past liw years have also brought about a

psychok>gical chanse in the studio. It is still true that all the machinery and all the

assenrblecl skills are there firr tlxr single purpose of getting the artist's performance

on a record; but the mezrns of'achieving that end have becorne far too complex for

the artist to t:ornrrrand the lrctlrod, as was c()lnrnonly the case until a few years ago.
'l ' lrt're 

was, Iirr t'xarnple, a lirnrous t:onductor ol the old German schoolwho refused to

pcrfonn unless a single microplrone ofa liopelessly outdated type wzu suspended over

the orchestr:r. Another corrdrrr:tor', involved with an carly opera rccording, demanded

that the cntilc setrrp be changed arorrnd by one hundred and eighty degrees, despite

thc protcsts ol thc eneinccrs tlrat such a changc would make the sound worse, not

lx'tter. In tlrost' days, he u'as zrlbwcd his whirrr, and an entire session was wasted in

llroving tr> hirn lhat his theory was wrong.

'['ltc 
attitrrtle rlcrived fir>rtt tlte zLssumption that the gramophone record was still a

toy which was not to bc takcn vr:ry seriously. Sut:h conductors could not, or would

r)ol, acc('l)t tlre <lillerencc bt'twccn a litcral transcription ol'musical notes onto a

rt,cord anrl irrt inraginativt'approach to the sarne operation, through which one

stLrdies thc scolc with a vicrv to presenting the rnusic in a way that will especially

appeal to tlrt'l istcrrcr at honrc.'['hcy rescntcd what they tliought was the intrusion

ol technokruy br:tween thcrnsclvcs and thcir audiences, while forgetting that

enlightt'nrxl lu hnokrey exisls only to aid that cornmunication. Certainly they would

nt ,ver havt 'ar lapted thernst ' lv t 's  to today's studio rcquiremcnts.

'l ' l ls 
probk'rrr rro lonser exists in any serious lorrn. As a rule, artists today understand

that thc ar:trriLl ter:lrniques o{ rc<rrrding are best. left to those who understand them;

and thost: wlro undcrstzrnd such techniqucs best are those who seek to establish the

closest contacl rvith the artists in thc studio, and so gain their confidence. And in any

case the r:osts o['rccording have risen with such rapidity that an indulgence in whims

and conceits can no loneer bc afforded.

'l 'he 
structure ol'any major gramophone company is like an iceberg: the part which

shows, at least to the public, is only a fraction of the whole. Before the first notes

of any recordinc reach the tape, the adrninistration may have been at work for

zrnything up to two years to coordinate the fbrces involved. Major artists are busy

people and carrnot be booked zrt short notice; orchestras are by no means available

just rvhcn y()u want themi and if you are working on location it can happen that the

hall you wzrnt is not frce at a tinre to suit the artists.

The bulk of the Rfzg administration was effected from the headquarters of Decca

Recordings (Ilurope), Ltd., which is in Zurich. At the head is the remarkable character

of Mr Mauricc Rosengarten. He, and Mr. Leon Felder, who is one of his assistants,

u'ill appear and reappear as the story of the ftizg recording emerges; and for those

of us who worked on it, the presence of our somewhat mercurial Mr. Rosengarten

was very rnuch with us during those eight years. He is totally committed in his
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enthusiasm for the classical catalogue, and there is nothing he does not know about

the record business (except, possibly, what happens in the modern studio, and that

he is happy to leave to others). Without him, I do r-rot think there u'ould have been

a.Ri4grecording, ot if there had been, it would certainly have cost twice as rnuch

as it did. His tenacity when he believes he is right is as unbudgeablc as Mont Blanc.

He signed a contract with Georg Solti in l94fi, and I asked hirn to think back to that

time and give me his impressions in the light of all that has happencd sincc. He said:
"It was in 1945 that Max Lichtegg, the tenor, told me zrbout a pianist called Gcorg

Solti. He said he was a first-class musician and would certainly have a big firture.

Then, in 1946, I flew to London with Lichtegg, who was going to record somc arias,

and he mentioned Solti's name again, so when I got back to Zurich, I asked Solti

to come and see me to discuss the possibility of making some piano rccordings,

perhaps as an accompanist. The first thing he said as he came in was that hc wantecl

to conduct. I said'Mr. Solti, have you ever conducted?' and his answcr was no. What

was I to think? Many people come to me and say they want to conduct or play an

instrument or sing. I knew very well what Lichtegg had said to mc about Solti, but

he was talking about Solti the pianist, not Solti the conductor. All the same, thcrc

was something in Solti's personality that made me feel certain he would have a big

future..."

"I invited him to play the piano fcrr (ieorg Kulenkampff, thc violinist, with wlxrnr

we wanted to make some records, and he agreed, though he kept on saying that he

really wanted to conduct. Anyway, I arranged for these violin and piano rt:cordings

to be set up in the Radio Zurich studios.

Meanwhile, I had heard that Solti was going to conduct alier all-he was aborrt to

become the musical director of the Munich Opera, so I thought I had better see

him again to talk about a contract as a conductor. I f<nrnd thcn what I now krrow

very well-it's not easy to discuss programmes zrnd terms with hinr. Hc had never

conducted before, but he discussed conditions as if he'd been a star conductor

foryears! He was s<.r sure of himself that I dccidcd he rnust have the nrakings of ;r

great conductor. When we had finished our talk and a{rreed on thc cunditions, hc

promised that he would do his best, and he has kept thzrt pronrise. I must say that his

great success over the years has not changed him..."

"I never thought he would make the Riry4. In those days, onc thought first ol'

Knappertsbusch in connection with the Rizg Of coursc in 11)47 whcn I was setting

up the classical recordings for Decca in Europe we were still dealing with the old 78

rpm records, but I already had in my mind the idea that complete opera recorclings

in the original languages must be a success. But we had to wait frrr LP... Evcn so,

the.Rizgis so much bigger than anything else. I think we had the courage to makc it

because all the right things came together-the right conductor, the best :rrtists in the

world, a superb technical setup, and of course the Vienna Philharmonic. I was never

in doubt for a second that the Rizgwould be less than a great success. 1'he biggest

surprise for me was the way Solti emerged as a great Wagner conductor; I did not

expect that at all, but you know how delighted I am about his success..."

Solti's version of the story is very similar, but with a different emphasis. He said:

"During the second World War I was in Switzerland working as a pianist. I had a

work permit for piano teaching, but not for what I wanted to do. I wanted to be a

conductor, or at any ruIe a ry'pdtitatr. Well, I was doing some work with a very nice

tenor called Max Lichtegg-he was Swiss, but really Polish by birth-and he told me

that hc had a fiiend in Zurich who rcpresented Decca in Switzerland, and that he

would rccomrnend me to his friend."

"So Lichtese recornrnended me-but as a pianist. It must have been a great

sr.rrprise to Rosensarten that as soon as I met him I said, 
'l 

don't want to play the

piano, I want to be a conductor.' He must have thought I was absolutely mad. As

it happcned, I had.just been playing the piano at concerts with Yehudi Menuhin,

artd Rosengarten had tht' idea of bringing rne together with another great violinist,
(icorg Kulenkampff, who had.lust come out of (iermany."

"Vru set'whal lrappcned. I wcnt to l{osengarten to ask to be a conductor, and this

was his counter-proposition. He said, do this record with Kulenkampfffirst, and then

wc shall see. lt must have been in thc early months of 1947. I remember it very well

bccausc I hacl to corne back to Su'itzerland from Munich and I had a breakdown in

thc car. I had a drivcr because I t:ouldn't drive a car then. We broke down somewhere

in ttre south r.rl'Bavaria and I had to wait a krng time bcfore I rnanaged to get another

car to pick ntc up-it cost two packcts of black-market cigarettes, that's all! And so

with this second t:ar we reached the Swiss border whcre I was met by friends who

took nrc to ZLrrich wherc I rnade my Iirst record with Kulenkampff."

"l t:an't remt'rnbcr whcn I first rnct Mr. Rosengarten. It was in the office in the

lladenerstrasse, brrt not the one he has now-it was the small one, near the post

oflice. 
'l 'here 

rvas sornething strangc which l remember very well. There was a smell

oIcoflcc and ol'sorne kind of electrical equipment somehow mixed together. Maybe

I irnagirrr:d il, but I can still rernember what it was like, because I am very perceptive

about that sort ofthinq and about noises. Things like that are not important, but

thcy are what you rcmernber when you arc youltg..."

"l rernernbcr two pcoplc at thc recording. One was Victor Olof, who kept saying,
"lirke it casy, take it easy,' and the other was Rolf Liebermann. I know I was very

cxcited, and so was Kulcnkarnpff-understandably, because he had not worked in

prrblic firr about two years. The very first session was the Brahms G Major Sonata,

I think. I could bc wrong, but I think that came first, then the Beethoven and

thcn Mozart . "

"Wherr we had finished I asked l{osengarten again fbr a chance to conduct for records.

Hc prornisecl to arrange it, and he did. It was with the Tonhalle Orchestra in Zurich,

and it was Becthovcn's ligmont C)verture. I'm sure it's a terrible record, because the

orchestra was not very good at that time and I was so excited. It is horrible, surely

horriblc-but by now it has vanished."

"l don't know whr>se idea it was that I should come to London and record Haydn's
"l)rurn Roll" Symphony with the London Philharmonic. It must have been in

19,19. . .  "

Ncither Solti nor I can remember when we first met, though it was certainly not

before 194ti. We were probably introduced in that yeag for in 1949 I made a

lecture tour of the American Zone of Germany which included an engagement in

Munich onJune 20. For some reason I was back in Munich onJune 26 and went to

a perfirrmance t>f Rosmhaaalier which Solti conducted in the Prinzregententheater.

We spoke briefly in one of the intermissions, but my main memory is of the theatre

itself, which is a near copy of llayreuth-and in t 949, Bayreuth was still in darkness.

@ 
n*o*.',uffi rhe Bachsrountt



A month or two later-on August 29 and 31 to be precisc-we worked together for

the first time. Solti had come to London to record Haydn's Symphony No. 103, thc

"Drum Roll", with the London Philharmonic in Kingsway Hall, and I was given the

sessions because Victor Olof was recording on the continent. There remains only a

vague recollection of Solti's vitality and enthusiasm and cooperation-a realization

on my part that making a record could be more than the routine business of putting

so many notes of music into a groove. Apart from anything else, the sound that Solti

was able to produce from the orchestra was exciting, and I longed to work with him

again on something which, in that particular sense, of'fered more scope than Haydn.

He was at the farthest possible extreme from the only other conductor with u'hom

I had worked that year-the enchanting but very aged Oscar Straus, who had been

lured to London to record orchestral selections fiom his Viennese operettas.

In the following year, 1950, I went again to Germany on another lecture tour. Thcsc

tours, to judge from my diary, were really an excuse to attend as many Wagncr

performances as possible, and this one included a'lristan in East Berlin on May l4

and a Walhilre under Solti in Munich on May 21 . I likc to think of the latter as the

real beginning of our association, for it affected me more than any other 
'Wagncr

performance I had ever heard. It was not the best I had heard, but it was tlie most

unified; it was a conception; and it was theatre. Above all, it camc at.just the right

time, for the Tristan in East Berlin had been a dismal affair, and I was bored by the

task of delivering the same lecture night after night and answcring the sarne, slightly

embarrassing questions from tolerant audiences who deserved a bettcr advocate

than I to convince them that a new musical tradition was emerging outside Germany.

There had been no lecture on May 21, and it was a stifling hot day. I took a train tu

Starnberg, hired a rowing boat and, so to speak, dropped anchor in the middle r>fthe

lake. The swimming was so good and the sun so hot that it would have been easy not

to go back to Munich and the possibility of a disappointin g Walhiire; but bzrck I went,

to emerge five hours later from the Prinzregententheater drunk with enthusiasm

and conviction about a performance which vocally did not compare with thosc I had

heard at Covent Garden since the end of the war. But I had never heard an operit

orchestra play with the sort of power and nobility that Solti drcw from his Munich

forces. In my experience, it connected only with the mernory of the Beecham/

Marjorie Lawrence Tristanwhich the BBC had presented after-the war, the Vienna

State Opera performance of Salome under Clemens Krauss at Covent Garden in

1947, and Richard Strauss conducting at the Albert Hall on October 19, 1947.

But whereas all those had exciting contributory factors, the Solti perlorrnance in

Munich was strictly repertoire, with no big stars (the Wcrtan was Fcrdinand Frantz,

and Briinnhilde was his wife, Helena Braun) and was achieved with an orchestra of

good but not exceptional quality.

YeI Walhiire emerged triumphantly. The music and the drama made sense in a way

that had escaped the postwar Covent Garden performances, despite the excellence of

the casts in London. (For example: on March 23, 194t|, at Covent Garden, there was

a performance in English with Flagstad, Hotter, and Carron.) What leally }dt me on

that evening in 1950 was the overriding importance of the conductor in Wagne4 and

if this now sounds naive it is worth remembering that in 1950 any young Englishman's

experience of Wagner was restricted to Covent Garden, with a glimpse now and then

ofbetter things when Furtwiingler or De Sabata conducted concert performances but

concert performances, however good, simply cannot add up to the totality of opera.

And there were no records of substantial quality or quantity, by which I mean that no

complete performance of Wagner's music- dramas existed on records.

The Munich performance of Walkilrebroreht me face-to-face with what I think is

the essential truth about any Wagner production: you can get away, in the opera

house at any rate, with a rnodestly talented cast ifyou have a brilliant conductor at

the helm; but the most brilliant cast in the world will not save the performance if

the conductor is a dullhead. Of course, the ideal is to have a great cast and a great

conductor in a great production; but if for any reason there has to be a weak link

in the chain, then the one that can least afford to be weak is the musical director.

(I happen to think this rule applies not only to Wagner, but to the whole of opera,

which is really to say that inferior operas survive only to provide employment for

inferior conductors: can you think of one real conductor who has.shown an atom of

passion firr Bellini?)

I remember the sword coming out of the tree on that evening in May; the terror

of Sieglinde's mad scene in Act Tho, when she thinks she hears the barking dogs

and Hunding's horn; the strings in the first appearance of the so-called Redemption

theme; and, above all, Solti's handling ofthe E major orchestral passage in the final

scene when Wotan becomes a human father instead of an unforgiving god. I know

that the brass crescendo at the summit ofthat passage is not, in fact, written; I know

that a few conductors, Erich Leinsdorf for one, refuse therefore to make it; and

I suspect that Georg Solti learnt it from Hans Knappertsbusch, who knew more

abrrut Wasner as theatre thar' any man of his time. I shall never forget that moment,

niusically or dramatically; and as I went home from the concert hall that night there

was brrrn, dirnly, the idea of recording Walhiire with Georg Solti. It was, of course,

utterly impossible, and I would have been laughed at if I had even mentioned it.

'l 'he 
next day, May 22, I went to see Solti at his flat in Munich. Although we had

worked together on the Haydn recording we were still virtually strangers, and I

must have :rppeared like an overgrown adolescent in my admiration for Ihe Walhiire

performance. After all, he was building a repertoire in Munich, and putting as

muclr intensity into one piece as another: why should WaLh.iire have appeared so

extraordinary to a visiting Englishman? We talked mostly about what he was to

record ncxt, and I became aware of what had, for quite a time, been implicit in his

relationship with f)ecca: he did not get on with Victor Olof, who was in charge of

the artistic aspects of the classical catalogue. With Rosengarten, who had after all

discovered him and given him his first opportunity as a pianist, he had no differences;

but Olof had serious reservations about what he thought was an uncontrollable

brashness in Solti's approach to music. Indeed, it was his disinclination to work with

Solti that gave me my first chance on orchestral sessions, for Victor organized the

programme in such a way that he could always be available for sessions with artists

for whom he had musical sympathies-and as this applied to most of them, it left

very little opportunity for anyone else. He had decided that Solti should not be let

loose on any more Haydn symphonies; he felt that Supp6 overtures would be more

in keeping with Solti's abilities, and this was the news I had to break the day after

that slrattering Walhiire.

Actually, I think Suppd overtures are splendid pieces, and I had a hunch Solti

would make them with trernendous brio. At the same time, the prospect was a bit

of a conredown after Haydn, and Solti rightly felt thaL as Gmeralrnusihdirehtor of Ihe

Munich State Opera it was Decca's duty to give him something more substantial. At

that time I was very much on the periphery of things, and I am sure that whatever

arguments I produced in favour of Suppd did not convince him. At a guess, the

deed was done by Zurich, and the next thing I knew was that the sessions were

fixed, again with the London Philharmonic, for April 6 and 10, 1951. Sadly, the first
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session coincided with the funeral of the man who had been in charge of the Artists'

Department at Decca for many years. His name was Harry Sarton, and he too had

been convinced ofSolti's eventual potential as a conductor. Among the mourncrs

that day was a young man called ChristopherJennings, who worked as a pop record

producer but whose heart was really with the classics. Eighteen months later he,

too, was to die; but had he lived I am sure he would have played a major part in our

Rizgrecording.

ChristopherJennings had three passions in life: his farnily-he had two children and

Wagner andJohann Strauss. In 1949 and lt)50 we wcnt togcther tojust about cvcry

Wagrrer performance at Covent Garden, and it seemed absurd that a man of such

knowledge should be wasting his time on pop music for which he had no spt:cial

affection. He was also a very talented writer, and irtxrically it was this which finally

prevented his transfer to the classical staff, and also taught rnt' my first lesson about

certain aspects ofthe Viennese character which I was unlikely to fcrrget in later years.

Certain remarks or actions stay with one frrr life, like bmist's which nevcr hcal; and

il in later life, I was never completely at ease in Vienna I zLm sure it was partly

because of an incident concerning Christopher arrd a Viennese conductor wh<r

had given a concert in London. Christopher had publisht:d an ailiclc about the:

concert-a splendid piece, full of love firr the music and fcrvent in its praisc firr

the conductor. Along with it appeared an "action" picture to which the conductor

tookexception, though it was hard to see why, frrr to most pcople it trrnveycd thc

intensity the conductor was putting into his work in order to zLchievc the brilliant

results which Jennings described.

The conductor made it known to Sarton that Jcnnings should be kcpt out ol his

sight; he was disinclined even to visit the f)ecca r>fficcs unlcss he coulcl be assurcd

thatJennings was elsewhere. In vain, we tried to explain that.fennings had not been

responsible for the photograph, but it made no cliff'erence. My friencl's charrcos o[

coming over to the classical staffwerejust about elirninated by this affirirl and l, as a

junior member of the department, could clo nothing to help. As for C)hristoplrt.r, his

bewilderment was extreme, since the conductor w:rs one of his idols.

On August 4, 1952, ChristopherJennings died very suddenly ofpolio. Ife u,zrs not

then thirty. In the last months of his life one of his great joys had bccn the Ht.rsifaL

recording we had made in Bayreuth the year before, and he had spent cvcninu alier

evening with me at the Hampstead studi<.rs helping to choosc the passages which

went into the master. To the end, he could never understand how hc had upset the

Viennese conductor. We were both too young and too inexperienced to understarnd

that an ability to conduct and to make beautiful music does not necessarily irnply

any nobility of charactet or indeed any character at all. A week or two aftcr

Christopher's death I had to visit the conductor in his London hotel, and as soon as

I entered the room he started to bombard rne with questions. WasJennings still with

Decca? Had he still not been fired? I told himJennings was dead. His big eyes lit up.
"God has punished him," he said, "and his family, fcrr what hc did to rne."

The Supp6 overtures with Solti were a revelation oJ what can happen when music of

modest invention is played for all it is worth. It is precisely this sort of music which

needs strict rhythmic control and tight ensemble, and Solti's intensity came close

to exhausting the London Philharmonic. We went all out frrr brilliance and power,

because subtlety is a quality not conspicuously present in Suppd, and inevitably

some people found the result vulgar. But it was a big success, and was perhaps

thc first step towards establishing Solti as a conductor capable of producing an

individual "sound" from an orchestra. This has always been one ofthe hallmarks

of the real conductor: 
'foscanini, 

Bruno Walter, Furtw2ingler, Ansermet, Stokowski,

Szell, Kleiber, Beecham, De Sabata, and von Karajan are among those whose

sound is immediately recognizable because of the individual ways in which they

balance and control the dynamics; and the sound produced has more to do with

them than with ar.ry innate tonal qualities of the orchestras they conduct. Ormandy

has said recently that the so-called Philadelphia sound is a myth, and indeed

Stokowski has proved the point tinre and time again by recreating something

very like it wherevcr he has worked. l,eonard l]ernstein, rightly or wrongly, made

tlre Vienna Philharrnonic produce a completely different sound for Falstafffrom
(hat which von Karajan created when he was in charge of the Vienna Opera;

and no one prcscnt will ever forget the transformation in the Covent Garden

lrit wherr, in the carly nineteen-fifiies, Erich Kleiber plunged into the Carmm

preludc. Kleiber had not imported the Philharmonia for the occasion, nor

had he filled thc orchestra with specialist deputies; he had simply made the

orchestra play precisely, rhythmically, and with a strict dynamic gradation.

l'he cffcct of this, after years of skrppy, routine perfrrrmances of Carrnm, was

a revelat ion.

In M5l, Solti u,as a rel:rtively unknown figure. Much of his time was spent in his own

thcatre in Munich, and the rccording companics were rightly concentrating on the

oldcr, establisliecl figLrres like (llemens Krauss or Furtwiingler who, a year later, made

tlrt: Flagstad Tristan I't>r EMI in [,ondon. Decca's Wagner activity at that time, apart

{ionr Bayrerrth, was a rect>rclins of Meisteninger, Act 
-l'hree, 

under Knappertsbusch

in Vienna, to whir:h Acts One and Tho were later added. Despite Knappertsbusch's

suprenracy as a Wagner conductor in the theatre, about which I shall write later on,

his talents never trxrk well to recording studio conditions, and he was not helped

by a recorcled balance which favourcd the voices to the virtual elimination of the

orchestra. Of corrrse in those days it made no difference what the opera was: one

uscd thc sarne sctup lirr everything, and the prevailing philosophy merely required

lhat one transcribcd the notes more ()r less accurately and in sequence. Confronted

witlr such a disappointing Meistersiry4er, the mernory of Solti's Munich Walhilrebegan

to nag aeain; but six years were to pass before it became a possibility, and even then

we were restricted to a single act.

In the sLrrnmer of lt)51, I was scnt with my technical colleague Kenneth Wilkinson

to Bayrt'uth whert: we were to record at the first postwar festival. We had a rather

va1;uc bricf, but as we were both vehemently keen to get to Bayreuth whether we

recorded anything or not, we felt it wiser not to ask too many questions before

lezrving [,ondon. 
'Ihe 

equiprnent and assistant engineers were being provided by

our Gernran company, 
'leldec, 

and the business negotiations were in the hands of
'li:ldec's 

artists' marlager, who was rushing around in full sail when we arrived.

'lhe 
senst: of actually being lhere,inWagner's own town, was too much for me on the

first day; I went off duty and spent it wandering from the Festspielhaus to Wahnfried

and Wagner's grave. Then there was the Margrave theatre, the most beautifully

preserued, if not also the rnost beautiful auditorium of its size in the world. The

town of Bayreuth, on the other hand, was a disappointment: it had little beauty of its

own, and I trruld not help wishing that Wagrer had wandered a few miles west and

established his festival at Bamberg which has the charm, the architecture, and the

setting which Bayreuth almost entirely lacks.
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Meanwhile the sort of confusion attending the reopening of an international

festival six years after the end of a war was evident wherever you looked, despite

the trappings of German efficiency. Accommodations were non-existent, which

doubtless upset those who had not made reservations, but was even worse fcrr those

who had. We were lucky, because our bookings were honoured; hundreds were

not, and the daily screamings and yellings at the reception desk, with useless letters

of confirmation being brandished on high, became so commonplace that one ceased

to take any notice at all. In the middle of al1 this, a recording crew arrived from

EMI, our British rivals, headed by Walter Legge, and we spent the next two or three

days avoiding one anothe4 since nobody really seemed to know what anyone else

was doing.

Eventually it turned out that we were supposed to record Parsiful, and EMI was

to concentrate on Meistersingr. As soon as he saw the EMI crew arrive, Kenneth

Wilkinson had indulged in a shrewd bit of one-upmanship and fixed with thc

Festspielhaus that Decca should have the better of the two available recording

control rooms in the theatre, the sole advantage of which was that it had :r trap door

through which one could overlook the orchestra and part of the auditorium, but not

the stage itself. EMI had no visibility at all, except over the Festspielhaus restar.rrant;

and ours was of no practical use whatsoever, except that it made us feel better. As

our rooms adjoined, it was necessary to pass through theirs to get into ours; and of

course it was no time at all before the two rival engineering teams got on friendly

terms, effected through the usual tribal approach of"Do you think I cnuld possibly

borrow your screwdriver?" I cannot say the same for Walter [,egge, for whose work

I had the greatest respect; we inhabited adjoining rooms fcrr almost a month without

exchanging a single word.

To get arr idea of the Bayreuth sound we attended a SieStied rehearsal in the theatre

onJuly 19, and began to make recorded tests with microphones during a Walkiire

rehearsal on the 20'h. EMI were, of course, doing the same, but they were baffled by

a very noticeable difference of sound quality which was strongly in Decca's lavour.

Wilkie, my technical colleague, continued to find this quite inexplicable and indeed

expressed a lot ofs;'rnpathy; but he knew and I knew that he had been down to the

theatre in the dead ofnight and installed a favourite microphone ofhis iIr a particularly

unlikely and undetectable position. It made all the difference; and a.lthough our friends

next door found out and tried to get a similar microphone, they were vetoed by their

chiefs in London.

I was bitterly disappointed that Decca had not decided to makc the ,Rfzg and ilicensed

when the news broke that EMI intended not only to rnake Meistersfrgrr, but Act Three

of Walkiire aswell. I asked Decca to let us record the Knappertsbusch Rlzg. (The other

cycle was conducted by Herbert von Karajan, and we knew we could not touch that,

as he was then an exclusive EMI artist.) I called Mr. Rosengarten, to whom I had only

spoken twice before in my life, and implored him to let us record the cycle and sort

out the financial problems afterwards. He must have thought I was mad, but to my

amazement he agreed. Thus almost began the story of the Decca Rlzg.

A tremendous tension was developing in Bayreuth; it permeated everything. Out

of respect, and to avoid the disillusion of a dream that does not come true, we

would not at this stage admit to ourselves that events seemed unlikely to match

expectations. Bayreuth, viewed frorn a distance, had always appeared as Mecca for

a devoted Wagnerian; and now on the brink of the lirst festival, we were busily and

privately persuading ourselves that our grrawing sense of disillusion was caused by

Roland llergeq principal.frst horn

nothing more than the tribulations involved in starting anything so ambitious after

so many dormant years. We were like children at a long anticipated party: the more

disappointing it became, the more we sought to convince ourselves that it was as

wcrnderlirl as anything we could ever have imagined.

'I'lre 
first disappointment came on July 21, during a Gdtterdiimmerung rehearsal.

During the last days of 1950, and up to my departure for Bayreuth in 1951, I had

been to every performance of Wagner at Covent Garden that I could possibly afford,

and this amounted to three complete Rizg cycles (one cycle was in December/

January, and the other two in May). Wilkie had never seen Lhe Ring, though he

enjoyed the music and liked the technical challenge it presented, even in the limited

circunrstances ofa live recording offthe stage. Despite our peephole in the recording

control roorn at Bayreuth, it was still impossible to see even a square foot of the

stage, and when it came to the Gijtterdiimmerung rehearsa) my enthusiasm for what

I supposed to be happening on the stage of Wagner's own theatre got the better

of me. For days before I had given Wilkie vivid descriptions of the cataclysm with

which the Rfzg ends; I had told him of its shattering musical and theatrical impact

at Covent Garden-which, by definition, was said to be miles inferior to BaJreuth.

On that day inJuly 1951, when Astrid Varnay was halfivay through the Immolation

scene, my patience refused to be confined any longer to that dim control room.

I told Wilkie to leave the tape machine to run itself, and come with me into the

auditorium to watch the spectacle: for once the performances proPer had started,

we would never have a chance to see it.
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We crept into the darkened theatre. The brightcst light was on thc producer's stand

in the middle of thc auditorium. When our eyes had ad.justed ftrm the dim, barc

bulb ofthe recording room to the even dinrmer lighting ofthe stage, we werejust

able to perceive Astrid Varnay, singing like an angel and dressed in what appeared

to be an old sack. Of anything recognizable as the Gibichung Hall there was no

sign. Needless to say, there was no horse. The great moment-when Brtinnhilde,

with her final words, rides into the funeral pyre and the Rhiner bursts its banks

and overflows and the great hall collapses in ruins-came; irnd went. Nothing

happened, except some magnificent orchcst.ral playing. Or, to bt' rnore accurate,

the portrayal of these tumultuous happenings was as if an cnthusiastic arnateur

with very limited funds at his disposal had tried to create thern with a fcw drapcs

and a spotlight. This, so far as the funds were concerned, may bc very near the

truth, for there was not very much moncy available to the Wagnt'r brothers when

they courageously reopened Bayreuth in l{151, and I have a f'eeling that financial

considerations had more influence on the creation of the "new" llayreuth style of

production than is usually admitted.

What we saw was more than a disappointlnent: it lvas a shock. I would i:oncede the

possibility of an abstract or symbolical approach to the production ol'the -Rlz.q-a

setting by Henry Moore might or might not work, but it would at lcast be seriotrs

and technically secure in its aim. I failed to see how Wagner's grandson could stagcr

a production of the end of Giitterdtimmerung whii:h struggled evt:ry inch of thc way

against the music. It was not even challenging. 
'ftr 

describe it act:rrratcly in F,nglish,

one word alone would suffice: it was tacky. And perhaps the r>nly corrsolation was

the knowledge that Hans Knappertsbusch, who conducted thc lilst cycle, thought

likewise, though his comments on it were lirm, private and uttcrly unprintablc.

Later on I shall return to the question of Bayrcuth and the story of its influence on

productions of the Ringover the following fifteen years; but it was the realisation

that we were in for a period of hopeless inadequacy in terms of staging that madt'

me more than ever determined to try to compensate for this by croating an aural

production ofthe Rizgwhose values could not be negated or dislortt:d by perversity

on the stage.

Tension by now was at an extrerne. 
'l 'hose 

who had secn tlrt' dress rehearsals

formed a select and utterly bewildered group; those who had not, caugl-rt a sr-rifl 'of

the prevailing wind and knew that something highly controvcrsial was happening

inside the sacred confines of the Festspielhar.rs. There werc diversions, too. 
'Iht'

dress rehearsal of Metstasingr, conducted by Herbert von Kara jan in an enclianting

traditional production by RudolfHartmann, almost did not start bccausc, according

to the rumours, Wilhelm Furtwiingler had taken a seat in tht' theatre and Vrn

Karajan was not inclined to begin until he was removed. (When, years later, I

worked a lot with von Karajan, I never bothered to check whcthcr this story was

true or not, but in the atmosphere of Bayreuth in 1951 anything was possible. All I

learned in that long, long wait for Meiste.rsinger was how damned uncomfbrtable the

seats are. But then, it's not a theatre, it's a shrine.)

Furtw?ingler opened the festival onJuly 29 with Beethoven's Ninth Symphony. On

tlre next day we recorded the first Parsiful. Before it started we stood at our peephole

and watched the audience fill that part of the auditorium we could see. The greatest

English writer on Wagner, Ernest Newman, came in with one of the Wagner

brothers. The story may or may not be true, but it is said that Newrnan took one

long glance at the immaculately dressed audience and said to whichever Wagner he

was \Mith: "Your grandfather would never have approved of this!"-referring to the

firct that the composcr had wanted Bayreuth to be anything except a fashionable

place in which to see and bc seen, and had gone out ofhis way to provide seats at

rcasonable prices for students who wanted to gc.t to know his music.

ParsiJitl was a profirund experience. This tirnc, Wieland Wagner's production-which

wt' had seen in the dress rehcarsal-was a masterpiece. The cast was excellent, and

introduced Wcrlf.gang Windgassen (as Parsifal) and George London (as Amfortas)

to an international audience, and confirmcd without any doubt that Ludwig Weber

was the great Curncrnanz ofhis generation. Above all, therc was Knappertsbusch

in thc pit. He loved the Ilayreuth cowl, wliich renders the conductor and orchestra

invisible to the audience. Down there lre could work without the distraction

o{' pcople rangcd out in rows behind hirn; and since Parsfal relieved him of the

problern of curtain calls-which he krathed he was able to work in shirt sleeves and

braccs, and to hurl praist'and abuse at the orchestra as often as he wished. In fact I

had to speak to him cautiously about this the next day, for two ofour microphones

wert: <:lose enoush to <:att:h not only his grunts and snorts (which are cvident on the

published recording) [lrt several of his comnrcnts as well (which rnercifully are not).

Wlrat in thost'ert'crr days I thought rnight becorne the Decca r?l.z.gbegan onJuly

lll with Rhei.ngtkl. One of the main dif{iculties was that we would have so little

rrratt:rial with which to t:ross-edit, and so climinate bad mistakes: for the Rfng was

bcirrg conducted only onr:e by KnappertsbLrsch, which meant we would have at

our clisposal one prrblic pr:rfbrmancc of cach opera, and one general rehearsal.
(l;or ltarsifal, on thc othcr hand, we had two seneral rehearsals on tape, plus four

or live public pc'rfirrrrranccs, and this gavc arnple cover to enable most mistakes to

lrc rcrrioved.) By the cnd of RheingoM that cvening I knew that, quite apart from

iLny other considcrations, there would be no f)ecca Rzzg from Bayreuth that year:

tlrc perfrrrmant:c wzrs onc of those unlLrcky occasions when everything goes wrong,

and wh:rtever cover wc had in the rehearszrl tape was certainly inadequate to put

t lrirr{rs even half rislrt. Walhii.re, on August I , Iirred a bit better, though it failed as a

pcrlirrrnance becatrse ofa poor Wotan, and as a recording because all sorts ofdevils

sornchow got into our rnachines. By the time we calnc to Siegfriedwe had rather lost

Irc:rrt irr tlre proct:cdirrgs,but Giitterdihnnlmrng on August 4 was another matter: it

was as sood as the rest had been mediocrc. Varnay sang a superb Briinnhilde and

Ludwig Weber was a devilishly black Hagen; and as if he had realised that the

preceding parts of his Rizg cycle had beeu less than magnificent, Knappertsbusch

suddenly came to lilc and conducted with colossal power and intensity. (The Funeral

March in that perfornrance was the talk ol Bayreuth for the rest ofthe festival: I doubt

il Knappertsbusch hirnself ever brought ofl such a shattering experience again.) This

timc our machincs behaved themselves, and cven the gods seemed to be playing a

part: a thunderstorm which had been threatening all day hovered in the distance

throughout the {irst two acts, came perilously close at the start of the third (which

would have ruined it filn our point of view), and finally burst just when it was needed

at the cnd ofthc opera.

We thought we had zr niasterpiece by the tail, and planned to release Gdttndiimmmtng

arrd firrget the rest of'the 1951 Ring. Our German colleagues assured us that they

would negotiate imrnediately fcrr the rights, and we resumed our work on Parsifal,

ofwhich there wcrc several further perfrrrmances to be recorded. A few weeks lateq

when I was editing the Giitterdrimmerung tapes in London, word came through that

irr no circumstances could the recording be released, though from that day to this

I have never discovered exactly why. There was one factor which may or may not

have determined thc issue. The tiny part of Woglinde was sung by the distinguished
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soprano Elisabeth Schwarzkopf, who was the wife of Waltcr Legge of EMI, and I do

not suppose he was anxious to see her name on a rival label.

In retrospect, our inability to issue the 1951 Giittndihnntentng does not scem to

matter as much as it did at the time. Before the embargo was imposed, about eight

of the anticipated fourteen sides had been cut on disc, and ovcr the years since

1951 a few copies of these test pressings appear to have leaked throLrgh l)ecca's

usually stringent security precautions. Like anything with scarcity valLre, the

reputation ofthis set has soared out ofall proportion to its artistic worth. I can vouclr

for this, having heard the complete tape version again during the last twelve months.

It would have been a worthwhile addition to the catalogue in l{)52, but it is of

little more than curiosity value today. Knappertsbusch is rnagnificent but the

mistakes in playing and ensemble are pretty intolerable, and the :nrdience and

the prompter contribute a grcat deal of unwanted intnrsiort. Astrid Varnay

sings splendidly, and her scene with Elisabeth lliingen as Waltrautc is on the

highest possible level. When it turned out that we could trot issue the set, nry own

thoughts were really with Vamay, for shc has long seerned lo nrc to bc thc nrost

unjustly neglected artist of her generation. (When l"lagstad sang hcr only Sicglinc{e

at Covent Garden, it was opposite Varnay's llriinnhildc, who secrned at that tirnc

to be Flagstad's logical and worthy successor; but thc critics rrcver seerned to takc

to Varnay.) The remainder of the cast of that 1951 GiitterdiintmenLryg left rrruch to

be desired.

There is a lesson in all this, for my impression at the tirne was ol'a pcrforrnant:e

of stupendous quality, and I would certainly havc rctaincd and dt:{'cnclcd tlrat

impression if I had not, in later life, had access to the tapes. Mcrnory is lalliblc,

and judgment is subject to environment and occasion. Whcn thc clinratc is right,

when there is some special electricity in the housc, zr sort ol'cornrnunzLl uniLnirrrity

can overtake an audience and in so doing nurnb thc fincr critical laculties. 
'I'his 

is

the stuff of which memories are made, and is a good and rewarding thing exu'pt

that, as with the 1951 Gi)tteiliimmerung, it cannot be preserved artd rt'pcatt'd, {irr

sentiment is no substitute Ibr quality.

My last recording encounter with Bayreuth was in 1!)5ll when wc rvcnt to makc

Lohmgrin. Little need be said except that the cast was only ofrnoclcratc quality and

we had access to far too few performances to make up anything really worthwhilc. It

was still felt that this was the only economic way to record Wagncr', firr the cxpt'nse

involved in taking his major works to the studio did not seern to be justifie<l by the

sales potential. But after Ihe Lohengrin experiencc I found rnysell lervently lioping

that I would never retum to Bayreuth, at least in a rccorcting capat:ity.

In the middle of 1953, I was approached by Alan Livingston of Capitol l{ccords, Inc.,

who had been given my name by their classical chief, Richard Joncs. I Ie u'arrted rne

to join Capitol with a view to setting up a classical recording programlne in liuroJre;

and I did so because, although I did not think Capitol stood ntuch ofa cltance against

the European grants, I was at that time getting nowherc in Decca. Victor Olof, who

was musically in charge of Decca, was in his prime and was a very activc man, with

a firm disinclination to share the programme with anyone else. Also, the ofl'cr c:rrne

immediately after the very depressing lohezgriz episode at Bayreuth, so I rvas in the

mood for a change. Almost as soon as I had done it, I knew it was a mistake, but by

then it was too late.

The Capitol incident is relevant to the rtlngrecording only in the sense that it did

much to consolidatc nry relationship with Georg Solti. It was an unenviable task

to search arouncl Europe firr good artists with which to start a serious recording

vcnturc, since anyonc with even modcrate talent was already under contract to

onL' cornpany or another Added to this, Capitol, though full of charming people,

was to a lar.qe extent inexperienced in the economics of classical music, and had a

prcsidcnt who scemed uncertain, to say the least, of the benefits of an expansion

in that direction. Unlike I)ecczr, where it was not, and is not, difficult to get a

decision on sonrt'thing evcn though it may not be the one you want, Capitol had

an extlaorclinary hiclarchy-you would suddenly find that a project which you

hacl reason to believc had been approved had been bkrcked by a total stranger in

a Ilollywrxrd departnrcnt ofwhich, until that monrent, you had not even heard of.

ILrwevcr, I nranaged to set up a rnodest programn)e in London and Paris, and one

day I nct (icorg Solti by chance.

Hc was not happy with thc way his rccording career was progressing with Decca. He

had still no1 been alkrwed to ret:ord an opcra, and his most recent work had been an

act:ornpzrnirrrent lirr a concerto the soloist ofwhich could not possibly have been less

in accold rvith his orvn stylc and approacli. It was a perverse piece ofmiscasting, and

it had rrpset hirn. Now one of the works I had proposed to Capitol was the Brahms

Rquiun,larut:ly liecause it was inadequately rerpresented on LP By chance, Solti was

prcparing the sarne rvork lirr two perlirrrnances in !'rankfurt during 1955, and I told

hirn I rvould writt' to Mr. Roseruarten in Zurich tu see il' l)ecca would give a release

to Solti to rcr:ord thc llequicm ftrr Capitol.

'l 'hc 
perrnissitxr was givcu, and wt' made the recording in the l'rankfurt theatre.

'l 'hc 
rcsult w.rs no lnasterpiccc fiorn any point of view but the conditions of battle

under which it took plat:e were n()t dissimilar to those which, in totally different

srrrrorrrrdinqs, s'ere to {'nct' us again wlten we carne to the Ring. In FranKurt, I

carl)e to unrlcrstlnd whzrt:rn extraordinarily adaptable and professional man Solti

had bt'cornc through his years of theatrical experience. Nothing on earth would

pt'rsLraclc hirn to acccpt an artistic result lowcr than thc best he could get within

the tirne available and with the lirrces at his disposal; but unlike so many other

conductors, he was also awarc that othcrs in the studio had different and, to them,

equally seriorrs problcrns, and with such rnattcrs he never attempted to interfere.

'l 'he 
problt'nrs in Frar.rkfurt that ycar included a theatre which had never before

bt't'n used ftrr cor-nrnercial recordirtg; a pair of soloists who just could not see eye

to cyc with thc Capitol busincss rcpresentative; a brand-new set of very beautiful

portablc recording equiprnent which had bcen built in Germany, the operating

instrut'tiorrs lirr u'hich were printed in the rnost baffling sort of technical German;

and a young enginccr who had been flown specially from Hollpvood to operate the

equiprncnt, although he knew not a word of German and was inclined to put his

pcrsonal interests ahcad of Capitol's. AIter two disastrous sessions I had a council

of'war with Solti, and we decided it was a waste of his time and Capitol's money to

proceed unless lve corrld lind anotht'r competent engineer locally.

1'hrough all this rness Solti, who on the podium is one of the most dynamic conductors

alive, rernained calnr and poised. A failure in Frankfurt would have been serious for

lrinr, frrr hc u'as now Ihe (]eneralmusihdirehtor there, and not surprisingly the arrival

of a major Amelican rccording company in the city had not escaped the attention of

tlre press. In the end lve lirund another engineer, and the Requinnwas finished more

or less on tirne, thanks to the sort of emergency schedule which circumstances had
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forced upon us, and which turned out to be a useful dress rehearsal fcrr thc far nrore

serious emergencies which in a few years were going to face us when we embarked

on the Rlzg-though with one huge difference. With the Capitol operation as it rvas,

we were working in isolation, with no local administration to help: the nearest point

ofcontact was New York, but the real headquartcrs was in Hollyu-ood, and it was

a special quirk offate that whenever something very serious happenecl ofthe sort

requiring a policy decision at director level, telcphonic comrnunication could be

relied upon to break down, or become subject to the sort of dclay which involved

one party or the other in a meaningless conversation at firur-thirty in the morning.

Wagner scarcely entered the picturc during rny period with Capitol, ext:ept frrr one

ill-fated venture. I put forward the idea that a single I-P crxrtaining fine performances

of the closing scenes from Rheingold and Walhiire would bt: a potential success, and

a few people liked the idea. Glenn Wallichs, the president of Oapitol, did r.rot; he

had an aversion to opera which nobody trruld changc. I rerncrnber that one day

when we were walking in Paris together I told him that the best Iircnch orchr:stra

available to work for Capitol was that of the Paris Opera, though we intcnded to use

it for French symphonic music. We were near the C)pera itself at thc tirne, and he

suddenly spotted the large plaque inscrlbed Amditn.icNati.ornle dr Mtasr.4zre. "Carr't wc

call it the Paris Academy Orchestra?" he saicl. "Nobody ever pays money for opcra,

or anything with the name opera on it."

Alan Livingston, who was then vice-president of Capitol, likcd thc Waglrcr idea and

agreed we should do it with Solti or Knappertsbusch. l'he troublc was lhat having

obtained one release fcrr Solti from l)ccca, I thought thc clianccs firr auothcr wt'rt:

slight. The whole situation was more perikrus than I knew, for Capitol llct:ords

was about to terminate the arrangernent through which llritish l)ecr:a clistribrrted

the Capitol catalogue, and was decp in ncgotiation with EMI. OI'this I hacl no

knowledge at all. On the face of things, Capitol was going ahead u,ith its Eurr>pean

classical venture, and the only cause for suspicion was the f'arce surrounding the

factory which Capitol sought to establish in (iermany. No sooncr had F) ncst Krc'bs,

their European business manager, found a suitablc location at the agreed price

than Hollpvood abruptly suspended his operation and sent hirn offto ilrvcsti{rate a

similar site in another city. Poor Ernest spent the best part of a year sr:rrttline from

one German city to another, leaving behind a trail of dcals whit:h had been called

off at the last second without any clcar reason. It was, ol course, mert'ly a stalling

operation to give Capitol time for its negotiations with L,MI, to which conrpany

Wallichs eventually sold out.

None of this concerned me, but in May 1954 I went to Munich and had dinner

with Hans Knappertsbusch, who liked the idea of recording thc closing scerres of

Rheingoldand Walkiire, but felt, as I did, that the real lirture lay in recordin{r the

works complete. We agreed provisionally to set up the extracts firr tht' sumnicr ol'

1955, and he felt they should be done in Munich.

It was not to happen. Early in 1955, EMI bought Capitol and irnmediately ckrsed

down the European classical venture. Because I had not the slightest idea that this

was on the horizon, and because I had said as much to Mr. (latcr Sir) F,dward I-ewis

only a week earliel I felt obliged to call him and confirm my innocence, for it was

clear that Decca would quickly lose the distribution of Capitol. He said: "When are

you coming back to us?" and I returned to Decca in the autumn of that year-.

It was rnarvelkrus to be back in the Hampstead studio.'fhe place was buzzingwith talk

about stereo, and when Victor Olof, who had clearly opposed my return, pointed out

how difficult it wor-rld be to fit me into tlie programme because of commitments of his

two new zrssistants, I proposed that he let me work solely on the artistic development

of stcreo in general, and stereo opera in particular. As he seemed to consider neither

of any important:c at all, he was quite hzrppy to agree. There was no prospect of any

Wagner, horvever', even on the most distant horizon.

Among tlic changes and additions to the staff whcn I returned to Decca was one

whir:h was to prove of vital importance to the rtrzg project. While I had been away,

the studit> chief, Arthur Haddy, had bcen driven mad by persistent applications from

sorncone called (lordorr Parry, who wanted to be a recording engineer. In the end,

by dint of the tenacity which was later to prove to be one of his most remarkable

qualities, hc got hirnselfan interview and ajob, though by training he was a chemist.

He was on recording location in Yugoslavia when I returned to the studios, but he

was very rnuch a topic of'convcrsation. Everyone seemed to agree that he was very

likable, several people thr>ught he was rnad, and nobody had any doubt about his

passion fcrr Wagncr.

While still an unclt'rsraduate at l)urham Univcrsity hc had hitchhiked to Bayreuth for

thc I {)53 fcstival, and did so again in 1 t)54, shortly beforejoining Decca in September

of tlrat ycar: Sornelrow he managed to get lrimself on the recording team which

was schcdulcd lirr llayrcuth in l{)55 to ma,ke Fliegende Holkin"dn,and once there he

managed to persrrade thc I)ecca authorities to record both Rl4gcycles complete and

all thc rchcarsals. 
'l 'hus, 

for a second tirne, did Decczr embark on a Bayreuth Ri4g,

and this tirnc thcrc was the additional advantage of stereo equipment. (Keilberth

was tlre conductor.) Auain, conflicting contracts prevented the commercial release

of'thr: recordinus, but the experience was invaluable for Gordon Parry. He came

to krr<rw cvery aspect of'the {irmous Bayreuth sound; and by recording the Ring

tu,icc in stcrco, cvcn in the cotrrse ofa stagc production which made no allowance

firr recordins t:onsidelzrtions, he gained the experience which was to prove so

invaluable a few years later in Vicnna. IIe also, I suspect, gained his first experience

of somethins which had nothing to do with his work as a balance engineer, but which

constantly obstnr<'ts thc work of anyone who is sirrgle-minded in his approach to

an artistic venturc-the squabbling and bitterncss and pettiness which some artists

bring to br:ar rvhcn anything is likely to prove advantageous to a rival.

I lirst met (]ordon Parry in the late auturnn of 1955. He came bounding into

Kirrgsway Hall r>nc night, direct from Belgrade, just as I was finishingan orchestral

sessitxr. With tlrc possible exr:cptions of Georg Solti and Leonard Bernstein, I

have nevcr rnet anyonc with such lirnitless sources of energy. Gordon was then in

his niiddlc twenties, relat.ively inexperienccd as a recording engineer, large and, as

sonleone aptly put it, bouncy. When it came to Wagner, he was a carbon copy of my

late colleague Christopher.fennings, for he had the sarne enthusiasm coupled with a

genuine knowledge of the music and tl.re drama. There are plenty of people in and

out of the rrusic profession who wear enthusiasms as other people wear shirts, and

change thcm.just as often; but Gordon's knowledge of Wagner was based on years of

enjoyrnent and study, and his f'eeling for music was, and is, instinctive. There are some

per>ple who find that the maltreatment of music in any way affects them painfully;

and over the years he and I have walked out of more ill-prepared, ill-conducted, or

ill-sung operas than either ofus would care to count. Ifthis is considered too idealistic,

so bc it; fcrr in the course ofan average year, one has to put up with enough suffering in

the course of duty in the studio without smiling through it on social occasions.
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The elements which were soon to fuse into the rnaterial for the /?i4g recording were

now unwittingly coming together. I still believed that in Georg Solti we had the great

Wagner conductor of our time. Decca had the Vienna Philharmonic securely under

contract, and for Wagner it remains the greatest orchestra in the world. Stereo was

about to be launched on an unwilling world; and by good chance we had an engineer

who not only fervently believed in Wagne4, but who agreed with me that the proper

use of stereo would transform the world of recorded opera. There were still some

major obstacles, including the expense, the understandable commercial uncertainty

about whether the public would respond to stereo, the absence of a major Wagnerian

sopmno on our otherwise unrivalied list of singers, and the fact that Victor Olof did

not really care for Wagner. The Rfng, if it was ever to happen, needed another stroke of

luck; and it came in 1956 with the re-emergence from retirement of Kirsten Flagstad.

At the end of the war, Kirsten Flagstad was already a

legend to thousands who had never heard her in the

flesh. In fact it was a generation that had heard

virtually no Wagner at all, except in the form

of concert excerpts and 78-rpm recordings

of "detachable" pieces like the Liehestod. I

know that I was taken to a oerformance

of Meistasingn at the Empire Theatre,

Liverpool, eitherjust before orjust after

the outbreak of war-and that, until

1946, was that. But among the records

that were carried around to various

parts of the globe during the war by

the lunatic fringe of aircredmusic-

lovers in my particular Swordfish

squadron were those of Backhaus,

Toscanini, Schnabel, Heifetz-and

Kirsten Flagstad.

By the summer of 1946 there was already

some Wagner activity for those who felt

starved or who merely wanted to gain

experience of the music. Marjorie Lawrence

and Sir Thomas Beecham gave the new generation

its first taste of Tristan, and in December of that year

Decca brought over Paul Schijffler from Vienna to sing

Although in the end she was to play so small a partrn ov Ring,I cannot help feeling

that without Kirsten Flagstad the project might not have happened at all. She was a

remarkable and very lovable woman, and I doubt if she ever realised how much she

helped and inspired everyone around her during the last years of her life.

Before she came to us she had had an unhappy recording career. From the mid-thirties

she had been the great Briinnhilde of the age; but the 78-rpm record was a clumsy

medium for Wagner, and Flagstad had to be content with extracts from the.Ring. She

did not help matters by insisting, whenever she could, on a particular conductor ofher

own choice, who was not-to be charitable-among the great po,Jium talents of the

century. Still, there are a few RCA and EMI records which manage to give us some idea

of what her voice was like in its absolute prime. Then came the wat and her decision

to return to her home and family in Norway, despite the German

occupation and the rumour that her husband had collaborated

with the invaders. I do not know the facts about this; but I

do know that whatever did happen delayed her retum

to the stage after the wat and marked her for the

rest of her life. She was in many ways a simple

woman, in that she followed her instincts. I

am sure she returned to Norway because

she wanted to be with her family, and I

think she suffered terribly when, after

the war, some sections of the press

attributed her motives to politics

and money. When I first met her

in Norway, ten years after the war,

it was hard at first to grasp that she

was not a popular public figure in her

own country.,, yet her patriotism was

unbounded. Probably the happiest

moment of her professional life was

when she was appointed director of the

Norwegian Opera, though it coincided

with the first attack of the disease which

was eventually to kill her.

She came to Decca by a strange and circuitous

route. In the early nineteen-fifties, when she was

still active at Covent Garden and elsewhere, EMI

finally embarked on a complete recording of Trisnn und

Isolde with Wilhelm Furtwiingler conducting. It was, and is, aKlirstm Flagstadthe closing scene of Walhiire at the Albert Hall and to record

the same excerpt a day or two later. I heard Flagstad for the first time in

the flesh on Febrtary 7,1947, and again in what I think was a concert performance

of Walhilre, Act Three, on May 29. The sheer sonority of the voice surpassed

every expectation, and those of us who were hearing her for the first time had

little patience with the older generation who were inclined to grumble about her

inflexibility and compare her unfavourably with Frida Leider and Florence Austral.

To us, for better or worse, Flagstad was lfte Briinnhilde and the Isolde, and nobody

else, alive or dead, came within miles of her. It was with the deepest envy that I had

to accept her contractual status as an exclusive artist with a major competitor, as

a result of which it seemed unlikely that there would ever be a chance of working

with her.

very great performance. It seems that Flagstad was afraid of, or even

incapable of , the lightning high Cs which occur when the lovers first meet in Act Two,

and therefore they were sung for her by Elisabeth Schwarzkopl who was presumably

persuaded partly by her friendship with Flagstad, and partly because she is the wife of

EMI's recording director, Walter Legge. It was, in my opinion, a justifiable and well-

executed trick. You cannot do the scene at all without the top Cs in place; and I doubt

if anyone but the participants would ever have known or cared had not someone,

about a year later, opened his mouth to the press and revealed the whole story (Oddly

enough, at the time of the recording I was living in the same house as a violinist in

the Philharmonia Orchestra, and I remember being very puzzled one day when he

returned lrom a Tristan session and said that the sequence they hadjust recorded

involved three women. No such scene eists in the piece, and despite his insistence I
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assumed he had made a mistake-after all, thc Philharmonia was a new orchcstra

with no operatic experience at all. In fact he was right: the w()men were Flagstad

as Isolde, Blanche Theborn as Brangdne, and Elisabeth Schwarzkopf to provide

the top Cs.)

The newspaper uproar which followed the revel;rtion embittered Flaestad for the

rest of her life. When we came to know her there were only a few thines that rvere

sure to upset her: she hated to be called ,F/a.grlad, as i[ pronounced in (.]errnan, s]ie

hated all photographers except Hans Wild, and evcn he hacl a strugglc; antl she

hated any mention of the EMI Tristan affair. In retrospect, I suppose it was lirolish

of EMI to imagine that the matter could be kept quiet. Sonrehow, sornewhcrc, it

would have leaked out, and a plain, digni{ied ann(}uncemelrt of the lacts at the

time ofthe original release would never have become an issue fcrr thc front pagcs

of the national press, nor an excuse for the silliest outburst of moral indianation

on the part of a few opera critics that it has ever bccn my misfrrrtune to read. 
'l 'his

t ime, they screamed at  the top of their  l i t t le  voices,  technical  l icence had gonc too

far in its ability to assist artistic endeavour. (lt was ncither the first nor tlic last of

such outbursts, as we shall see.) Flagstad, at home in Norway, replied bluntly that

she would never record, or sing in public, again.

About a year later ,  when I  was working in Par is,  the Anrcr ican pianist . fu l ius

Katchen surprised me by saying that he and Flagstad had a rnutual fl ' iend wlrose

firm impression it was that she might be pcrsuadcd to make a feu, nrore rt'<ords,

though certainly not for EMI. Katchen had heard that her voi<:e was in rnarvt'lklrs

condition, and that she had maintained her vocal excrcises throughoul the

years of  ret i rement.  Al l  th is turncd out  to be t ruc,  f<rr  at  about t l r t '  samt '  t i rne,

in London, Flagstad's actor friend Bernard Miles had bet'rt in touclt witli l)t'cca

and had offered his services for the tricky assignrnent of a go bctwecn in an

attempt to persuade the reluctant Flagstad to rnake a trial recorclins in our

studios. Without his efforts, and those of Frank [,ce wlro was at. that tinrc the

artists' manager of Decca, I am srrre she wotrld have stayed in retirernent lirr the

rest of her life.

The negotiations with Flagstad began in 1055, and a provisional contract was clrarvn

up covering some Liedtr recitals and an [,P of Wagncr to bc nrade in Vicnna. l'iarly

in 1956, shortly after I rejoined Decca, Bcrnard Milcs let us know that Iilasstad

had recently given her farewell performance of Gtitto'diimnlmirzg on thc Norwcsian

radio, and had expressed a strong wish to see the pcrfbrmancc releasr:d on

commercial gramophone records. He suggested and I ar-u sure he was right* that

this might prove something of a test case for our goodwill: thcre were plcnty ol other

companies interested in the tapes, but Flagstad, who at that time had not recorded

a note for us, would consider our acquisition of thern as a confirrnation that lier

"marriage" to Decca was serious.

The trouble was that nobody in Decca had heard the tapes, and thcre was little

information available about them except that the Siegfried was Set Svanholm and

the conductor Oivin Fjeldstad, who was musical director o{ the Norwegian lladio.

The policy of Decca has always, and rightly, been against the issue of radio tapes

except in very special circumstances, but this time we felt obliged to investigate. I

was sent to Oslo on March 8, 1956, and rang Flagstad at her home in Kristiansand

the next morning. She answered the phone herself, and I had a shock: her speaking

voice was identical to Kathleen Ferrier's-the same richness and warmth, the same

laugh, the same hesitation. In that brief conversation, Flagstad suggested that I

shoirlcf go to the radio station and hear the Gdttudiimmmtng tapes, and meet her on

March 12, when she would be comins to C)slo on business.

Further shocks were in store at the radio station the next day. I had been told that

her "farcwell" perfcrrmance was complete, but it was far from that: the Norn scene

with which GiitterdiinLrnerung opens was missing, and so was the scene between

Alberich and IIagen at the start of Act'lVo. Even less explicable was the omission

of the cntire orchestral interlude in Act One which separates the passage known as

Ilagen's Watch and the llriinnhilde/Waltraute scene. In all, something like forty

minutes were rnissing liorn this "complete" performance.'Ihe rest of it was, to put

it gently, a very rnixed bag. C)n tlre one hand, Flagstad and Svanholm sang well, and

the sourrd was acccptable within the limits of a radio transcription; on the other, the

rcst of thc cast left very much to be desired, and the conductor, though an excellent

rnusician, was fathoms out of dt:pth in a work of such dimensions. I could not

possibly bc enthusiastic about what I had heard, and advised London accordingly.

I said the thing could only be considered for issue as a gesture towards Flagstad,

arrd wrtlr a vicw to prcscrving hcr performance in the part of the Giitterdiimrnmtng

llriinnhilde; an<l I recornrnended that if we decided to go ahead on that basis, we

shoulcl at the salne timc take steps to restore the missing scenes, without which the

perf<llrnance was a travcsty.

Lrxrdorr quotcd a figure firr the acquisition ofthe tapes, and said that the missing

scenes could bc recordecl in not rrore than two three-hour sessions. Then began a

nightrnare. Tht'Norwegian Musicians'tJnion saw the chance of a lifetime to make

a lot of troublc and possibly a lot of moncy. Apart from that, the only day on which

rve cotrl<l havr: the hall where GttterrLimmerung had been recorded was the l4th-four

d:rys away, and we had no Alberich and no Norns. And before we could go ahead,

contracts had to be negotiated with every other artist who had appeared in the cast,

plus thc conductor', orchcstra, chorus, and the radio company itself. Never has so

muclr clfrrrt bccn cxpcnclcd on something which was, frankly, inadequate from all

stanrlpoints but one tlrt: preservation for posterity ofFlagstad's performance. (And

even then thert, were reservzrtions-her Immolation scene. for instance. did not

comparc with thr: earlicr versions she had recorded.)

On March 12, I went to sce Flagstad at her Oslo hotel. Walking there, I was full of

apprehcnsion ancl excitcment. I had known her voice for fifteen years on records,

and hacl admircd her on the stagc fcrr nine years. I could not imagine what she would

be likt: as a person, thotrgh I had n suspicion she could be a handful. (Bernard Miles

had said repeatcdly that she was the nicest person under the sun; on the other hand,

most perople in the record industry had read Charles O'Connel|'s The Other Sile of

thc Rctrtrd, which contained unflattering portraits of several major artists, including

Kirstcn Flagstad.) Years later, when we were having dinner at the Stadtkrug in

Vicnna, Kirstcn suddenly turned to me and said, "You were always a bit frightened

of me whcn we first met, weren't you?" I rcadily admitted it. "I'd seen you too often

in the sccond act of Giittrdlimmrntngj' I told her, and she burst out laughing. But it

was true: she projected such intensity in her fury about her betrayalby Siegfriedthat

it was irnpossible to believe that the same tempestuous quality was not part of her

own character

She lct me intt> her hotel room in Oslo. She was a striking, beautiful woman in jet

black and diamonds, and on the table was a bottle of champagne and two glasses.

I think I was struck dumb for a while, but as soon as we had settled down she asked

what I had thcrught of the Gijtterdiimrnm.ng tapes, and I told he4 as gently as I could,
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that we were prepared to go ahead unless shc, uould like to consider rcrnaking thc

work under proper conditions in Vienna, with an international cast and a Wagncr

conductor around her. (I had no authority lirr this, but I knew that Dccca could do so

much better and felt reasonably confident that my superiors rvould agree.) Shc rvould

not hear ofit. The point for her was that in thc radio perforrnance she rvas appcarine

with a cast of Norwegians; and this, becausc ol'her intcnse patriotism, nleant nlor('

to her than the musical or dramatic qualities which rnight have been obtaincd with

ar international cast. At the same time, therc was lro trace of blackrnail in her vicws:

she was certainly going to honour her new contract with I)ecca; btrt if L)ecca trrrrrt.cl

down the Gdtterdiimmmtngtapes, she would do everything in her power to nrakc thcrn

available to any other company that might care to bid.

I tried again to indicate the virtues of recording in Vienna (a city rvhich at that tirnc

I had never visited), but she was not to be persuaded. One of the problcrns u,as t h:rt

she was not exactly in love with Decca's musical director, Victor C)lof, bccausc shc

considered his manner pompous, whereas shc u,as very lirnd of Frank Le<', rvho u,as

then head ofthe artists'department but did not dircct classical sessions. I think slrc

had made an unfair snap judgment about Vit:tor, but there was no changing ht'r

views. Flagstad had put him into a pigconholc zincl thzrt wers that.

I tried another avenue. We could only have the hall on thc l,lth and wc hacl rro

Alberich and no Norns. This was a tactical rnistakt:, for she irnmcdiatcly pro<lrrtr:rl

names (Norwegians again, ofcourse), and pointed out th:rt all ofthenr hapJrt'nccl to

be free on the 14'h-she had checked to nrakc srrrc. Shc then added that tlrt'rt'u,t'rt'

a few parts of her own performance with which shc rvas dissatisfied, and rvlrich she

wanted to remake during the two sessions Dect:a had alkrcated. I got the rn('ssas('

very clearly: the Decca/Flagstad relationship-quitc apart li 'om contracts-turr)('(l

entirely on our willingness to go ahead wilh this ()iitlcrdiirrmrenn44. And whilc I clid

not agree with her about its virtues, I could set: Iicr point: she rvas carnprrigning lirr'

something in which, rightly or wrongly, sl.re l>elicvcd rnr>st fcrvently the r:rcalion of'

a Norwegian National Opera, which she thought nriglit bc launched by tht relt'asc

of a Giittadiimrnmtng recording in which shc and Stt Svanholm appcarcd in tlrt'

principal roles.

On March l4 we held our two sessions in the Univcrsity Hall, agreement sornclrow

having been reached with the various artists and or3:urizations involved. The sarrrc

radio technicians who had worked on the broadcast did their best to rnatclr thc

sound for the inserts, but the artists were gr()tesquely under-rehearsed and thcrc

was hardly time for retakes (not that I think thcy would liave brought nrrrclr

improvement, for most of the artists were sight-rcading). It rvas all very depressin!i.

Although she was only involved in two tiny corrections, each running firr a mattcr

ofseconds, Flagstad turned up at the beginning and staycd all day. She presentt'rl a

sight I and my colleagues were soon to find vcry farniliar-that of an arnple, placicl

woman, simply dressed and wearing rimless glasses, apparently intent on hcr

knitting to the exclusion of everything else while in fact keeping a very close car on

the music and doing what she could, quietly, to help he r colleagues with music which

she knew far more intimately than they. At thc end of the second session we ran out

of time, and the orchestral interlude between the fir'st and second scenes of Act One

was never recorded. My gloomy feelings about the whole affair were not relieved by

the conductor's well-meant but naive assurance that the interlude was really of no

importance at all, and had been inserted by Wagner to provide adequate time firr

the scene change required at that point. At the end of a day like that, I did not even

try to put him right.

l)ccca lrad been very shrervd in pursuing this radio Gdtterdiimmzru,ng, despite its

considerable failings. The fact that wc had done it utterly convinced Flagstad of two

things: {irst, that she had signed rvitl.r a crrnpany that would keep its promises and take

risks on her bchalf; and secrxid, that there was a huge potential for the sort ofNorwegian

State Opera in which she passirxrately believed. She was wrong on the second point;

but the basis for the happy ancl fiLritful relationship which existed between Decca and

I'lagstacl until her death was the urrnpaly's willingness to pay rather a lot of money

Iirr a Nrrrwegian broadcast ol' Giiltadii.rnmerug in 1956. Had we tumed it down, I am

corrvinced she would have gonc back into her shell. On the other hand, th<tugh the topic

ncvcr zrrosc between us, I anr equally sure she knew how inadequate it was. A stubbom
'pinut dornn may or may no( rcspontl kr pcrsuasion; but a stubborn pri:ma dorun on a

patliotic carnpaign is simply not to lre budged.

'l 'hcle 
rvas rrot rrruch zrnyr>nc could do with the Norwegian Gi)tteiltimmmtng. We

spliccd in the additit>nal sequcnccs, which rnatched the rest ofthe work surprisingly

rvell; and rvc shcd a tcar frrr thc rnissing orchestral interlude. The whole effort was

rrothing to be very prorrd ol, brrt when Flagstad came over to make some song

recitals in March l!)5{i, we playccl thc rcsult to her, and she seemed pleased.

In irdclition to the rnany songs slrt: re<rrrded on that visit, she had agreed to sing
(llLrck's ,4/rerlz firr the I3l3C; and l)ecca had decided to make a recording of the entire

opt ra irnnrediately alier thc broadt:ast. 
'l 'his 

was t<.r be her first major undertaking on

lccorcls sincc the IiM I fri^sLan in I 1)52, and it was an ill-fated venture from the start.

I rvcnl to thc BBC studio on thc cvcning of'April 22 to find Flagstad battling with a

t t ' r r ib l t ' to ld. ' l -hcrc u,as no n()nscnsc about th is-she was i l l ,  and should have been

in betl, but hcr innatc prolcssionalisrrr and concern for the rest of the cast had led

Ircr tr> corne to the studio on linrc. Sonrchow, she got through that evening, though

lry tlrc t'rrd she u,as on the point of t:ollapse. We were scheduled Lo sLarL Alcestein

Waltharnstow 
'lixvn 

I{all on April 25, ancl it was clear to me that she would be in no

corrclitiorr to sing on that day. We qrrir:kly rearranged the schedule to enable Flagstad

to start latcr, but, as was to happen to us rniuly times during the Rfz.g recording, this

trrrrrt:tl out to be a mixed blcssine. An intclligent operatic schedule should try at all

t'os(s to sprczrd tlie strain, so that tlrc prin<:ipals do nr>t have too much tiring music to

sirr13 on any one session; and thc t llccts ol rescheduling,4lcesle to let Flagstad get over

Irt'r cold rncant that the other siriecrs had tr> work much harder during her absence,

arrcl that shc became obliged to rer:ord hcr part in considerably fewer sessions than

hatl becn originally allocated. One always dreams ofextending the recording period

inclr{initcly, and thus making lili: easy firr everyone-but it never works. In the case

ol Aluste, the tenor, RaoulJobin, had to leave lirr engagements in Paris by a certain

day, and the hall in which wc wcrc working was not available after May 2. We told

|lagstad that she would have to stzrrt on April 28, three days later than originally

plarrned, frrr otherwise wc wor-rld stzrnd no chance of completing her part.

Orr April 27 she called rne at honrc and said she felt much better-indeed, she was

eoing to a theatre that evening. On the 2Uth she sang two magnificent sessions,

zrrrcl cveryone felt certain that Alceste was, so to speak, back on the rails again.
-l'here 

was no session on the 29th, but on the morning of the 30il' she called to

sny that she had a bad throat and feared she had caught another chill. We were

cxactly four sessions frorn the end of Alceste, and with no time in reserve. I asked

ht'r to come to the studio, and promised that we would do everything possible

to rnake the recording easy for hcr. I feel some reticence in describing the next

two days. If I had had more experience or more authority I have no doubt that I

w<.ruld have stopped the sessions. Poor Flagstad was considerably worse than she
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had been on the Sunday of the broadcast ,  but  sht ' r 'as dcternr int ' r l  to qo lhrouelr

with the recording. I was also disinclined to persuade lrcr to slop, bcczruse I t:ould

see no chance of reassembling the cast {or at least zr year, ancl it lvas cviclcnt

that Flagstad herself set great store by tht' cornplction, on scht,clulc, ol hcr first

commercia l  recording in f ive years.  She l i rught  a t rcrncndous physical  bat t lc  wi th

herself, and I am afraid the result is evidcnt on the rt'<:ord. In rctrospe<:t, I blarne

myself. The world was not exactly panting for thc relt'ase ol Alresle, and it u,ould

have been wiser to have waited until thc cast coulcl bc rt'asserriblcd. Yet thcrt'was

the anxiety that Flagstad would assurne responsibility for the wlrole breaktkrwn

and take herself off into retirement forever. So we linishcd,41zc.rle. and wislrt'd. at

the end, that we had never started.

On May 4, I went to Paris, where we were to have a rnonth ol'sessions with the

Conservatoire Orchestra under Knappertsbusch ancl Solti, amonu others. I spent

a lot of time with Knappertsbusch on that trip, and in addition to recording he

conducted a magnificent Tristan attheParis Opera with Astrid Varnay in even better

voice than in 1951. (For her A and A flat cries of " Rat:he! Tod!' at the end of thc Act

One narration she dared to go right to the back of the vast stage, which is olicn a

trick to cover up some vocal deficiency, though this time it was anything but that. I

have never heard the passage sung by anyone with such penetration and intcnsity.

Knappertsbusch blew her a kiss.)

When Solti arrived in Paris, Knappertsbusch left for recordings in Vienna where,

with Kirsten Flagstad, he was to make a beautiful record of Wagner's Wesendonch

songs. As usual, Victor Olof was in charge in Vienna, but there had been some

changes which were soon to erupt into a crisis. With the idea of injecting some new

blood into Vienna, Arthur Haddy had sent Gordon Parry and.fames Brown to take
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over the tt.clurical responsibilities in that city; and to add to the problems, Decca

hadjust rnovcd to a ncw rccorclins location callcd the So{icnsaal which, though an

uttknrxvrr lirctor then, was soon to bet:t>rre thc base fol the rRizgrec<trding.

N'lv final scssion in Paris u'as scheclulcd for May l) I , and I had booked a flight to London

onJune 2. On the nxrlrrins of.Junc l, I liad a tclcphone call from Decca in London to

say that Victol Olol'hrLcl lcsigned. llc had ai:ccpted a post as artists' manager for His

Master's Vricc, but lia<l sue'qcstecl lhat he rnieht be allowecl to conclude the current

st'ries of I)r't'ca sessions in Vienna. l)ecca, horvever, thousht otherwise, and I was told

to so to Vit.nna and br: prcpared to take over inrmediately. In thisjob you get used to

playing thc airline sclicthrles, ancl I rvas not particularly worried to find that all direct

Ilights fiorn Rris utrt' Iirll and ha<l ckrsed rvaiting lists. I asked Air France to route me

tlrrough Zrrrich or Iir-anklirrt or irttlt 't 'cl zrr.ry city irr Fiuropc which had a connection to

Vicrrna. It proved iurlxrssible. While all this was going ur, Mr Rosengarten rang from

Zrrrich to ask u,hv I riasn't :rlready rr Vienna; btrt not even by flying back to London

rvas thcrt'irny nreans ol uctting to Vicnna firstt'r'than thc train which left Paris that

<'venins. Il was tht'only tirrx'in nry lil 'e rvhen I lrave been told to go somcwhere quickly

arr t l  hav.  l rat l  to adnr i t  r l t , lcrr t .

I  arr ivet l  i r t  Vi t ' r tna by t ra in on. f r r r r t ' iJ .  L ikt :  r r r r>st  fcrre igrrers arr iv ing there I  was

ut tpreparrrr l  lor  the r l rabrress ol  thc c i ty . ' l l 'uc,  i t  had been <.rccupied unt i l  1954; but  i t

I tad r tot  srr f l i ' r t {  l ikc l lcr l in  or  } Iarr tbrrrs or  Ookrune dur ing the war,  and was i t  not  in

any cas(' tlrt, lcgendary t ity of'u'irtc., wornert, artd song? My orders were to go straight

lo rny lrolr'l and rcrrrain there; in no circurnstzurces was I to go to the Sofiensaal

where, by a strzrngc irony, Knapircrtsbusch was recording thc Funeral March from
(]iitteftlii i lutttttutt! as a fill up frrr a llruckner synrphony. I had no idea of the turmoil

llrat had bccn crcatc<l l>y Olol's lcsignation, lbr at that stage I had no experience

ol llie Auslriarr rnind. Sorne yezLrs t'rrrlier I hacl taken ovcr the bulk of the Decca

l)r(xtranrn(' rvith tlx' Arnsterdarn C'oncertsebotrw Orchestra, and the transition

Itad beert srttooth artrl liicndly; tlx,s:rme had happened in Paris, when Olof found

hirnsclf urrablc to hantllc all the (lonscrvatoire sessions. Naively, I imagined that a

si r r r i lar  t ransi t ion rr r iqhl  take placc in Vienna.

'l ' lrt'Vienncsc 
I hrivc orr sit uations. Indecd, one can safely say tl.rat if at any moment no

sitrriLtion exists it beconrcs ir.nmediatt'ly necessary to invent one. Over the preceding

livc or six years Victor Okrf harl become a sort of firther figure to the Menna

Philliarrnonit, and tlrt'eliect ofhis resignation, plus the threatened appearance on

thc scene ol arr unlsrou,n and rnuclr younger man, created an atmosphere oftension

and suspicion that was unbcarablc. Matters were not helped by two other radical

changes which happcncd to coincide with this cvent: for I)ecca had just changed

its recorclin{.1 hall li 'onr thc larnous Musikvereinssaal (a great concert hall but a

disappointing lecording studio) to thc Sofiensaal in the tliird district ofMenna, and

a new team of engineers headed by (]ordon Parry andJames Brown had taken over

Iilrn those who had worked in Vienna over the past five years. The Philharmonic

docs not like change ol any sort; it was suspicious ofthese new faces, and objected

strcnuously to moving to the Soficnsaal. It was a dance hall, and a place where

conventions were held; at one time it had even bcen a swimming pool; and the fact

thatJohann Strauss had conducted there during its era as a concert hall made little

dilference to the Philharrnonic, whose members found it undignified as a setting

iurd inconvcnient as a locatiorr.

It takes a long time to get to know the qualities of the Vienna Philharrnonic, and in

the weeks that followed Olofs departure for London I know I would have lost my



nerve completely had it not been for the constant support and the streams of advice
I received from Mr Rosengarten in Zurich. IIe had nr particular reason to havc
confidence in me, for he scarcely knew me; but he was not g.i.g t, let anlthing get
the upper hand over Decca. He co.ld see the situation i. perspective; I c.uld nrt. c)ne
night, during my third and most miserable week, I becamc convinced that I rtrulcl
never make a personal contact with the orchestra. c)ver thc years I had learned a lot
about orchestral psychol.gy, but rny experie'ce got rne nowhere in vie.na. As bad
luck had it, the sessions I was handling werc with a very elderly c.nductor rvh. was
on the verge of senility. He could not make up his mind ab,ut the tempo firr the 1irst
movement of the symphony we were recordir-rg, alrd :rt thc eDd of the second scssion
he had played the piece no less than eleven times with elcven dilferent ter'pi. I
could do nothing to alter his i'decisi'n. 'rhe 

.rchestra, u'clersrandably bored by all
this, assumed that it was my fault and sent complaints to Zurich and London aborrt
the way in which sessions were being'rishandled. I decidecl th.t the only dccent
thing to do was to resign, a.d I told G'rdon Parry. "D.n't d. anythinu rash,,' hc said.
"Give it a few more months. One day we might rnake a Rezt herc... "

I know now what was wrong with my approach to the vicnna philh.rrnrxric. "Thcy're
all professors," a colleague had told me befrrre I went to vienna, "ancl y.u havc t. trezrt
them with kid gloves." I had takcn that advice, and that was rny mistakc': for the particular
qualityyou need in order to work in vienna, apad frrm musicianship, is thc ability to bad
and take decisions. By being deferential, and by openly showing hurnility 1o zur .rchcstra
ofsuch fame and distinction, I had chosen a hopelessly wron! ()urse. ycars later; l.'g
after the vienna Philharmonic liad presented us, as a recording tcarr, u.ith its txrvctr:cl
Nicolai Medal, much wiser words were spoken, again by Gord'., whr said: "1'herc's .nly
one way to work in Menna-you have to organise LheYien'ese." Ijar frorn beins saicl with
contempt, it was said with love and understaLnding.

vienna is a village in more senses than ,ne. Its people d. not bchave likc the
inhabitants ofa great capital city, and there is ge'erally a remarkable Llnaware.ess
of the rest of the world. No city with such a history could bc entircly with.ut
architectural distinction, yet vienna has surprisingly little and what it has is
frequently obscured by some of the dreariest, least imaginativc r..dern building
on the continent of Europe. The city as such lacks the onc thing you expect it to
have, which is charm-the very quality which is the esse'ce ol Viennese music
and Mennese musicianship. Vienna still lives in its past, with what I suspect
to be highly coloured memories of the days of the Habsburg Empire and dear
old Franz Josef. (That same viennese c,nductor wh. had c.mme'ted s.
piggishly after the death ofChristopherJennings burst into tears one day as wc
passed a statue of Franz Josef in a vienna park. His sentimental stories ab.ut
Franz Josefs kindliness, tolerance, and goodwill t, all men were interspersed
with positively murderous reflections about Herbert von Karajan,s carecr
and intentions.)

The famous Mennese coffeehouse tradition of gossip and scandal another village
trait-has shown no sign of waning in the second half of the twentieth century,
and has no parallel that I know of elsewhere, largely because in other big cities
most people are too busy or too taciturn or too ambitious to indulge in sustained
malice with such abandon. Minding one's .wn business is strictly unkn.wn to
the viennese. It takes a while to become accustomed to this, and to learn n.t to
take offence-to accept, in fact, that the English approach to life is as far removed
from the Viennese as can be imagined. During the era of Herbert Von Karajan
at the state opera there happened, in the rest of the world, several events 'f

some intern;rtional irnportance; but rn vienna, the topic of conversation was von
Karajan. It rvas carried on n.t.iust by pcople involved in the musical world, but by
pe.ple who, like the majority of vicnnese, have never been inside either the opera
or the co'cert hall. Hc was headline news almost every day, and when he was not
people rvanted to know rvhy he was not. His clothes, his cars, his aeroplane, his
donrestic lif 'e these and a lot ofother things would keep coffeehouse conversation
eoing for h..rs. when, as a foreigner wh' happened t' be working a lot with von
Karajan at the time, I 'ade it clcar that I found such talk exceedingly boring, I was
reeirlded :rs a lir<.r1.

Thc crmpcnsating lactor is that the viennese capacity ftrr talk and intrigue is so
great that it leaves very little time for action, and the incvitable result of so many
conflictine opinions is a sort oforganisational paralysis. A large enough crisis in
the governmc't .r ttre ,pera will eventually produce a summit meeting at which
th,sc wh. rcally hold the authority rvill spend many hours deciding that the
wisest decisi.n is tr asree amicably not t, take a decision. This endearing national
attribute must .f c.urse pr.ducc its .pposite 'ow and again, and an efficient
Vienncse is probably the rnost eflicicnt person orr earth. He has to be.

All thc samc, there is a flexibility in Austrian life that is both precious and pleasant.
Pcople havc nrt l.st the art rf relaxzrtion, and thc countryside around the city is of
surpassinu loveli.ess. -I'he 

old jokc is really very apt: a situation in the rest ofthe
n'.rld rnay bc serious but not h'pelcss, whcrezrs in Vienna any situation is hopeless
but rr.t. scrirus. And thc pers.nal charrn inevitably comes in. Throughout the Ring
rccording wc havc li.n.r time to time .eeded to use a part of the Sofiensaal which
is b.unded by zr nrain rrad, which makes recording imp.ssible unless the road
can be ckrscd t. traflic. 

-['he 
p.lice have'ever lailed to help us, no matter what

thc inc.nvcnicnce to them ( t r> say n. th ing. f  the diverted motor ists) .  when, as i t
happenerd, wc did n.t.eed t. ask for the r.ad to be closed for a period ofalmost
eightcc, m.nths, thc police turned up r>ne day to ask us ifthey had displeased us
in a.y way, and to .ffcr their road-cl'si'g service at a moment's notice. This is, I
think, enchanting; it is thc nrore agreeable side ofthe village mentality.

c)ut .l this strange social structure has emerged a musical tradition and a style
ol nrusicianship which is u'ique and, I believe, unrivalled. Any professional can
narne orchestras in Europe and America whose standards oftechnical proficiency
leave the Vicnna Philharmonic at the post; but no 'ther orchestra in the world
can approach the vienna Philharmonic when it comes to what an orchestra is
ahout-the sensc or instinct through which suddenly a hundred men become a
single musical instrurnent of infinite flexibility, the sense through which those men
unanimously and instantly fcel the cont.ur of a phrase, the hush ol a diminumdo
crr tlre buildup of a oescendo. It is achieved by knowing what your neighbour is
d.ing, and doing it with him. It is an unspoken tradition handed from generation
to generation. T.ne is the secret of the vienna Philharmonic: the rich, unforced
tone which makes it the perfect instrument fcrr Mozart and schubert on the one
hand, and for Wagner and Richard Strauss on the other.

It is not an easy orchestra to corne t' know or to work with. Its special qualities
cannot be produced merely by raising a baton, and when the orchestra is bored or
depressed or overw'rked the results can be disappointing. This is the whole point:
the tradition is not something material. It cannot be analysed, except in the most
superficial terms, and therefore cannot be copied. It is the most preciousjewel in the
heritage .f orchestral performance in Europe, and it deserves, and should receive,
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every form of protection to ensure its survival into the firture. Rrr me, and ftrr my

colleagues, Vienna ar the Vienna Philharmonic. It has been more than an educaticxr

to get to know and understand its qualities: it has been an honour

By the end of 1 956 the new recording crew was beginning to scttlc dorvn in Vicnna,

and we were at last getting the measure of the Sofiensaal. The ncatcst lvay to placc

an orchestra in an empty hall will not necessarily produce the best sound, and for

months we had experimented with the orchestra in all sorts of diffcrent positions

before finally choosing the precise situation it has occupied ever since. (It rvould

surprise the layman to know what a difference a matter of a I'ew feet one rvay or the

other can make.) After six months my collcagues and I werc leirrnins to understand

the qualities of the Vienna Philharr.r.ronic, fcrr despite a bewildering inconsistency

it was as clear as day that under the right conductor the orchestra w:rs in ir clzrss ol'

its own. (Some sessions under Fritz Reiner in September of th:rt year had been a

revelation.) Gordon and I talked a lot about Wagner, :urd he wirs surprised by rny

enthusiasm for Solti, with whose work he was not very familiar. Memories ol'the Solti

Walhiire in Munich began to stir again, and at the intern:rtion:rl rept:rtoire meetins

in Novembet I put forward the idea that we should record the work cornplete in

1957. To my greatjoy, it was approved.

Almost at once we ran into trouble. The whole venture dr:pended on I"lagstad's

willingness to sing Briinnhilde, and I had a suspicion that, still sufli:ring liorn

the memory of those interpolated top Cs in the llMI Dr.Van. she rrri{hl rt,lir:e

to attempt the opening of Act 
'lhr>. 

So it was-and nothing would inducc hcr to

try. Furthermore, she wanted to sing thc Act Onc Sieglinrle, and hintr:d that her

willingness to record Act Three would depend on orlr agreenlcnt to that proposal.

Our dream of a complete Walk.iire vanished overnight.

There seemed to be only one solution, which was to sct up two contpletely scparatc

recordings of Act One (with Flagstad as Sieglinde) zrnd Act 
'l 'hrcc 

(with I'-lagstad

as Brtnnhilde).

To make it clear that these were not intended to be sections o[ :r cornplctc Wa.lkiire,

we decided to use different conductors, and cngaged Knappcrtsbusch for Act C)nt'

(to be made in the autumn) and Solti for Act Three (scheduled fi>r the spring). It

was an uneasy compromise, but the best we could do in the circumstzrnccs. As it

happened, it was the ideal solution from tlie long-term viewpoint, frrr rve u'cre not

at that stage really experienced enough to tackle anything so difllcult as a coniplctc

Walhilre,andSolti had neverbefore workcd with the Vienna Philharmonic. Througlr

our experiments in 1957 we were able to learn what mistakes to avoid when it r:arme

to Rheingol.din 1958, and in several senses the Solti/Flagstad recording o[ Walk.iire,

Act Three, turned out to be a sort of "pilot" schene for the Dccca Rlzg.

The arrangements pleased Flagstad. On.January 21,1957, sl're wrote to me frorn

San Francisco: "Thank you for your letters of l)ecember 17'r', 2ll'r'and.lanuary 15'r'.

There really were no answers needed for the first ones and you don't know how

difficult it is to find time to write letters when I am with my dear ones. I have the

different dates for the recordings, and I keep my fingers crossed that the beginning

of May will be for Walhiire, Act Three. I plan to go liom London to Zurich to study

the Brahms-Mahler suggestions with someone who knows. I cannot make up my

mind whether to choose Kindatotenlieder or Lieder einesfahrenden Gesellen When dcr

you need that decision? The ,4lto Rhapsod,l is fine for me, I think..."

Surrcur-rding and indeed enckrsing the n'orld of professional opera is an international

community of gossips and intentional troublemakers. These people are certainly not

musicians, and do not corne rvithin any sensible definition of music-lover. They are

interested only in playing off one singer against another; and since, as a race, singers

arc fairly simplc-minded, it is not surprising that timc and time again they fall victim

to thc irrcsponsiblc chattcr of the sycophants. Flagstad was no exception, for on

her way back from San Francisco she called at New York and got involved with

somc fans who cvidently thought thcy kncw more about Decca's intentions than the

cornp:rny itself. Flagstad evidently believed tl-rem, and wrote to me at once: "Some

niusical lriends in New York talked a lot and touched a krt of diflerent matters. First,

I hearcl that the Italian tenor Di Stefano (or was it Del Monaco-l can never tell the

dillerence?) was going to rect>rd WalhiireAct One with me. I was very disappointed.

IIe is, I arn sure, zrll excellent singer, but he is studying the role now, and Wagner is

lx)t that easy to sing or, rather interpret, and should be sung by someone who has

done the nrle on the stage many tirnes. If you u,ant rny suggestion, I can think of

only onc:  Sct  Svanholrn. . . "

I wrote back at once ancl reassured her thzrt we had already engaged Svanholm, and

irnplorcd hcr not to sct so disturbcd about thc gossips. (lt made no difference, for

we were to have zr worse exzunple of the sarne kind of thing when we were trying to

sclrc.drrle Rheingoklh l1)519.) Iividently the incident was still on her mind, for in her

nr:xt lt:ttcr slrt started to have doLrbts about recording the whole of Act Three. What

liad started as zr cornplcte l4/alhiire and had then been reduced to two separate acts

was now zLbotrt to disintcgrzrtc cntircly. "l wr>uld rnuch prcfer," she wrote, to do only

tlrr: sr:r:oncl part ol'At:t'l 'hrec, Iirrm "War es so schmrihlich" to the end. If we do not

havc tho Walkyrics ancl Sioglindc lirr the third act it might be easier to find a better

tirne than t.hc cnd of'May and thc br:sinninu ofJune. Tb be very frank, I am scared

ol thc heat, and arn ali'aid it will hurt rny singing, too... I have changed my mind

abrrrrt thc ,/1lh Rhupsuly, I don't think it suits rne well enough. We have lovely cold

wcather with lots o1'snow and it is just beautifirl. I wonder why I don't stay at home

in Norway al l  tho t i rnc.  I  lovc i t  hcrc. . . "

'l 'hc 
clangcr sigrrs were unrnistakzrble. I rang her in Kristiansand, and she admitted

that the talk about an Italian tenor had worried her so much that she had gone off

the whole lfulh.iire pro.iec| I told her that we were in a terrible fix, because contracts

had alrcady bccn rnade with the other artists and I could see no way ofgetting out of

thern. She thought for a while, then agreed to record the whole ofAct Three.

Mcanwhile, I was talking to Gcorg Solti and Gordon Parry about how to tackle this

technically challenging piece. We wanted to take the first steps towards making a

propcr production for stcrco, and the first requirement was a stage on which to

work. (There is a stage with a proscenium arch in the Sofiensaal, but it is very small,

and in srntnton with all such areas it is acoustically "dead," which means that unlike

the rest of the hall it lacks reverberation.) Gordon and.fimmy Brown made up a plan

for an extension which would grow out from the stage into the hall, thus giving us

the space we required while taking advantage of the acoustical qualities of the main

hall itself. In retrospect, what seemed at the time a very adventurous and daring

thing was in fact extremely modest compared with the stage requirements we later

found necessary Ior Rheingol.d ard the rest of the ,1?lzg. We were cutting our teeth.

Flagstad wrote to confirm the dates, and added a note that was typical of her

generosity, not common in the world ofopera, towards other singers: "Ingrid Bjoner

made a sensation as Donna Anna in Oslo. I heard the oerformance on the radio and
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was very much impressed, she was excellent. Nothing was too difficult ftrr her in this
very difficult role. I am so happy for her..."

By the time we assembled in Vienna at the beginning of May we had workecl out tlie
somewhat primitive stereo production that was required for the first thirty rninutes
of Act Three. Still, primitive though it may now seem, it went a great cleal further
than anything previously attempted in any recording studio. We had marked out the
extended stage in a pattern ofsquares, and devisecl moves frrr each ol the Valkyrie
maidens through which the listener equipped with stereo would, wc lropecl, gct a
clear idea of the comings and goings which play an irnportiLnt part in thc scene.
Some ofthe voices are required to be heard first frorn oflistage, ancl firr thcse we uscd
the simple expedient of placing the artists involved in one of the upper boxr:s which
line the sides of the Sofiensaal. (At this stage we had not devisccl the multistudio
technique which was to play a big part in the Rlzg recording.)

Among the points we had overlooked was the lact that orrr healthy ancl incleed
healy young ladies made a lot of noise in bounding fnrrn one side ol the stasc to
the other-so much noise that after the first serssion we got therrr to rclrnove their
shoes and replace them with several layers ofarrny socks. Flarstacl, hard at rvork on
her knitting, watched all this with a sort of benign arnust'rncnt, frrr in comrnon with
many other artists at that time she had not yet grasped what stcreo was about. (A
little later she was to become one of its strongest advocatt:s.)

The biggest innovation that we devised for Wulk.iirc, Act 
-fhrcc, 

was tlrt' "lolr.g take."
In the past it had been the general practicc to break cvery work, wlteLtevt'r it was, into
short sections offour or five minutes, and to work on t'ach ofthese pieces rrntil satisficcl
that the result was good enough to.iustily moving on to the ncxt. ('fhis was a carry-
overfrom the days of78-rpm rccords.) Old habits are hard to break, and artists the
world over had become thoroughly accustomcd to working rvithin thcse lirnits, Iirr
which there remained no justification whzttsoever Wc dccided to chzrngt: thc syst(:ln,
and with Solti's complete agreenrent we scheduled l|/alhiirc, Act 

'flrrec, 
in st'r.titxrs of

which the shortest was seventeen minutes, and the krngest twt,nty lirur We dcveloped
a routine which, with a few small modifications, has applicd ever sincc.

First, the conductor rehearses the orchestra in the section to bc recorrled. In tht case of
a sixteen- or eighteen-minute sequence this rehearsal-in which thc singcrs do not take
part-can require anything up to fifty minutes. The lirst recording is tht'n made rvith
the singers, though we often tell them to "mark" (that is, not to sing with hrll voice)
during any particularly diflicult or tiring passages. Durins tht: intermission we lis(cn
to the first recording and decide what is wrong, and after the interrnission it is usually
possible to make the entire section twice, though without any Iirrther playback.

In the second halfofthe session it is essential frrr the recording producer to be ablc tcr
spot any mistake or accident which might require a separate correctitxt "tag," which
can usually be made in the last remaining minutes of the scssion. (Somc record
producers prefer to stop a "take" whenever anything goes wfong, and so cover eerch
error as it happens. I dislike this system because, by constantly internrpting, you are
bound to destroy whatever dramatic intensity is being generated. Besides, it makes
the artists nervous to have someone forever screaming at them over a loudspeaker.
It is important not to forget that most artists are genuinely nervous in the recording
studio, no matter how much they may try to disguise the fact, and can only give of
their best when they are able to relax and feel that the people in the control room are

giving them encouragement. 
'fhis 

is wlry you should never leave the studio "cold"

at the cnd ofa take, i.e., leave it in silence. It does not matter how good or bad the
perforrnance has been, and it matters still less whether you have anything sensible
t. say-tlre important thing is t. say something, and not leave the artists in a terrible,
s i lcnt  isolat ion.)

One thing cost us more time than anything else in I g57, and that was the problem of
nristakcs in the rnusical rnaterial uscd by the orchestra. It was handwritten material,
arrd presumably dated fnrm the time when Walhiire was first played in Vienna.
'I'hc 

rnistakes which we h;rd to remove had, of course, been a part of every public
pcrftrrrnance frrr years, but that gave us no excuse for committing them to record.
-l'he 

nrost balfling occurrcd just befrrre Wotan's entrance when, on the first attempt,
Solti and I had noted an apparent lack ofensemblc in the bass strings which we both
assurnt'd to be an ai:ciclent. C)n the second take it happened again, and Solti warned
the basses to watch him carefully at that particular point. When it happened a third
tir'e I liacl t. st.p thc take (wc were running out oftirne), and Solti rehearsed the
b:rsses scparately to find that they were still not together. On ktoking at the parts,
it turncd ,rrt that the basses heid an extra nrte in one of the bars, so that while the
cellcrs werc playing alln brne, tlte basses werc in sorne sort of nightmare 5/4. In all
tltc yt'ars in the theatre this had passed unnoticed.

'l 'he 
tlrird 'att of Wulhiire c]ivides cornf ortably over three LP sides, and so we were left

with thc pr.blern .l what t. put on the {irurth side. We settlcd eventually for what is
callecl the Todest,crhiiruligul,.(a scene fiom Act'lwo, and we engaged Set Svanholm to
sirrg Siegnrrurd auainst Flagstarl's Ilriinnhildc. For a number ofreasons this twenty-
Iive nrinutc sequenc(' g.rve us rnorc trouble than the wholc of the third act, and
alrnost carnt'to srief'on thc day ofthe scssion. Rrrtunately, I had had the chance to
nrt'et Svanlrolnr on one or two carlier occasions when he had visited Vienna to give
song rccitals, ancl it tvas trrmforting to know that he shared Flagstad's calm, stoic
t('rr)p('rzrmotrt. Indeccl, it was hard to r-econcile the quiet, balding, and immensely
polite Svanlrolrn with thc athletic, arrogant Stegfried he had portrayed at Covent
(lardcn for season zLIter seasolr.

Bctwt't'n the end of the rccording of the third act and the date we had set for
the Titdest,erhiirulirEtnt sct'ne, Solti had to go to Paris lor a concert, and this was
the cause ol'the trouble. On the rnorning of the session he called from Paris to
say that his plane hacl been dclayed by technical troubles, and that there was no
other connection that would get hirn to Vienna on time. He asked us to postpone
the scssion by one hr>ur-to stirrt at 151.10 instead of 14110-to give him a chance to
arriver. As bad luck had it, this would not work, for the opera performance that
cvenins bcuan at ltl30, and thc Vienna Philharmonic always, and rightly, insists
on a clear break of r>ne hour betwecn the end of a recording session and the start
of the opera. I tried to nove the whole project to the next day, but that would not
work cither: Svanholrn had to go to Germany for a performance the next evening.

'l 'herc 
are things you can do in Vienna which could not possibly happen in any

other u'estern European capital. As was to happen innumerable times in the
ftrture, u'e consulted a man called Adolf Krypl, who is the superintendent of
the Sofiens:ral. I havc reason to think that over the years our friend Adoll who
has a very sanguine temperament, has quietly reached the conclusion that most
artists and all recording personnel are insane. With chaos all around him, Adolf
Krypl has struggled in silence to preserve his own sanity and his impeccable, self-
effacing manners. He is probably unique in Austria in that when you ask him for
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something, and question whether it may or may not be possible, his immediate

reply is: "Anythingis possible!" Among the things he has never understood is the

English sense of humour, and we have learned not to try it on him. It is quite

inconceivable to Adolf Krypl that anyone with the exalted position of recording

engineer or recording producer could possibly be frivolous about anything. When,

in a light moment, we hinted that we might need an elephant or two when we

were about to record the tiumphal scene from Aida, he took the idea with great

solemnity and said that he had alreadl had elephants in the Sofiensaal. "/uei

Stiitk'," he added, which means two pieces, and I am sure that he thought we were

very rude for laughing.

We took him our Solti/Air France problem. He knew the director of Air France in

Vienna (he knows the director ofeverything in Vienna), but not even he could repair

an aeroplane that had broken down in Paris. We had discovered that the estimated

time of arrival of the flight in Vienna was 151S-forty-five minutes after the start of

the session. By the time Solti had been through customs and immigration and found

his way to the car, we reckoned we would lose at least another twenty minutes; and

even by the fastest route, thejourney from the airport to the Sofiensaal takes twenty-

five minutes. With luck, then, we could expect our conductor at 1ij00, around the

middle ofthe three-hour session, breathless, tense, and having had no rehearsal lirr

a diffrcult scene which runs for almost twenty-five minutes.

Adolf Krypl went into action. He called his friend the Chief of Police in Vienna. He

called customs and immigration at the airport. And I am sure he made Air Francc

feel responsible for everything. When the orchestra assembled at 1430, I explained

what had happened, and asked Professor Sedlak, who was then one ofthe leaders of

the orchestra, to conduct until Solti arrived, lor this would at least give Flagstad and

Svanhohn a chance to "sing in" and give us the opportunity to test the balance. Adolf'

Krypl appeared triumphantly just as Professor Sedlak started to rehearse: the Air

France pilot had been told of the emergency and was flying flat out-with grxrd luck

he might knock fifteen minutes off the flight time and land at 1500. Further, customs

and immigration had been waived, and a police car with escort would be waiting or.t

the tarmac to take Solti straight off the plane. Just to make sure there were no delays

on thejourney to the Sofiensaal, all traffic lights would be manually operated by the

police to ensure a steady green wave.

Solti was in the hall and conducting by 1520. We congratulated Adolf on his miracle

of organization and influence. He looked mildly shocked. "For Decca and the Vienna

Philharmonic," he said, " nerythi4g is possible."

Some months after making Walhiire, ActThre€, we re-assembled in Vienna to make

Act One, with Flagstad in the part of Sieglinde and with Knappertsbusch as the

conductor. (As I have explained, we sought in this way to make it quite clear to

the public that the two acts were not intended to be parts of a complete Walhiire.)

Nothing could possibly have been further from the tension ofAct Three. For one

thing, although it was interesting and moving to have Flagstad sing a part which she

had performed infrequently on the stage, the truth was that she was altogether too

matronly and mature to be a dramatically convincing Sieglinde; for another, there

was our dear, enchanting, irresponsible friend, Knappertsbusch.

He received a huge round of applause from the Vienna Philharmonic when

he walked out for the first session. Ten minutes earlier, in his dressing room, he

had doused himself and me and anyone else in range with eau de cologne, while

@ 
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demanding: "How much have I to do?" I had shown him the scheduled sixteen

minutes. "ln three hours?" said Kna, looking incredulous. "What do we do for the

rest of the time?" I said we could go on if we had time, if the singers did not get tired.
"Tired?" he said. "She won't get tired, she's built like a battleship!"

Very reluctantly, he rehearsed for a few minutes, on the pretext that we needed to

check out microphones. Then we did a take which was pretty chaotic, but which

was worth hearing back for analysis. Kirsten and Set and Arnold van Mill trooped

into the control room. Kna sat outside smoking a cigarette. "Tell me what's wrong

when you've heard it again," he said. Then he grinned: "Of course, you'll say it's too

slow-everyone says I'm too slow."



In vain did I try to get him into the control room to listen to points of balance

and intonation which needed his attention. He would take every possiblc suggestion

any recording director cared to make, and would faithfully do his best to carry out

what he had been told-but, personally, he was not involved. The truth was that

Knappertsbusch took very badly to recording conditions, and, no matter what

we did, the genius which he so certainly revealed in the theatre relirsed to come

alive in the studio. He never complained. He told the funniest obscene stories I

have ever heard. Everybody loved him. But the essence of Knappertsbrrsch simply

refused to show itself. He needed the smell of greasepaint, and thc wa{i of air frorn

backstage. He needed the uncertainty of the theatre, and the con.rftrrtable feeling

that in the theatre you can, as a conductor, take huge risks in the knowledge that

if something ends in disaster only a minority of the audience will realise it at all,

while the orchestra will know what it was about and will be forgiving. None of this

applies to recording, and the resulting inhibitions were too much for him. (A year

latet there was a moment when he was recording a Strauss waltz, as rrsual without

rehearsal, and at one of the many repeats half of the orchestra went on, while the

other half went back. The resultant rness lasted only firur bars, after which the piece

was on the rails again. At the end he called out, "Can you use that? We don't need

it again, do we?" I told him what had happened. He said, "Sdleirsc.-do you think

anyone else will know?")

It is easy to give a facile account of this strange and immensely giftt:d rnan. He was

the kindest, most modest conductor I have ever worked with. He was rrnfirilingly

generous to his colleagues. He would neverjoin the rat race firr feune and honour.

In the theatre I believe that he was a Wagner conductor of suprernc ability. But

on records he was a total failure. It is hard work to try and make a sood record

with someone with whom you do not have a personal or musical contact. lt is

heartbreaking to make a poor record of a perfcrrmance by somconc you respcct

and admire as we respected and admired Kna. We tricd to drag hirn, kicking and

screaming, into the twentieth century of the gramophonr: record, thc t:ra of the

listener-at-home who hears without any visual aid and without the cornrnunity of

the theatre. It was an alien world for hirn. He was a ninetecnth century pnrlessional,

and to the end of his life the gramophone was a newfangled toy. We t:ould not cl<r

him justice.

I know why orchestras loved him. I know why we krved him. 
'l-hc 

bitterest

professional recommendation of my lif'e was when I had to tell my cliltctors that

we should not record Tristanwith Knappertsbusch, because I knew by lhr:n that he

could not produce in the studio the rernotest ghost ol what had been the greatest

theatrical experience of my life. Nobody can blame him for refusing to try to

understand a new medium: it is enough that his extraordinary talents nrade such an

impression on those few who heard him under the right conditions.

CHAPTERTWO
1958 -  Das Rheingold

'l-he 
idea of a conplete rtiz.g recr>rding was taking form in our minds. I was still, I

admit, haunted by the thought of a complete WaLhilre, andfrustrated by our bits-and-

pieces comprornise of 1957. Two people kept up a constant barrage ofsuggestions

to try and ctrrvince me lhat Rheingold was the work with which we should start: they

were Gord<n Parry, and a man called Robert Boas who at that time worked in the

department o{'Dccca concerned with album design and written commentaries. Of

tlie two, Gordon was by far the more persistent, but Bob would lose no opportunity

to tell me how much the world needed the first recording of Rheingoll.

I was sccpt.ical, not because I disliked the work-on the contrary-but because I was

Iar from convinced that it could be any sort ol'commercial success, no matter how

well it might bc done. My doubtful attitude was confirmed by those in high places in

tlre operatic wrrrld: firr nobody ever puts Rheingold on the stage except as a prelude

to the rtizlc. It is not, and should not be, an ordinary repertoire piece. It has no real
"star" parts, at least not of the kind that bring the public in. Foremost (and quite

wrongly) in rny mind was the cautionary thought that if we had a bad flop with

Rheingold thcrc would be no chancc of any mt>ney for the rest of the Rizg; whereas if

rvc started witlr a complete lUalhii.re, Stegflied, or (]iitterdiimmmtng we would stand a

chance crf crcating an audiencc for which Rheiry4oldwould have no terrors.

Iirrtrrnatt'ly, as it happened, there was a big casting problem to which I could offer

no solution. So lar as we kncw Biryit Nilsson was under contract to Columbia,

Ltd., and tht'rcfrrre we had no Briinnhilde. (True, there were other Briinnhildes

in tlie uorld, and lirr one o{'thern-Astrid Varnay-I had a deep admiration; but

thc sales pmplc bclieved that any Rizg opera involving Briinnhilde would not get

o{i' thc ground without Nilsson.) Rheingold, therefrrre, was the only Ring opera we

could possibly consider for 105U, and it was with considerable apprehension that

I put it firrward to our international repertoire cornmittee in the autumn of 1957.

Points in its f'avour were that it is, by Wagnerian standards, a short work (three LPs,

against fivc rcquilerd for Wa.lh.ii.rc or Sie{ried, a:nd six for Giitterd.iimntmtng). Rheingold.

Itad never bet'rt recorded at all, and therefore would have whatever market there

was to itsel{. !inally, I could point out that it would give us a perfect opportunity

to show what :r differcnce the proper use of stereo could bring to the world of

recorded opcra.

'l 'his 
last point wa.s not considered of much importance, and one can see why. It

was only a I'ew years earlier that the record business had been plunged into turmoil

by the advcnt of LP Thc demise of the old 7tl-rpm format, in which hundreds of

thousands of pr>unds and millions of dollars had been invested, was sudden and

linal. By 1957 the LP was well established, ar.rd a huge amount of money had again

bcen spent on recording all the standard classics for the new form ofdisc, together

with an imprcssive range of complete operas. Now, suddenly, another technical

development scerned likely to require another re recording of all this material-

but would the public invest in stereo, so soon after the change from 78-rpm to LP?

It seemed likely to be a costly investment, too, for stereo doubles every playback

requirement except the turntable. One can sympathize with any management when

faced with a technical innovation which cannot be resisted or ignored, but which is

still an unknown quantity in terms of public appeal. Indeed, there were some who

f'clt that the launching of stereo so soon after the LP revolution might be too much

fcrr the record public altogether, and cause a lapse ofinterest in records as such.
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Thus my technical arguments in favour of Rheingold did not make much effect. A

clearer indication that a public existed for Wagrier on records was the succcss of'

our various recital discs and excerpts with Kirsten Flagstad. If rve could get Flagstad

into the cast of Rheingld, we might at least stand a chance... But there was no

part that Flagstad had ever sung, and none that she was likely to sing. There arc

only three really substantial parts in Rheingold,, and they are all for men: Wotan,

Alberich, and Loge. The rest ofthe characters tend to stand about and put in a linc

or two here and there. Neither Fricka nor Erda, which were the only possibilit.ies firr

Flagstad, seemed likely to be of any intercst to a wornan who had commanded thc

international Wagner stage for over twenty years in such huge parts as lJriinnhilclc

and Isolde. I said I would try to persuade hcr to sing Fricka for us, but warned that

we should make a safe "reserve" casting in case shc just laughed at rne. There lvas an

even more disagreeable prospect, which was that she would be offended.

I had two arguments with which to approach her. One was to point out tliat wc /izlrl

offered her a com plete Walhiire to be rectrded in 1957, which she herself had t tr rnt'd

down because she did not want to sing Act 
'lwo. 

She had been very direct about it

in one ofher letters: "1 am so happy that you have abandoned the thought ol thc

second act. I have been thinking and worrying all the time about your proposal, bLrt

my intuition tells me NOI I am wonderfully lazy these days and staying all by uryscl{,

reading, embroidering, and playingsolitairc by the hour. Wasn't I frrrtunzLtt'to rniss

the heat wave?..."

The move I had to take seemed obvious. As krng ago as 1[)5ti she had turncd rkrwrr

my unofficial proposal for a complete ()iitterdihrmLennrg in Vienna. She had thcn

turned down a complete Walkiire.ln effect, she had conceded that if we, or any othcr

company, embarked on a complete Ring it corrld not be with herself as Briinnhilde.

It was simply too late. I therefore wrote her a long letter in late December l1)57 to

tell her that we hoped to record Rheingtld in 1f)5U, and tliat there were sonrt' ol'rrs

who hoped that it might be the foundalion of thc first complete recorded rtr.nu: It

was necessary to tread cautiously, for I had a suspicion t.hat she had ncver licard or

seen Rheingold, but I went on to say that the piut ol Fricka rnight suit her vcry wcll

and begged her to have a look at rt.

There was no reply for a while, and when it came it was a blunt inquiry: trrultl

we supply a set of tapes of any stage perforrnance t>l Rheingolil A set of the l1)55

Bayreuth tapes was quickly duplicated and sent off to her in Norway, but by that

time she had left for Phoenix, Arizona, where she went to stay with her deruglrter.

She wrote from Phoenix on March l4: "Thank you frrr the letter from Vienna zrnd

the greetings from Max Lorenz. I have had ascore ol Rh.eingollsent to me here ancl

have been working on Fricka. The part is very casy firr me, but I cannot rnake up rny

mind and will wait for the tapes..."

By this time the rest ofthe cast was secure, and the starting date in September had

been fixed. I was being pressed by Zurich either to gct a confirmation frorn Flagstad

or to propose an alternative casting. Several further letters from me, written on

different pretexts but always managing to get in a rel'erence to Rheiry4ollL, produced

no response from Flagstad; and then what seemed to be a further stroke of bad lr,rck

suddenly turned to our favour. The singer who had been engaged to sing Flosshildt:

wrote in to say that she had become pregnant and therefore wished to be released

from her contract. Leon Felder called me from Zurich and asked me to name a

suitable replacement, and I suggested he should try Ira Malaniuk, who had just thc

right sort of voice for Flosshilde. She replied at once to say that her part u'as Fricka,

which she had sung many times on the stase-and one could sympathize with her

desire not to appear as a lesser character on a recording. We then took a chance, and

told her that Flagstad was still considering Fricka. Would Malaniuk therefore take

a sporting risk? If Flagstad turned up and sang Fricka for the first time ever, would

Malaniuk sing Flosshilde lbr us? But if Flagstad turned down Fricka, we would

gr.rarantce the part to Malaniuk. We have always had a soft spot for Ira Malaniuk,

and hcr irnmediate reply was to the effect that ifindeed we could persuade Flagstad

to sing, then it would be an honour to appear in the same cast, no matter how

humble the part.

By this time, the cnd of April was approaching and there was still no news from

Flagstad. Sr:hedules had bccn preparcd and distributed to the rest of the cast, but

with no name shown against thc charactcr of Fricka. Then an acquaintance of mine

who liacl been in New York, whr> was the sort of person who likes to hang around the

pcriphery ol the musical world although not connected with it professionally, tipped

rnc oll'that Ilagstad, u'lro was also in New Vrrk at that time, had made it clear that

sorndhinghad displeased hcr very nruch. Whether it was the persistence of my letters

rrr rrtrt lre clidn't know, btrt he thought our chances of getting her into Rheingold,in

Scplcrrbcr wcre extremely slendcr'. I passed on this gloomy news, for what it was

worth, to Zurich, and went ofl'to Vicnna. Ciordon Parry put his finger on the trouble

irnrnediately. He guessed, rightly, that sonrcone had been talking, and that we had

r>n our h:urds a repetition ofthe situation which had earlier led Flagstad to believe

tlrirt wo were casting an Italian tenor oppositc her in Walhiire, Act One. But without

rrrorc inlirrrnation, and without a single word from her, there was not much I or

anyont' r'lse i:ould do.

'l ' lrt'n, 
at thc bcginning of May, I re'ceived a classic letter from her. I am sure she had

not pr>ndered over it for a morncnt, yet its construction was masterly. Writing from

tlrc (.lrarrd Hotel, Oslo, she said: "l lravc listened to the RheingoW tapes and would

likc to scnd them back. Will you, plcasc, tcll me to whom and where I shall return

t  l rern /

Wlrcn I was in Ncw York I was told that Mr. (ieorge London was going to record

l{hcingold as Wotan with mc as Fricka. How can they make public such things

bt'lirrc I have consented? Is it a way to try to frrrce me to say yes?
'['hc 

part is very small but quite good firr rne, I believe, but hardly worth the long
journcy to Vienna. But, as I like so rnucli to work with you and your friends, I will
( onscnt to do F-ricka fcrr you. I rvill be quite busy in September, but will take the time

ol l .  Kindest  greet ings to you al l . . . "

Wc cabled back at once: "1i:rribly sorry about American indiscretion but overjoyed

by your decision." In retrospect, it may secrn that we paid an inordinate amount of

attcntion to the idea of persuading Flagstad to sing what is, after all, a small role.
'l 'ht:re 

were two main reasons. and the Iirst was commercial. In i958 the name

l"lagstad was still a very powerful draw for the Wagner audience, and nobody at that

stage could possibly predict wheLher Rheingold was going to be an expensive success

or an expensive flop. Anything which rnight contribute to its sales potential was of

irnportancc to those who were investing money in such an unknown starter. Had she

rcfused, we would have gone ahead without her because by then it was too late to

rvitlrdraw. Tlre crther reason was that those of us who dreamed that RheingoW might

bc the bcginning ofthe first recorded rRlngwanted above all that Flagstad should be

a palt of it, no matter how modest, for we sensed that time was running out for her.

When her letter came with the acceptance of the Rheingo?Fricka, we thought about

what she rnight do in the rest of the cycle-if the cycle went ahead in the near future.
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There was the Walhilre Ficka, and Waltraute in Gi)tterdiinnnmmg and possibly Erda

n Siegfried. But there was no point in mentioning such things at this stage. We had

to know the fate of Rheingold. firsl.

Zurich had coordinated the rest of the cast for the dates we wanted. We had split the

piece into two sections, the first ofwhich, between September 24 and 30, concentrated

on the second and fourth scenes, while the second stretch, between f)ctober 2 and u,

was for the recording of scenes three and one, in that order. l'he idea of rccording an

opera in its proper sequence is the dream ofany opera conductor or producer, but

it very rarely happens. Ifyou hold strong views about a particular cast you have tr>

be prepared to accommodate the artists when you can get thern; the alternative is tt.>

start downgrading the cast until you find a set of rcplacemerrts whose availability will

enable you to record the work in the correct sequcnce. But by the time yoLr have got

down to that sort ofcast, thejob is not worth doing anyway.

We were lucky in having George London (as Wotan) throrr.qhout the cntire period,

and Set Svanholm (as Loge) frrr all but two days. The rest ol'the schcdule was

governed by the fact that Flagstad would not stay aftcr ()ctober l, while Gustav

Neidlinger (as Alberich) could not be with us until that day. (lirrtunately, they l.ravc

nothing to sing together in Rheingold.) Oddly cnough, Rheinrgold was ono of tliosr:

blessed occasions when the comings and goings of artists did not rnarkt lirr morc

than the expected number of anxious monlents, but one such moment landed nicr

in an inextricable situation.

There had been some confusion about the zrrrival of Ira Malaniuk, our l"krsstrildc,

and though she is normally extremely punctual and corrcct, I began to wolry when

she had not arrived by the early evening of the day befrrre her first session. I tried

calling her in Munich, but there was no reply. I tried her agent, and there was no

reply. Finally I spoke to our Munich office, wlxr said they would try to tracr: her and

ring me back. By that time it was ten o'clock, and we had a rchearsal schcdulcd for

her in the morning. I went into the bar of thc Hotel Imperial to have a drink whilc

waiting for Munich to call back. Set Svanholm was there, externally as sober as the

president of a temperance society, despite having consunrcd an enornrotrs zrrllount

of whisky. (One must envy the majority of Scandinavians thr:ir ability to drink five

times as much as other people and keep three times as sober.) Set greeted rnc and

asked me what the trouble was-over another drink. I was gcnuinely worriod, and

told him about Malaniuk. He didn't seem to know her; and so, with nry rnind on

other things, I made a ghastly mistake.

I said he would probably recognize her even if he didn't know her n:unc, as she

frequently sang one or another of the Walkiirc girls in Act 
'l'hrce 

in opcrzt houses

all over Europe, and must have been in several productions in which hc had sung

Siegmund. I knew my mistake as soon as I'd said it, but he pounced. Didn't I know

that Siegmund got killed at the end of Walhiire, Act Two?'l'herefore, he would be

in no position to meet the girls in Act Three. Siegmund always took his curtain call

at the end ofAct Two, got changed and went out to supper. "l think," Svanholm

said solemnly, "I had better tell you the story of the Ring. We shall havc sorne morc

drinks..." And tell it he did, right from the beginning, and there was no st()pping him.

Somewhere in the first acI of Siegfried, the porter came to say that Munich was on

the line. I excused myself, and got the good news that Malaniuk had been traced

and was on her way. She would not be late lbr the rehearsal. Greatly rclieved, I

went back to the bar, by which time Set, with another round of drinks lined up, had

reachcd tlre second act of Giitterdiintntmtng. I enjoyed the rest of his account. He was

an enchanting man, and he really thought he was helping.

As Septenrber 24 approached, there was a feeling oftension unlike anything I had

experienced. We were going flat out lbr something new and untried, and a lot of

money was about to be spent. Thcre was the usual nagging feeling that something

might go lropelessly wrong and put us two sessions off schedule; there was also

thc leeline that rvhatever we did, Rheingoll might be a failure. There is always the

serious possibility with a recording (or a film or a play) that no matter how much

heart everyone puts into it, there may simply not be enough people in the world

sufficiently intcrested in thc result tojustify the expense.

The artists bcgan to arrivc. We wcnt out to Schwechat (Vienna) Airport to meet

Flagstad on Septembcr 2l and took hcr to dinncr. She seemed very happy and

relaxed, lrut determined n()t to stay a minute longer than October 1. Solti flew in

the next rnorning and had his first piano rehearsal with Flagstad in the afternoon of

that day. She soundecl firbulous and had obviously studied Fricka with a lot ofcare.
(ierirge London arrived, and somehow all of us ceased to feel nerv<lus any longer.
'l ' l ie 

artists wcre rolling in, the rehcarsals had started, and we had to get out ofthe

clouds and on wi th a iob of  work.

It may sccrn strangc now but up to that time piano rehearsals were not considered

art essc'ntial part of rnaking an operatic recording. It was generally assumed by those

in chargo that since thc rnajority ol artists likely to be engaged for a recording would

bc thosc wlro had won rcnown on tlrc operatic stages of the world for performances

ol'the parts they were engaged to rerrrrd, it was somehow unnecessary and even

insulting to suggest they should re-rehearse at the piano. Most artists certainly agree

with this; the small, select company o[ those who like to rethink and restudy their

own intcrprctations, whether for the theatre or lor records, is certainly a minority.

We had irrsisted, howcvcr', on morc than adequate piano rehearsal for Rheingol.d,

cspecially as it is a sort ol'ensemble opera and requires strict dramatic discipline if it

is not to bccome boring. Sornc indication of the c:rre that went into proper rehearsal

planninu may be gathcrcd from this schedule, which shows the rehearsals in relation

to the sessions:

Sept 22
Sept. 2.1

Sept. 24
Sept. 2.5

1500 Piano rehearsal. (Fkgstad)

2015 Piano relrearsal (Fkgstad, Lond.on,Wahon, Kreppl,

Biihme)

1500 l"irst session.

I 1 15 Piano rehearsal . (as aboue, pltts Suanholm, Wihhtef, an"d

Kmenlt)

1530 Sccond session.

20:10 Piano rehearsal . (Saanholm, Lond.on)

0945 Piano rehearsal . (All artists)

I500 
'I'hird 

session.

I 130 Piano rehearsal . (All artkts)

1730 Pianorehearsal. (Allartists)

1600 Piano rehearsal (Children)

1400 Piano rehearsal. (Sh harps)

1530 Fourth session.

1200 Piano rehearsal. (Madeira, London)

1500 Filih session.

Sept. 2{)

l " h t  ) ?

Sept. 28
Scpt. 29
Sept.29
Sept.30
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Oct. I

Oct.2

Oct.3
Oct.4
Oct.5
Oct.6
Oct T

0900 Piano rehearsal. (18 anuik)

1130 Piano rehearsal. (Neidlingu Kuen, London, Suanholm)

1500 Sixth session.

2100 Piano rehearsal . (asfor momin@

1400 Piano rehearsal. (Chzldren)

1530 Seventh session.

2100 Piano rehearsal. (Netl.linga Kuen)

(18 anaik)

1015 Eighth session.

0830 Piano rehearsal. (Solo anail and thtn.der)

1800 Piano rehearsal. (Londoa Saanholm)

1500 Ninth session.

0900 Piano rehearsal (Stu harps)

1000 Tenth session.

1700 Pianorehearsal. (llnputinete:tftrRhiru:rnnillm;inclosingvmc)

1800 Piano rehearsal . (Pliimncher Ba.Isborg, Malnni,uk)

0930 Eleventh session.

1530 Twelfth session.

paradoxical or even pcrvcrse, but it is true. One should approach each opera on

its own terms and try to imagine what sort of sound the composer had in mind,

assuming he had the acoustic facilities in which to create what he wanted. Just
because nineteenth-century theatre design imposes a generally invariable pattem on

orchestral layout is n() feason for a similar inflexibility in the recording studio. The

sound you should seek lbr Otelll is not the same as the sound for Aidn; Rosmhaualin

is not the sarne as Elehtra; and Pelllas stands all by itself-or should do so, instead of

beirrg forced into the same deployment as Caaalleri,a.. To vary the approach is not

a gimmick: it is simply the application of imagination to the business of making

operatic recordings. For Rheingoklwe wanted above all to have a great richness of

sound for the big climaxes, while at the same time retaining a proper clarity. The

texture is symphonic, and the motives rzrul be clear, for this is their first appearance.
'Ib 

use a crude and sonrewhat debased word, we wanted the result to have impact-a

sumptuous kind of impact. This is what we were looking for in the orchestral test.

We chose the interlude known as the descent into Nibelheim (without the anvils)

as our test passage, plus the opening H, Ilat pedal and the first horn phrases. After a

tirne we got the sorrnd we wanted, and Solti seemed pleased. The singers stopped

pacing up and down, and Solti introduced them to the orchestra. At about 1620

that afternoon we madc our first test ofthe opening ofthe second scene, and when

l''lagstad sang her |irst line-"Wotan Genuthl! enuachel'-the entire orchestra turned

round to gapc in zlrnaz.crnent, so extraordinary was the authority and power of

her voice. We got filleen minutes or so ol master material recorded on that first

scssion, but it was lar trxr soon to celebrate. 
'fhe 

artists had quickly responded to the

oplirnistic rnood; l"lagstad, indeed, suddenly revealed an unsuspected enthusiasm

Ior what can be convcycd by movement on the stage as heard on a stereo recording,

and made a coupler ()l suggestions for additional moves which we happily accepted.

Rrr the next day or two the work went splendidly, but there was a tense moment

when two of thc youngcr Viennese mernbers of the cast turned up for their first

session and werc ovcrheard making uncharitable comments about Flagstad, more

or less to tlie eflect that old women should rctire, and who did she think she was

kidding ifshe thought shc still had a voice at her age? I don't think Flagstad heard

any of this, but I happened to be out on thc stage when she sang her first line on

that particr,rlar scssion, and the look of utter bewilderment on the faces of the two

Vicnnese was a joy to see. One of them later tried to make amends in the control

room, but with disastrous effect. He breezed up to Flagstad and said, "How are

thrngs in Swedcn?" She looked him up and down and replied, "I come from Norway,

yolrng man." IIe Lrokcd straight back at her and said, "Same thing, isn't it?" I left

the roorn at that p()int, because there are tirnes in life when it is necessary to be

somewhere else.

Lookirrg back to the Rheingold schedule, I see that I provided what was called a
"Minimum effccts list" which contained only ten words:

Suhlerraneatt anuiL:

C hiklren.lin Nib elungm's scream.s.

H antmer s trik in!! roch.

Thundmlap.

This was a far cry frorn the four closelytyped foolscap pages which a few years later

were to cover the technical requirements for Gdtterdrimmmt4g, Act One, alone. But

irr the days of Rheiryytkl we had beginner's luck and beginner's cheek: for although

we did a mighty arnount of preparation, it was all compressed into a few days;

and while we were recording the opera in the afternoons, we were also recording

Oet.8

A copy ofthis schedule, or something very like it, was givcn to cach artist on arrival.

There were the usual grumbles that it was unnecessary and a waste of time-"Why

should we have to rehearsejust because Flagstad's never sunll her part before?"-but

we managed to be firm and the objections subsided.

It was clear from the beginning that Solti had a very great all'ection for RhebtgtkL

He saw it as we saw it-not as a mere prelude or exposition for tlre great trilogy t<r

follow, but as a masterpiece in its own right. Years ago, lre had c.lx>sen Rhebtgokl li>r

his farewell performance at the Munich opera before taking over the directorship

at Frankfurt; and he knew that nothing in the world ol'opera can be rnore tediorrs

than an ill-prepared, uncommitted pcrformance of Rheirygokl. It is an opera whit:h

will not, as the saying goes, play itself, and its gloomy reputation in some quartcrs

is the fault of conductors who try to make it do so. The night bef<rre we started

the recording I had dinner with Solti in the Hotel Impcrial, where we were both

staying. He could hardly wait for the first session, and alt.hough he said nothing-

directly about it I knew that we were sharing at least one tlrorrght: if, by hard work

or good luck or any other means, we could make a succcss of Rheingtld, there wzrs

a fair chance that Decca would let us carry on with a complete -Rizg in Vienna. As

you leave the restaurant in the Hotcl Imperial you havc to pass through the bzrr,

and in doing so we bumped into a very distinguished collcaguc who did my sort ol'

job for one of our main competitors. He greeted us and asked what we were ab()ut

to record. As it was an open secret in Vienna anl'way (and nothing on earth can bc

more open than an open secret in Vienna), we told him. "Very nice," he said, "very

interesting. But of course you won't sell any."

The next day the artists assembled for the first session. Flagsterd was keeping vcry

much to hersell and I think she was a bit nervous. We knew she would feel better

when her old partner, Set Svanholm, arrived. As we wanted to gct the right sound

from the orchestra before we started working on the voices, we had asked the singers

to come thirty minutes late for the first session. But they arrived thirty minutes early,

which meant they had to hang about, getting more neryous, for almost an hour.

The orchestral test was essential. I am convinced, and so are my colleagues, that

the basis of any successful operatic recording is the orchestra. This may sound
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Beethoven symphonies in the mornings-which was inexperienced planning, in that

it left us very little time for the elaborate effects we were dreaming about.

All this time Zurich had been watching the mounting costs with understandable

horror; but there was worse to come. The cast for Rheingol"dwas excellent, but very

expensive; and now we were about to add to the costs by requesting all sorts of extra

facilities of a kind never before seen in a recording studio. We were about lo produce

an opera for records in a way never attempted before, except for our own fumbling

effofls with Walkiire, Act'fhree, one year previously.

First, we needed anvils*eighteen ofthem in various sizes, and eighteen percussionists

to play them. The rhlthmic hammering of Nibelheim slaves is heard twice in

Rheingold.. first in the interlude when Wotan and Loge descend to

Nibelheim, and again when they depart with Alberich as

their captive. The rhythms are precisely notated by

Wagner, and you would think that anyone with the

slightest dramatic or musical perception would

$asp, simply by looking at the score, what

he was after. Yet I have never seen a theatre

production which attempted to meet his

wishes. Sometimes you get fobbed off

with a sort of electronic compromise:

sometimes you get a tinkling sound

made by a few people beating metal

bars together: but you never get the

firm, frightening sound of eighteen

anvils hit with rhythmical precision
k

and building into a deafening 
r

assault on the nerves which, to quote

Newman from a different context,

should "approach the threshold of

pain." Of course it could be done in

the theatre; I imagine the reason for its

absence is that although Wagner made it

quite clear that he wanted a primitive noare

for dramatic reasons, most conductors cannot

abide noise ofany sort. Their instincts tell them

that it is unmusical, and so they skirt the problem

by making it as inconspicuous, and as inoffensive,

as possible. (They cannot, however, omit it altogether,

for the anvils have quite a lengthy solo during the first of the

two interludes.)

Once again we called upon our friend Adolf Krypl for help. We required eighteen

anvils and a few spares, and lots of different hammers to bang them with. We then

called Professor Wobisch of the Vienna Philharmonic and said that we needed at

least eighteen percussionists for two long rehearsals and a session. It is not easy

to find as many capable percussionists in any city in the world, and probably least

of all in Vienna, but Wobisch eventually rounded up enough players, though

many of them were not percussionists at all, but harpists, trumpeters, and other

instrumentalists who were willing, as the saying goes, to have a bash. Adolf IGypl

announced that he had discovered something called an anvil school from which we

could obtain any number of anvils in all sorts of shapes and sizes. To this day I have

failed to discover what goes on at the anvil school, or what career you adopt once
you have graduated there, but we were grateful for its existence.Zrtich was very

worried, for not only were the anvils expensive to hire and insure (we damaged
three ofthem) but there was also the cost ofeighteen extra players for two rehearsals

and a session, which brought the complement of the Vienna Philharmonic to over

one hundred and twenty-five.

The anvil sound on the first rehearsal was a sensation, but there were problems. Solti
rightly had to convince the players that the effectiveness of the passage depended
entirely on absolute rhythmical precision; but the noise was so enormous that the
players could not hear themselves, and could therefore not tell when they got out

of rhythm. (The little ones had the worst of it, and we had to solve the problem by

experiments in deployment.) When it came to the session itself, the

rest of the Vienna Philharmonic was aghast when the anvils

came in with such relentless, unswerving precision. (It is

an interesting point that Wagner wrote for nine small

anvils, six larger anvils, and three very large ones,

\
and indicated precisely how he wanted them

placed, almost as if he had been designing

r,,, the most effective oossible stereo lavout.it ' 'T"T:.;*,fffl::lf,::T:*'"""1

i l ' r

Il although in any serious sense an anvil
' d  i -  -  - : r - L r , - - :  -  1is a pitchless instrument, like a triangle.

Yet somehow the sound of our
t

eighteen anvils loes seem to maintain

an F tonality. This is probably an aural

illusion, in the sense that the human

, w ilm ;i:Jiffill:til:iilntilt
\fru sound, imparts to that sound the

'd E 
W pitch of its context. I can think of no

other explanation.)

The sound we were trying to get was

meant to engulf the listener (in the stereo

sense it would enclose him, for it would come

from all directions). and we were determined

to get the crescendojust right, so that the passage

would build to a point where the listener could hardly

bear the hammering a moment longer-at which instant

it would start to decrescendo. It is true that the passage sounds

comical if it is not rhlthmically precise; but when the anvils are really
playing togethea and playing the rhythm that Wagner wrote, the effect comes out as
a dramatic masterstroke. And by taking it seriously, we were unconsciously adding a
strong selling point to the recording, for within a year those anvils were clanging out
all over Europe and America in living rooms, in record shops, and in large and small
halls where records are demonstrated. The anvil passage and the thunderclap at the

end of Rheingold. became a sort ofinternational standard by which youjudged the
quality of your gramophone: if it could play them, it was fine. If it could not, you were
all set to buy yourself new equipment, for there was nothing wrong with the records.

For a long time we had been dissatisfied with the timpani used by the Vienna
Philharmonic. What happened in concerts and in the opera house was not our
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business, but the sound produced in the Sofiensaal was soggy in the extreme: it

carried no impact. It was unthinkable to use them for Rheingold; we wanted a very

loud but everyfrm sound for the entry ofthe Giants, and for the passage where Fafner

kills Fasolt. We knew we would never get that sound from the existing instruments,

so we imported a special set of timpani from London, plus an enorrnous single sided

bass drum which had been built by our old friend L. G. Hunt. 
'l 'he 

irnprovement was

so vast that in the following year the Vienna Philharmonic equipped itself with an

entirely new set oftimpani from Chicago, reserved specifically lrrr our use. 
'I'hey 

also

fell in love with the big bass drum, the likes of which thcy had ncvcr scen. When,

after Rheingold, I was returning to London, Professor Wobisch suggested I shoLrld

get a price from Hunt, as the orchestra might be interested in keeping the monster

in Vienna. A week or two later I cabled the price to Wobisch, ancl scvcral wccks aftcr

that I received a very enigrnatic telegram which had startcd its journey from the

Vienna post office, bearing the following complete tcxt: BUY DRUM WOBISCIH.

On the way to London it became garbled, so that on arrival it containcd only two

words: BIDRUM VABISH. I got the message, and irnntediately adopted the twr>

words as a splendid pseudonym, above which several ostensibly serious lettcrs

have since appeared in various magazincs and newspapers. (The reviscd tcrt for

Prokofiev's Peter and the Wolf as recorded frrr Decca by Beatrice Lillie rvas rvrittetr, iLs

the label indicates, by that distinguished Persian, Bidrurn Vabish.)

We needed forty children to shuf{le and screarn irs the tormontccl Nibcltrngen,

and again Adolf Krypl came to our aid. It would conle as no surprisc to a theatrc

producer to be told how difficult it is to get any pcrson or sr()Llp of pcrsons to s(]rcanl

convincingly. No matterwhat the nationality, all sorts of special inhibitions sccrn to

take over at the very moment that the scream is rcquired. Wc had grcat t.roublc with

the screams in Rheingokl, we had trouble a few years latcr with (hrrnen (the wonien

in Act One); we had trouble in GtittenLirnnLcrung (Briinnhilde , (lutruner, and Flagon),

and trouble in WaLhilre (Sieglinde). Most singers prefer to do their own scrczLrns, and

are very good at it until the microphone goes live, at which poilit thcy frcczc. 
'l 'hcr

only way is to try and catch them when thcy arc practicing screams, which is how

we got most of ours. The Rheingold children, however, were rx)t so rnuclt inhibited

as intimidated by the presence of a dear old Austrian prolcssor of music who wzrs

acting as our rdpdtittur-in other words, he played the piano ;rt rehearsals. We haci

explained to him that it was necessary iirr the children to hear the rnusic zr ['erv tinics

at the piano to get an idea of how the passage built up, so that they woLrld know, cvcn

without a cue, where to begin their slow, shuffling entrance and where to crnit thc

scream of terror All children have rernarkably good memories for this sort o[ thing

and prefer to do it spontaneously. But we reckoned without our Austrian professor

With all the children assembled on the stage, the professor made a solernn, slow

entrance to the piano, where he sat himself down.'Ihe children lrozc. He took off

his glasses and wiped them carefully. He replaced thern, opened the vocal score he

was using and peered at it closely. Only then did he look up at the childrerr and say:

"Richard Wagner. Das Rheingold..."

It took us two hours thereafter to undo the danage: to say, in effect, that they wcrc

a1l supposed to be tiny trembling dwarfs carrying huge lumps of gold and scared

stiff of a hideous man with a long whip. If you simply tell children to scream they

immediately make the sort of sound you hear in a school playground, whereas we

wanted a scream of terror.

Our professor really couldn't see what it was all about, but Solti was marvellous with

the children, and by the time we came to the session they performed splendidly,

simply because the id,ea had been made clear to them. Nobody particularly likes

children in the studio because they get into everything and have a talent for removing

vital microphones when you are not looking and placing them an)""vhere but where

you want them. But ifyou take them into your confidence and explainjust what it

is you want, they will always oblige. Benjamin Britten knows more about dealing

rvith children in the studio than anyone I know, and he is at the farthest remove

from our Austrian pro{essor. During the recording of the War Requiem, when he

did not like the way in which the Highgate boys were singing a particular passage,

Bdtten looked up at tlrem and said: "Boys, the trouble is you're singing it much too

beautifully. Think erbout the words. Just remember you're about to go through that

door and have youl little throats cut."

While all this was going on, our Swiss engineer Karl Brugger had taken himself off

to Linz to talk to the manager of a large steel fcrundry. We had worked out how we

wanted to handlc thc moment, towards the end of Rheingold, when Donner swings

his hzrrnrneq stlikes the rock, and causes the mists to vanish and the rainbow bridge

to erppear. lmrnediately arfter the hammer strikes the rock there has to be a huge

thundcrclap, and, aftcr erpcriments, we did not think that Mr. Hunt's big drum,

even rvhen reinlirrced with tirnpani and another bass drum, would provide the

sound we wanted. It was not a question of loudness, but of quality; we wanted a

scrurrd which would linger, and from which the music of the strings and six harps

would cmcruc logically. 
'l 'hc 

bass end o[thc sound was right, but there was nothing

at thc top, which was why we sent Brugger off to l,inz in search of a steel sheet,

somc twenty fttt by five fect, wl.rich we eventually suspended in the centre of the

So{iensaal. It took two mcln to shake it, and two more men to wallop the bass drums

which lay at. thc foot ol'the sheet. And it worked. It, and the immediately preceding

sorrncl ol the largc'st ol the anvils being struck by the largest of the hammers as

wielcled by the toughest ofthe percussion players, are the two loudest things in the

recording ar.rd, I have been told, break all the golden rules ofwhat one should and

should not do, technically speaking, on a grarnophone record. Perhaps because of

that, they provicled zrnother senszrtion.

'l'hc 
lrnal extrzrvagancc conccrned the scene where the two giants have to check that

the lumps oI'gold they have accepted in payment for the return ofFreia are sufficient

to conceal her ligule when piled one above the other This scene is always tricky on

tlie stage, frrr no matter how rnuch the giants may stumble about it is clear to the

audience that tlie gold blocks are as light as the painted cardboard from which they

are built. Apart lrom that, they make very little sound when dropped into place,

which would certainly not be the case with chunks of solid gold. We therefore could

not see how we could produce an adequate sound effect without..."Blocks of solid

gold," Gordon Parry said. "'l'he banks must have some. Isn't this place on the gold

standard?" Wc called on Adolf Krypl once again, who seemed to think that this time

we had gone too far

We had. Nothing would induce any Viennese bank to part with an ounce of gold,

but the Creditanstalt was at least sympathetic. There were other valuable metals, it

was suggcsted, which might be placed at our disposal, on condition that we could

persuade the police to cover the entire operation (and the session) with armed

guards. We hnew that tlie police would cooperate, and the metal turned out to be

tin, in the form oflong and exceedingly heary bars. I happen to think that this effect

does not work particularly well, possibly because one has become accustomed to

the comic cardboard bumpings as heard in the theatre. The sound of hear,y metal

blocks being moved around fails somehow to create the right image; yet it would
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Die Walhiire Act 2 - Tcrry Craxms play Hunding's hom

have been inconsistent to have omitted this effetl and lcft in all tlx'othcrs. It is tht'

one sequence in RheingoWwhich all of us would have liked to hirve donc agairr, il '

time had permitted.'l 'hat, and the instant when Wotan tosscs t.lrt'ring upon tlrc

hoardof gol.d, which one critic kindly likcned to the sound ol a pcbble thrown into a

chamber pot. It struck us later that if we fuzrl thrown a pcbblc into a chtrrlber pot it

might have turned out better

As if we had not enough problems wi|h Rheingokl sessions, lllt,cingtkl rchcarsals,

and Beethoven symphonies all going on at thc same timc, thc l)cct:a int.ernational

promotion people chose that very same period for a big stt:rco dcrnonstration t<r

be held in the banquet hall of the Hotel Irnperial. The teclrnit:al installation was

in the hands of Cyril Windebank, who had becn a member ol thc oriq'inzrl Vienna

crew in the early nineteen-fifties, but whosc ntain work was now clt'voted to rescarch

and development, though he was soon to lind himself very rnrrclr involved rvith

the problems of transferring Rheingld from tape to disc. Tir cnsurc the succcss ol'

the Vienna demonstration, I was asked to invite as many artists as possible, not

only from the Rheingold cast but from those who had contracts with Decca and

were appearing at the Vienna State Opera at that time. We decided to run thrcc
"houses," as the room was not big enough to accommodate nrorc than a hundrecl

people in comfort at one time. The first was at six, and was especially for the Vienna

Philharmonic, which turned up in force not only to hear itselfin the gkrries ofstcrco

but to take full advantage of the free bar. (Afierwards, the orchestra staggered over

to play in the State Opera across the road, and the perforrnance nrust have been

something to hear) My colleague, Erik Srnith, speaks perfect German and so we got

him to introduce the programme and explain what the demonstration was all about;

but during the first house he appeared to be nervous, so in the interval before the

second house, which was for the press and record dealers and tl.rerelbre by far the

most important of the three, we filled him with about four strong dry rnartinis. The

result was a huge success, and the promotion people were delighted. The final house

was much more informal, and was for those artists who cared to appear Most of the

RfuingoU cast turned up, along with Giuseppe di Stefano, Giulietta Sirnionato, and

Ettore Bastianini, plus a number ofthe resident stars in Vienna. At about ten thirty

Flagstad made her entrance and proceeded to her place in the middle, where we

had placed a snrall table with an ice bucket and a bottle of her favourite champagne.

lJnlike her colleagues, who had been demanding to hear only their own records, she

rcfused to let us play any ofhers, which rneant that the others had to listen to their

own efforts a second time round. Finally, towards the end of the bottle, she relented

and we playcd some of the Walkiire, Act Three, she had recorded the year before.

In a room full of strong and even over-developed personalities, her domination was

absolutc. I have never met anyone else who could exude, at one and the same time,

such wamth az.r/ reserve.

The party wont on a long tinie and got boisterous. At about twelve-thirty, Flagstad

got up t() go. Shc was certainly not dnrnk, but she was definitely unsteady on her

feet (as was everyonc zrlter a day like that). I said I would take her to her room, which

rvas on the second floor, whereas the banquet room was on the mezzanine between

ground level and thc sccond. She made for the elevator and we got in together. The

clcvators in the f]otcl Imperial are vcry rnodern, very silent, and very small. Flagstad

pecred at thc pancl and pressed thc nrczzanine button. We stayed where we were.

Af ter  a morncnt ,  I  said:  " l t 's  the second we want."

She said, "But u,e art, going up..." which we certainly were not. "Of course we are

going up,"  shc rcpeated.

I reached :rroLurd bchind her to press the second-floor button.just a fraction too late-

[<rr sorncbody on thc gr<.rund floor prcsscd the recall button, and down we went.

"Now you've donc it," she said. "Now we are gring down.But before we were going

rrp." We got lo lhc ground floor, and shc grasped the inner handle of the door firmly

to prcvent it liorn bcing opened on thc outside. She waited a second or two, and

tl)on to my anlazenrcrrt pressed the mezzanine button again. Up we shot, and out

shc szriled to ortr prt't:ise point of dcparture several minutcs earlier. I gave up and

walkcd hcr to her rrxrrn. She said she would be at the earlv piano rehearsal the next

rrrrlrnine, and shc w;ts.

l"lagstad finishccl hcl part on tinre and left for Norway; and on the day of her

dcparture, Gustav Ncidlinger arrivcd. I had not met him befr;re, but had long since

adrrrired his appear.urces as the Rheingtkl Alberich on the stage. Crouching, cursing,

and singing with a vcry individual sort of metal in the voice, he seemed the very

ernbodiment of evil, and I had not seen another Alberich anyvhere who came

within miles ol hirn. In reality, he turned out to be a completely disarming person

with a nrania for collccting old books and a habit ofaddressing everyone at first sight

by tlre German liuniliar, du. " Liebcs, sikses Frtiulein HotteI" he wrote to my secretary in

rcply to a forrnal busincss letter some time later, and though he had never met her,

lre ended with" VieletL liehen Griksenund Kiissaz." It proved indeed quite impossible to

reconcile Neidlingcr as we came to know hirn with the Alberich who most certainly

carne to life on our tape. If Kirsten Flagstad and George London dominated the

first halfof the Rhcitqqold sessions, the second series belonged without question to

Ncidlinger. I believe that in the purely dramatic sense (that ofconveying character

in terms of sound alone) his performance in Rheingofulhas rarely been equalled by

any male artist in any operatic recording an)'lvhere. It is thought out; it is acted

out; and it is sung out. I cannot adequately describe the tension he engendered

in the fourth scene when Wotan has finally divested him not only of the gold but

of the ring itself, and Alberich pronounces the curse that will fall upon all those

who gain possession of the ring. We had proceeded with the usual routine for that
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session. Solti had given the orchestra a general rehearsal to prepare firr a test of the

sequence, which we intended to play back during the interval and thcn remake until

it was satisfactory.

When Neidlinger started we all but froze in the control roorn. You could touch thc

intensity. I know I forgot to give Gordon several cucs he had asked for. 
'l'he 

venom in

the man's voice, the way in which words seemed to curl in his throat, his hysterical,

animal laugh... we had told him we wanted a pcrlormance and not a licder rectt.al,

and we were certainly getting one. When it was ()vcr, Solti carne into the control

room shaking his head. "lncredible," he said, "absolrrte incredible" (his English gets

modified when he is excited). We listened to what was supposecl to be a test, and

when it was over I said to Solti that it was a waste of time an<l uront:y to think o{'

doing it again: we would never in a million years get such sporttartcous intensity

back again.

I have always been convinced tliat a successful Rheingold turns on tlrret' characters-

Wotan, Loge, and Alberich-fcrr if thcy are weak thcrc is littlc the rest can do to

compensate. In George London we had a healthy, young Wotan, whi<:h is wh:rt is

required in the piece; he was in his vocal prinie ancl the part caLrscd hirn no strerin.

As Loge, we had the immensely experienced Svanholrn. Even irr t'arlicr years hc

never had a particularly beautifirl voice, but he had intclligencc ancl tcchnique. Hc

could convey what was essential for the record, wlrich was L,ogc's st'lrt'rrring naturc,

his confident manipulation of the other characters around hirn. And in Nt'idlingt'r

we had our trump card, among the men. Paul Kuerr, as Minrt', was the ideal

partner for Neidlinger and for ycars they had bccn appcaring togctht:r h Rheiry1oll

productions all over Europe. They had both recorcled befrrre lor otlrt'r cr>mpauit's

and were intrigued by the new tcchniques we askcd thern to adopt on this occztsion.

Very soon after the start of scene t.hree, Alberich puts on the'lirrnhtlrn, wfrich is a

magic helmet, and disappears. Mime cowers in terror', Lrntil suddcnly thc invisiblc

Alberich, armed with awhip, pursues him all around the cavern. No matter whcrc

Mime runs, the whip catches up with him, and Alberich's satarrit' voict: confilnts

hirn whichever way he turns.

To bring this sequence over frrr stereo, we kcpt Mirne very lirrward (ckrse to thc

main microphones) so that one could catch his tcrrificd whispcrs ("Vto hut du./'),

and put Alberich in something rather like a telephone booth equippccl rvith its owrr

microphone and a glass panel through which he cr>uld see the contluctor: This meant

that while Mime was in the same acoustical conditions as the orclrcstr;r. Alberich.

from the moment of his disappearance, was in a wholly separatc irrrustic which was

under our control by means of the special microphone in the box.'l 'herefore, whilc

Mime remained himself, we were able to change and magnify Albcrich's voice and

make it move at our will to any part of the sterco arc and back again. (As soon as

Alberich removes the Thrnhelm and becomes visible again, it was necessary only for

him to step out of the box and resume his perforrnancc on the open stagc and in thc

normal acoustic.)

All this was only a modern extension of what Wagner himself had in mind.

Electrical amplification was unknown at the time of the first perfrrrrnance of

Rheingold, and so Wagner used the only means at his disposal-a vast speaking tubc

through which Alberich was directed to sing during his invisible rnoments. Out o{'

a misguided loyalty to tradition, many theatres still continue to use quite ineffective

speaking tubes and megaphones, although a very simple system of a single offstagc

microphone linked to various speakers deployed around the stage area used by

Mime, and with a switching lacilrty to enable the sound of Alberich's voice to be

rnoved from one speerker to another according to Mime's movements, would solve

thc problem ellbctivcly. (I have heard a modern Alberich sing through an electric
"l<nrd-hailer"-thc sort of thing used by the police to control traffic-which works

quite rvell, cxccpt that the voicc remains in one place and so makes nonsense ofthe

words and clf Mirrre's rnovemcnts.)

lly this timc, wc were approaching the end or, to be precise, the beginning, for our

I{hinemaidens rvere the last of thc artists to arrivc.'l 'his left us with the Prelude and

the entir-e opcrtine s<:ene, plus the srd of the work whcn the Rhinemaidens are heard

again offstagc.'l 'hc opening sccnc, detached lrom the Prelude, went well because we

had very carelirlly plotted the rnovcrncnts of the girls as they flirt with Alberich, and

Solti had becrr (lrrough the scene halfa dozen times at the piano. I had an eye on the

ckrck all the tirnc, Ibr rve had only one session to go, in which we had to complete the

opening st ene, rccord the closinq scqre, and somehr>w get a master of the Prelude.

'l ' lre 
PrclLrdc ol llheingokl is a tcrrilying picce to play. No matter how good the

orchestrir, it is always touch an<l go in the theatrc because the hr-rrns are so exposed

zrrrd becausc, as they rise throuuh Lhe arpeg$o ol the opening motive, they tend

to "crack." 1'hc cighth horn bcgins, followed by the seventh and the sixth and so

on until tlic phlase rcaches thc Iirst horn, by which time all eight are playing over

thc sust;rincd li flat contrabass pcdal. The danger is that if one horn is unfortunate

t'nr>ugh to crar:k (or', as thc Viennese put it, rnake a "fish"), the effect tends to

ck'rnoralizc tlrt' othcrs. The srrrductor is also at their mercy: ibr forty-eight bars

in skrw (i/t3 ttlnpo he is rcally powerless to do anything except beat clearly, pray

silcrrtly, arrrl tounl lhc hars. Iirorrr the nroment whcrc the cellos enter in bar 49 he can

bccome zL condrrctor again instead of being a hurnan metronome, but heaven help

him i f  hc br inus t l rcm in a bar too soon or too l : r te.

'l 'he 
horn scction of thc Vicnna Philharrnrxiic is superb, but the players were

apprehensivc. ()n the one hand, thcy did not want to tackle the piece "cold"-that

is, at tht'v('ry start of a session. liqually, they did not want to have it tagged on to

tlie end of a scssion when thcy would certainly be tired. From my point of view,

:rltlrough I syrnpathized witlt t.hcm, their request to make the Prelude inlhe mid.d.le

ofa scssion was all but impossible. I had to think ofthe singers and the fact that they

wcre leaving and not coming back. Ilthe worst carne to the worst we could always

rcmake the Prcludc at somc unspecified time in the fr,rture; but if we left a single line

of the vocal rnusic unrecorded wc would have the problem ofbringing back at least

frrur singers lirrrn different parts of the globe. In rccording opera, it is a general rule

that you leavc orchestral rnatelial on one side until the end of the schedule, or as a

reserve frrr thosc occasions whcn a singer gocs ill or loses his voice.

We had one shot at the Prelude during the perrultirnate session. It was not bad, but

it rvas not good enough. To add to the difficulties, it is one of those pieces which

rcfuse to be cdited: which is to say that, at least until the cellos start the theme, you

cannot intersplice between dillerent takes and thus eliminate mistakes or noises.

This is because the horn phrases overlap, and so wherever you cut you are breaking

into a sustained horn note somewhere down tl.re harmony, and ten to one this will

give you an unbearable "bump" when the tapes arejoined together. There is also

a continuous bass pedal on E flat throughout the passage, and this too cannot be

spliced unless, by a sheer fluke, it happens to b e at exactlt the same level (played with

the sarne strength of tone) in the two performances. As players are human beings,

there is always a slight discrepancy which the ear would not perceive in hearing the
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two performances consecutively-but join them togethcr across thc pedal, and the

bump becomes instantly audible.

We had drawn up a plan for the last session. At all costs rve had to finish the opcra.

We had to make the closing scene with the offstage Rhinemaidens. We had ttr

make the Prelude. Having done those items rve could :rt least sity that every zole

of Rheingotdhad been recorded. We thcn had a list of essential tcmakes, most of

them very short indeed but necessary to correct a fcw errors herc or there. Wc alsr>

had what has come to be known as the luxury list, rvhich contains thosc rcmakes

you would like to do if there is enough time, but rvhich in a crisis can be ignored

I told Solti that we were all worried about the ltnal scene because, although short,

it was technically very tricky for us, and we couldn't allbrd a misfire in the last six

minutes of the recording.

The final scene is tricky because of the pcrspective rcquired firr thc ollistage

Rhinemaidens. They must be clear, but distant. There is one harp with them' atid six

in the orchestra. The voices ofthe girls have to souncl <tIr an entirely dillererlt plane

from that of the voices on stage (Wotan, Loge) and, desirably, tllc'y liavc to soutrd

below the stage voices, as they are supposed to be colnins frorn the rivcr Tet:hnically,

this is impossible. Stereo will do anything you want on thc. latcral sense, but it catrttot

give you a vertical perspective. But sometimes there are ways ol' conrpcllsatiltu:

there are ways, quite frankly, o[cheating the ear itrto ir]hrrminq the brain thal it has

received an impression which it has not in fact ret:t:ived. We lvorked vcry hard Ltr

get a special acoustic on the girls' voices and then, in an art.it:lc publishccl.ittst bclirrc

Rheingoldwas re leased, I  drew at tent ion to the way i I i  whic l r  t l r t 'v , r iccs appcalcd t , r

come from below. In fact they do nothing of the sort, but t.he strggcstitttr workcd.

One critic after another commented on the remarkable illrrsion, and lcttt'rs porrrecl

into the office asking how it had been done.

The physical position in which we placed thc thrce Rhinctnaidcns in thc Soliensaal

caused them no discomfort at all, but precipitated a ntajol'crisis with thc lady harpist

who was playing the offstage harp. One is always having a harp crisis irt Vierllrla,

and this was one ofthe worst. It was a perilous position wc had placecl hcr in' she

announced, and perfectly ridiculous. G<irdon explained to her what rvc were tryirlg

to do, but it made little difference. She was not worrying zrbout her harp, but about

herself. Suppose she fell off and broke her ncck? (We had perched hcr in one o{'

the upper boxes which surround the auditoriunt.) Even with the clock ntntrilrg

against us, I don't think we gave her the obvious answer. Eventually, rriumbling and

grumbling, she was pacilied when we managcd to providc two strong mcn rvho held

her, and her harp, firmly in position throughout the session. 
'l 'hus 

we marlaged tcr

get our final scene. We also remadc the Prelude. This time it was acceptablc, excePt

for a few studio noises caused by creaking chairs or carelessly handled instruments-

the sort of noises which would not be heard during most music but which stuck out

badly in this ultrapianissimo beginning. We made our correction tags and decided

to abandon the luxury list.

With about fifteen minutes to go we had a couni:il of war in the control room. We

knew it was all there; we knew we had finished Rheingofu we knew we had spent

much more money than the budget. At that stage none of us would admit openly tcr

the feeling that we had something extraordinary on our hands; but it was precisely

that feeling which brought us all together in those last few minutes. Should we say

stop? It was all there, and a-11 very good. And yet . . . tlie Prclude rozld be bettet in an

ideal world. And the closing bars of the whole work. ... Were we deceiviug ourselves,

or could they also bc sotnehow heavier and glander? And in the opening scene,

there was onc passage u,herc trvo of the rnaidens had always been a bit out of tune.

I knerv there rvas no chance of a session the next day, as the orchestra was not free.

All the artists-that is, those who were still with us-were leaving the next morning'
'Ihcre 

rvas only one chatrce, and that was to ask the orchestra to give us an hour or so

after tbe perfirnnance in the opera house that evening. I told Solti I would talk to the

orchestra, but couldn't guarantce the result. He said, "Okay-they can decide it for us.

If they won't come back, that's it. Do what you can."

'l-hey 
were restlcss, :rnd senscd that something was up. I spoke to Professors Strasser

anr.l Wobisch and they suggested I should speak directly to the orchestra. One

has always to remembcr that firr thc ordinary rank-and-file orchestral musician a

retrrrdins scssion is likc any other job-a means of earning money. He is not paid

for idealism. Vru can rightly expect him to be prrrfcssional, but you cannot hope he

will bc charitable, eit.hcr with his time or liis convenience. On that particular day

thc orchestra had played two ftrll sessions for us, a ttital offive and a halfhours, and

now the playcrs rvere eoing on to thc opera house for a three-hour performance

therc. I was about to ask them to conre bzrck after the opera and record difficult

nrusit::rt elcvcn at night, and they would have been perfectly within their rights as

profcssional nrusiciarts and as humzrn bcings to re{irse.

I told thcln quitc sirnply that on this occasion those ofus behind the scenes had the

irrrprcssiorr lhat, Rheingtklw:rs ntuch rnorc than just another operatic recclrding. We

Iclt it was so rernarkable that wc cxrtrld not bcar the thought of any compromise at

the last rninutc.'l ' l iorclore, iIi thcse cxccptional circumstances, would the orchestra

corrrc bzLr:k lirr art hottr, or ztrt hortr and a half at the most, after the opera? There

wzrs sorn(' shullling and rriuttcring; and then zrn immensely satisfying, grati$ring yes'

'['he 
sessiorr at:tually began at 23(X). We had spoken to Adolf Krypl and asked him to

arr:u)gc sandwiches and a huge an)ount of white wine to keep the musicians going

ovcr thc interval, which we reckoncd would come shortly after midnight. I talked

to I{oland [3crger, the llrst horn, and told hirl he could dictate exactly where he

wanted thc Prelude placcd in the etncrgency session, because I knew what a day it

had bcen firr the horns. Roland looked at the rest ofthe remakes and opted, sensibly,

Ibr tlie period just belirre thc interval. 
-l'his 

meant that we would spend the first forty

minutes or so rcmaking thc opening scene, or parts of it, with the Rhinemaidens;

then we u,ould tackle thc Prelude; and, after the interval, we would all try to do

sonrething cxceptional with the orchestral coda of the whole work.

By the tirne thc orchestra got back to the hall it was after 2300, and everyone was

tired. It was the last gasp. But the Viennese respond well to this sort oftension, and

they likc a crisis. 
'l 'he 

rcmake of the opening scene went well, and was finished just

beforc 2345. Solti looked at Roland Berger, who nodded his agreement to try the

Prelude again. Solti told the orchestra there would be no rehearsal. He told them

we already had an acceptable Prelude, so all that was necessary was to relax, stop

worrying, and try to get a better one. I announced the take, and the red light went

on: the E flat pedal sounded agailr from the depths. The eighth horn started. The

seventh horn started. The eiglrth horn started again-and cracked at the top ofhis

phrase. l'he orchestra stopped playing and I put the light out.

Solti said, "Come on-don't lose your nerwe, we'Il get it." They started again, and

again it happened. The horns were tired, and were losing their "lip". This time, when
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theybroke down, I didn't put the light off.'l 'here was an awlirl silence in thc studio,

but not a word was spoken. The E flat pedal started again. And this tirle it wcnt. In

the control room we were holding our breaths, and I was counting the bars to thc

point where the cellos enter: for I knew that we could join therc if' neccssary, and

anyway by then the danger was over. lt seemed to go on fcrrevet with a danger spot

for the horns in every single bar. But they made it . . . and you could almost leel the

relief when the cellos came in and the music began to move steadily forward with

the flowing variant of the motive. We had, at last, a fabulous Prelude.

The orchestra went off to the canteen-it was about twenty past rnidnight-and

Solti came to the control room. He lookcd utterly exhaustcd, but very pleased.

We did not listen to the Prelude because wc knew it was fine. Instcad, rvc playecl

the version ofthe end ofthe opcra we had recorded that aliernoort, and tried to

find out what was wrong with it. (Not that it was bad, but thcre was still soutething

wrong.) It is a short coda. After the final notcs of tlte Rhincrnaiderts, the trurnpcts

play the sword motive, and their crescendo leads into the linal pagt.s, which consist

basically of a combination of the Valhalla nrotivc orr the trombont's and tnrmpets

and the Rainbow bridge nrotive played by the Wagner tubas. What was wrong itt

the afternoon perfrrrmance, we decided, w:rs concerned with thc balancc bctrvccn

these two themes, plus the lact that the tcrnpo was vcry slightly trxr {irst. Wt: spent

quite a time analysing all this, knowing that the orchcstra would lrc r'onsurtring tlte

buffet and drinking the wine in the cantccn. Wlrat we f<rrqot was tliat we had not

given Adolf Krypl any limit to the amount of winc to be providtrl; wt>rse still, tht'

canteen staff had assumed that, since it was already so late, the scssiott rvas ovct.

The wine flowed rnerrily. We called the orchestra back at aboLrt. a quarlcr to on(',

and five minutes later, returning to the studio with Solti, wc wefe conliorttcd witlt

an alarming sight. The Vienna Philharmonic had taken us at ()ur word, ancl rnost ol'

the players were delightfully and obliviously rnerry. lt did not augcl too rvr'll ftrr tht'

coda, but nobody on earth could blame thcm aftcr sLrch a day.

They played like gods. We made only one take, and it rvas over Solti marlc a srnall

speech ofthanks and so did I on behalf of the Cornpany, and thcy stagecrccl honrc.

At 0102 on the morning of Octobcr 9, l{)5fi, thc lirst rt'cording ol Rhriry1okl ba<)

come to an unbelievably sonorous conclusion.

In the days of Rheingold we did not have a permzurcnt technical irrstallation in tlrt:

Sofiensaal, and so a backstage dressing roorn was used firr the equiprnent and as a

control room. When the hall was booked fol a function other than rt'cording, such as

a dance or a convention, our control room was also required to rcvert to its original

function. For several weeks after the conclusion of Rheingtkl we had no acccss eithcr

to the main hall or to our control room because of a whole series ol'festivities in

the hall, but we were extremely anxious to begin the editing whilc the evcnts of thc

sessions and our recollections of what was gtxrd and bad renrained frcsh. At first, thc

management of the hall did not seem to be able to help us; then, suddcnly, someone

remembered a suite of storerooms in a remote part of thc hall wherc we would bc

unlikely to disturb anyone at any time. The rooms were in an incredible rness, hrr

they had become a depository for anything which happened not to fit elsc'where itr

the Sofiensaal. There were bundles ofcarpets, and huge parcels which turncd out to

be full ofpaper; mirrors ofall shapes and sizes, broken and unbroken; a bicycle; sacks

full ofcorn; and a barber's chair. There were two or three splendid old ceramic stoves

in working order, and these were tended by an elderly lady who, a year or two latcr,

was to become our housekeeper when we eventually turned those same storerooms
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into an apartmcnt. In l1)51'l we were glad enough to have the use of the rooms as

th<'y wert:. We irrstalled our equipment among the corn and the mirrors and the

barber's t:lreriq and settlcd down to the business o[ editing Rheingold.

It has bccorne a tladition in Decca, and a good onc, to do your own editing: which

is to say that the produccrs and tcchnicians on any major work will not only make

tlrc chr.rir:c of what rnaterial is ust'd out ol what has been recorded, but will actually

jr>in it up and sign off the crrnplete perftrrrnance when it has been assembled. There

.rrc rnany peoplc in other companies who consider this a menial task. They consign

thc tapes, and a rnarked-up score showing where thejoins are supposed to be made,

to a separate editing department. 
'l 'his 

rnay sound efficient on the grounds that it

is saving the timc of senior stafl but I do not think it is more efficient in terms of

the Iinished product. Tirpe joins do not always work in just the spots where you

wetnt therrr to work, and as soon as you come up against a stubborn example, a

zuevcal dccision lras to bc taken about where to move the join-which involves

comparative judgrnent between several alternative performances. Since there can

bc rnany such instances in the editing ofa complete opera, I believe it is right that

the decisions should be taken by one or another ofthe people who were in control

of the recording, and not by someone else, however capable, who may be totally

unaware of what actually went on during the sessions.

Editing can bc very tedious. Remember that we had been immersed in RheingoW

fr>r weeks-not only in recording and rehearsal, but in playback out ofsession time.

We must have heard the opera nine or ten times in that short period, though always

in disconnected sections, long or short. Now it was necessary to sit down and piece

it all together, selecting the best material and making sure that the continuity, both

musical and dramatic, remained stable. Any fool can join together bits of tape, and

we could have strung up a complete Rheingold in two days and left it at that. But



careful editing pays dividends, largely because memory can play tricks on you; in the

heat of a busy session, one's convictions about what is either very good or vcry bad

can later turn out to be hopelessly wrong. All the same, I like to make up as quickly as

possible what is known as a rough edit of the opera, which consists basically of those

takes which seemed the best at the time of recording. This usLrally takes three or four

days in the case of a work running for about a hundred and forty minutes, and we do

not worry unduly about any temperamental joins. When this rough edit is cornplete

we play the wholc work through to ourselves. At this stage it is not even divided

into record "sides," but isjust a series ofreels oft;rpe ofvarying leneth. Ry using

two tape machines for the perforrnance, one is able to hear the work cornplete irnd

without interruption. Each of us in his differcnt capacity (and oftcn with overlapping

capacities) marks in his score what he Iikes and dislikes. Afterwards, ;r notc is madc

ofevery objection, on whatever erounds, with special emphasis on those which have

been noted by more than one person.

Armed with this very considerable battery of notes, one then goes to work in

earnest and seeks to correct each flaw as it occurs. It may be a bad cnsernble u,hich

has hitherto slipped by unnoticed; it may be ;r single note out of tunc, vocally or

instrumentally; it may be a disagreeable.join; it may be a studio noise; or it rnay

be an effect which sounded good out of its context, but now fails to rncrge with its

environment. This is where the reserve material cornes in. Although, srrpcrfii:ially

speaking, all the obvious bcst takcs have bccn uscd for thc rough cdit, thery art'only

the best by virtue of their oxerall cxcellcncc, and rnany tiny dctails may bc bct t cr in

other, generally less excellent takes. This sort ofcorrection work takcs a ercat clcal

of time and requires the most expert judgment. (We olten wondcr il 'thc artists, rvho

are by that  t ime on the other s ide of thc wor ld,  rcal isc that  i t  sonrct i rnes takcs hal fa

day to search out an in-tune F sharp and coax it, all by itself, into zr mrrsic:rl Jrhrasc
rvhich is otherwise perfect. Immoral? Sorne people would say so, but I do no( agrcr:.

A record is a record, not a theatre performance.) When this correction work has

been completed, the opera is then dividcd into sides: i.c., it is dividod into thc lirrrrr

in which it will eventually reach the public on records.

This can also be very tricky, because several factors impinge and sonrelirnes cornt'

into conflict. It is desirable, so lar as possible, to equalizc. the side tirnings: in other

words, not to have, in one and the same opera, one side which runs firr seventeer)

minutes and one for thirty two. This is for technical reasons; but there are :rlso

musical factors involved. One wants to make the sidc changes as painless to the

listener as possible: in other words, they should at least be logical. But in thc casc

of a work llke Rheingold which has not been recorded befirre, and firr which you

have only a general timing in advance, it is irnpossible to predict exactly where the

side changes are likely to come. There is a further reason (not in fact applicable to

Rheingol.d, whose general timing clearly indicated six sides, hor.vever divided), and

that is the commercial consideration governing those works which rnlgll be squeezed

on to four very long sides, or accommodated very comfortably on six average sides.

By adopting the formet one might compromise the sound slightly, but the record

public would save the price of one record pcr set. On thc other hand, the public fcrr

opera on records usually shows emphatically that it does not want any compromise

on quality, and prefers to pay a bit more for a first-class product.

The question of length of side is often misunderstood by the public. Record

companies are not trying to shortchange them by dividing a work in a particular

way. On the contrary, they are trying to provide a record which will not only play

beautilully and so, on the right equipment, give a good representation ofthe original

sound, but which can also be properly processed without the kind of technical

troubles which can sometimes be caused e:ither by very long playing times, or by

very uneven playing times within a set. Sometimes there are special exceptions:

Britten's Curlew Riaer really belongs on three sides, but Decca managed to get it

per'fectly upon two because we felt that the sustained mood of the piece would be

ruined by a second interruption. The playing time for each side is well over thirty

nrinutes, and the total time is around sixty nine minutes. But although Curlew Ri,uer

has its loud rnonrcnts, a lot of it is very soft and its eight instrumentalists obviously

cannot .rpproach the level of sound provided by a Wagnerian orchestra.

Wifh Rheinl4okl dividcd into six sides, we arranged the penultimate playback. Again,

notes werc taken, but this tirne the nurnber was considerably fewer. The remainder

ofthc editing proccss is known to us as "beauty treatrnent": we consider what points

hirvc bccn raiscd at thc pcnultimate playback and see if anything can be done about

thern. It is surprising wh:rt can emerge. Between the first and second playbacks the

work lias altered considerably in detail, and this can sometimes change the emphasis

of a scenc or scqucncc whcn hcard in its context. 1'he "beauty treatment" seeks to

u)rrect that sort o['thins, ph-rs any other objections which may be raised at the last

rninute. At that point the final playback is held, and it has been our practice to invite

liiencls li 'orri the Philharrnonic and their wives to hear what had emerged. But we

ckr not adrnit further correction. C)ne ol the things you have to learn (and cannot

bc taught) is thc danger uI overediting: it is literally possible to edit the life out ofa

pcrfrrrnrzLnct: throrrtrh an cxccss of zeal, trxr much fiddling about, and an inability to

rnakc Lrp onc's rnirrd bt:tween two ckrse alternatives. There comes a moment when

you hervc to say Stop! Alrriost lionr that point, the recording on which you have

lavislrcd so rnrrch care is out of vour hands fclrever.

I writc ":rlntost" beciLuse it is usually possible to be around when the dubbing

cneinccr, back in [,ondon, transl'ers the sound from the tape to the disc which will

t.hr:rr bc proccsscd and will gcnerzrte the material from which the finished record is

pressed. 1'he clubbing cnginccr has a long and often thankless task, but he usually

appreciatcs th€r interest ol'the producer and recording engineer in helping him to

ensurc that the sound lrc is pr.rtting on his disc is an exact replica ofwhat is on the

tape.'fhis is mandatory, at least in Decca. The mcthods of some companies who put

any old sourd on the tape in the hope that it can be "adjusted" or "compensated" at

the dubbing stage are not tolerated. The responsibility for the sound always lies with

the people who rnade the tape, and not with some committee of experts who have

probably never been near a recording krcation.

Inrrrrediately after the hnal Rheingokl playback, I had to go to Paris for our

international repertoire meeting. As I left the Sofiensaal the final bars still seemed

to be ringinu in my hcad-among othcr things that were ringing, because after the

playback we drank several toasts to the artists, in their absence, for the magnificent

work they had done; and we had not been exactly reticent about our own efforts,

ltrr all of us knew thzrt Rheingtldwas better than anything we had ever done before.

Erik Smith was running rne out to the airport in his Anglia, via a back route we

h:rd recently discovered which enabled one to get to Schwechat in little over half

the tirne required on the main road. About two miles from the airport this minor

road joins the main road by crossing some unguarded railway tracks, but on that

particular morning there was no means of getting across: the Austrians were

repairing thc rail and had barricaded the end of the road. They had also gone off
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for coffee and were not to be seen. As I had barely ten minutes to the flight closure

time, there was no question ofgoing back to try and find another access to the main

road. We decided that there must be another means of crossing the railway closer

to the airport entrance, so Erik turned the Anglia left onto a pebble track which ran

parallel with the railway. After a few yards the Anglia began to sink, and after a few

more it stopped altogethe4 embedded up to its wheel hubs in soft gravel. We tried

all the obvious ways to coax it out, but it merely dug itself in deeper. I grabbed my

luggage, stumbled across the railway tracks and waved my Air France ticket like a

hitchhiker. It was an Air France van that eventually picked me up, and I reached the

airport just as the flight was being called. My last recollecti<>n of the Rheingold period

was of looking down from a Caravelle window some twenty minutes later and seeing

the Anglia being dragged out of the gravel by a team of oxen. The queue of cars on

the barricaded road stretched back to the Danube Canal, but the Austrians were

still at coffee.

When I returned to London from Paris there was an urgent message to call Gordon

Parry, who was still in Vienna. When I got through he said: "You've left eight bars

o:ut of Rheingold.!" It was a terrible moment. At the end of any opera you always

have the sinking feeling that there may be one small, insignificant passage you have

forgotten in the rush, though I could not see how it had happened this time. The

trouble was that I had changed my mind several times about the turnovers, and hzrd

revised them once again after the final playback. One ofthe side changes at that time

had been in the middle of the interlude before the fourth scene, and at thc playback

everyone had been so busy chatting about the virtues and defects ofwhart they had

just heard that nobody noticed that the penultimate side began with the Giant's

theme in D major instead of C major After the playback I had asked my colleagues

to change the turnover to a later point, with the result that when they now tried

to join the interlude sequence back to itself they produced a grotesquely horrible

modulation. The eight bars in question had been omitted in the original editing; but

because of the time taken to change from one reel of tnpe to another and becausc

at the start ofthe new reel everyone was still thinking about what had bcerr heard

rather than what was being heard, the missing bars wcre not noticed. Firrtunately,

as it was a simple assembly mistake, it was rectified in minutes by sorting out the

missing bars from the reserve tapes and splicing theni into thc master. But it gave

me an anxrous moment.

A week or two later Ihe Rheingold tapes arrived in London and the trirnsler to disc

began. Until then, no one except the members of the Vienna crew had heard thc

recording, and it took a long time for word to get around that something unusual was

on the way. I still could not forget the words of our competitor the night before we

started in Vienna: "Very nice, very interesting. But of course you won't szll any." Not

many people came out with it quite so directly, but I soon found out that he was not

alone in thinking that Rrt. eingold might ]ust be a costly way of buying some prestige,

which Decca didn't need anlnvay. It was diflicult to adjust from the enthusiasm of

Menna to the phlegmaticism of London. It was just another record, wasn't it? What

was all the fuss about, anpvay?

I wrote to Wobisch to thank him oflicially for the marvellous cooperation of the

Vienna Philharmonic, and to suggest that as the borrowed timpani fiom London

had been shown to be such an improvement, his committee should consider buying

a new set of instruments from either Dresden or Chicaso.

I also wrote to Flagstad to say that -Flzg[. Fi.delitl wanted me to write an article about

her recent studio work, and requested her permission to do so. I added: "Before I

left Vienna last week I heard a complete playback of Rheingol.d and must congratulate

you fcrr having given such a marvellous performance and for having made something

so striking and impressive out of a part which frequently goes for nothing. Everyone

is very eood, and I suspect that one day we shall be rather proud ofthis recording."

She replied at once to say how much she had enjoyed her visit to Vienna, and added:

"You ask if I object to you writing an article about me for l1zgi Fidelity. Of cowse not.

Wri te u hat  you l ikel"

The problems of getting Rheingokl onto disc were formidable. The machine which

cuts the disc is a very delicate and sometimes temperamental apparatus, and our

fear was that if Rheingohl caused it to blow up we would have severely impaired

the production of the rest of the stereo catalogue for as long as it took to repair.

Our colleague Cyril Windebank, who knows much more about cutting than any of

us, worked with us night after night when the rest of the studio was closed to find

out how to accommodate our anvils and thunderciaps and all the other dangerous

passages t>n what had to be, after all, a practicable mass-produced commodity. (We

had, on the sessions, taken the precaution of recording "safe" versions of all the

danger points, which could have been spliced into the master tape in the event of

serious trouble.) I dcrn't remember how many nights it took, butinthe end Rheingol.d

found its way onto disc without any compromise and without blowing up the cutter.

Craftsmanship and devotion made it possible.

I had asked the studios in West Hampstead to let me have an "ace|ate" (a sort of

test disc which can only be played a few times) of the closing sc ene from Rheingold.

When it arrived I played it to Terry McEwen who was at that time in charge of

classical promotion in London. He is a large, exuberant Canadian with a vast

knowledge of and enthusiasm for opera, though his tastes incline as heavily to

the Italian repertoire as do mine to the German. When I played him the closing

scene he went wild; he kept playing it over and over again until I thought there

would bc no groove left on the acetate. But it was the first real enthusiasm I had

seen since I carne back to London (except for a telephone call from Arthur Haddy,

the chief of the studio, who had summoned Gordon andJimmy to congratulate

them on what he had heard ofthe recording, and then rang me and said: "You've

got a winner there"). The next thing I knew, Terry McEwen was going the length

and breadth of Head Office, playing the closing scene to everyone who might

conceivably have anything to do with selling, promoting, exporting, or advertising

the record. And it worked: the amazing thing was that a lot of people who do their

jobs quite satisfactorily, but who are not particularly opera enthusiasts, became

fascinated and thrilled by music they had never heard before. Of course, initially,

the Donner call followed by the hammer on the rock and the thunderclap leading

to the Rainbow Bridge music was what caught their ears. And why not? Many

pecrple eventually bought Rheiry1ol.d for submusical reasons, I am sure; but when

the novelty of the effects had worn off I am equally sure that those same people

found a much more rewarding appeal in the music itself. When you are dealing

with unfamiliar music of any sort, the problem is to catch people's interest, and it

seerned thaL Rheingol.d had that ability. Had we made a solemn, "musicological"

approach to the opera we might still have sold it to the converted, but not to the

mass of people for whom the Iitle Rheingold meant, until this record appeared,

something heavy, long-winded, and boring.
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The release date was set for May. Terry McEwen arranged for the album design

to be photographed by Hans Wild because, apart from his capabilities as a

photographer, he happens to be a Wagnerian. Gordon Parry Hans Wild, and I had

several meetings to work out an idea. We started with a very elaborate mock-up of

the gods entering Valhalla, which we abandoned as impractical. Eventually we saw

that there was only one clear and relevant symbol for the whole work, and that was

the gold itself. Hans produced an excellent picture of the gold shimmering in the

waters ofthe Rhine, and although he went on to photograph all the later Rlzgcovers

I still think that the RhdngoM one is the best.

Understandably, though, a mood of caution still prevailed. For one thing, the

Rhtingold accounts were coming in, and it was already clear that the costs were

unprecedented for a three-record set. It was all very well for opera enthusiasts to

run around saying how marvellous it all was, but the big question still remained:

would enough people actually come forward and buy it? Nobody would know the

answer until May.

Meanwhile, the rest of us got on with the recording programme. Flagstad was in

London in earlyJanuary to make a solo LE and our correspondence began :rgain in

February when we were discussing some new ideas and reviving one or two old orres.

She had changed her mind again about the Alto Rht4sod1,, and now felt inclined to

make rL Das Lied aon der Erd,e came up again, and went down. What I really wanted

from her was the Fricka scene from Act Two of Wa.lhiire, for although at this stage

we had not the slightest idea when, if ever, our complete Walhiirewould be rnade, it

seemed imperative after her performance in Rheingold that she should appear as the

same character in the next sequence of the ,Rfzg We even thought of recording the

scene with her and putting it in cold storage, if necessary for years, until such time

as we made Walhilre.I wrote to her with this suggestion on February 1U, 105!), and

enclosed a copy of Sir Arthur Bliss's The Enchantress which I thought might interest

her. It was a sad omen, for this brilliant dramatic "scene" fcrr contralto and orchestra

had been written for Kathleen Ferrier; and our next news ofFlagstad gave the lirst

indication of her illness, though we did not know then that it was cancer

In March we had a cable abruptly cancelling a group of sessions in London. This was

followed, in April, by a letter from Flagstad: "I hope you did not get worried when

you had my wire. You may remember last year that I could not stand on my feet for

very long. It has become much worse so that I have to stay in hospital and get X-ray

heatments. It is very painful and 1 take pills to relieve the suffering. I do not know

how long I have to stay here, but so far the whole of next week..."

Exactly a week later, she wrote again: "Today my doctor told rne I could come out

of here on Thursday, April 30'r', and that means I could do some recordings inJune

ifyou have not changed anything. I am not free from pain but arn supposed to feel

well in about two weeks. I must move again, and the first thing I rnust move is my

voice, and realiy work hard to get it in shape..."

I replied with greetings from all her Decca friends, and sent her a list of possible

recording dates in June.

At about this time, a week or two before the release of Rheingokl, we had agreed to

give it a semi-public premiere on behalf of the Wagrrer Society of London. None of

us knew this organization, for, truth be told, most of us are not enthusiastic about

Wagner enthusiasts, whether in London or anywhere else. We found out that the

Society consisted of people whose devotion to Wagler was unquestionable, and so

it seemed appropriate to launch Rheingold in such august company. The engineers

proceeded to install equipment in a hall off the Strand where the Society held its

meetings. They asked me to introduce the recording and be their guest for the

performance, but I suddenly got cold feet. My colleagues were all back in Vienna,

and suddenly I cor.rld not stand the thought ofhearing Rheingoldexposed for the first

time to a large audience. I knew every bar and every inflection, and I knew I couldn't

bear to watch the audience reaction, good or bad. I told the Society that I had a

session tliat evening, but would come at the end of the playback and try to answer

any questions the audience might ask.

From the other side of the street I watched the audience going into the hall: it was

obviously a capacity crowd. When the last people had gone in, I crossed the road

and waited until I heard the sound of the E flat pedal; two hours and twenty minutes

later I went back, and the coda, our famous one-in-the-morning coda, was ringing

out loud and clear.'I'here was a lot ofapplause at the end, and when I went into the

hall it was an amazing sight. It was packed. At the back and down the sides and in the

centre aisle were people who had stood through the performance, or sat on the floo4

in crrder to hear the first recorded Rheingold. It was enormously gratifying, though

what fcrllowed was less so.

As soon as I grt on the platform a dozen hands shot up. I picked one at random: "When

will Decca make a complete Walk.iire?" I said I didn't know and that all depended on

tlre success ol 1? heingtld,.l pointed out that we had our separate Act One and Act Three

of Walh.iire available al'eady, as a sort of stopgap. Next question: "WhataboutSiqftiuP

Never beerr recrrrded. Why not?" Next question: "What about Giitterdiixmnerungl The

Iilagstad radio transcription isn't good enough. Corld Gijtterdiimmmtngpleasebe the

next?" And so it went on. Not a word or a thought about Rheingold, but a demand for

the rest ol the Riz.g and a total lack of appreciation for the risk Decca had taken in

making the work they had just heard. It was the typical insensibility of the enthusiast,

and I felt rebellious. Instead of answering any more questions, I said I wanted to ask a

question of the audience. I said that the ability of a record company to continue with

expensive and untried repertoire depended on how many people came forward to buy

such repertoire. 
'l'he 

audience had just heard the first recorded -R heingold,. How many

of the Wagner Society in the hall intended to go to a record dealer and order a set?

Wcruld those who intended tobuy Rheingold, please raise their hands?

There were about a hundred and seventy people in the hall. I counted twelve very

tcntative hands. I said, "There's your answer about Siegfried and Gdttudiimmmtng,"

though I thought: only if you represent the real public, which I doubt. But it was

very depressing. I had no doubt that they had enj oyed RheinglW. I had no doubt that

they would talk a lot about it, especially as they were the first to hear it. But to spend

six pounds for three records of Rheingo@ There was the rub.

On my way out I was accosted by an apparition in a black veil. (\Magner audiences consist

mostly of the very old :urd the very you'rg, and this one had been no exception.) "Young

man," said the apparition, "I understand you had something to do with all this. Can you tell

me the name of the tenor who sans Froh?"

I said it was Waldemar Kmentt.

"You sirould be thoroughly ashamed of yourself. I know Kmentt's voice very well

and it doesn't sound anything like him." The apparition glared at me and added:
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BirgitNi.lssln, Sir Georg Solti, John CuLslmw

"l shall certain\ not buy the record-l always judge Rheingokl lry lrow the tt'rtor

sounds  i n 'Heda !  Hedo l  Hedo ! " 'And  w i t h  t ha t  shc  swep t  ou t .  " I l eda !  I l c c l a !

Hedo!"  is  of  course sung by Donner,  a bar i tone,  but  I  was too dis i l lus ioned to {xr

after her and explain.

When Rheingold appeared in May the reviews liorn all countrics surpassccl our

wildest hopes. It would be possible, but boring, to quotc pages of t hern; but An<lrcw

Porter in The Gram.ophone really summed up what all of'them said wlten he wrott',

in the course ofa very krng and detailed review: "Sterco, we are told, is an illusion.

This recording gives one a very complete illusion ol r:xperiencins a pcrfonnant:c.

The recording is not exaggerated, not over-brillizint or over-delintd; the trianglcr

does not jump out at you, as if to show just how hi-fi it can get. Thc supreme virtuc

ofthe finest stereo recording-and this is the finest I have heard-is its naturalnt'ss.

The engineers seem to have aimed at a spacious thezLtre acoustic; not exactly arn

embracing Bayreuth one, but more like an ideal old-style oper:r housc, of the kind in

which fuchard Strauss (who believed that "many of the inexhaustible riches of the

score are lost at Bayreuth") preferred to hear the Rlnq.."

this Rheingoldrecording shows that the Decca tearn has sornehow discovered tlic

secret of preserving an opera alive on disc in a way that offers sornething ncw in

musical experience . . ."

As the reviews flowed in from all over the world, a much more exciting developrlcnt

than acclaim came into view: Rheingoldwas beginning to sell very wcll, and overscas

orders were coming in. In the United States it started rather slowly, but by the

autumn, to everyone's amusement and astonishment, there it was in the Billbourd

charts ol the best sclling l,P alburns, surrounded by Elvis Presley and Pat Boone, and

withoLrt another classical recording in sight. And there it stayed for many weeks. (I

wondclcd wliat our cnllcague from the competition thought now.)

Tht' Ii 'r'nch, rvho have always been mad about Wagneq gave it their highest award-

arrd l)t'r'ca's lirst-ol' thL: (]rand Prix du Dkque Mondial2. So excited were they that

thc awald was given hors rnncours: they couldn't cven wait for the official date. The

recorcl collected prizes liomjust about every country that awards such things-and it

went ()n st:lling. Rillhoard said it was the biggest-selling operatic set in record history.

Donncr swrrng his harnrner in Austin, Texas; in Melbourne; in Buenos Aires; and in

Lccds. Only Germany seemed ncrvous about Wagner, and the explanation for that

must collrc fiom a social philosopher, not from me.

In the nridst ofour.jubilations came another sad letter from Flagstad: "l am terribly

sorry but it is impossiblc fbr me to sing the sessions inJune. In spite of treatments,

medicines, rnassage and diet I believe that the pain has increased and it is impossible

for rne to stand on rny feet for more than twenty or thirty seconds at a time. I am very

disappointcd and hope the inconvenience will not be too great for you."

Early in.June, Bernard Miles told me he had heard that there had been a sudden

improvcrnent in her health, and that although she would certainly not be able to do

theJune sessions I should write at once and try to revive her interestinthe Walhiire

Fricka. I wlcrtc: 'As you know, we have had a big su ccess with Rheingold and it is quite

possiblc that over thc next five or six years my Directors will sanction a complete

reccrrding of the Riz,q; of which-if it happens-last year's Rheingol.d will be the

foundation. You can probably guess what is in my mind, and indeed I did mention

it to you carlier this year-it is, of course, that you should record the Fricka-Wotan
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scene from Walhiire.'fherea] problem is that I imagine Walkiirewlllbelhe last opera

we shall record, so we shall not be going through the Rzrlg in sequence, and quite

frankly I haven't the least idea when it will be made. But there is nothing to stop us

recording the Fricka scene in the autumn of this year and then keeping it safely in

store until such time as we record the whole opera. Will you please think about it?"

Evidently the improvement had not lasted, for onJune 16 she replied: "I have just

finished another series ofX rays and may hope for a result in a I'ew weeks. 1 am scr

far not a bit better but can manage so long as I do not have to stand. It is therefore

impossible for me to tell you now if I will be able to record by the end of Septernbcr.

I would certainly like to'record th e WalhiireFricka, and can see your point in wanting

me to. When do you need to have the final answer?"

I wrote to say we would reserve the sessions in Vienna an).!vay, but that she should

not worry: if for any reason she did not feel like making the trip we could always

substitute an orchestral work. I did not hear from her asain lbr some time.

Meanwhile, Mr. Rosengarten was negotiating an exclusive contract with Birgit

Nilsson, the great Briinnhilde and Isolde of our time. She was naturally keen to

record as much as possible of her repertoire, and if there was to bc zury intentitxr of

going ahead with the ftizg it was essential to have Nilsson under contract.'l 'hen, at

the very moment when the outlook for the Decca Rlzgwas at its brishtcst (bccause

of the continuing success of Rheingoldl, a series of arbitrary events and irlptrlscs

suddenly pushed the venture completely out of sight. It was nobody's fault, directly;

it was not a conspiracy; it was what Americans call happenstance.

The logical follow-:up for Rheingoll was, of course , WaLkiire. But from thc l)ecca point

ofview, money had already been spent only two years bef<rrc on recording both

the first and third acts, and they were still reasonably good sellers. Whatcvcr the

svccess of Rheingold, it seemed inadvisable from an economic pr>int of view to plunge

immediately into a complete Walhiire, though no firm decision was ever taken one

way or the other, because events themselves forced the issue. First, Birgit Nilsson

made it quite clear that she wanted to record Tiktan und Isol.de befin'e anything

else. (She had made a record for us with Knappertsbusch ofpassagcs fro:nt fristan,

including the Act One Narration and the Liebestod, but what she really wantcd

was a complete Tristan, and her whole contract turned on that point.) So Dccczr

had to set up a Tristan recording before giving any further thought to the Rlrz.q: At

about the time all this was happening, our colleagues in RCA, New Vrrk, whose

records were being distributed in the United Kingdom and sorne other countries

by Decca, decided that they would like to make a recording of Walhiire. (Thcy wcrc

not unaware of the success of Rheingold in the United States, of course.) Firr their

Walhiire they would need Nilsson, who was by that time under contract to Decca.

The outcome of all this was that Nilsson's insistence on a complete Tiistan und Isolde

as a first venture for Decca helped at ieast to open the door fcrr her releasc to RCA

for a Walhiire tobe made in London and conducted by Erich Leinsdorf. Quite apart

from the important Decca/RCA relationship, it was highly unlikely that Decca

would want to set up Tiistan and Walhiire at almost the samc time, and only three

years after the release of the Flagstad versions of Acts One and Three of Walhiire.

The Decca Rizg seemed to vanish in the mists of that autumn in 1959, at the very

time when Rheingolr/s success was at its height.

CHAPTERTHREE

1962 - Siegfried

It may have gone out of sight, but it had not gone out of mind. Letters poured

in from all over the world about Rheingokl, and our distributors began to pester

us for a successor-but which? Walhiire was out of the question for several years;

I did rrot think we could properly cast the title part of Siegfried.; and the idea of

Gdtte,rdlirnmerurLplat that stage was too enormous to contemplate. Furthermore, Solti

had said that he would not record Giitterfuimmmrng until he had gained much more

experience with the work in the theatre, which was a modest and eminently sensible

approach. We seemed to be stuck.

F'lagstad wrote again in the summer of 1959 from her home in Kristiansand: 'A

fiiend in San Francisco sent me yov High FuleLily article. It is very good, but much

too nice!  Thank you."

"With me thcrc is nothing ncw. I still suffer but hope to get better soon. So nice of

Decca to wait for me, but I hope you will not be disappointed. Bernard Miles is here for

eight days, and it is so nice to have hirn here, he is such a good guest and easy to please.

The weather is wondcrful, and I rest very well but still dcr a little work every day . l '

I wrote asain in e;rrly August to ask how she was, and on the 19'r' she replied: "I

zrnl sorry that I am unable to scnd you good news. However, I am starting a new

treatrnent tornorrow, and il l car.r wait another two weeks I might be able to make

a decision. At prescnt I have a lot ofpain, worse than before I am sorry to say. I am

terribly busy these days-it is too hot as well-but I live in hope of better days and of

seeing you and the boys soon."

Mr l{osengarten had approvcd the budget f<rr Flagstad's recording of the Wotan/

F-ricka scene from Walhiire, and we now intended to set it up for the autumn of

Mti0, cither-befrrre or after the Tristanrecording with Nilsson. We were still holding

somc dzrtcs lbr the autrunn of 1050, but the tone of Flagstad's letters gave us little

hope, and sure enough :rl the bcginning of September she sent a cable cancelling

thc Vicnna dates. 
'I'his 

was firllowed by anothcr letter: "I have been in hospital since

September lst and my housekeeper is on holiday, so I have onlyjust received your

letters. I have had morc treatments but so far nothing has helped. The doctors keep

telling rne I cannot expect to gct better so soon, but maybe in two months. It is very

annoying. I can do my officc work at the opera, but cannot do all the representation

nceded, or walk around looking aftcr things. I can sit without pain, but have to take

aspirin cvcry fivc or six hours. Next week I am homc from the hospital, and I am

bnging to sing ag;rin. I cannot tcll you how sorry I am to have upset your plans . . ."

The crudest cffcct ol certain tlpes of cimcer is its pattem of severe illness followed by

apparent recovery It was so in the case of Kathleen Perrier; it became so in the case of

Kirsten Flagstad. On November I l, 1059, she wmte: "I am now feelingvery muchbetter.

I can stilnd on my feet without pain and I feel rny condition is improving every day. On

Sunday Novernber 8th I sang a church concert so you see I am feeling all right."

"I plan to go to America on December l0'r' to stay fcrr five weeks or so, but in the

New Year I might be available fcrr recording. I really am longing to!"

I wrote back to say that we would record whenever she felt like it, and in whichever

city she preferred. I reminded her about the Fricka scene from Walhiire and severil
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other projects we had discussed many tirres. She replied from Phoenix, Arizona,

on December 20: "I believe I will be back in Oslo aroundJanuary l0th, maybe a iittle

before. Thank you, by the way, for sending me Pzter Grimes, which I could not listen to

before I left, as I think it best to take a long, quiet time to listen.

The Brahms,4llo Rhnpso@ and the Fottr Serioru Sazgs would be line. I am working at

them daily. And the Fricka scene from Walhiire is well under way. I lovc to sing it. You

also mentioned the Waltraute scene in Giitterdiimmerung, where Nilsson will sing the

Briinnhilde-but where does it start and end? I love that one trxr, but have not really

worked at it yet."

The news that she was so much better and able to write such an optimistic lcttcr gavc

us all encouragement; for even if we were going to make bits and pieces of'scenes, it

meant that she would appear in two, and possibly thrce, of our Ring operas-if the

works ever came back on the schedule again. And even if wc never cornplcted thr:

Ring, the Fricka scene from Walhiirc and the Waltraute scenc fron Oiitterfuhnntmtrryy

would make an attractive single LP when coupled together

The improvement in Flagstad's health was short lived. As early asJanuary 17, 1960,

she wrote from Oslo: "l am sorry to tell you that I arn again in hospital and thzrt I have

resigned from the Norwegian Opera. I was ill all the tirne in Plxrenix, and was g;lad I

was home again a week ago. As you can understand, I do not know anything about thc

future but will let you know as soon as possible. I am very unhappy."

After some weeks she was allowed to go home to Kristiansand. I did not want to givt:

her false hopes, but feared that any silence from our end might lead lrer to think wc

had lost interest. I wrote again, but she did not rcply until April 3: "l arn back again

in the hospital after five weeks at home. I am constantly gctting worst' in rny hip and

am always in pain. I talked to my doctors when I arrived and I am sorry to say thcy

cannot promise anything in the way of gctting wcll enough to record in Scltembcr

or later.

This is a terrible blow to me, as I had been hoping all the tirnc to bc ablc to go or)

making records. I find your plan about the /iing excellcnt, and woulcl havc lovcd to

sing all the parts you mentioned.

To give up singingwhen the voice is still good is hard, and to write this lcttcr to yorr

is very difficult for me, too."

A11 of us now realised that her illness was far more serious tlran thc arthritis it was

supposed to be. The heartbreak of the last sentence of hcr lettcr of April i3 obviously

required some serious move from our side, and again the parallel with Kerthlccn

Ferrier was unavoidable. When Kathleen, still in lull possessiorr of hcr voice, was too

weak to make the journey from Frognal to the I)ecca Studios in West Flampstead,

Arthur Haddy, the chiefengineer, proposed to send her favourite crew to her horne

so that she could record whatever she liked. She accepted, and I think it {rave her

great encouragement; but the fatal attack came even befcrre the arrangements could

be made.

At least when Kathleen was dying she was surrounded by loving friends, whosr:

devotion and self-sacrifice had no limits. What was so appalling in the case r>f

Flagstad is that I think she was terribly lonely. 
'fhis 

woman, who not so very long

ago had commanded the opera stages of the world and had known all thc adulation

that opera audiences can bestow upon their favourites, was passing her linal years

in a self-imposed isolation. And those who loved her could do little about it, for they

were too far away.

I talked to Gordon and Jimrny about a plan which was modelled on the suggestion

others had made to Kathleen Ferrier. At least I hoped it might give Flagstad something

to look lbrward to. I wrote to her on April 8, 1960: "Of course we share your

disappointment about the recording plans, but I really feel that this is an occasion

when u,e should be flexible enough to enable yc.ru to undertake the recording in the

nrost comfcrrtable circurnstances. Will you think about the following proposal?

lrr September of this year we could record all the Ring passages in terms of the

other artists involved (and of course the orchestra), and we would simply omit your

part. In other words, you would not need to be there. Then, on a suitable occasion

when you are I'eeling better, we could superimpose your performance on top of the

rccording madc in September. Wc could come to Norway for this purpose. or you

could do it in comfort when you next corne to [,ondon.
-l'his 

is a perfcctly lcgitimate use oftechnical facilities and spares you the trouble of

ajourncy. It will not be the first tirne such a technique has been used. I believe it is

ofenornrous historical importance to have your performance ofthese parts for our

cornplete Ring, and you know that l)ecca has a reputation for doing the impossible

rather wcll. Plcase think about it."

liven thorrgh in the cnd it came to nothing, I think the mere suggestion gave her

t:onfidcnce. She replicd by return ofpost from Oslo: "Thank you so much foryour

Ictter I am rcally touched by it. I think the suggestion is fine and would greatly save

nry strt'ngth, sr> if it is at all possible I will try my best and let you know as soon as I

can manage. I hopc to go home again around May 10th, and will study the parts I

clo not know, like Erda, and those I do not know well enough, like Waltraute. Wish
rrrc luck so wc can go through with your plans."

At that tirne we were working hard to prcpare 
'lristan 

for the autumn, though we

wcre irnnrediatcly involved in a re<:ording of Fledermaus with Herbert von Karajan

in Vicnna. Knowing how rnuch F'lagstad loved the work, I wrote to her lawyer

and aclviser in Oskr to ask whether she would be well enough to consider a brief

appear:rnce in the Gala scquence we were planning for the second act: "In the

second act ol our (lala Fledomnus, the artist playing Prince Orlovsky will introduce

suest artists who will cach sing a popular piece ofhis or her choice-though we can

also make suggestions, if that is prefcrred. Among those appearing will be Renata
'lcbatdi, 

Mario del Monaco, Birgit Nilsson, Ljuba Welitsch, Jussi Bjcirling, Teresa

llc.rgzrnza, Joan Suthcrland, Fernando Corena, Ettore Bastianini and Giulietta

Sirnionato. Actually thc various pieces are being recorded in Vienna, London, Rome

and other locations according to the availability ofthe artists, and we would love to

think that Kirsten Flagstad could bc among them.
'l'here 

arc two possibilities, assuming shc is well enough. One is that we send an

engineer and some light recording equipment to Oslo where we could record a two or

three rninute song with piano; o4 if this is out of the question, we could at least get her

speaking voicc into the sequence by the device ofa telephone call ostensibly made by

Ork-rvsky during the Gala.

We would then record her words directly over the telephone. I hope this doesn't sound

t(x) prcposterous, but there has never been such a gathering of artists on one record.

Do you think she is well enough to take part in either of the ways I have suggested?"

'fhe 
reply was uloonry. Mr. Leif Stake, who was Flagstad's close confidant over the

years, wrote back at once: "l have read your idea with interest and also discussed it

with Madame Flagstad. However, I am sorry to tell you that it is quite impossible

fcrr her to arrange anything in this connection. She is at the hospital again and I am

afraid it will last a very long time before she will be able to leave."
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By Septembea Flagstad wrote again herseli and sccmed rnore cheerful: "Excuse this

scribble! I should have written to you long ago but as I have not had any good news

I have hesitated. I have been very ill and it seems that the doctors cannot find out

what it is so I am in and out ofthe hospital for control and tests. I am much better

now, but quite weak from staying in bed so much."

"Bernard came one day to see me and I told him to tell you about me and kccp yotr

informed. And I wanted to write to you when I heard over the radro your rccording

of Grieg's Piano Concerto with Clifford Curzon and Fjeldstad conclucting. I think it

is by far the best I have ever heard: the clear playing by Curzon and thc lovely sound

ofthe orchestra which seemed to have caught the real Norwegian spirit. . . ."

By this time, we had started to send her "surprise packages" ofrecords-all sorts ol

things, from piano music to Gilbcrt and Sullivan-and I think they gave hcr a lot

of pleasure. It seemed that she rezrlly was getting better, for whcn l]ernar<l Miles

returned from Norway he seemcd convinced that a full rccovery rnight be around

the corner. Then, on October 12, I had another lettcr: "l was tolcl by rny doctors

today that I must give up singing and also any other professional work. My hcalth is

much improved, but I will not be strong cnough and there is the danger that I uruld

become ill once more.

I am sure you know how sorry I am to have to giv<. up tht'recrrrdinirs with you. I

always enjoyed the work with you all so much.

Please, remember me to the boys and if I ever come to Londorr and you are

recording there I would love to visit you all. . . ."

This, then, was the end. We could no krnger help her by postponinu or altt'ring our

plans; all we could do was to maintain what had rcally dcvckrpecl into a frierndship

over the years by keeping in touch and by reminding her, firr it wirs tnrt:, that shc was

always very much in our thoughts.

When Tristan was finished I went to Zurich to scc Mr. li.oscngzrrtt'n, zrnd brought

up the question of the Decca Ring. Nilsson had bccn in fabLrlotrs voicc throughout

Tristan, and, I feared that ifwe did not begin to take steps fnirly srxrn, the Rlr4 idea

might become the province ofanother cornpany. Both Solti and Gordon Parry werc

convinced that Siegfried was the next work to tackle, but neither of t hcrn coLrld makc

a really suitable suggestion for the casting of the title part. (Neither could I.) I told

Mr. Rosengarten about the problem, and suggested that I should have a look round

some of the smaller German opera houses where a potential Sicglried rnight bc

found before the international circuit of lamc nrined his voice. It was a grxrd idea,

and ifwhat emerged from it was a disaster, I can only say in defencc that it lookcd

more than hopeful at the time.

The Siegfried situation was the bane of opera houses all over thc world, bccause

there was only one Siegfried: Wolfgang Windgassen. He was an extremely t:apable,

professional, and hard-working singer whose father had also been a farnous tenor

Windgassen really emerged during the 1!)51 Bayreuth I'estival, where he s:rng a

superb Parsifal, as can be heard on the Dccca recording rnade during thc festival.

He was thereafter in huge demand. He added both Siegfricd and Sicgmund to his

repertoire; he sang tistan everywhere, and Tannhduser, and Lohengrin. And he

sang them all very competently in just about every opera house you could name,

because he was the only one who could sing them all. In addition, he had a large

repertoire of Italian opera in German; and to the best of my knowledge he still sings

Otello in Germany today. He was, and is, an out and out professional.

But there are limits to the use of any human voice, and in the late nineteen-fifties

Windgasscn's was showing distinct signs of wear and tear. He had all the tricks up his

sleeve, and knew exactly where and how to conserve his voice during performances

of the really heary parts like Siegtried and tistan; and because he sang so much, and

because the routine conductors he often worked with knew him and liked him, he

was not required to overindulge himselfin rehearsal, with the result that his rhythm

got slack. (He had, and still has, a rather endearing habit-except for conductors-

of "running" ahead of the beat. In our subsequent two big ventures together I only

once rcmember him rnanaging to get behind the beat, at which moment Solti warmly

congr i r lu la lcd him!)

Windgassen was therefcrre the r>nly candidate for our proposed Siegfried; andbearrng

irr rrrirrd the standards we hird set ourselvesin Rheingol.d, I could not convince myself,

adrnire hirn though I did, that he was good enough. Hence the idea that I should try

to find a new or relatively unknown talent to undertake this strenuous part for us.

The {irst and obvious step was to go and talk b Set Svanholm, who was in charge of

tlie opera house in Sweden. It was great to see him again, but I spent two depressing

days listening to disrnal tenors and came away with nothing. There was a glimmer

of hope in Copenhagen, but that also came to nothing. We auditioned in London

and Vienna and Budapest ... a seemingly endless procession of applicants with no

pott:ntial whtLtsoever I'hen, suddenly, we had what seemed to be a stroke of luck.

We rcrnerrtl;r'red a tcnor wlro had auditioned for us some time ago, and who had

hacl the advantage ol working from tirne to time with Solti. We asked him to come

ancl sing again, and r,vhcn hc did, I for one was sure we had found our Siegfried,

except firr one thing: he did not know the part.

It will be kinder, in vicw ofall that happened, to refer to him only as "our Siegfried"-

frrr that was what, for scveral rnonths, he was intended to be. At the first audition he

sans'lhnnheiuser with a great heroic ringing voice. He had not thought too much

aborrt the words, but then, arnong tenors, he was not alone in that. Given reasonable

willinqness on his part, we imargined it would not have taken very long to drive some

sort rrl'exprr:ssion inlo hinr. His voice was certainly right f<rr Siegfried: it had the

tinrbre, and it had the power More than that, he seemed interested in the part and

willing to study it hard if wc were prepared to offer him the recording. As we had

not lreirrd lrinr sing a note ol' Sie.gfried, we suggested he should study certain parts of

thc s<'ore and corne back in a month to sing them for us. He agreed, and I told Mr.

Roscngartcn that I thotrght wc had found our tenor.

C)nc rnonth latcr our Siegfried came back, protesting that in the interim he had been

Ibrcccl to take so many engagcrnents that he had barely had time for study. I suppose

I should have seen the red light then, and probably would have done so with any

other scrrt <rf voice. But a real Hel.dmtenor is such a rare bird nowadays-and that is

precisely what he was, vocally speaking-that I felt he deserved encouragement. He

sarrg some bits of SieSried fo r us, and as far as they went, which admittedly was not

very far, they were excellent. We could imagine this beefy voice striding over the

orchestra in the Fbrying Song, and matching Nilsson voice for voice (for once) in

the lrnal duert.

Bcftrre going any further I had a long talk with Solti. He, too, had great faith in the

voice as such, but was extremely sceptical about our Siegfried's ability to learn-or,

to put it more specifically, his ability to take time off from tempting engagements in

order to give himself time to learn. I said that I had pointed out to our Siegfried that
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if he could bring himself to make a first-class job of the recording, the world would

be open to him, at least so far as the role of Siegfried was concerned, for he had only

one competitor.

After the utterly exhausting experience of recording 
'histan 

und Isolde in a single

period of three weeks without break (it was a physical and mental and emotional

exhaustion), Solti had declared that he would never again tackle a work of such

length and content within one continuous period, and I was completely on his

side. Leaving out personal considerations, it was zr decision firmly in favour of

better results. People who are exhausted, whetlier they be singers or conductors

or producers or engineers, can produce work which rcflccts that exhaustion, and

we were determined it would not happen if we were to procecd with the rRlng. Wc

therefore worked out a provisional plan to record the first aclof Siefiried and half'

ofthe second in May 1962, and to complete the second act and record the thircl in

October ofthat year. Having obtained approval fiom Zurich, I cablccl the various

artists involved and asked them to reconfirm their availabilities. For once, evcrythinu

seemed in order and I prepared a provisional schcdulc. Two months later, aftcr sonrc

bewildering correspondence, it turned out that Biruit Nilsson's cablc reconfirrninl3

the dates had lost two vital words in transmission, and had conveyed the oppositc of'

her intention. It was meant to say that she was not availablc in October, as shc woulcl

be in Buenos Aires; but it read as ifshe wr>uld be available bccause she was not soinr

to Buenos Aires. We had to start all over asain.

On consideration, though, and bearing in rnind the possibility of proble ms with otrr

Siegfried, who was presumably at that timc alrcady hard at work on the part, thc'

misunderstanding with Nilsson appeared to be an ;rdvantage. The hardest part ol'

Siegfriedfor the tenor is Act One; by pushing it into the zrutunln we would be givirrg

our Siegfried several months'grace and furthcr tinrc frrr study. We decidcd thcrclorc

to change the schedule in such a way as to nrakc most of Act Three (including

the final duet with Nilsson) in May, plus part of the sccond act; and to kcep thc

remainder, including the whole of Act One, firr thc zurturnn. We told thc ncws zrs

quickly as possible to our Siegfried, who seemed greatly rclieved.

Solti was conducting in Dallas in November 10{il ancl I wrote to him: 'As 
yotr will

know from my cable we have resolved the misundcrstzLnding with Biryit, which was

caused by a garbled cable and was certainly not her fault. 
'fhe 

solution is simplc: wc

shall put Act One into the autumn of next year and make Act Three in Mzry. Wc can

divide Act Two between the periods.

Our Siegfried seems aware of the responsibility we are irnposing on him and swears

he will be able to sing all the notes of Act Threc per{'cctly accurately by thc time you

meet him again at the beginning of March. He nevert.heless tells me that he reckons

he can learn more from you in two hours at the piano than he can from anyone else

in two weeks. What he really is saying is that he will guarantee proficiency so far as the

notes are concerned before you arrive back in Eur<.rpe, which will still give him two

months to study the sort ofexpression you want. I only hope he means what he says."

In the meantime, our Gala Fledsrmaushad appeared, cornplete with comic ttrrns by

great operatic celebrities in the middle ofthe second act. I sent a copy to Flagstad,

because I knew how much she liked the work. She replied: "I received the really

excelfent records of Die Fledmrutru. As I have sung Rosalinde about 98 times, last in

1926, I know the work very well and it is definitely my favourite operetta. I am surely

going to play it often. May I say that I do not find the celebrities adding to my liking,

but otherwise I fcrund everything wonderful.

My health is slowly improving, but I get tired easily. As I can hardly play the piano

rvith my left hand I am not eager to sing, eithe4 so by now I am sure I will never

sine any more."

However depressed she was, it seemed that the improvement in her health

continued, and she managed another journey to visit her daughter in Phoenix.

She returned to Kristiansand in the summer, where the Menna crew had sent her

postcards during the holidays. On August 7, 1961, she wrote: "So nice to hear from

you and to have greetings from the Vienna boys. I think ofyou all very often and

with true affection.

I arri getting better every day and feel quite strong and well. I am singing every

day, and improving. I am afraid I have lost the high tones, above A, but my voice is

gctting stronger. I arn practising the Brahms Rhapsodl, the Four Serious Songs, Bliss's

Endmnlress and Elgar's Sea Pichqes. Next week Ivor Newton visits me and I will ask

his opinion and then ask hirn to tell you if I can still sing. I feel strong enough,

anys/ay.

I arn longing for England and all rny friends there, so I might make a trip in October

or November or later. Havc yoLr rccorded any Mahler Symphonies? I have No.4 but

would l ike some others."

I waited irnpatiently f<rr Ivor Newton's return. His vast experience with singers and

his inrmense knowledge ol the capabilities of the voice, to say nothing of his long and

close fricndship with F'lagstad would, I knew, lead him to give me a frank and honest

opinion. He came back frrll of enthusiasm: the voice, he said, was still magnificent.

llis only reservation was about Flagstad's ability to cope with the strain of travel;

but by some miracle, as witli Kathleen l'errier, the voice was remaining to the end.

On August 11 I wrote: "l was so delighted to have your last letter and such a

rnarvellous report frorn lvor. I had hesitated before to ask if you had resumed

singing, because your news last year seemed to indicate that you had really given

i t  up .
'['here 

is so much wonderful rnusic available to you which does not range above the

high A. I would love to think that we could work together again on anythingyou feel

like singing. Is it the right timc frrr me to mention the Fricka scene again?"

On Scptember 25 she replied from Oslo: 'At long last I can reply to your letter. I am

at thc hospital for a check-up and have been here three weeks and will be coming

out Thursday. I have talked to rny doctor about possible recordings and this time he

thinks it will be all right, I arn glad tr> say. I must admit that I tire easily, but otherwise

I I'ccl fine. I have been sineing qr.rite a lot at home, but it is difficult to judge if the

voice is good enough lirr recording. I therefore plan to come to London to have

a talk with you, take some coaching and maybe test the voice. I plan to come in

Novernber, as I understand you will be there then. . ."

'Ihc 
visit never took place.

By December, I was beginning to worry about our Siegfried. From time to time one

or another ol us called him up or wrote him letters ofencouragement. It was all going

fine, we were told; but whenever we inquired how far he had got, an impenetrable

mist descended. By means of some astute international operatic detective work we

discovered his schedule of performances, and concluded that he must have been

working on Siegt'ried at some very odd hours, if he was working on it at all.
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Early in 1962, on the pretext of trying out a new sort of microphone especially

designed for him, we sumrnoned hirn to London. The result confinned both our

expectations and our fears: the voice was nagnificent, bfi of Sie..qfriedhe kncrv about

as much as the studio cat. Some emergency action was necessary. I notified Mr'.

Rosengarten of the situation and recommended we should send our Siegfiied to a

teacher for a course of intensive training. This cxtra expense was unwelcorne, but it

seemed the only solution. I undertook to find a good teacher as ckrse as possible tcr

our Siegfried's residence (ifhe could be said to have such, for most ofthe tirne he was

rushing about Europe performing everything and everywhere except Siegfried, ot

course). Mr. Rosengarten agreed to the unprccedented step of paying lirr a tutof, on

the grounds that the voice as such, on my recommendatiur, was such good material.

We found a tutor within a day, and arranged ibr our Sieg{i'ied to comc back to

London in a month's time for further tests. We also told the tutor that we wantcd a

progress report in three weeks, and when it carne in it was good. True, our Siegfricd

had skipped a number ofhis lessons, but the tutor was as keen on the voice :Ls we

were. He thought the third act would be ready in tirne, and when the tcnor rcturncd

in early March there was a big irnproverrcnt. We seenred to be on cotrrse :rsain.

The rest of the cast was nicely in position. I was looking lirrward grc:,rtly to thc

chance of working with Hans Hotter, whom I had admired sincc thc first tirnc I

heard him at Covent Garden after the war. His dignity, staturc, :rnd underst.anding

of the Wagner idiom remained unchallenged in his particul:rr field, and I was

proud to think that he would at last appear on our labcl. Neidlinger wzrs ag:rin

our Alberich, though this time with a much smaller part than in llhcingtld; and

we had, sadly, made up our collective minds to change the casting of'his brother,

Mime, from Paul Kuen to Gerhard Stolze. I say sadly becausc cvcryone likcd and

admired Kuen; but the Sie{riedMime is a different pr>t o{'gruel flom thc llheingokl

Mime, and Stolze's performances on the stage had been astr>nishins. C)n thcr

rational grounds that pure judgment, not sentiment, should reisn, wc cnuagcd

Stolze. (He had, the year before, sung and acted rnagni{iccntly as Ilenrd in our

recording of Salome.) Kurt Bohme was to appear ag:rin as liafncr, Marqa HiilTgcn

was taking over Erda, and we had the impudcncc to ask.Joan Sutherland to sinu

the Woodbird. With an engagement book lull of appc:rranccs all ovcr the worlcl

as Lucia and Violetta and all her other star parts, and with all the major opcra

houses queueing for her services at any timc or fec slie cared to nanre, she agrecd

to come to Vienna and sing a part at which she had not krr>kerl since she wzrs an

unknown, undiscovered underling at Covent Garden. We were very moved by hcr

acceptance. The prospect for Siegfriedlooked brisht.

Then we received a message from the tutor. Our Siegliied had been skippinu his

lessons again; in fact, he had hardly been available at all sincc his last visit to London.

What was worrying the tutor was not only that he would fail to learn what remained to

be learned, but that he would foryet what he had already learned. There was nothing

to do, we felt, but to summon the wretched man back to London auain, especially as

by this time Solti had returned from the United States.

Our Siegfried was rather cross when we finally tracked him down, sornewhere in tlie

depths of Europe, where he was making another guest appearance. Didn't wc trust

him? If he had told us he would be ready, then he would be ready. We said that Solti

would be in London for the last two weeks of April (the recording of Siep{riul was

scheduled to start in Menna on May 6) and could be at our Siegfried's disposal for

some final coaching. It then turned out that the tenor was so busy up to and including

May 5 that the only time he could possibly come to London was during the Easter

weekend (April 20). Rcluctantly, Solti agreed to stay in London to hear the worst.

My major blunder was irr not accepting the inevitable, there and then. Like Solti,
likc Gordon Parry, and like everyone else who had heard our Siegfried, I was

haunted (and rny.judgnient thrown) by thc desire to hear this Aindof voice in the

part. To adrnit defeat at this stage, after an eight month struggle and barely two

wc.eks before thc recording rvas scheduled to start, scemed cowardly. At its worst,

it seenred :r risk worth taking; but at that late hour, Solti was already inclined to

think rve should abandon him, and by thc time he had had twrr rehearsals he was

t:onaincedwe should abandon him. We agreed at any rate that any part of the second

act involvins our Siesfried was out of the question in May; our only hope would be

to corlcentrate entirely on the third act, lor it w:rs imperative to complete the long

Iinal duet between Sieg{iied and Briinnhilde, since we would not have Nilsson in the

autulnn period. With a cloud of black depression over our heads, we decided we had

bett.cr s|tck to our cornrnitr.nents and rely on cven more piano rehearsal than usual

to knock our Siegfricd into shapc.'l 'he oddest thing ofall was that he was not at all

worricd. and <rrrrld not think wh;rt was the matter with us.

In a nr:rjor recr>rd company it is never possible to corrcentrate solely on one project

zrt a tirne. 
'l 'hc 

problems wilh Sicgfried were only a minor part of Decca's vast

internation:rl proerammc, and in the trernendously busy months at the opening of

thc year I had been concerned about the total silence from Kristiansand, although

I had scnt ol)e or two letters to Flagstad and scveral batches ofrecords. I had heard

nothinu f rorn Bernard Miles or Ivor Newton, though I was sure they would call me

in thc cvent ol serious news.'I'hcn, on March 4, 1962, I had a letter. "ln all the years,

wt: had addressed cach other lirrrnally, but this one began: "DearJohn (may I?):
'l 'h:urk 

you {irr your lcttcrs. I arn really ashamed that I have not written you before,

but il it ian be a r:onsolation I havc written very few letters lately.

I rvas in lxrsJiital r>ver Christmas, and had a krvely and peaceful holiday, nobody

knowing rny whereabouts. Since thcn I have been in pain more or less but the
ckrctt>rs assurc mc I shall get better frorn the medicines I take, even if the medicines

havc sornc bad side-eflects as wcll. I move with difficulty and therefore am afraid of

travellingjust now. I arn trying to decide whcther to go or not to Phoenix.

I sit in a good chair most. of the tirne and read and embroider and, most of all, listen

to records. I have stereo now and ask you t<.r order for me all the records I have

rnadc with stereo. Furtherrnorc, I would love to have any more Gilbert and Sullivan

rccords l)ecca has made.

With kindcst regards to all the others,

Love. KIRSTE,N"

In thc threc and a halfyears that had elapsed since the completion of Rheingold, one
major domestic change liad taken place in our lives in Vienna. The storerooms in the

Soliensaal in which wc had talen refuge fcrr the editing of Rheingoll.revealed on closer

exarnination to have bcen at one time an apartment, dating from the period when

there had been a resident dircctor of the hall. Most of us had grown tired of living in

hotels for such long periods, and Gordon had the idea that the three ofus-he, Erik

Smith, and rnysell-should form a partnership and try to restore the Sofiensaal rooms

to theil original purpose. We approached Richard Postl, who, in addition to being the

general director ofthe Sofiensaal, is a figure ofmajor importance in Viennese business

life, and obtained his permission to begin the conversion; without his approval, the

idea would have corne to nothing. We then obtained generous help from Decca; and

within a week or two the business of removing the barber's chair; the bicycle, the sacks

rr"s/,.r"d, Rlll[ Rli0llmn[



of com, and the bundles of old paper began. The idea was that the threc of tts wottld

live there whenever we were in Vienna separately or togcther; but there was plenty ol'

room for itinerant Decca staffpassing through Vienna and wishing to spend a nisht or

two in something less formal than a hotel.

When we were first allowed to use the flat it consisted of large empty r(x)lns;

and on the Mennese principle of putting first things last, we installed a [rt'autifirl

Schonbriinner chandelier in the lounge, even bcfrrre wc lrad chairs, tables, or bccls.

That was in 1960; and long belore we arrived ftrr the start of Sicgfiiediri May I t)f i2 tlrc

flat was comfortably habitable. Apart frorn giving some ol'us somewht'r<: plt'asant

to stay, it served a useful musical purpose in that thc latuc room we used as a lottngc

provided a perfect environment for piano rehcat'sals. 
'lircked 

away iIt a rt:ttttttc

corner ofthe building, it was free from any sort of disturbance or interrttption, atrcl

the artists felt able to come and go as they wished. Tl-rere can be few othcr sitting

rooms in the world that can claim to have been grai:ed by :rs many distingtrishcd

figures from the world of opera; and in deliberately seeking to create art iIt[irt tlal

atmosphere we also gave ottrselves a problem: thc placc was in danger ol bccorrlirt.g

a sort of musical community ccntre a rehearsal r(x)II), a social club, alrcl a l)t't 'ctt

office all at the same time. (ln all the years, it has olrly bccn physically brt>kcrr ilrlo

once, and that was at two riclock in the morning, whclt wt' were all in bcd, by tlrc

lateJussi Bjdrling. He was ltxrking for a drink.)

Our point of departure in May 1962 was ther thild at:t ol Siegfried. 
'I'hc 

intcrttion

was to begin with the opening of the act and pro<:eed in sequcnce right trp to the

moment when Siegfried finds the sleeping Briiltlrhildc on the top ol the Inottlrtaitt.

As Birgit Nilsson would not be with us until May l'1, wt'were then going to tlrakc

certain episodes frorn Act Tho involving WotaIt, Mimc, and Alberich, and llrt'rr

resume Act Three after Nilsson's arrival. Our Siegliicd was still the big worry, ztrttl as

soon as Solti arrived I suggested that we should chatrsc rortnd the first twt.r st:ssit>Its:

instead of recording the opening of Act Three with Wt>tan and Erda, we would start

at the point ofSiegfried's entrance, thus giving oulsclv<rs art itrtnrcdiate indication ol'

the tenor's capabilities. Solti thought this was a good idca.

We made our usual orchestral tests, and by selectimgcertain passages where the scoritrs

is similar, made comparisons between Rhdngold.and thc sottlrd we werc now gettilll i.

They matched splendidly. (We had to remember that if we cver finished the Riqg and

the Company decided to issue it as what the Americans call a "complctc package," it

was essential that the sound should be as consistent as possible thror.rghout, no ntattcr

how many years separated the various recordings.)

After the tests, our Siegfried went on stage with Hans Hotter, and we started. Altnost

immediately, we knew the worst. The voice of our Siegliied was as splendid as ever,

but up against the huge experience and artistry of I{ottcr he sounded grotesqttc. Ht:

knew the part, after a fashion, but the words were pouring out with no conception of'

meaning. This encounter between Wotan and Siegfried is one of the pivotal pt>ints

of fhe Ring.It is a supreme dramatic encounter, and if it lails in cxpression, it lails

altogether. It was failing very badly, but it was a first session and one learns not ttr

panic on a first session. We did the best we could (at least a great deal of the matcrial

recorded by Hotter was first-class and could be used), and hastily scheduled a string

offurther piano rehearsals for our Siegfried; for as we had changed round the first

two sessions, he had a day offfrom recording, and we had visions ofchaining him

to a plano.

@ n*o*u**r[,s*gr.,",

As usual, rvhen the chips are down, Solti was marvellous. He had to prepare for the

next session (which was the Wotan/Erda encounter at the opening ofAct Three)

and rehearse the rnatt'rial with Hotter and H6ffgen, but he found time to listen to

every note our Siegfried had rnade on the first session, and set aside as many hours

as he could to work with hirn at the piano. In our hearts we all knew it was a hopeless

case-except that onc kcpt going back to the tapes and acknowledging the sheer

magnificence and porver ol'the voice. If only . . .

Thc' opening of Act 
'l 'hree 

went excellently the next day, and morale improved. Solti

spent the evening rclrearsing with our Siegfried, and told me afterwards that there

had bccn a big irnprovcrnent. He had not only taken him through the remainder of

the scene with Wotan, which was scheduled for the next day, but had retraced his

stcps over the nratcrial we had covered on the first session. In view ofthe evident

improvement, Solti suggested, and I agreed at once, that we should try the next day

to record the entirc scertt', re-recording the material from the first session and going

on rvithout a brcak into its continuation. (It was a bit tough on Hottel but I was able

to assure hirn that in tlle event of vocal trouble we could always use what [e had

rer:orded on thc first st'ssion.)

'l 'his 
meant that on May 1) we had to pack something like twenty-five minutes of

matcrial into a scssiorr, lhough halfofit had been thoroughly rehearsed with the

orchestra two days carlier Our Siegfried arrived, apparently full of confidence,

and the lirst takc, thorrgh very erratic, showed promisc. We seemed to be getting

sonrewhere, skrrvly.'l ' lrcn hc wcnt to pieces altogether. The next take was, ifanything,

cven more exprcssiorrless than his efforts on the Iirst day. Gloom descended. There

is a linrit to thc ntrrrrber of tirncs you can ask artists to remake a passage lasting for

twcnty-five minutcs; but Holter, who was getting seriously tired by then, agreed to

hzrvc one more attcrnpt (the third) in the hope that our Siegfried would suddenly

c()rne to life. tlottcr talkcd to him. Solti talked to him, and I talked to him. We did

cvcrything hurnanly possiblc to givc him encouragelnent and to show him what was

rnissing. But in thc third take of the day it was not really possible to tell whether we

had got through to lliln ol not, frrr he simply ran out of voice, and that was the end

of ' that .

We were rrow faced with two days without sessions befbre resuming Siegfried.lnthe

whole of my carccr I have never been so worried, fbr we had reached what seemed

to be the point ofno rcturn. We had had three expensive sessions, and two ofthem

could be virtually writtert t>{L Gordon Parry and I took Hans Hotter and his wife

out to dinncr that night and :rsked him, as an artist of such vast experience, what

hc thought. We had two lice days on which to work on our Siegfried, after which

lie would face not only anothcr remake of the scene we had tried to record, but

also the difficult and tiring final duet with Birgit Nilsson, who could be with us for a

maximum of three days. If we ran into trouble with that duet the whole of Sieffied

would be held up for at least a year because of Nilsson's absence in Buenos Aires in

the autumn. What was flightening me even more was the prospect of the first act

in October; for ifour Siegfiied had prepared so inadequately, despite so much help,

Ibr the third act, what hope was there that he would do any hard work during the

summer on the inlinitely more diflicult first act?

Hotter was extremely pessimistic, and equally frustrated. To have such vocal

equipment as our Siegfried, to have a potential for which the operatic world had

been waiting for twenty years-and to be able to do so little with it! We had come

to the end of the line. It was my duty to call Mr. Rosengarten and tell him the



alternatives: either we should cut our losses and abandon the recording of Siegfried,

or we should engage Wolfgang Windgassen to take over the part.

It is not so easy to abandon a major recording. The artists zrrc under contract and

the Company has obligations to fulfill. The idea of'zrpproaching Wind{rassen at this

late hour was embarrassing in the extrenie, for he was in Vienna at the tirnc, singing

at the State Opera, and must surely have heard rurnours o[ what was soing on at

the Sofiensaal; and quite apart from ernbarrassrncnt, there was thc shct'r practical

difficulty that Windgassen was one of tlre busiest singers in I'lurope, ancl I doubtt'cl

whether he had any free days at all fcrr tlte next twelve months. 
'l 'he 

only thing to do

was to face the situation and go and talk to hirn.

He was staying at the Hotel Europa, and with my colleaguc Cltristoplrer lL:reburtt

I went to see him the next day. We had not met since Bayn:utli in 1{)51. He is art

intelligent man, and there was no point in telling him anything less than the trutlt,

including the reasons why l.re had not been given the part in thc llrst placc. I f he had

wanted, he could have made us look extremely snrall, and hc certainly ltzrd reasort

to be offended. Instead, because he is a professiort:rl and a vcry nicer tttan, hejLtst

wagged his head and took out his diary. When I saw it, rny hcart sank: it rvas bursting

with engagements, and not only in Vicnna. Befurc we wcnt any firrtlrcr, he said hc

would have to get on the telephone and talk to Stuttgzrrt :rnd Munich to scr: if thcy

could possibly rearrange his appearanccs; but, as hc wanted to record Silfi 'tel morc

than anything else in his life, he would make it possible sornt'ltou'.

We had another meeting later in thc day. He lrad at least rnanaged to solve tht'

major problem, which was to make himself free firr the three days wltcn *'e had

Birgit Nilsson. As for the rest, it would meall s()rne radical lcschcdulitt.g on ottr

part to fit the sessions into his free time. He could not possibly have Lrcr:n mort'

cooperative, and in not taking advantage ofus hc woll our ttnstinted a<ltrriratittlr.

He saved the show.

But the show was not over yet, for I had to face our Siegfriccl, and quir:kly, beftrrc

the news reached him via the Viennesc grapevine. As luck would have it, it was onc

of those days when I could not get in touch with Mr. Rosengarten to tcll hirn what

was happening in Vienna and get his advice. I was very unsurc r>f our legal position

with our banished Siegfried, for he had a contract. On the other l.rand, we had more

than enough evidence on tape to convince anyone of his inadcquacy, and of the lirt:t

that he had not honoured his part of the contract by learning his part ploperly. In

London, one could have used the Company's legal machinery in such a situation; but

in our Viennese outpost we had had no cause to surnmon local legal aid bclirre, and

in any case I did not want to give our Siegfried idcas. I simply wanted art irnpartial

witness to sit in on the final encounter in the event that our Siegfiicd got hcated and

tried to pull any threats. I spoke to the British Embassy and explained tlic situation

to a very bewildered official, and within an hour, at the time of the meeting, a witness

appeared to take notes ofour last encounter. Solti was also prcsent.

I began by telling our Siegfried what I presumed lte had alrcady guessed: that his

work so far had led us to the conclusion that to linish Siegliiedwith hirn in the titlc

part would take many, many more sessions than the maxirnum of twenty which

the Company had approved in its budget for the recording. 
-lhis 

was out of the

question. The choice therefore lay between replacing him in the title part, or

continuing with greatly lowered standards and almost inevitably a bad press for

the result, which would certainly do more damage to him, professionally, than to

I)ecca. I proposed that wc should agree amicably there and then to abandon his

partit:ipation h Siegfried.

He trxrk it very well. I am sure he knew just how ill-prepared he was, and just how

appallingly this showed up against the experience ofHotter. I think he was relieved not

to have to face the hurdle of the forthcoming duet with Nilsson, to say nothing of the

prospcct of spcndins the surnnrer in preparation lbr the first act. All ofus shook hands

a littlc sadly with the owner of the best potential as a Held.mtmor since the end of the

rvar, alrd hc rvalked out of Slc.gfiic.dand out of our lives.

We slrcnt the nt'xt day rcschedulirry Sic$ried around the dates Windgassen had

giverr Lrs. By this tirnc his agent had got in on the act and was much less inclined

than Wirrdgasscn to makc lili: easy fcrl us. We were still in a corner because financial

ternrs had not been agrced on, and Windgassen's first session was scheduled for

thc lirllou,ing aficrnoon. On the morning of that day-the session was at three-I

rnanagcd to col)tzrct Mr. lLoscngartcn at last, who wirs understandably furious. Not

only lrad wc krs( two sessiorts ()n acc()unt of a tenor I had recornmended longago,

but rve h:rd paid quite a lot ol'rnoney for the man's tuition; and Windgassen'sagent

u/as now rriakirrg cxcessivc dcmands if his artist was to take over the part in an

emcrscncy. 1'his rcally did look like thc: cnd of the .Ring. I think our conversation

$,ent on firr about ninety cxcccdingly uncomfrrrtable minutes. No sooner had we

llnishccl tlran Wirrdgassen rang to ask whether he should come to the session or

not. Solli and I:krtter were on the othcr lines saying they could not record in three

horrrs lrorn now rrnlcss they kncw what they wcrc recording, and that depended

on whctlrer ()r not we, or Zrrrich, reached agreement with Windgassen's agent. It

was loo l:rte to r:ancel tlie orchestra, anyway. 
'l 'hen 

Mr. Rosengarten came back

on tltr prhone :urd we wenI through our nightmare again. I think it was the worst

rnorning t>['my prol'cssionzrl lil 'c, and it did not make things any better to know that,

basically, the wholcr affair was rny fault for having had faith in the tenor, and for

havine rnaintaincd it. against the odds.

It is a strangc quilk oflifc tlrat when things are going as badly as they were on tltat

particular rnorning, nature sornetimes stcps in with an unpredictable bit of comedy

which sornehow lrelps to g€.t cvents into perspective. When I finally came off the

telephonc at one o'clock, having been on it almost continuously since halfpast eight,

and rvith the prospcct ofa session at three for which I had still to make a great deal

of prerparation, I rcmembercd that whcn Gordon Parry had been ill some months

earlicr a Vienncsc doctor had prescribed some pep pills to keep him going through

sessions firr which he had no deputy. I suddenly thought that one ofthose pills might

be my salvation on that particular aftcrnoon, so I asked him where they were. They

wcrc in the drawcr of his bcdside table, he said, and as they were rather mild he

advised rne to take two. I went into his bedroom, opened the drawer, saw some

pills, arrcl took two, as he had suggested. Unfortunately, they were sleeping pills. Five

m in r r t t ' s  l a l e r ,  I  w : r s  ou l  co l d .

Wisely, the others let me sleep until two{hirty and then, feeling like a zombie, I put

my hcad under thc cold tap and went down into the studio where the orchestra was

already assembling. (It is remarkable how early the Vienna Philharmonic will tum

up for scssions. Despite thc huge amount of work undertaken by the musicians, it

is quitc common to find a number of them walking around the hall and practising,

anything up to an hour befbre the start ofa session.) Solti and Hotter had arrived,

and poor Windgassen was on the telephone outside the control room speaking to

Si esliicd. . Rn[ Rl5[llilil||[



his agent, who in turn was speaking to Zurich on another line. Solti agreed tliat we

should do everything possible to make up for lost tirne, and thc obvious step $as to

make, once again, the scene fiom Siegfried's elltrance in thc third act through to tht,

moment when he breaks the Wanderer's spear and begins to ast:cnd thc morrntairr.

This would be the third timc that Hottcr had had to record this scent'. but at least

the whole thing was thoroughly rchearsed with the orchestra, and althoueh it ran

for about twenty-five minutcs, wc reckoned, with luck, to get :rnother scction ofthc

third act recorded, if only as a test. (This woLrld bc {br Windgassen-the openinu

of the scene on the mountain top, belirre he discovcrs and awakens the slceping

Briinnhilde. The long interlude bctwecn thesc scencs we woulcl leav<r until onc of'

the days when Windgassen was not available.)

Windgassen was still on the telephone at threc, u'hcn the session bcran, and was

getting very red about the gills. Sorne sort of hrrse last-rninrrte financial discussion was

going on when suddenly he heard the orchestra strike up in the hall. Ht' slamrncd tht'

telephone down and said in German: "The hcll with it! I'm eoing out thcle to sinsl"

In the control room the effcct was uncanny. Wc wcre healing the sarrrc rrrrrsic wc

had heard so often in the past few days, undcr thc samc concluctor and rvith the

same Wanderer; but with the new Siegfried, it suddenly canrc to lilc. Ccrtainly

Windgassen's voice, as such, was neither as striking nor as powcrful as that of orrr

departed friend, and it was rnuch harder to rc'r'ord and kccp in balancc. IlLrt bchincl

every word lay expericnce and knowleclge, and the t:onflict between Sieefi'it 'd and

the Wanderer became a dramatic entity fi)r the Iirst tirnt' sint:t' we had started. It

was clear that for this recording Windgassen was goinu to rnakc thc cllirrt ol his lilc.

He continued to do so in the folkrwing days; steady, good hLrrnoult,d, ancl hartl

working, he was a joy to wt>rk with. He tolcl rne on the day of the sct:ond scssiotr

that he had resolved whatever dill 'erences there ha<l bt't,n ovt'r thc contra(:t, but

that he had one requcst to makc of me, which hc wishecl to bxrat'h rnar)-t(!nl.ul

rather than as a contract point on which he coLrld have insrsted (and u,on). It was to

the effect that if we ever got around to recording Giitterdiint.mcrung. wc rvoultl invitc

him to sing the part ofSieg{iied in that work also. In front of thc others, and with

pleasure, I gave him rny word-witli the proviso that Decca hacl not yct dccicled to

make Giitterdiimrnmrng (and I feared, alier thr: troubles with Siqfiiul, that it nevor'

would!). Windgassen also said that if we conipleted the Ring wil h l4/alhiire bt: woulcl

be happy if we chose someone elsc for Siegmrrnd, as it wzrs not one ol his firvouritc

parts. Nobody could have been more reasonablc.

The troubles that Windgassen often experienced in the theatre with Siegflicd were

not evident on the record. Although hc was recording sections of di{licult music

anything between filteen and twenty minutr:s in lcngth, and rcpeating thern two

or three times on each session. he was not under the theatrii:al conditions whi(:h

obliged him to conserve his voice. One of the reasons why therc havc always bc-.cn

so few tenors capable of sustaining the part of Siegfiied in thc theatre is that thc

demands ofthe role are excessive. In his absorption with the chzrractcr ofSicgfried,

Wagner seemed to have forgotten that although the charactn was supposcd to bc a

sort ofsuper-youth, the tenors who woLrld be required to interpret thc part would

be ordinary human beings. In the first act of Siegfried, the principal character is on

stage and singing all the time except for the first few minutcs and during the episode

between Mime and the Wanderer. What is more, most of what he has to do is heavy,

declamatory singing, culminating in the exhausting forging sccne which cnds the

act. In Act lwo hc is on the stage f<rr more than two thirds of the time, and much

of rvhat he has to do, after all the sl.routing in Act One, is quiet and lyrical-which

is alrcady asking a lot of the human voice. In Act Three he is on stage throughout,

except during the opening scene between thc Wanderer and Erda. First he has

the krng dramatic scenc with the Wanderer at the f<-rot of the mountain; then he

is supposcd to act throughorrt the orchestral interlude; then comes his long solo

scenc when lre discovers Briinnhilde asleep; and finally, when he has awakened her,

he faccs onc of the most exhausting duets in operatic music, lasting for more than

thirty-live minutes, oppositc a dranratic soprano who is completely fresh because

rrntil that rnornent she has not been required to sing a note! No wonder that, in

the thcatre, Windgasscn andjust about every other tenor who has tackled the part

of Sit-gfi'ied has taken trouble to find passages, especially in the first act, where the

voice rnay bc conserved without unduly distressing the audience. Under recording

conditions, Windgassen did not need or try to conserve his voice; and had I realised

the yt'ar belirre how fresh he would sound, and how hard he was prepared to work,

I worrld havc savccl mysclf and Decca a krt of trr>uble. When it comes to choosing a

singer frrr a really diffii:ult part, therc is no substitute at all frrr stage experience; and

stagc cxpericnce is what Windgassen, likc his father bcfbre him, had.

I belicve that Wit'land Wagncr has advanccd thc interesting theory that towards the

end o{ his lili ' his grandfirther rcaliscd that in the Rizg, at least so far as Siegfried and

llriirrrrlrilde are trrncerncd, antl in hktan und Isolde, so far as tistan is concerned,

he had askt'd trxr rnur:h of lris singcrs. C)onsequently, when he came to write his

last wrrrk, lhrsiJiil., lte took care to reducc the dcmands to more practical bounds.

l)arsil:rl is on stagc a vcry long timc-but it is not a very krng part; Kundry is on

stagc quitc a lon{ time also but thc timing of her part in proportion to the length

ol' tlrt' work is srnall. 
'l 'he 

only long part is that of Gurnemanz-and it is written

rvitlt cxtraordinary skill and awareness of'the lirnits to which that kind of voice may

lre takerr. Oertainly Wagner himsclf had terrible troubles in casting the Ri.ngand
'fistan; 

and it is possiblc, as his grandson has irnplied, that towards the end of his

life hc rnay lravc realised that at least somc of the troubles were of his own making.

Wintleasson cornpleted his big scene with Hottcr on the first day, and that evening

our old liiend Gustav Ncidlinger appeared for his single Ser.gfrizd session, which was

schcdLrled ftrr tht' next day. It is a short part, for he has only two appearances, first

rvith the Wanderer at thc beginning of Act 1ivo, and later in the same act with Mime.

IIc also hzrs :r frernzied offstagc laugh which is heard when Siegfried eventually kills

Mimc, but ers thzrt scene was scheduled fcrr the autumn and as it seemed scarcely

worth bringing Ncidlinger all the way from Stuttgart for one maniacal laugh, we had

decidcd to record his laugh in May and superimpose in the right place during the

ilutunln sessions. As the laugh is oflstage, where Alberich is supposed to be watching

fitnr the fixrt ofa cliff, we rigged up another special acoustic device to add to the

sinister quality o{'his laugh. 
'l 'his 

was thc sort of thing Gustav adored, and once we

were set up he would have gladly gone on for hours giving us his venomous laughs,

each one rnore dt'moniacal than its predecessor.

This was not the only bit of superimpositiorin Siegfried, for Kurt Bijhme, our Fafne4

was not available at all firr the spring period. He, too, needed a special acoustic, for in

Sieglrrcdhe has turned himselfinto a dragon, and is only heard from the depths ofhis

cave when he is arouscd from sleep by one or another ofthe various intruders. It did

not therefore worry us at all that he could not be with us for the opening scene ofAct

Two in May: we recorded the encounter between Wotan, Alberich, and the dragon
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without a single note of Fafner's vocal music going on the tape. In the autumn, when

Brihme joined us, we planned to add his voice to the tape when we had discovered

how to make it suitably hollow and cavernous.

What did worry us greatly on that day was the appearance of Gerhard Stolze, whcr

came to make his very short Act Two sequence with Neidlinger. (All the rest of

Mime's part was to be recorded in the autumn.) As I have mentioned, Stolze had

sung Herod the year before in our recording of Strauss's Salonle, and he had proved

a "natural" so far as acting for the microphone was concerned. Hc had grasped in

a few minutes what it takes many other artists a lifetime to learn-which is how

to "work" a microphone intelligently, and that includes a knowledge of when to

keep a good distance awa.y from the thing. He had followed our stereo production

of Salomelo the letter, although it involved a great deal of physical movcmcnt for

him, especially in the later scenes when Herod begir-rs to have hallucinations. He

had dashed about the stage and sung with great abandon and fcrrce; and the scope

offered to him by the part of Mime in Siegfried was even greater.

Earlier in the year we had heard that Stolze had been ill, thoueh thcrc had bccn

some mystery about it. We learned he had cancclled some perlormances zrnd that

nobody had seen him for a while; and when these messages started rcaching London

we telephoned his wife, who reassured us, without saying anythine furthec that he

would be available for the single Siegfried session in May and {irr thc lone serics of

sessions in the autumn. On that day in May he arrived at the Sofiensaal, ancl coLrld

hardly get up the stairs. He had had a polio attack. IIe seemed to have withex:d to

halfthe size he had been the year before (and he was nevcr vcry laruo), and one of'

his arms was all but useless. We wondered, when he arrived that day, how hc would

ever get through the taxing part of Mime.

Neidlinger was marvellous with him. We had wanted a great deal of movcnrc'nt liom

the two ofthem in this short scene, for on the stage these unholy brothcrs Lrsually

rush about all over the place. This was out of the question for Stolze in his condit.ion,

though his voice was as pungent and full of charactel as cver. 
'l 'here 

was only one

solution (unless we were prepared to let tlie scene remain urmpletely static), which

was to get Neidlinger to make all his own movcs whilc we "panned" Stolzc' which

means that although Stolze remained in one position throushout, wc would movc

his voice over the stereo arc according to the production I had originally planncd.

It worked, for this short scene; and at the end Stolze came up to us and askcd us

to have confidence-he would be ready for the autumn, not only with his voicc,

but with his ability to move as well. We thought he was optirnistic, but we were

completely on his side.

By the end ofthat session we had done everything possible in the spring period until

Nilsson arrived, and she was expected on the evening ofMay 14 for her first session

on the 15th. In the meantime, we decided to make the long horn solo from Act'Iwo

with which Siegfried awakens the sleeping Fafner once again. Roland Berger, tlie

first horn of the Vienna Philharmonic, with whom we have had a close fricndship

over the years, was scheduled to come and play, but he did not know that a few

months before, when we were recording in Israel, we had met a young horn player

of French origin who specialized in playing a ghastly parody of the sort of watery,

wobbly horn sound which the French seem to adore and which is anathema to the

Austrians. We persuaded our friend in Israel to give the weakest and most toneless

performance of Siegfried's horn call imaginable, which we carefully preserved on

tape and brought to Vienna.

Most lrorn players try to act t.he prima donna, and Roland Berger is no exception.

Hc arrivcd at the Sofiensaal complaining that he was tired and needed beer before

he could play a note. This being provided, he finally consented to play the long

horn call as a test. When he came back to hear it, we played him the version we

had made in Israel. FIis face was a picturc. It was, he said, our lousy machinery. He

became apoplectic. Fbr any witness who did not know that we were good friends, it

must have been an alarming scene. Finally, we told him the truth: and at that very

momcnt the machinery did bkrw up, and quite seriously. Roland, mumbling about

our utter inconrpetency, took himselfoffto the flat, drank several more beers and

was found last asleep in bed two hours later, after we had made the repairs. Then he

gave the magnificcnt performance ofthe horn call which appears on the records.

'l 'he 
Viennese F horn has thc advantage of unrivalled nobility of tone, and the

clisadvantage of being somewhat treacherous. (1'he Vienna Philharmonic is the

otrly orchestrir in Europe to rctain the instrument.) Roland Berger's playing of the

Siegfriedhorn call is a perf'ect example of why thc Vienna Philharmonic is such a great

operatic orchcst.ra. 
'I'he 

tone ol the instrument itself certainly conveys Siegfried's

heroisrn, btrt the approach to cach phrase reveals Berger's instinct f<rr drama-the

ability to show Sicgfried's changing nurds of arrogance, tcnderness, and resolution.

Tl.ris instinct is shared to some degree by every member of the orchestra, and has

been acquired over thc gcnerations. It cannot be taueht.

'['he 
next rnorning I had a cable frorn l]irgit Nilsson to say that her husband had been

taken ill and that shc could not leave Stockhohn as planned. Could we postpone the

recording o['the final duet until the end olthe mtxith?'Ihis was a bad blow, because

1hc othcr lirrccs involved werc unchangeable. Neither Windgassen nor the orchestra

sruld be fi'ee at the cnd ol May, and Nilsson herself, as we already knew, was not

available in the autumn. Once again, Siegfriedwas in serious trouble. I cabled back

to Nilsson expressing syrnpathy but pointing out that my hands were completely

ticd: thc utrnost I could do was to strctch the existing period by one day, to include

May 1ti, bLrt bcyond ihat there was no chance whatsoever in the immediate future.

Thc closirrg duet fi Siegfried ruts firr about thirty five minutes and we had scheduled

it over three sessiorrs. It is, as I have said, exhausting for both ofthe singers and for

the conductr>r.'I'he orchcstra agreed to replace the session on May l5 with one on

the l uth, and we waited helplessly for further news from Nilsson. A cable eventually

arrived to say she would come to Vienna on the evening of the 15th. We were in

business again, but not frrr long. Whether because of worry about her husband's

illness or bccause she was just feeling out of sorts I do not know, but Nilsson was

not herself when she arrivcd. She may not be the easiest person in the world to

dcal with on business matters, but hcr approach to singing is highly professional,

and she is not the kind of artist who likes to indulge in imaginary ailments. In all

the years, she has never of her own volition wasted as much as a second of our

time or money. She said on her arrival on the evening ofthe 15th that she was not

leeling well, and she did not look wel1. She looked even less well when she appeared

for the afternoon session on the 16th, which was to begin with"Heildit Sonne," or

Brtinnhilde's awakening, which is a notoriously difficult passage.

She sang well enough, but not by her own standards. The voca.l sheen and brilliance

which is needed at this point in Siegt'ried every bit as much as in the Immolation

scene from Giitterdiimmerung was missing; and she became quickiy tired, which is

unusual for Birgit Nilsson. All of us felt sorry for her and did what we could to help;
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but foremost in my mind was the knowledge that we hacl only two sessions to stt,

and that what we had done that day was not up to standard. She wcnt back to her

hotel to rest, and Solti cancelled the piano rchearsal arranged for the Ircxt morrtitttr

so that she would be completely fresh for the session. We also decided not to go back

over "HeiL (hr Sonnel' for the time being, but to continue from the point where we

had left off. The central part ofthe duet, though still arduous, is not as tiring as the

beginning or the end, and we felt it would discourage Nilsson if wc proposed that

she should start all over again.

The next day the voice was showing signs of coming back, btrt was still not on ftrt'ttt.

Certainly some of the material was usable, ancl Windgassetr was in cxccllcnt voitc;

but what was emerying was not the final duct with which we had hopt:tl to encl ttur

Sildried. There wasjust one session left.

I went to see Nilsson on the morning of thc last session, but it wts ttt>t necessary

to explain anlthing to her. She is a very self-i:ritical artist (which is why I think slrc

considers it her right to be critical ofother people, whatcvcr lield they work in), anrl

she was clearly aware of the situation we werc all fircing. I saicl I was preparcd to go ()vcr

to the offices of the Vienna Philharrnonic and st'e if I coulcl sct onc cxt ra hour acldccl

to the session that afternoon so that, if her voicc camc back t>ti fornt, wc might risk

recording the mtire duet during the session. (l had proposcd thc ertra lurur becattse I

thought it would give her more tirne to rest bctweern takcs.) She said slte rvas confidt'nt

that she would be in better voice that afternoon, but did rx)t think the extra ltour woultl

help, because nobody could possibly do the cornplete final drret rnore thart twice in atty

circumstances. I knew when I left her that she was going to do her bcst.

It was a tense session. If you arc fcrrced to try and record thirty livc minutt:s of'

master material in three hours (less at least twcnty mitttttcs fcrr thc interval), yotr

have to be doubly sure that nerythingthat might go wrons has been clilninatecl.

Gordon and the other engineers spent the whole morning and tltt' lunch pcriocl

checking and double-checking overy piece of equipmctrt and cvcry Inicroplrottc.

Alberich's curse certainly seemed to be hanging over this Iirst grorrp of Siedriul

sessions, and if anything went wrong that afternoon I wzrs trot lookint forwarcl to

telling Zurich about it the next morning.

Even the engineers had become demoralized, and on thc firce of it wltat u'e had sct

ourselves to do was impossible, at least if we werc to maintain the rnusital standard o{'

the rest of the recording. I told them we would know the artswer by tlrc interval, which

I proposed to call later than usual.

The tension was terrific, but secmed to gencrate its ou'n sort of whitc heat in thc

performance. By the time we came to the late interval ] knelv we werc oLtt of troublc.

We had already made one glorious take of the duet, and the minor {laws that hatl

occurred were easily correctable from the material we had made on tlie preceding

days. I knew we were going to finish Sie.t'iel (thc troubles that woulcl dotrbtless conte

in the autumn could not possibly be worse than those we had had in the spring), and

so did the artists. After the interval they bounded back into the studio for what Solti

always calls the "last chance"-the moment when you throw the vocal score aside ancl

just sing with abandon. That is exactly what Nilsson and Windgassen did, and rnost

of what is on the published record comes from that final performance. It has thc

right emotional quality-the sheer passion which envelops Siegfried and Briinnhilde

as they look out towards their future. Hearing it back after that session, Solti came ()ut

@ 
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with one of his classic bits of garbled English. "It's animalig!" he said. "It's aperfect

screarnins!" He meant that it had the right earthy, animal quality, and the screiurs are

the musical sounds of love and joy which bring down the curtain on Siegfried.

Much latcr that evening, relaxing with Solti and Nilsson over drinks in the flat, we

sent thc following cable to Gustav Neidlinger in Stuttgart: RETURN TO VIENNA

IMMI.]DIATELY'TO REMAKE YOUR PART SIEGFRIED STOP STUDIO CAT

ATE l'HE TAPE. After all that he had been through in the Sofiensaal, Neidlinger

evidently did not think this was unlikely at all, and rang up at seven o'clock the

next nrorning to say he would catch the earliest possible plane. When we told him

it was a.joke he roared with laughter and swore revenge. And he wanted to know

how tht, Act'livo scquence with Stolze sounded. If, he said. we had any reservations

at all about it, he would willingly return in the autumn at his own expense. He was

not tlrinking of hirnself, I arn sure, but of Stolze. This sort of decency, this sort of

considcration fcrr a colleague in trouble, is rare in the world ofopera, but Neidlinger

is that kind of man.

L)urinu rry abscncc in Vicnna, my secretary had been sending regular batches of

rccorcls to Flagstad but had received no letters from her. Shortly after my return to

f,onckrn, I spoke to Bernard Miles who told rne that the news was bad. She had been

in hospital lor many weeks and he feared that she was unable to write, but he hoped

tliat thc doctors would let her return home before very long.

'I-hc 
Vicnna trip that auturnn was going to be long and tough. Before resuming

wrrrk rrrr Sieglried wt: had to rnake Tosca wiLh Leontyne Price, Giuseppe di Stefano,

ancl Ilt'rbert von Karajan conducting. Vrn Karajan also made a record of Christmas

songs with [,eontyne Price, udrich turned out to be one ofthose enchantingoccasions

wlrt'n r.veryone cau af{irrd to rclax and wallow in Aitrclz.Just before leaving London

Iirr a pc.riod that was going to keep me in Vienna almost continuously from early

Septcrnbcr to rnid l)ccembcr, I wrote what was to be my last letter to Flagstad: "Dear

Kirstcn: We havo all been vcry upset to hear of your continued illness. This Friday

wc arc all rushing off to Vienna to handle a very busy programm which includes the

corrrlrletion ol Siegfiied.

Wc oltcn think of you and thc wonderful times we had together, and all of us are

Itxrkine forrvard to a reunion. Meanwhile, I do hope you are making a steady

rec()very, and I know that all tlic others want tojoin me in sending love. . . "

Thc last letter I rcceived fir>n'r her was dated September 15, 1962. Her beautifully

clcar, flowing writing had badly deteriorated, but at least she was back home.

"DearJohn:

It is diilicult for rne to writc. I anr still in bed and cannot move easily. I have been in bed

fcrur rnonths now. I have been at home frrr three weeks and played records most of the

timt:. I was delightecl with the various "strange" ones, thank you. Gtiden was glorious.

(We had sent Flagstad a reccnt recording of Hilde Gueden, Operetta Evergreens.)

I think of you often and of the boys and our nice times together. Please, send them all

my greetrngs.

l,ovc. KIRSTEN"

Wc were to begin the remaindcr of Siegt'ried on October 21. About two-thirds of the

second act and the whole of the first had to be recorded and as. in a technical sense.

both of these are firr more difficult to record than the third act, we were praying

we u'ould be spared the sort of problems which had bedevilled us in the spring. I

had spent a lot of time in the summer looking for traps: looking for anything which



might unnecessarily eat up valuable session time, for in the back of rny tnind was

the aim of finishing Siegt'ried in eighteen sessions instead of the schedtrlcd twenty.

By doing so we would still end with twenty because of the two wasted sessions

at the beginning ofMay, but at least the budget would not have been exceeded.

Letters went off to every artist involved, detailing exactly what was planned

for each of the autumn sessions. Where therc was any arnbiguity or dor,rbt, thc

matter was raised now rather than later. I wrote toJoan Sutherland: "Running

over the Siegfried schedule last night with (ieorg Solti, wc discovcrccl a most

odd discrepancy concerning the Woodbird in two diffcrent editions ol the score.

In all editions, quite correctly, the very first entry carries a footnote by Wagner

which means that the phrase should be sung quite freely, i.c. not in slrit:t tempr>.

This is perfectly in order.

However, in some editions of the score the next two entries of the Bircl are also

given the same marking,  i .e.  morc or  less ad l ib-and th is is  certa in ly i r tcorrect .

What it all comes to is that your first phrases on the first entry can bc as free as

you like to make them, whereas the later entries are in a straightlirrward !l/U. I

thought I would drop you a note about this bccause it is the sort o{ thing that c:Lrr

cause confusion and loss oftime at sessions."

We were to begin with the scenc whcre Siegfricd encounters Fafncr irt the lbrcst

cave, and kills him, and we had to include all the passages lirr the Woodbird, as

this was the only day thatJoan Suthcrland could be with trs. Ttr get arr cllectively

frightening sound for Fafner, Gordon had rigged up a ltuge bartk ol aborrt twenty

fifteen-inch speakers, each with its own powc'r arnplifier, and installcd thc lot in

the Blauersaal, which is a very resonant hall attached to the Sofiensaal.'l ' lre eff'et:t

we wanted was to be created throrrgh this reson:rnce, frrr you cannot jrrst arnplily

a small sound in the hope of making it seern huge (it will go on sourrdins like a

small sound amplified). We also had to remember that Falirer's roars needt:d to bt'

superimposed on an enormous orchestral climax.

Kurt Brihme. as Fafner. was to be enclosed in a small dead room u,ith his own

microphone and headphones which enabled hinr to hcar what was bcing played in

the main hall. He would also have a television set so that he could take his nrusical

cues from Solti. In order not to tire Bcihme's voice, I askcd l'lrik Srnith l{) so into

the small room and roar like Fafner when hc is attacked by Siegiiied. When the

roars began we would be able to make adjustrnents on the control desk and also

to the microphones and speakers deployed in the Blauersaal. Getting thc right

sound on this sort of thing-to prevent it from sounding phortey-can tre a krng and

tricky business, but this time, and allowing firr thc fact that Bi-rhnrc's voit:c would

have a considerably greater output than Erik Srrith's, thc el'fbct workcd zrlrnost

immediately. We were so delighted to have achieved it so qrrickly that rve proceeded

at once to deal with the Woodbird, and the sort of perspective we wantcd to e€t on

Joan Sutherland's voice. Joan was standing by to try it out for us with a piano in the

main hall, and it was not until we were well on the way to getting what wc wanted

that someone remembered Erik Smith, still shut up in the small roorn attd roaring

away as the substitute Fafner.

The session went well. The contrast between Siegfried in the forcst arnd lafncr in the cave

and the Woodbird in the tree seemed to be in line with Wagner's wishes. At the playback,

B6hme's dark voice boomed out with great menace ard liis roars during the fight

sounded right. (If there is a single passage in the Rzngthat can be called manull.ctured,

I think it is the short orchestral sequence covering the fight. Wagn-rer wanted to get it

over quickly; and he did.) Bdhme did not greatly like the result. "l sor-u-rd an{uI," he said.

"You're rneant to,"  I  to ld h im. "Vru ' re a draqon."

He thr>uglrt about that for a mornent. "Yes," he said, "l know. But I'd like to be a

heaulifu.l, tlragon."

Whcn rve were recording this passage, or rather the passage which immediately

follows thc death of Irafirer; I thought I spotted sornething which I had never noticed

beforc in the,Rlzg the fact that it is precisely there that one hears the Siegfried

rnotive Iirr the lirst tirnc with a drop of a sevcnth, instead of a fifth, in the middle of

the phrasc. From this point onwards it frequently appears in the version with the

seventh, and rnost rricmorably so in the Funcral March after Siegfried's death in

Gdttexl.li.ntm.entng. As f'zrr as I kncw this initial appearance after Fafner's slaughter

had not bccn comrncntcd on bcfr>re, and I went out of my way, in the essay I wrote

to accor)rpany the Sicl1liied recording, to draw attention to it. By killing Fafner

and at:qLriring the ling, Siegfried had set the seal on his own fate, and it seemed

typical ol Wagner's subtlety to change Siegfried's motive slightly at that moment

by substituting the onrinous drop o{'a seventh firr the normally bright and assertive

fifth. As il is a horn phrase, I spoke about it to Roland Berger, who agreed it was an

irrtercstirrg lroint. Months later, krng alter Siegfriedhad been on the market, Roland

told nrt: lrc was colrvinccd that thc version containing the seventh had an earlier

appearancc in the 1?rir4, but that firr the life of him he could not remember where.

He was roing to play thc Rlngscvcral times in the opera house during the season

and ho prrrrnised to look out fr>r it: but it was not to be found. It was not until we

were rt'r:orrling Wa.lhii.re, three yt:ars later, that Roland came in one day brandishing

:L score. llt ' had founcl thc-. rcfercncc.'l 'he Siegfricd motive, complete with a drop of

a sevcrrth, occurs in lllalkiire, Act 
'l-hree, 

a rnoment or two befirre Bri.innhilde hands

tlre splirrtcrs ol thc srvord to Sicglinde. Adrnittcdly, it is not so clear as in Siegfrizd,

and it is srnc in a flash; but it is ccrtainly therc.

We spcrrt tlic cvcninu of that lirst day adding B(ihrne's voice to the opening scene of

Act Tu,o, whir:h we had recorded irr May with Hotter and Neidlinger. Bcihme had to

remain irr his little roour, while hearing over his hcadphones the edited version ofthe

scanc wc had previorrsly recordecl. It, plus his own voice now sounding as if it came

fiom thc depths of the cavern, went onto a new tape which would in time become the

rriaster (Wr: had enhant:cd the impression of dcpth by getting Hotter and Neidlinger

to sing away liom thc nrit:rophoncs and towards the back ofthe stage when they are

callirrg ttr liaftrcr.) Wc also resistcd any pressura to turn Fafner into a Deautiful dragon,

bccausc whit:hevcr way you look at hirn Fafncr is pretty disagreeable.

What rerrrained to be, done in Act Two covered three sessions, and compared

with the lilst they werc straightfolward. From the recording point of view it is a

pleasurt: to reach those parts ofthc Rlzgwhere nothing but musical concentration

is requirt'cl, and you arc:rble to stop worrying about whether this or that device to

produce tliis or that perspective is going to work or not. In those three sessions we

completed all the Act'lwo scenes between Siegfried and Mime, and what is known

as the Firrcst Murrnurs. Stolzc's promise had been accurate: he was well back on

fcrrm and could movc without difficulty, except for one arm which was still slightly

paralysed.

In thc lespite provided by those sessions, we were getting ready for the acute

problems r>l'Act One. Iiortunately, it has only three characters-Siegfried, Mime, and

the Wandcrer-and all were at our disposal in Vienna for the days that were left. The

technical requirernents for Act One may be gauged by the fact that on the schedule I
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Christopher Raeburno Haru Hotter

had quoted five special effects for Act Three, thirteen for Act Two, and twenty-eight

for Act One, although it happens to be the shortest of the three.

We had given some thought, not entirely frivokrus, to the question of the bear

with which Siegfried makes his entrance in Act One. These days the bear is usually

omitted from stage performances, despite the resulting absurdity when Siegfried

speaks to, and drives off, a totally invisible animal. Our only hope of conveying the

presence of the bear to a record audience (by any means other than that of the

text itself) was to incorporate a sound-but nobody knew what sort ofsound a bear

makes. Some time before, we had enlisted the cooperation of London Zoo when we

needed all sorts of animal noises for Beatrice Lillie's version of Carniual of theAnimals,

and before leaving for Vienna, Gordon Parry and some of his colleagues went down

to the Zoo again and recorded a bear. (It seems that the only sure way to get a bear to

make noises is to put a male and female in adjoining cages and then feed the female

with honey. The protests of the male are then loud and unmistakable.)

We abandoned this effect as soon as we tried it over the music. It was unnecessary,

and interrupted the music; and Wagner, though he wanted his bear to be visible on

the stage, had not asked that it should bark. On the records, you can assume that the

bear is present because it is talked about, but it still seems nonsense to omit it during

a stage production without altering the text accordingly.

The noises which Wagner so carefully annotated in Act One of Siz.g6lz.d should

contribute, if effectively presented, to the dramatic tension. Mime's pathetic, futile

attempts to forge the sword should sound in contrast to the certainty and vigour

which Siegfried eventually brings to the task. Mime can only really express his anger

by throwing things about (he is afraid of Siegfried, and of the Wanderer), and these

actions, translated into sound, had to be pa-rt of the record. Even more important, we

felt that they needed to be part of the interpretation, for ifthey could be done correctly

they would contribute to the tension of the drama. It was necessary however, to

distinguish between those which could be done live (simultaneously with the music)

and those which would have to be superimposed afterwards. In the former category

came all the filing and beating ofthe sword, except that which is actually notated.

My colleague Erik Smith, with Horst Berger (brother of Roland, the first horn of the

Vienna Philharmonic) and two assistant percussionists, provided all the "on session"

noises, including the moment when the white-hot sword is plunged into cold water.

We had to experiment a great deal with the filing of the sword, mainly to decide

when it should be rhythmical-i.e., going with the pulse of the music-and when it

should not.

The big problem comes with lhe notated, beating of the sword-from the point

where Siegfried's forging song begins to the end of Act One. At this point, Gordon's

experience in Bayreuth in 1955 proved invaluable, for on that occasion the live

performance recording of Act One had been ruined by the hammering, which had

been so loud and unrhythmical on the stage as to obliterate the voice of Siegfried.

In the forlorn hope that the recording would be issued, the Bayreuth forces had

reassembled at midnight specifically to record this particular scene under controlled

conditions, with the hammering entrusted to a percussion player standing at

Siegfried's side. It worked, and it was a variant of that technique which we adopted

in Vienna.

This time, we recorded the sequence from the opening of the forging song to the

end of the act without the notated beating. We then edited the sequence until it

was musically in shape to everyone's satisfaction; and only then did we get Horst

Berger to superimpose the sound of the beating of the sword on the large and small

anvils. I find the result convincing, and so did the majority of critics, although a

basic problem still remained unsolved. In the theatre, no Siegfried that I have ever

heard has been able to sing this very difficult passage and yet retain enough energl

to give the mighty blows demanded by Wagner; still less has any Siegfried been

capable of rhythmic precision in the rapid, lighter beating which follows. If the

beating is imprecise, something-however small-is lost in the buildup towards the

great climax at the end of Act One. This problem can be solved in recording by

using an able percussionist, as we did; but, since Siegfried is not actually dealing the

blows himself, the inevitable exhaustion, the sheer strain, is missing. Windgassen

did his best to compensate (and we even gave him a soundless rubber hammer to

beat with!), but in the last resort an embarrassing choice remains. In this vital, long

passage, does one want, in a recorded performance, a Siegfried whose vocal abilities

are compromised because he has to beat out his own sword, almost inevitably with

rhythmic inaccuracy? Or does one want a Siegfried who is vocally fresh through

bcing unencurnbered with the need to do two things at once? We chose the latter

course, and I believe it was right.

The problem of keeping Siegfried in fresh voice throughout the opera is much less

of a difficulty in the studio than in the theatre, but it is still present. We arranged the

Act One sessions in such a way that Windgassen was able to rest on alternate days,

during which we concentrated on Hotter's long central scene with Stolze. It was all

as smooth and steady as the sessions in May had been turbulent. There was a mildly

anxious moment when Hotter, who had been working too much at the opera and

giving several Lieder concerts as well, seemed to be running short of voice. Apart

from that, and the protests ofthe percussion players who were exhausted after hours
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and hours ofbeating, banging, and filing, the first act o[ Siegfriedwent like clockwork.

The final session was on November 5, and the second instalment of the Decca -Rizp

was safely on tape.

There were many miscellaneous sessions in Vienna during November of that year,

and the editing of Siegfried was consequently delayed. Information from London

and the United States indicated that a release date not latcr than April 1t)63 rvas

envisaged, so we managed to have our first playback ofthe entire work in Vienna on

December 3. The third act had been completely edited during the summer and did

not need to be touched; but adjustments were still required in the first and second.

Our final playback in Vienna was on f)ecember 7, and the roorn rvas packed with

friends from the Philharmonic. (In the case of a long work like Sie.gfrietl we arrange

the playback rather on the lines of a Bayreuth perfrrrrnance. We start in rnid-

afternoon with the first act, and have a sixty minute break frrr drinks; then comes

the second, followed by a break for dinncr, and finally the third.) We did not finish

that evening until well after midnight, but everyone was vcry imprcsscd. I wanted

to ring Solti in London to tell him how well Siegliied hzrd turned out, but knowins

the vagaries ofthe Viennese international exchangc, and fcaring that it n)iliht take

another hour for the call to go through, I postponed it. until thc nronring.

When I finally reached Solti and told him how excited w€r wcre with thc rcsLtlt,

he sounded oddly subdued. Instead ofhis usual bounce, and a delugc ofquestions

about whether this, that, or the othcr had corne out as we hoped, he s:rid zrlrnost.

nothing except: "l'm very pleased." In the end I askcd hirn il 'anything was the

matter. "I suppose you haven't seen the papers," he said. "Kirsten died last niuht."

The final playback of Siegfried also marked the end ol a difTcrcnt zrspect ol our

lives in Vienna. The control room in which we had worked almost sincc wc lirst

arrived in the hall, and in which we had recorded not only Rheingtkl antl Sn15/ircd,

bttt Atd,a, Otelll, Tiistan, Fledemutus, a:nd Salome , among othc'rs, was duc to be partly

demolished and shortened by the managemcnt o1'thc hall, who were interested

in acquiring better backstage facilities {irr their dances, political rriectings, and

conventions. They offered, and wc accepted, some adjoining roorns which were

slightly larger, though it is always disturbing to have to ctrangc anything in :r roorn,

let alone change the room itself, when you have grown accustorned to thc sound it

produces and become familiar with its virtues and vices. We watchcd thc builders

tearing out our cupboards and demolishing the walls of the room in which so rnany

ofour battles had been fought, and it was a bit like seeing one's own house pullcd

down brick by brick.

Back in London there was much expectancy for Sieglried. Unlike ft/zair4golrl which,

until Terry McEwen blazed the trail, rested quictly in the studio, Sieglriedwas a centre

ofattention as soon as the tapes reached England. By 1962, McEwen had gone to

take over classical management in our New York office, and had been succeeded

in London by Jack Boyce. Even before the tapes came back, Boyce had fixed a

full playback for December 29 at five thirty in the evening, and invited just about

everyone who was likely to have a hand in selling, publicising, or prornoting Sie.gfizerl.

This was fine and welcome enthusiasm; but I was a bit apprehensive. SieSriedis very

different from Rheingokl, not only in content but in duration it is almost ttvice as

long. For those who are not accustomed to Wagner and who do not know the Ring,

the absence of female voices for so much of Siegfriedcat lead to boredom. It moves

much more slowly than Rheingold, and does not have so many obviously spectacular

passages to display the techniquc of sound recording. In a sentence, I was afraid that

many ofthose who had found, to their surprise, that they could become caught up

wilh Rheinlloklwould find four and a half hours of Siegfriedsimpiy too much. I feared

that the pecrple whose influence we most needed to sell Siegfriedwould go away saying

llnt Rheingoklhad been a flash in the pan, and that the new piece was boring except

ftrr the convertcd.

I went toJack Boyce and proposed that we should announce and hold /zr.ro playbacks

at the studio, one consisting of the entire work, for which we would announce the

running time of each act, and thc other of excerpts lasting about an hour and a

half. We would leave it to the individuals conccrned to decide which playback they

attcncled. As it happened, both wele full, and some people came twice.

Thc rclcase date was to be April 19611, and up camc the Wagner Society again to

ask for a pre-rclcasc playback. Alter the Rheinryld experience I was not too keen,

brrt the sales and promotion people felt strongly that it should be done. This time

it was in a krns narrow hall in the Charing Cross Hotel, and I did my question-and-

:rnswer bit in the sccond intcrrnission in order to escape quickly at the end. There

was or)e other playback before thc public release, and that was at the Norbreck

Ilydro in Bla<:kp<xrl, where that ereat enthusiast Ivan March was runninghis (now

deliurct) zurnLral weekcnd srnlcrcncc. I think "convention" would be a better word

frrr these rernarkable g:rtherines, which drew people from all over the country to

lislcn to dcnronstrzrtions and lectures given by all tlre major record companies. I had

intrrrrlrrcccl Rlu:ingoklbektre its public release during the 1()50 conference; and now

in l{Xil'} I was to talk zrl>out Siegfricdand play excerpts for an hour.

I had been sivcn ther period from 1130 to 1230, and had been asked to finish

pronrptly in order to Ict thc audicncc have a drink befbre lunch, which was at one.

I asked if'the per>ple frorn other companics who were preceding me had also been

told to finish prornJrtly, and was assured that was so. The first speaker, at 0930,
()vcfran by tcn minutes, and by the time the next man from another distinguished

conrpetitor had got on thc. stage and decided what he wanted to say, it was 1050. At

I 2(X), halfan hour alier I wirs supposed to have started, he was still dribbling on, and

people rverc leaving thc hall in droves. I <rruld see myselfgetting up there at about

1 220 and talkinlr to an audience of six. But short of physically dragging the man off

the platfirrrn there wzrs nothing anyone could do. (lf I had thought he was doing it

out r>1'a rather nasty compctitive spirit, to keep Decca offthe platform until people

wcrc likely to leave lbr drinks and lunch, I would not have minded so much; but he

was so ovcrcorrrc by his own eloquence, or lack ofit, that I don't think he gave the

clock a thought.)

He finally wound up at 1215. I went round the back with my colleague who was to

work tlre tapc machine, and Philip Hope-Wallace who was to be in the chair. When

we walked through thc hall there cannot have been more than twelve people there;

yet when we went on thc stage five minutes later, having got the tape in order, the

hall was lull enough to burst. (I hoped that the competition was watching!) Hope-

Wallace cut his introduction to the minimum, and I said that as we had barely forty-

five minutes befcrre lunch I was not going to talk at all: I would merely announce

wlrere each Siegiid excerpt came from, and let the recording speak for itself. At

one o'clock, when the last notes of the duet from Act Three had sounded, there was

applause for about two minutes. I reckoned we had sold a few sets that morning;

and the only really angry person was the barman, because he did no business at all.
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Siegfriedisafive-record set, which makes it much harder to sell thar Rheingold,which

is only three. On the other hand, you do not have to sell as many sets to reach a total

ofas many records. People who are trying to rnake up their rninds about whethcr

or not to buy a laqge multi-record set are undoubtedly influenced by the critics, and

we were wondering whether the notices would be anything like as gtxrd as they

had been for Rheingold. We need not have worried. Alec I{obertson led off in The

Oamophone with the following sentence: "This first complete recording of Siegfried

is, I feel confident, the finest recording, as such, ofopera that we have had so far, and

one that embodies a magnificent perfcrrmance of the great work..."

In the course ofa review that covered several thousand words, Robertson had almost

nothing adverse to say. Like many other critics, he picked out Fafncr: "Bcihme's

already large voice is powerfully magnified and emerges with a cavernous sound,

with a result as legitimate as the powerful speaking trumpet prescribed by Wagrcr,

who also cued in the dragon's roars and dying groans. These roars become quitr:

frightening in the combat scene, for the great beast seems to be in the rtxrm with one,

and coming towards one..."

After praising Solti and the Vienna Philharmonic for their achievernent, I{obertson

singled out Roland Berger for his playing of the horn call in Act Two. So did llurnett

James in Aud,io Ruord Re.ti?.u), adding: "The li'e and lyricism of Solti's crnducting,

and the brilliantly accomplished playing of thc Vienna Philharmonic constantly

brings the work vividly to life. Here is the true Wagnerian sound, the splcndour and

the passion. . ."Consm^sus gave its highest rating and said: "Yes, it is terrific; terrifi<:

without gimmick or vulgarity, a great artistic achievement as werll as a grcat dramatic

thrill . . . the effects are not overdone and it must be a poor soul who cannot thrill to

Fafner's appalling roars. This staggering technical achievenicnt is worthy of'the high

artistic endeavour of this triumphant performancc..."

Back in The Gramophone, in a later, retrospective review, l)csmond Shawe]Taylor

was the first to have any major reservations. After writirrg: "...it just.ifics in most

respects the immense enthusiasm with which it has been received. Not even in tlre

theatre have I been so conscious ofthe extraordinary variety and beauty ofWagner''s

orchestration which Solti, the Vienna Philharmonic and the Decca engineers have

between them realised with amazing fidelity"...Hc went on to find a nurnber ol

faults in the vocal performances. Hotter came in fbl criticisrr, and so did Stolze.'I'hc.

rest he liked, more or less, and he concluded: Joan Sutherland's Woodbird, a pit cc

ofritzycasting, has come in for criticism on the ground that her travelling instructions

to Siegfried are far from clear. Well, I admit that she is no station announcer; but

in point of fact the part is curiously difficult to articulatc, and others don't do it

much better."

Reactions from abroad were almost universally ecstatic, and we got anoLlter Gra.nl

hix Mondiale from the French. (That made five to date, for we had also received

them for Atda, Tristan, Salome, and RheingoLl.) In the course of a long review in Higlr

Fulelity (NewYork), Conrad L. Osborne wrote: "Siegfliedis, to my mind, Solti's finest

recorded accomplishment to date. All told, a solid production, and a welcome plug

in one of the more deplorable gaps in the catalogue. On to ()iitterdtimmaung, please."

On to G dtterdiirnmmtng.

CHAPTERFOUR

1964 - Gdtterdemmerung

On the last day ofJune 1944 there took place the last performance in the old Vienna

State Opera. Itwas Giitterdiimmnung.Professor Otto Strasser, who until his retirement

at the end of 19ti6 had been president of the Vienna Philharmonic for many years,

rei:alled that perforrnance for me.

"Thc bombardment of Vienna was beginning. Already in June shells were

falling on the outskirts of the city, and every member of the orchestra knew that

Gi)tterdii.mmerung was going to be our final performance in the old house. It was

GiitterdlirnmennLg in more senses than one: it was the end of an era. I know, I was

therc; and everyone had this same feeling. Knappertsbusch conducted, (not Karl

Bcihm, as stated in Lhe Concisc Oxford, Dictiotnry of Opera.) and I think it was one of

the grcatest perforrlances of his lif 'e. . . "

"'I' l ie bornbing o['the centre of Vienna began on September 10, 1944, and the State

Opcla was destroycd-all but the shell ol the building-on March 12, 1945. We saved

all our instruments by storing them in thc Musikvereinssaal and in the cellars of the

Burg'l'heater." Prolessor I{elrnut Wcrbisch, the vice-president, took up the story:

"We had a great Wagner tradition in Vienna, the legacy of Richard Strauss, Wilhelm

Furtwiingler', and }Ians Knappertsbusch. But after the wa4 with the exception of a

Wa,lh.iire production at the Thcater an der Wien, we did not play the Rizgat all until

Decca began the Rhcingokl recording in 1958. Von Karajan began his first cycle in

thc thcatre aftcr thc recording, so the younger generation in the orchestra had never

played Rheingokl until they carnc to the Sofiensaal."

"1'herc is a very big dill'erence between the sound and style of the Vienna Philharmonic

playing Wa5'ner, and that ol any other major orchestra. The difference is in the tradition

taught in our schools, especially f<rr the brass players. We have the big, broad German

styk: which is handcd from gencration to generation by our teachers in the Academy,

so irr tlrat sense the young players who had never played Rfuingold.k:new what to do

bectruse it was in thcir blood. What we like so much about Solti is that he understands

and agrees with this tradition, and allows us to play in the way we have studied, and not

in sonre other way which, firrced upon us, would be foreign to our style, to our tone-to

everything. Ijust want to add this: the brass players have by now played the -Ring.under

many conductors, br-rt they tell me that the only conductor who really knows how they

have to play a nrotive from Wagner correctly is Geory Solti. The Hungarian is the

only one who really has the right rhythm..."

Alnr<rst cxactly twcnty years alier that final wartime performance of Gdttndtirnmmtng

in the old Vienna State Opera, we were to embark, in Vienna, on the same work; for

even befirre the success of Sieghiedwas established I had been given approval to try

to set up Giitter&intmetang for 1964. This, all of us knew was to be the big challenge,

for no other part of the Rizg posed so many artistic and technical problems. Even

before we started, it looked like it would be the most expensive recording ever

made, partly because of the length of the work, but also because it is the onlyRi4g

opera to require a huge chorus (in Act Two), and because we wanted to assemble the

sort of dream cast that is unlikely to be encountered in the theatre.

While I was trying, with my colleagues in Zurich, to coordinate the cast we wanted

for two periods in 1964, another major development was being put forward for
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Eberhnrd Wiichter

consideration by Gordon Parry andJimmy Brown.'fhey were very conscious of the

risks involved in moving to the new control room in the Sofiensaal, but they knew

that they would have at least a year to get used to it befcrre Gdtterrhimmerung started.

What they had in mind, and what they had been working on in their spare time, was

the idea that the new room should contain a permanent installation of brand new

equipment which they would design specifically to meet the sort of requirements we

had imposed on ourselves in Vienna.

The old equipment had done us proud, and indeed was to continue to do so for at

least another year. There was nothing wrong with it, except that it had not been built

to accommodate many of the techniques we were using. It could be adapted for such

techniques, but oniy at the cost oftime and nerves. Some ofthe fantastic hook-ups

we imposed on the equipment had to be seen to be believed, but if anything went

wrong the problem of fault-tracing became acute. The machine was being used for

something for which it had never been designed.

There are two ways of making records: the lazy way, and the other way. I have

attended opera sessions run by other companies, and at some of them neither

the producer nor the engineer has left his seat from first until last. After one such

occasion I went out for a drink with my opposite numbet and when he asked me

fbr my impression, I could not resist saying that everyone seemed to be taking life

very easy. He shrugged. "Why should we bother?" he said. "Once the tapes are back

at headquarters they are out of our hands and the selection committee does what it

likes. Whatever we do that is not strictly conventional-as the critics want-will be

wrong. So we.just give them the music plain and let them get on with it."

What lrad clearly emerged from the success of -R/zeizgoldand Siegfriedwas the fact

that if one could create a "sound picture," to use a clumsy term, it was possible to

bring the listener closer to the music and the drama. It is not easy to define just

how this can be done, but it is not only by technique. No amount of juggling with

microphones, no amount of technical trickery will make a "sound picture" unless

the artists themselves are willing to enter the scheme of things and rethink their

pcrforrnances within the new medium. I would not deny Gordon andJimmy an

ounce of the credit they richly deserved for what we had already done together;

but without the cooperation of the artists, and without a conductor who was wholly

in syrnpathy with what we were trying to achieve, their efforts would have been

wasted. We knew that the cast we had in mind for Gdtttrdiimmerung would be just

as c<roperative as that of Rheingold and Siegfried; but the technical problems from

our end were far greater, and any loss of session time on a project as expensive as

Gdtterddmmmrng was unthinkable. This is why Gordon andJimmy had drawn up

a dcsign for a highly advanced control desk, or "mixer," which would enable them

not only to produce all the effects and perspectives required, but produce them in a

tenth of the time imposed by the old machine.

It was not directly my affair, but I did not think their chances were high. The new

mixer zind its ancillaries were going to cost as much as the opera itself, and the old

machine had proved its capabilities time and time again-why take the risk of a

change, especially in the middle of the Ringl There was a.lso the tricky question

that Gordon wanted the machine to be built in Vienna, so that he andJimmy, as

co-designers, could keep an eye on every stage of its construction and make sure

that it incorporated everything we might need for the future. At a time when every

Decca team was crying out for new and different equipment ofone sort or another

according to the needs of the location-and it should be remembered that Vienna

is only one location among many-it did not seem very likely that the plan would

be approved.

The chief of the Decca studios is a very remarkable man, who has not so far

entered this story as much as he deserves. Arthur Haddy possesses vast experience,

knowledge, and judgment, and he is a great believer in the delegation of authority.

He also has an extraordinary eye for talented staff, and retains thefu loyalty by

delegating responsibility wherever it is deserved. In 1956 he had all but dumped

Gordon and Jinny in Vienna, and told them to get on with the job. He did not

breathe down their necks: in fact, in the ten years that I have been working in

Vienna, I doubt if lie has visited us more than three or four times. He was satisfied

with the work; he had a good team; so he left it alone. He came into the picture

only when a major technical decision had to be made, or when we returned with

something substandard, which, mercifuliy, was not very often.
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Gordon, who has considerable powers of persuasion, so convinced him about the

need for the new mixer that Arthur Haddy put it up at once to the chairman, Sir

Edward Lewis, who gave immediate approval not only for the rnachine as such,

but for its construction in Vienna. It was an exciting prospect: suddenly, we would

have at our fingertips what was likely to be the most advanccd and unorthodox

piece of recording equipment in the world, and it would be installed in time fcrr

Giitttrdiimmerung. The design was strictly Decca's, but the assembly and construction

of the machine were to be done by Wiener Schwachstromwerke. The contract was

signed, and work began in 1963.

Apart from its versatility, the new mixer incorporated a new seating deployrnent

for those who had to use it. One of the problems with the old machirre was that

its design, in common with the majority of its type, left practicable room frrr only

one engineer. We had found, over thc years, that in dealing with a complicated

operatic score, one pair ofhands was insufficient, so the engineers had adapted the

old machine to enable Gordon to work the orchestral controls while.Jimrny handled

the voices. (The idea, still prevalent in (iermany, that the musictrl man, or pr<tducer,

should himself handle the controls is, in my opinir>n, irbsurd. It is irnpossible to rcad

a score and several meters at the same time: it is impossiblc to cxcrcisc mrtsic:rl and

technical judgment at one and the same instant.'Ilre conccpt of the Tanrrieirler. as

he is called, is a typically German invention, and morc often than not the occupzrnt

ofthat exalted position turns out to be a frustrated condur:tor who h:rs been shrewd

enough to pick up a smattering of technical knowledee :rnd so find a way to carn zt

living.) One of the troubles with the setup on our old rnachine was that (lorckrn, on

the orchestral department, was in the middlc, with.firnmy, handling the voices, on

his left; which left me on the right. The structure of the rnacliine worrld :rdrnit tro

variation, and to giveJimmy a vocal cue I had eithcr to lcan righl across (]ord<tn,

possibly obstructing his view of the meters, or yell likc mad whert the rntrsic wzrs

loud. And because the machine was not designcd witlr a view to all the cornplicated

effects we required, it was sometimcs necessary f<rr me to operate an efl'ects cotrtrol

myself. (The organ pedal during the first eight minutcs of Olelk), with Vrn KarzLjan,

which we had pre-recorded in Liverpool Cathedral, is anothcr casc in point, frrr

Gordon andJimmy simply ran out of fingers caparble of reachimg accessiblc. knobs to

control-in addition to the organ an orchestra, solo voices, onstagc chortts, oflstaue

chorus, wind, cannon, and offstage trurnpet.) The design of the new mixel prrt the

producer in the middle, with one eng'ineer on each side ol hirn. C]ordon was now oll

the left, still controlling the orchcstra, andJimmy on the right, witli the voices and

effects channels under his fingers. Furthermore, the tape rnachines were to be in a

separate room, though visible through a large glass panel. 
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could be workcd

by the third engineer or, if necessary, by remote control from the mixer itself. Aiter

years of frantic improvisation, it secmed at last that we would have an instrument

more than capable of fulfilling whatever requirement we desirecl. It was typical of

Decca that the decision was made so quickly, and without qualification.

In Zurich, Leon Felder was as usual responsible fcrr booking most ol the artists

involved in Giitterdiimmtrung and he realised from the start what a vast opcration

it was going to be. In April of 1963, I had sent him a full cast list with suggested

altematives. Certain castings were, of course, indisputable: Nilsson, Windgassen, and

Gottlob Frick (as Hagen) had to be in the cast or there was no point in starting. We

built the plan around their availability, and Solti's. Gustav Neidlinger was no worry

because his parlin Gdtterdiimmeru,ngis so small that we would need him only fcrr one

day. And now that our dream of Flagstad as Waltraute rvould never be fulfilled, I

wanted at all costs to have Christa Ludwig, who sang the part occasionally, but

incomparabiy, on the stage.

The biggest lieadache was the casting of Gunther. The trouble with Gunther is that

he is an important, but weak, character. He is on the stage quite a lot, but he does

not have a great deal of rewarding music to sing. Because of this, the part is often

given to whatever second class baritone happens to be around, and so an already

weak character becomes weaker than Wagner intended. And just iozo weak should

Gunther be? I began to wonder if the weakness, which is so often commented upon

by critics, might not be more attributable to the sort of performance the part usually

receives than to the part as written. But Gunther's weak reputation was established,

and no first class baritone I could think ofwas likely to touch the role.

In thc recording of Benjamin Britten's War Requiem,I had worked for the first time

with Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, and had marvelled at his seriousness, modesty, and

sheer technique. The huge reputation lie enjoyed was not to be smirched by those

critics who, having "discovercd" hin, were currently in the process of trying to

knock hirn down. ("This month's Lieder record by Fischer-Dieskau," one of them

had recently sneered, "is not among his hundrcd best.") Ytru do not get on close

terms with an artist new to thc Company in the course of one series of sessions, and

I feared that the merc mcntion of Gunther to Fischer-Dieskau might cause him to

lose faith in Decca'sjudgment forever. But I had to take that risk, for I could already

imaginc what hc might make of the part, although he had never sung it on the stage.

His rcply was an imrnediate and delinite yes. He knew and loved Giitterdiimmerung,

arrd I think he saw what might be rnade of Gunther. The character may be weak, but

hc is still a king;rnd he plays a vital part in the action. He is also a tragic character,

tlrough the tragedy ol (]untlier is usually swamped by the more dramatic events

involvins llrtinnhildc, Sicgfricd, and Hagen. This, we hoped, would not happen

with Fischcr Dicskau in thc oart.

As datcs irnd t:ontracts began to clarify, the division of Giitterddmmerung over three

periods ernerged. 
'l 'hc 

first period, scheduled for late May and early June 1964,

woLrld bc dcvotcd to the whole of the long first act, except for the Gibichung

scene (Fischer-Dieskau was not available in the spring). This was fine, because the

Gibichung scene is an entity in itself and could easily be left until the autumn. Also in

the first pcriod wc plarrncd to record the opening scene ofAct Two, between Hagen

and Albcrich. Thc second period, between October 26 and November 5, would see

thc completion of Act One with the Gibichung scene, and the recording of all those

parts of Acts Two and Three not involving Briinnhilde (for Nilsson was not available

until later). 
-l'he 

final period, from November l5 to 26, would therefore concentrate

on Act lwo, fi 'om Rriinnhilde's entrance to the end of the Act; and on whatever was

left from Act Three, including the Imrnolation scene. It was not a bad schedule, for

although we had tojurnp about a bit from act to act, the scenes within the acts were

not in themselves broken up. And at least we were starting at the beginning and

ending at the end, which is a rare thing in opera recordings.

Throughout 19611, work progressed on the new control desk, and before the end

of that year I was taken to have my first glimpse of it. Delivery and installation had

been arranged fcrr the middle of April 1964, exactly one month before we were to

begin Gdttmkimmuung. As it was too much to hope that there would be a respite

during that month in order to allow the engineers to get completely familiar with

the workings of the new mixer, it was arranged to move the old gear out of the new
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control room and install it in another room, where it would be operated by another

crew from London. As insurance, the Company decided to keep the second crew in

Vienna for the whole of the first part of Giitterdtimment.ng, which would therefore be

recorded in duplicate: there would be a version from the old equipment on which

RheingoMand Siediied had been recorded, and a version from the new equipment

which was about to be installed.

Six months before we were to start on Gijtterdtintmcntng,I circulatcd to all concerned

a detailed list of the requirements ibr the first period. We had lcarned a l<it ol

lessons from our experiences with Rheingol.d and Sie{rted, but the demands o{

Giittodiimwrung, and the challenge it presented firr an imaginative use of sound,

remained enormous. The following points wefe among the notes:

'Act One. The Norn scene.

I would like us to think about a special sound lor this whole scenc, at lcast on thc

voices: something a bit coloured, empty or doom-laden to fit the opening mood ancl

key of the piece (E flat minor/C flat rninor as opposed to the E nrinor/C major hrr

the same music in SiegfrieQ. This would make a big contrast witlr what is to follow in

the next scene-the Briinnhilde/Siegiiied duet, which we must rnakc as radiant and

focussed as possible. The question is: dare we sustain any sort ofcolorrred sound on

voices for about twenty minutes?

The First Norn will be on the extreme right, the Second Norn cxtrc'lllc lcli and tht:

Third dead centre. There will be no movement, cxcept at the end when the ropt'

breaks, when the ladies must come together in the centre and disappear downwarcls.

(The coming-together, and the lact that they arc supposed to bind themsclvcs

together with the rope, is usually omitted on thc stagc today, presurrtably becarrst:

Wagner allowed only three bars for the whole business.) Shall wt: r:rrt and ntovr:

them to the middle? I'd rather not if you can do it without interruptiort. 
'l 'he 

descent

effect will have to be the same one we used for Erda it Rheingoizi. (Ily the way, all lirll

scores known to me, and most miniatures, wrongly indicate the cntirc first narrativc

as the province of the Third Norn, whereas it obviously belongs to tht: Irirst. It's a

misprint that has never been corrected, and a bad onc.)

Briinnhilde/Waltraute scene. We must get some really beautifirl clistant thunder

(bars 12, 13 ofthird scene). It needs to be beautiful because the scoring is very light

and any defects like rain or birds or traffic will show up hopelessly. As Waltraute

approaches, we can consider replacing Wagner's cues Iiir lightning with the thunder

brought a little closer. Waltraute's off-stage call is a lJlauersaal job, so wc shall necd

to be set up in there. But I've worked out that she has time to get frorn tl.re Blauersaal

over to the main stage in time fcrr her cue with Bri.innhilde, so we shall not need to

interrupt the take.

There is supposed to be a sort of thunderbolt crash just before Briinnhilde leads

Waltraute on. It comes over very heavy orchestration. We must discuss what noisc,

if any, to put in here. And in general, I think we can do some very imaginative sound

treatments to reflect the changing emotions of this magnificent scene, especially at

the end.

End of Act One. The stage horn at the end (before Siegfried comes on) will need no

strengthening with trumpets or anything else if Roland Berger has an early night

and ifwe put him in a separate hall where we can control the sound. But-and this is

important-the passage is tcrribly tiring for Biryit, even with her stamina. Should we

therefcrre consider putting the horn on afterwards?

Now comcs the most difficult of all the effects, which never comes off in the theatre

because in his time Wagncr was asking the impossible, and since it became possible

people havc stopped trying. We should be able to bring it off. All we have to do

is to make Windgassen sound like Fischer-Dieskau gone wrong. The sound of the

disguised Siegfi'ied needs a dark colouration, imparting a baritone timbre to the

tenor, and hzrs nothing to do with echo. At tlrc very end the voice has to revert to

normal whcn he takes off the Tarnhelm, but I suppose we could cut at that point and

disconnect whatever sort o{'magic box you have been using.

Act Two. Ilagcn/Alberich scene. At the end of this scene the voice ofAlberich has to

fade into thc distance and yct retain clarity. (It should be as if he has been speaking

to Hagen in a dream, and the dream is dispersing with the coming of daylight.)

What abrrrrt getting Neidlinger into a vocal box, llke RheingoM, for his last lines, so

that we ceur control both thc quality and the direction ofthe voice? I don't think this

should bc rr convcntional exit at all: the voice should dissolve slowly, and ifwe can

get thc riglrt sort of sound I'd be glad to do without any special directional effect.

[{e's got to vanish aurally, but it rnust not sound like a fade."

'l 'hese 
werc only some t>f thc points in the first sequence of sessions, and in early

january wc bcgan a serics of production mcctings to try and sort them out. What was

vcry rrrur:lr irr rlrr minds was the feeling that we had to do bettn than we had done in

Rheingokl anLl Siegfried, partly because Decca had so unhesitatingly supplied the new

tcchnical installation, and partly because it is never any goodjust to repeat yourself.

There worrlcl incvitably be some people ready to object strenuously about our efforts

to chanse ir tenrrr into a baritr>ne by electronic means at the end of ActOne. It d.oes not

happen h the thealre would doubtless be the phrase thrown at us from certain quarters.
'fhere 

is zlr) answer, however. lt does not happen in the theatre because nobody has

tried to rrrakc it happen; bil lhe idea is in thc score. When the drugged and deceived

Siegfric'd uocs back up thc mountain wearing the Thrnhelm, he is required by Wagner

to adopt tlre guise, stance, 'ttntl uoire of Gunther. (He must sing, according to Wagner's

directions, in a rougher', dccpcr voice.) Wagner helped his tenor as much as possible

by writing thc part as krw as l.re dared, and by avoiding any lyricism in the vocal line;

but I wor-rld hazard a guess, based on a knowledge of Wagner's enthusiasm for any

new and ellective way of'bringing about the ends he desired, that he would have

.jurnped at thc possibility of using a throat microphone if such a thing had existed

in his lifetirno. 
-fhe 

essence of the scene is that the disguised Siegfried must sound

frightening to Ilriinnhilde, and anything which darkens or coarsens or in an ideal

world, krwers the tenor's voice is a step in the right direction. We knew that on a

rccord we could do it: we could, in effect, alter the actual structure of Windgassen's

voice by rearranging thc ovcrt ones in such a way as to impart a baritone timbre.

No transposition of key would be evident on the record. Whatever the purists might

say, we were convinced that Wagner, had he lived to know the possibilities of sound

recording, would have demanded the use of every obtainable modem technique

when it carne to the object ol'conveying his works in a dramatically effective way on

records. (Since the record appeared I have read a number ofexplanations claiming to

show how we did this effect, and not one ofthem has been right.)

The new equiprnent was installed in April 19ti4 and between then and the start of

Gdtterdiimmerung a series of tests and parallel recordings took place. By the time

the artists assembled we knew that the sound coming from the new gear matched
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John Cukhau, Si.r Georg Solti, Wolfgang Wirulgassen

what we had produced in the past, while giving us a flexibility and versatility

which would have been impossible on the old equipment. But, though none of

the artists knew it, our younger colleagues James Lock and John Mordlcr canre

over from their usual location in Geneva and rccorded the whole of the first part

of Giitterdiimmerung on the old equipment just in case an undetected bug got into

the new gear.

We had an excellent trio of Noms to begin the work. It is beyond my comprehension

how some people who otherwise claim to like the Ring still m;urage to iind this scene

boring. It can be boring ifil is badly conducted or badly sung, and one shortld really l-rear

itwith the last triumphant notes of Siegfriedclearly in mind: for it is their antithesis. When

Helen Watts began to sing the first line, we kncw we had grt the sound we wantcd;

and so great an impression did she make that within a day she was surnmoned by von

Karajan to the Venna State Opera and engaged on the spot for the Salzburg festival.

(News spreads quickly in Vienna, via the orchestra of course.) Grace Hoffman was our

Second Nom, and the Finnish soprano Anita Viilkki, who normally sings Brtinnhildc,

appeared as the Third. Nilsson and Windgassen arrived that day, for on the rrext

session they were to start the dawn duet which, with the orchestral interlude known as

Siegfried'sJoumey to the Rhine, concludes the probgue to Act One.

The sessions rolled along on schedule. We were anticipating every possible trouble

and complication, but nothing happened. It was slightly unbelievable. Nilsson and

Windgassen were both in fabulous voice, and our use of the new equipment for an

offstage effect worked perfectly the first time we tried. This was Roland Berger again,

@ 
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playing Siegfried's distant call after he has left Briinnhilde on the mountaintop. The

whole thing-the atmosphere, the working conditions, the morale-was a far cry

from what had been going on in the same place exactly two years earlie4 when

we were struggling against the odds with Siegfried, Act Three. The scene between

Briinnhilde and Waltraute, with Christa Ludwig at the top of her form, went without

incident, and so did the end of Act One, which at this stage was recorded with

Nilsson only, in order to allow us to add Windgassen's transformed voice later on.

Thc gods, it seemed, were with us; and they stayed with us through the final session

of the first period, when Frick and Neidlinger evoked the proper sense ofevil for the

opening scene ofAct Two.

As srxrn as the sessions were over we set to work at once on the editing and effects,

especially the thunder required for the beginning and end of the Waltraute scene.

Of all effects, thunder is the least predictable. Manufactured thunder-i.e., thunder

produced by recording a different sound, like wooden planks being dropped or

broken, and then playing it back at a much slower speed-tends to sound artificial.

C)n the other har.rd, real thunder is often accompanied by heavy rain and other

irrcidental ncrises which would have no place in Gi;tt(.rdiimmentng: one of our very

bcst bits has the unmistakablc sound of a London fire engine in the middle! Out of

itn accumulation of recorded thunder amounting to over one hour, we were only just

able to find the f'ew secr>nds or so we required, including the very distant thunder

which Wagner demands in the interlude between the second and third scenes ofAct

One. On the stage, Briinnhilde is alone on the top of the mountain where Siegfried

had lelt her. She is radiantly happy, awaiting his return; and she is looking at the ring

he gave her. The orchcstra softly plays motives from the third act of Siegfti.ed.,and

fitrn them it is almost possible to read her thoughts and memories of the awakening,

and her love for Sicgfricd. Suddenly, and quite softly, the Valkyrie motive is heard,

together with the sound of distant thunder; she looks up, but returns at once to

tl.re contemplation of the ring. The motive and the thunder herald the coming of

Waltraute, who will impkrre Brtinnhilde to give up the ring.

'.I'her 
music makes perlectly good sense without the thunder, but it adds to the

dramatic tension to have the right kind of thunder in place, which is why Wagner

wrote it in the score. We had to search for hours to find a roll which was distant and

ominous enough, and wc knew it had worked like a charm when, much later, we

played the whole scene to Solti. He was following the score, but when the distant

thunder sounded he looked uo-and out of the window! He was convinced it had

come from outside.

Then we did our translormation of Windgassen, who was baffled but intrigued.

When it was finished, and without saying what we had done, we played the result to

Frick and Neidlinger and asked them to say who they thought was singing opposite

Nilsson. (We admilted that we had done something strange to the male voice.) Frick

thought it might be Hotter, and Neidlinger guessed it was Fischer-Dieskau. When

we told them it was a transfcrrmed Windgassen, they were aghast, and demanded

to hear the scene again. They then wanted to know how it was done, but that was a

secret we were keeping to ourselves.

'I'lre 
knowledge that the first Giitterdiimmerung period had gone so calmly and

successfully made us doubly determined to be ready for the much more complicated

sessions in the autumn. And one particular problem had not been tackled at all.

In the second act of Gdtterdiimmerung, at the point where Hagen summons the



-

Vassals, he blows a call on an instrument which Wagner describes as a steerhorn.

His calls are answered by two other steerhorns deployed offstage right and left,

which soundjust before the full chorus ofVassals bursts on the stage. A month or

two earlier, I had written to Wieland Wagner in Bayrcuth to ask him what type of

instruments he used in his current production and, if they were not the original

instruments as used by Wagner, did he know what had become of those instrurnents

and what they were like? I received no reply, doubtless because Wieland Wagner had

enough problems of his own in getting ready for the I 964 fcstival. I therefore asked

our Munich office to get in touch with him personally and see if an answcr could be

obtained. The reply came quickly by cable: WAGNER SAYS SI'EERHORNS ARE

THREE TROMBONES PI-{YED ON THE STAGE NOT IN THE ORCHESI'RA.

This was the easy way out, but the more we looked at the score the morc it becamc

clear that if fuchard Wagner had wanted trombones, he would have writtcn for

trombones. What he wanted was something to symbolize the primitive powcr of

Hagen: he wanted a coarse, even unmusical, sound (shades of the Rheingokl anvils

again!). A steerhorn, which I took to mean a sort of cow-horn, would make that sort

ofsound; but the problem was notjust to find three instruments, but to find oncs

capable of playing the three notes written by Wagner-C, D Ilzrt, and D. I wrote

tojust about every opera house I could think of where Giitterdiimrnerung had been

produced in the past few years, and from those that replied the answcr was always

the same: we use trombones. Gordon Parry also was convinced that trombones

would make the wrong sound: they would be too smor>th, tcxr civilized, too rnusiczrl

for what Wagner had in mind.

In the summer I went to Bayreuth, and one night I told Wilhelm Pitz, our chorus

mastel about the steerhorn problem. He said he would speak to Wolf'gang Wagner,

who might have the time to look up the files in Wahnfried and find out what his

grandfather had used. Instead, Wolfgang Wagner was able to help us in a much

more practical manner. He made an appointment frrr us with an elderly gcntleman

called Otto Mahler, who turned out to be a professional instrument maker who had

a small workshop near Bayreuth. Mahler remembered the original instruments

well-both the sound they made and what they had looked like. I asked him wlicre

they were, and he said he had seen them carried off by A.rnerican soldiers after

the wat at the time when the occupying troops turned the Festspiclhaus into a

vaudeville theatre. It would have made a nice adventure, but I could not sec Dccca

allowing me to comb the length and breadth of the United States looking for three

purloined steerhorns, so I asked Otto Mahler if he could help us. He was obviously

a dedicated man, and a real craftsman. He had brought along a strange, fat trumpct

the likes of which I had never seen before. He demonstrated it to ne and to Pitz.

playing long blasts on the note C like the Hagen call from Act Tho. I thought it was
just what we wanted: it was coarse and harsh and dark in timbre. But it was not right,

Otto Mahler said. He had brought it along merely to give an idea of what the real

steerhorns from the days of Richard Wagner had sounded like. I then asked him

outright ifhe could make a set of steerhorns for us, and have them ready by October.

He looked a bit shocked, but said he would try. As soon as I got back to London,

I sent him a confirmation that we wanted the instruments. and asked him to start

work on them as soon as he could.

A number of outstanding details had to be cleared up during the summer. One

of them I raised in a letter to Leon Felder in Zurich: "Birds. I expect you will be

as surprised to receive a letter on this subject as I am to find myself writing it. We

have had terrible trouble during the first part of Gijtterdtimmmu'r.g with a colony of

birds nesting in the roof of the Sofiensaal. The creatures begin to sing every time the

orchestra starts, and ifthe music happens to be quiet you can hear them clearly on the

tape. I don't know whether it's the Sofiensaal's responsibility to get rid of them, or ours,

but something will have to be done before we start again. I'd better tell you that we
have tried all the obvious things like firing rifles and putting up scarecrows, but they

are Austrian birds and they like the music. The Sofiensaal cat is a lazy brute, too . . ."

The chirpings had been particularly grotesque in the very quiet music at the beginning

ofAct Two, and as we had never had trouble like this before it was clear that the birds

had sornehow lbund a way to get inside the rafters, between the ceiling of the hall

and the roof. During the summer they were somehow driven out and all the holes

plugged. We had no more birds in the autumn.

Meanwhile, an important development was taking place on the periphery of the

Giitlerd,timrnerung recording. Much earlier in the year, Gordon Parry had come

up with the idea that this recording, bccause it was the largest and longest ever

undertaken by the industry, would make a good subject for a television film. This

scemed a line idea in every respcct but one-which was that we were all too busy

t() copc with sornething which would obviously need a great deal of negotiation

and adrninistration. Mr. I{osengarten thought it was worth investigation, andJack

Boyce, ofour classical promotion department, put out feelers in various directions.

One of the commercial networks showed mild interest at first, but it was eventually

the IIBC, and specifically Hurnphrey Burton, from whom we got the sort of

cnthusiastic response we thought the idea deserved. The whole thing was to be a

co-production betwecn the BBC and Radio Austria, and it was conceived as a sixty-

rninute dr>curnentary to be called The Gol.den Ring. From the start, the idea was

that Radio Austria would provide a unit oftechnicians and OB (outside broadcast)

cameras, using video tape, while the BBC would provide a 16-mm sound-on-

Iilm carnera unit, a separate sound unit, and the film's producer, who was to be

I:lumphrey Burton. It was envisaged that the finished film would be dubbed into

various languages in addition to the basic versions in English and German.

The negotiations proved a nightmare. T'hey started in the early spring, and by

thc end of the summer were no nearer an acceptable solution. It had at least

been agreed that, if the thing happened at all, the best period would be the last,

for it contained the more spectacular parts of Act Two and the final scene of

Giitterdiirnmerury4. Thc Austrians had therefore reserved a unit to cover the period

from November l5 onwards, but in the late summer they wrote to Burton to say

that unless all outstanding rnatters could be immediately resolved they would

have to withdraw tlie facilities, which were in demand for another project. The

curse seemed to be working again, and when we set out for Vienna to record the

last tlrree sections of Giitterdiimmerung, nobody knew whether there would be a

television film or not.

Willrelm Pitz, who was to prepare Ihe Gijtterdtimnerungchorts for us, is a charming

man and to my mind the greatest chorus master in the world. To watch him at work

is not only a lesson in choral training, but a study in psychology. An uninformed

observer might be excused for thinking that Pitz was not earning his money, for he

infrequently raises his voice and his manner is always subdued. But by the time he

has finished with a chorus, one need have no doubt about the result. He knows how

to reveal whatever good qualities any particular chorus has; and he knows how to

minimize its weaknesses. He is a very great choral trainer.

We had had many discussions about the size of the chorus for Act Two, and Gordon
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was pressing for a decision in order to arrange the microphone setup. I wrote to him

in Vienna on September 25: I have been looking up the long and rather involved

correspondence between Pitz, Felder and myself ot the Giitterdrintment,n,g chorus,

and the final conclusion was that at its mirximum strength for Act Two it would

consist of 90 people, comprising seventy male and twenty lemale voices. I know

this is a lot smaller than the figure we originally discussed, but Pitz has pretty well

convinced me that he can do a betterjob with 90 picked voices than with a rnass of

200 nondescript voices. He obviously knows what he is doing, and he has arnple

rehearsal time at the beginning of October to sclect the voiccs he wants. So allow

room for 90 on the stage unless you hear otherwise.

This time, however, Pitz did change his mind, and after onc or two rchcarsals hc

rang me to request permission to increase the size of the chorus to onc hundrecl rnen

and thirty women. I did some cunning rescheduling, and figured that with any luck

we might be able to eliminate one chorus session altogetheq thus avoiding any extra

expense for the larger chorus. Zurich had no ob.jection, so we went ahead.

About that time I received a letter from C)tto Mahler enclosinq a photograph of thc

steerhorns he had made. He had plzryed theln to Wieland Wagneq who wrote hinr

a charming note on September I to say that he was very plcascd with the rcsult.

Wagner said he found the sound interesting, original, and even rather flightcning. In

his letter to me, Mahler added that it had becn a nerve-racking and timc consuming

task, " ...but now I am pleased to have been ablc to sinrulatc complct.cly thc sound

of a roaring bull on these horns. I have spared no effrrrt to prodrrce somethine

completely unique for your Vienna recordings... " 'l 'he 
instrunrents wcre :rlready

on their way to Vienna; but in the meantime our old l'riend Mr>rris Srnitli, thcr

orchestral manager at Covent Garden, revealed that he too could put his hzLnd on a

set of instruments which had been used at one time or arothcr in ()iillertlihn.nLentn44

productions at the Royal Opera House. I askcd perrnission to borrow thesc as werll,

for although they were not true steerhorns, I felt they rnight comc in handy in

bolstering and assisting the tone of the new Bayreuth instrurnents. Morris Snrith was

coming to Vienna anyway to see some of tlie ()iitterdiinmLenng sessions, and willingly

gave us permission to borrow the horns.

The period immediately befcrre the second sequencc was lrantic. When I ardved in

Vienna the choral rehearsals were in full swing, and C)tto Mahlcr's instrumcnts had

arrived. They were being tried by various players using all sorts o[ mouth pieces,

and the sound they made was just what we wanted. Never again would any ol us bc

able to hear that passage from Act Two played in the theatre by trombones without

fuming at such careless disregard of Wagner's intentions. (And in case any()ne

imagines that record companies have more money to spend than opcra houses, it

is worth mentioning that the cost of the instruments was modest, and would be a

pittance for any opera house with a large enough budget to stage Giitterdlirnrnmng at

all.) We sent a congratulatory telegram to Otto Mahler.

Benjamin Britten was in Vienna, rehearsing with lstviin Kertdsz and the

Philharmonic for a performance of the War Requiem which was to take place two

days before Gdtterdiimmerungresumed. We had promised to install our closed-circuit

television equipment in the Musikvereinssaal so that the distant boys' chorus would

make its proper effect, which it did; though any such extramural activity adds a

great deal to the strain of preparation. Leontyne Price was passing through Vienna,

full of her forthcoming engagement at Covent Garden for the Visconti production

of Troaatare. Little did we think, in wishing her good luck, that within a month she,

who had rrothing whatsoever to do with Giitterdlimmerung,wo:uld unwittingly almost

bring us to a halt.

The list of special requircments for the autumn sessions ran to six closely typed

foolscap pages, and every point refcrred to a specific demand by Wagner. The more

one studies his scorcs, the more one realises what a master of stagecraft he was, and

it mattered very much to hinr that his ideas should be followed. We ran a series of

tests to get ellective positions for the various offstage horn calls, for they are not

mcant to sound all the same. (1'he steerhorn near the opening of Act Three is not

the satne sound as the steerhorns in Act Tho.) Admittedly, these are minor points,

but they are curnulative in their effbct on the whole design. It is precisely because

the work is so huge and dernanding that one should not pass lightly over any detail.

While work progressed srnoothly on the Gibichuns scene which would complete

Act C)nc, and on the rclativcly easy scene from Act Three in which Sieg{ried narrates

the events of his life to Hagen, we were planning for the big choral episodes to

comc, and for the extraordinary, brief solo scene fbr Gutrune which follows the

furrer:rl rnarch. That sccne is a minor mastcrpiece in itself. Although it runs for only

two rninutes and thirty-three seconds, it is not only a point ofbalance and repose

within the stru(iture of the act, but also the source of some potent images for the

audience. We hzrve lieard nothing of Briinnhilde since the vengeance trio at the end

of Act 
'IVo. 

Siegtiied, after his encounter with the Rhinemaidens, has been slain by

Haecn on thc banks of thc llhine, and his body is being borne back to the Gibichung

Ilall to the thunderr>us accompaniment of the funeral music. Then follows the

short (lutrunc scene. She is alone in the vast hall, and she is frightened. Wagner's

scoring, alter the richness of the funeral march, drops to the minimum, pointing the

atnrosphere in the dark and empty hall where Gutrune wanders. Was it Siegfried's

horn slie lieard in the night? She thought she heard Siegfried's horse neighing, and

a bitter laugh from Briinnhilde's r(x)m awakened her. Was it a nightmare, or did it

happcn? Shc had seen a ligure wandering down to the shore ofthe riven and it must

have been Briinnhilde, for hcr room is empty.

Then, into this dcsolzite scene breaks the triurnphant Hagen, calling for lights and

Ilanring torches to reveal the body of thc dead hero to his betrothed. It is a brief,

rnasterly, indispensable scene, and we sought to convey the loneliness and helplessness

of Gutrune by placing her in an acoustic indicative of the emptiness around her We

rchcarsed Claire Watson lbr hours in this scene, until she knew her movements by

heart. Shc is a finc actress, and the note of fear she was able to induce in her voice

was caught and heightencd by the open acoustic we had decided to use. It was an

exceedingly tricky scene to bring off successfully, but in the end we were pleased

rvith it. (It is worth rnentioning that in the 1965 production of Gi)ttndlimmmtngat

Bayreuth, Wieland Wagrer cut the scene altogether, presumably with the agreement

r>f the conductor, Karl Bcihm, and procceded directly from the end of the funeral

rnarch to the entry of Hagen in the final scene, thus saving two minutes and thirty-

three seconds in a work that runs for two hundred and sixty-five minutes. It is

staggering enough that Wieland Wagner could not see the point of the scene within

the structurc of GdtttrdrirLmerung, it is even more staggering that his conductor agreed

to such a cut. I can imagine what Knappertsbusch would have said.)

For the opening scene ofAct Three we had acquired a splendid trio ofRhinemaidens:

Lucia Popp, GwynethJones, and Maureen Guy. The latter pair came from Covent

Garden. and were to arrive in Vienna on November 3 for sessions on November 4 and

5. On the evening of November 2, when we had just finished the scene where Siegfried
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is killed, Solti received an urgent telephone call from Sir David Webstel the general

administrator of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, to say that Leontyne Price

hadjust cancelled her engagement for the new Troaatore. Giulini and Visconti were

already in London and expecting to start rehearsals for the production immediately,

and both had decreed that Gwl,neth Jones was the only acceptable replacement for

the indisposed Price. It was therefore imperative for us to release Jones from her

Giitterdiimnlerungcontract and try to find a replacement Rhinemaiden in Vienna.

It was a tricky position for Solti. He wanted Gwyneth Jones in Gdtterdtimmerung as

badly as I did, but he was musical director ofCovent Garden and owed an allegiance

to his own house in a time of crisis. I went over to the State Opera in Vienna to find

out who might be available to take over the part of Wellgunde at short notice, but

there was no one of any consequence available, and it was far too late

to start digging around Europe. I also knew that alternative

dates were not acceptable to the other two singers, for

they both had immediate engagements outside

Vienna. I told Solti we could not release Gwyneth

Jones. We would guarantee her return by

some means or other on the evening of

November 5, which would mean that for

two days Giulini and Visconti would

have to manage without her. I also rang

Gwyneth herself in London and said

that while we all appreciated what a

break the Trouatore was going to be for

her, she would bring Gdttnfuimmenrng

to a grinding halt if she did not come

to Vienna. She said she would come-

after all, there was plenty of Trouatore

to keep the others busy for two days

without her.

They turned out to be a splendidly

matched trio, and by the middle of

the session on November 5, I knew that

the scene would be finished in time. We

had a car waiting to take our London-bound

Rhinemaidens to the airport as soon as they had

finished, though the girls could get back that evening

only by flying on three different airlines and changing

planes twice.Just as the last notes were ringing out we received

yet been approached, so would I please get their agreement?

In the event, it was not at all difficult, for no money was involved. Any of the

principals could have sabotaged the whole idea by insisting on pal.rnent, but as I

was in the pleasant position of being able to say that nobody in the cast was going to

be paid, and that by refusing to appear an artist would be denying himself or herself

the most valuable sort of publicity, there was very little argument. It was also made

clear to everyone that absolutely nothing would be specially "staged" for television,

and they were requested to try to ignore the cameras as much as possible.

This was thc essence of Humphrey Burton's idea for The Goldm Ring, and it was a
qood one. When the idea was first discussed in the spring I had been nervous ofthe

amount of time we might lose through having camera units all over

the place; and the engineers had been worried lest the noise

of the cameras and the sound of their movements might

interfere with the recording. At that stage, Burton

was thinking of having three special TV sessions

after we had finished Gdtterdiimrnmmg, and

on those three sessions all of us-artists.

orchestra, and staff-would pretend to be

making the recording we had in fact

already made. This scheme was quickly

dropped. It might have been possible

for the artists, but our side of it would

have looked hopelessly unrea.l. What

Burton really wanted to get into his

film was the urgency and tension of

a big session, and that is something

which you cannot possibly contrive at

will. It became clear to all of us that

his film would have to be made on the

spot during actual sessions; and ifthere

was technical interference, we would

have lo f ind a way around i t .

Filming was to begin on November 15, at the

start of our final, and heaviest, Giitterdiimmmtng

period. Burton arrived from London with his

camera crew and a sound unit: the Austrians. with

their big cameras, had already started their installation

in the Sofiensaal. (The Austrian cameras were recording their

,\l

Gotltob frich.

a cable from Sir David Webster: WE WOULD APPRECIAIE TFIE
RETURN OF GWYNETHJONES AND MAUREEN GUY AS SPEEDILY AS
POSSIBLE. The following reply went back to him by return: WEIALAI-A. STOP
TWO RHEINMAIDENS T-A.ST SEEN SWIMMING YOUR DIRECTION
WITH FAVOURABLE CURRENT GREETINGS HAGEN CUI,SHAW AND
ALBERICH SOLTI.

Suddenly, all the obstacles that had been in the way of the television programme

seemed to vanish overnight. A series of summit meetings in London, Zurich,

and, so far as the BBC and Radio Austria were concerned, Vienna, resolved all

the problems but one, which was planted neatly in my lap. The artists had not

material on video tape machines located in a control van outside the

hall. You can play back video tape in a similar way to audio iape, so that from time

to time, when there was a moment to spare, we were able to see what material the

Austrians had got. The BBC unit was using l6-mm film, and was therefore much

more mobile: it concentrated on the scenes at the airport, in the flat, in Solti's hotel,

and in the city of Vienna itself.)

We had occasion to call for help from Adolf Krypl as soon as the BBC unit arrived,

for someone at the London end had forgotten to obtain any import permits for the

equipment, and the entire crew became stuck in the airport. Krypl went off in his

car and worked another miracle on behalf of the BBC, while the Austrians, back

in the hall, were rigging up the powerful lights which would be required for the
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cameras they were using. As stxrn as I saw them I thought we werc in fol trouble,

for I remembered the time when some cornparatively innocuous lights were

fitted up for some still photography we required, and the orchestra had protested

vehemently: the lights were too dazzling, and it wzrs impossible to read the music.

I had warned the TV people about this problem, and had been told it would be

possible to "bounce" the light off the ceiling, in which case nobody t:ould complain

about dazzle; but for some reason which I did not clearly understand it now seemed

that "bouncing" would not work. It would have to be direct light, shinine almost

stra ight  down towards the music ians.

I felt sure I knew what was going to happen. At the very beginning of orrr next

and most complicated session, involving orchestra, full chorus, soloists, and ollistage

steerhorns, there would be a riot in the orchestra because of the lights and we rvould

lose anything up to half an hour bcfore settling the matter one way or the other.

We simply could not afford that risk, and so I got on the telephone and asked the

Philharmonic to send down some members of its governing committce to dccidc

there and then whether the lights were acceptable or not. II'they were, well and

good-and the committee would have decided in licu of the orchcstra; if tliey were

not, the TV people still had the next morning to think up zrnother rnethod ol'

lighting the hall.

In the end, we developed a very amicable relationship with tlie 
'l 'V 

crews, both

Austrian and British; but at the beginning it was very liard to make thenr understand

that they were, so to speak, guests at a party, and that the rccording had to takc:

precedence over everything else. We told thern we woulcl give thenr every possitrle

cooperation, but they must understand that nothing could cver slop frrr thc sake of

TV, whereas TV would have to stop instantly if it ever interfered with our work.

They were not used to such conditions and lor the first day or two the atrnosphere

was a bit frigid. But as they began to understand the pressure under whicli we were

working, and as the results ofthe video tape playbacks showed tliat thc tension ol'

the occasion was being captured visually, they quickly settlcd down to thc conditions.

We had made one ruling from the start, and that was that thtl recorded rnusic should

be taken from our "lines"-i.e., that it would be orrr sound, not theirs. We wcrc all

aware that the sound reproduction on the average honie'l'V set is apJr:rllirrg, but

we still wanted olur balance to be established on the prograrnrne. Evcn so, the wliole

Sofiensaal was grotesquely wired for sound. Onc of thc BBC units was concenred

solely with random sounds and conversatiorrs, and we had agreed to wire up all

microphones and telephones in the control roorn so that they wcrc pcrmancntly

live, and the BBC sound unit was able to pick up everytliing we said, whether or

not an on-off button had been pressed. This was alarming, but they promised to use

discretion in the selectior ofmaterial, and I am relieved to say that thcy did. Things

often get said in the control roorn which are not for public ears.

In the ten days between the second and the last sequences of Giitterdtitntnerlrrgwe

edited the Gibichung scene and so completed the long first act which had mostly

been recorded in the spring. The result was more than encouraging. Windgassen

was, if anything, in better voice than he had been during Siegfried, Claire Watson

was a charmingly pure and feminine Gutrune, Frick as Hagen was the ernbodiment

of evil, and Fischer-Dieskau as Gunther surpassed even our cxpcctations. Indeed,

if there was any doubt at all at this stage, it concerned the question of dramatic

balance. Was the performance of Gunther too strong, too powerful? None of us

really thought so, but we made a mental note to watch this point in the big scenes

lrom the second and third acts which lay ahead. In any case, it would only invoive

a frank discussion with Fischer Dieskau, whose intelligence and instinct for what is

drarnatically right would lead hirn to adjust any such emphasis at once. As it turned

out, his pcrfolmance was a nasterpiece of dramatic gradation. Gunther's nobility,

his standing as a king, is maintained right up to the moment in the second act when,

with a fcarful conscience, he recalls that he swore blood brotherhood with Siegfried.

His moral breakdown fron that moment until he is killed by Hagen is all the more

terrible becausc his wcakness has not been evident fiom the start. It is a performance

that still grows in st:rture irnd tragedy every time I hear it.

'l 
he first day of the final uroup of sessions was pandemonium. It was the big choral

session firrrn Ac1 Tho, the scene where Hagcn summons his private army, and we

were taking it up to the moment when Gunther arrives with Briinnhilde on his

arrn. It is a marvellous sr:ene, but full of traps. It needs a huge choral sound and

zrn orchestral sound to match: big, Ioud, rich, and clear. Hagen's voice has to come

throLrgh this texture, and it is the scene where the steerhorns are involved.

We placed the two ofl'st:rge steerhorns in the Blauersaal with closed-circuit television.

Anothcr pl;rycr', with lhc C steerhorn, was to stand on the main stage next to Hagen

and bkrw the note whenever indicated in the score. We called the players down for

a rnornins rehearsal, to find the hall crawling with television people. There were

carnerers :rnd cables everywhere. To make the recording, we had a staffoffive; but at

one point the cr>mbined fcrrccs of the BBC and Austrian TV amounted to more than

f<rrty. It was all very disturbing, and more than once that morning I cursed the day

that the tclevision idea was borrr.

'[ 'he 
session was to begin at three. Although I had had clearance from the

Philharmonic's governing committee, I was still apprehensive about the orchestra

and the liahts-after all, a disputc between the orchestra and its own committee

tnuld still waste valuablc tinre. But Professors Wobisch, Strasser, and Barylli had

done their work well, and there was not so ntuch as a murmur; on the contrary,

sevctrl nrusicians commented on how much easier it was to read the music. With

the Vienna Philharmonic, it is never safe to predict anything; and surrounded by a

battery of carncras, the players were on their best behaviour.

We started on time. This was the most anxious moment for Humphrey Burton, for I

had told him not to let the Austrians switch on their cameras until we gave a signal.

We wanted to have normal conditions until we were sure that our own equipment

was working properly, alier which we would let the TV people start their machines;

and if the camcras rnade a noise, that would be the end of TV filming, for that

session, ernyway.

The camcrzrs wcre switchcd on, and everyone listened intently. There was not

a sound. They could nake their film "live," and we could get on with finishing

Gdtttrdlimmmtng.It was a great session.

By this time Birgit Nilsson was back with us again, and in splendid voice. We hadbeen

thrilled with her work in the first act during the spring and, as usual, what impressed

ns scr much was that she had again rethought and reworked the Gi;ttffdiitntnerung

Briinnhilde, changing an inflection here or a piece ofphrasing there, so that what

she was recording was notjust a carbon copy ofevery other performance she had

ever given. This has been true of everything Nilsson has done for Decca, and it is an

admirable trait. After a1l, as the world's leadins Briinnhilde and Isolde, she has no
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need to change and rethink anything at all; but she does so, constantly, because she

is a very intelligent artist.

It is not easy to get close to her. Professionally, she is very easy to work with and

will consider any suggestion you care to put up. Socially, she is great fun and loves a

party. But the personal warmth one felt with Flagstad is somehow missing, and it is

hard to gain her trust. I have the deepest admiration for her voice, her artistry, her

intelligence, her sense of humour, and her incredible stamina, but I still don't know,

after all the success she has had in our Ring, whether she thinks the records are ;rny

good or not.

Because ofher broad sense ofhumour, and because ofthe intcnsity she puts into her

work, it had become a tradition to play ajoke on her during any opera we recorded.

She looked forward to this, and tried to anticipate what we were up to. As soon as

she arrived in Vienna for the last part of Giitterdiimmerung shebcgan to try to find out

what we had planned; for she remembered that nothing had happened in the spring.

There is a moment towards the end of the Imrnolation scene when Ilriinnhilde calls

for her horse Grane, on which she will shortly ride into Sieg{ried's funeral pyre, and

we decided to produce a live Grane at that moment. (Adolf Krypl knew a man who

had a horse, etc.) I was worried in case the sound ofthe orchestra, which is extrcnrely

loud, might cause the horse to panic, so we arranged a couple ol'rehearsals durins

which the music of the Immolation scene was played at deafening strength ovcr

loudspeakers in the hall, while the horse, which had had to climb a lot o[stairs to get

into the hall at all, was led backwards and forwards across the stage by its owner. On

the first occasion it seemed nervous and disturbed, and kept pawing thc ground with

one of its front legs; I began to think we had better drop the idea. On thc second

occasion it remembered that we had all got pockets full ofsugar, and took no noticcr

at all of the music. When it came to the day, we had arranged an elaborate systcm

ofsignals to the street below, so that the horse need only enter the lizrll at the last

moment, and so might be spared any last-minute attack of stage fright.

We need not have worried. None of us knew very much about horses, but we had

reckoned without our horse. It knew exactly what to do, and that it wzrs the centle

of attention. As Nilsson sang the cue " Grane, mein Ross!' the wing drxrrs of tlre stage

opened and our Grane trotted out, tail up, in complete command of the situation.

Nilsson almost fell over with surprise, and the orchestra cheered. By the time we had

got the horse offthe stage and restarted the take, we had lost exactly fifty seconds

on this whole incident, but we had gained enormously in a different scnse: for there

are times when it is necessary to lower the temperature in order to makc it rise

even higher. You cannot sustain the pitch of intensity required by Giitterdiimnnrung

without, once in a while, doing something preposterous and even childish. This is

why, in the theatre, artists involved in long rehearsals for productions of thc Rlzlg get

up to pranks which they would never need to think of if they were preparing, say,

Tosca.ltis a form ofsafety valve, though I do not expect anyone to understand this

except those who have been exposed to such powerful music hour after hour, day

after day, and night after night.

Everyone was afraid of the Immolation scene. It had to be the clirnax not only of

Giittndiimmerungbut of the whole cycle. By some means we had to make the sound

richer and larger than anything in the rest of the work, and we seemed already to

have reached the limit of what was possible with the end of the second act. The really

big problems arise after Brtinnhilde has sung her last lines, for it is a qucstion of

balancing the huge orchestra so that the last, miraculous intertwining of the motives
can be heard clearly and with the utmost beauty of sound. This is no occasion for
tricks. We took refuge in one of the basic principles of recording-the fact that if the
sound in the hall is correct, and with the right positioning ofmicrophones, the sound

on the record will also be correct. Solti worked on every section ofthe orchestra in
turn, buildine the layers of sound, explaining the need fcrr clarity in the basses, and

searching for the ideal balance in the brass department. (We experimented with
various orchestral deployments betwcen trumpets and trombones and Wagner
tubas belirre {indins onc which enabled all sections to give the maximum sonority

without forcing the tone.) In the end we recorded five different versions of the last
five rninrrtes of Giitterdrintmerung, and spent the evening analysing the results with
Solti. We were on the brink of what we wanted, but it had not yet been achieved. On
the final session, we would get what we all hoped for.

I had not told Solti of my intention to superimpose the sound of the collapse of
the Gibichung llall, because only a short time before we had had one of our few
professional disagreements over a rather similar matter. At the moment just before
Rriinnhilde's entrance in Act Three there is a stage direction by Wagner to cover
the moment whcn Hagen, having slain Gunther, attempts to take the ring from
Siegfried's finger. The dead arm rises, and Hagen falls back with a cry of horror;

tlre wornen cry out with fear.'l 'hen Briinnhilde enters with theline"Schweigtrures

JarLrncrs.jauthzenden Schwalll' ("Cease your cries of griefl"), and these words make

nonsense unless someone has uttered a cry of some sort. For some reason Solti
was zrgainst any sound at that point, possibly because he felt it might interfere with
the hushed music that accompanies Briinnhilde's entrance. At the time we had
more urgent things to worry about, so I determined to add the sound of the cries
alierwards. (l felt sure thai Solti would accept the point as dramatically valid once
he had heard it done properly, and this turned out to be true, although he still does
not let his singcrs do it in a stage production.)

With the idea r>f the collapse of the Gibichung Hall I was on somewhat less secure

ground. First of all, none of us had the slightest idea how to do it convincingly; and
sccond, it was not indicatcd as a noi^se in the score. There was equally no reason why
Wagncr should have thought of mentioning it as a noise, for in demanding what
arnt>unted to thc collapse of a substantial stage set he was assured of any amount
of noise by the nature of the requirement. (The Covent Garden production after
the war used to bc cspecially effective at this moment, for the great pillars of the
ancestral home really did come t<,rppling down in huge segments; and even in the
l95l Bayreuth production the noise on our unissued recordingis quite spectacular.)

We erperimcnted lbr days to get a convincing sound, but nothing seemed to work.

We tried thunder, forwards and backwards; we tried dropping healy objects and
then adjusting the playback speed to alter the sound. Each one of us could hear
in his own rnind the right sort of sound to go with the music, but nothing we tried

was acceptable. We had reached the point of deciding to omit the noise altogether
and admit defeat when Jimmy Brown, on his way home one night, heard on his
car radio what he swore was the perfect sound for the collapse of the Gibichung
Hall. He imrnediately got in touch with the German radio station responsible for the

programme and begged to borrow the tape. The rest of us remained doubtful, but
several days laterJimmy arrived with a short piece of tape supplied by the station,
and an hour or two later played us the result of his labour. It was perfect. I doubt
if we would ever have succeeded in making up a sound which was so effective,

dramatically speaking, yet which somehow did not disturb the flow and power of

the music. Solti did not hear it until months later at a playback in London, and I was
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expecting an objection from him-for it is the only case in the entire fifzg recording

where we incorporated something that is merely im.pliedby Wagner. 1b my great joy

Solti liked it, and agreed that some nonmusical sound can be justiiied, dramatically,

at that moment.

We were coming to the end of the schedule. The television people, whose existence

we had virtually ceased to notice in the pressure ofwork, were excited by the material

theywere getting. Burton was already talking about a ninety-rninute film in place ofhis

original conception of sixty minutes. The artists had coopcrated splendidly by giving

interviews about Wagner in general and Gdtterdiimmmtng in particular. Only Fischer-

Dieskau, it seemed, was unwilling to be interuiewed, and one day Burton canle to

see me to ask if I would intercede to persuade him. I said I knew that he loathed

interviews, but that I would try. He was reluctant, but finally agreed on condition that it

would take place privately in our apartment; and it was during that interview, when he

was asked how he saw Giitterfuimmerung, that he described it. rernarkably as "a farnily

tragedy." His portrayal ofGunther certainly fits that conception.

We said our farewells to Fischer-Dieskau and to Windgassen, and came to thc last

session. At this point every note of Gijttndiimmmtng had been recorded, but thert'

were six unsatisfactory sections which constituted essential rcmakcs. As therc was

no possibility ofovertime on that session, and no hope ofcontinuing the next day, I

prepared a schedule for Solti which would show him exactly what had to be dono, in

what ordel and within what time. It is the only way, f<rr otherwisc too much tirnt is

unwittingly spent on the first pieces on the list, while the last pieces never get nratlt'

at all. The list went as follows:

like people possessed, to get the opera strung togethe4 however roughly, and hear how

it came over in a complete pedormance. Also, we were working to a deadline, as I had

to leave to meet Mr. Rosengaften in Geneva in early December. Although we had not

really recovered from the sessions, we worked from early morning until late into the

night, day after day, assembling the second and third acts; and the day before I was to

leave for Switzerland, we had our first playback to ourselves. It was the most foolish

thing we evcr did, fcrr we had had to<; much of Giitterdiimmeruryg. Our ears were tired,

and we had all spent far too long in a small and smoky room. At the end of the first act,

Gordon said: "lt's no darnn good. It doesn't work. We've messed it up." At the end of

the second act, we were all in the deepest gloom and almost inclined not to play the

third. But we did, on the pretext of getting a timing, and at the end we were convinced

it was a disaster. Each one of us, in his different way, felt he had failed in the challenge

of his life, and I went off to Switzerland the next moming in the blackest mood of my

career. At that stage, nothing would have convinced any ofus that we might be wrong.

Tb make things worse, wc had gone badly over the budget, which was why I had

been summoned to Geneva. I don't think that Mr. Rosengarten, who knows me very

wcll, had the least idca how I felt that day; for although I dislike exceeding a budget

in any circurnstance, it is doubly appalling to have done so and yet be convinced that

the result is poor. I did not tell him that; I could not. Decca had equipped us with

everything we asked lirr from the very inception of Gijttsrdiimmerung. We had a brand

new technical installation, and a flawless cast; we had worked without intrusion or

obstruction and had been helped by the administration all along the line; and yet it

seemed certain that we had let Decca down, and were about to deliver something

tlrat was n<rt orrly vastly more expensive than Rheingol.dor Siegfried,butvastly inferior

to them as well. I could not think how it had happened, except that somehow we

must have become complacent and oblivious to the standards we had set ourselves in

the past.

And yet ... on the way back to London, I wondered ifit could possibly be as bad as we

thought. If one rnan lras absolute authority on a session, to the extent that an1'thing

or everything hc wants must be produced, it can be very serious indeed if his ears

or his judgnent go wrong. But that was not the way we worked, and it simply did

n()t seem likcly to nre that five of us could simultaneously take leave of our senses

arrd prcrduce a tholotrghly bad record <tf Giitterdiimmmtry. Someone on the crew

woLrld surely have rcbelled; for although the producer is responsible for what money

is spent and hr>w the time is allocated, we have always worked in a very democratic

way and encouraged any sort of constructive criticism from any quartet no matter

how humble.

When I got back to London, I rang Gordon in Vienna at once, with the single

request that neither he nor anyone else on the crew should say a word about our

rnisgivings until after the final editing had been done. I felt we all needed time and

a change crf atmosphere before corning back Lo Gi;tterdiimrnerung, and there was

Christmas ahead. So we made a plan to return to Vienna on Boxing Day, absolutely

incognito, in order to finish the rest of the editing-and there was much to do-in

peace and quiet. Had the orchestra known of my return, there would have been

dozens of telephone calls and interruptions by visitors, so we vowed to make it a

secret, and to put Giitterdlimmerung ouL of our minds until then.

When we got back to Vienna after Christmas we knew as soon as we played the first

tape that we had been utterly wrong. The thing sounded fabulous. Now, refreshed

by the break and with no interruptions, we worked long and pleasurable hours

TIME MUSIC

1500 Third Act. Section 'A'

1510 Second Act. Section "A'

1525 Third Act. Section "B"

1610 First Act. Section 'A'

1635 Interz,al

1700 Third Act. Section "C"

1745 Third Act. Section "D"

End ofSession

NOl'B,S

Rehcarsc/Rercord

Rehearsc: 20 mins.

Record:  l0 r r t ins.

Rehealsc/llecord.

The end of the Immolation scene was ringing out for the last timc. The television

carneras zoomed in toward Birgit Nilsson on the stage as she sang the final lincs,

andwhen, later, we saw that part of the film we were all greatly moved. C)ut there,

in the cold lights of the studio, without stage costume and with only thc prosceniurn

curtains as a background, she seemed to become Briinnhilde, so caught up was

she in the emotion and the music. Somehow that mornent seemed to justify tht:

methods we had slowly evolved during all the sightless hours in the control room,

and we loved her for it.

Itwas ovet and we could not quite believe it. We had some charnpagne with Nilsson and

Solti, and we drank to Walkiire utd the eventual completion of the Rizg. Then rve did

something utterly idiotic.

We had been working on Gdtterdiimmmtng on and o{1, since May. We had just

completed the most strenuous part of the recording. Instead of taking a break fiom it,

even if only for a day or two, we plunged at once into the rest of the editing, rvorking
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re-editing and correcting and putting in the effects which we had omitted on the

sessions to save time. Each day brought a new revelation of superb conducting, or

playing, or singing, and this time we knew we were not fooling ourselves.

The New Year is a great period for celebration in Vienna, for there is the famous

Vienna Philharmonic New Year Concert, conducted by Willi Boskovsky, and there

is always a ball in the Sofiensaa.l. We kept away from both; indeed, we hardly left

the control room except to go up to the apartmcnt to eat and slecp. l)ay by day, the

master tape was growing, and we fixed onJanuary 8 as the day for the final playback,

when we would reveal ourselves and invite our friends from the Philharrnonic. Work

was progressing so well and with such a result that onc evening carly in January we

decided to go out for dinner fcrr the first time since our arrival. We went to a modcst

restaurant where we were unlikely to meet anyone we knew, :rnd indced we did

not meet anyone at all; but the next morning the telephone rang early, and it was

Professor Wobisch. "You think you can keep a secret from me?" hc said. "Not in

Vienna," I told him, "but how did you know we were here?" "C)h," he said, "it's in

the paper this morning that you were all seen at a restaurant last night." It could

not happen in any other big city in the world, but it happ<.ns all the time in Vienna.

For the playback onJanuary 8 we invited as many ofour Philharrnonic friends as

we could accommodate. I have never looked forward as much to any playback, for

by now the depression of a month ago had completely gonc. We had spent thc last

few days adding a few remaining effects: Hagen smashing the drinking horn fi'om

which Siegfried and Gunther have drunk bkrod brotherhrxrd in Act C)ne; SiegfritxJ's

gasp when Hagen strikes him dead in Act Three; and thc noise ol'the collapse o[ ther

Gibichung Hall as Brtinnhilde rides into the funeral pyrc.

I did not follow the score during the playback. I knew that the tapcs contained all

the best matelial we had made, and now it was time just to listen, zurd get involved

again in the drama of Giittodiimmerung in the way that we intcnded thc listcner at

home to get involved. The lirst act, although it runs frrr over two hours, seemed to

go in a flash; and, as Andrew Porter had once said about Rftelzgrld, one seerned to be

arnong the actual characters, rather than listening to a group ofbrilliant pcrformcrs.

Towards the end, our trick of turning Siegfried into the false Gunther worked otrt

in its contextjust as I had hoped: the shock came not so rnuch with thc first line as

with the last, when Siegfried, having removed the Thrnhehn, revcrts to his nonnal

tenor vorce.

The great span ofAct Two seemed perfectly proportioned: the dark beginning, the

excitement ofthe big choral scene, the tension of the passage when Briirrnhilde sees

the ring on Siegfried's finger and knows she has been betraycd, and, above all, the

final vengeance trio. In all the years, it seemed that we had never had such conducting,

and such superb orchestral playing. And it was notjust good prolessional playing

of the kind which one has a right to expect lrom any major orchestra. Much rnore

than that, it was infused with that special intuitive, indefinable quality which is the

hallmark of the Vienna Philharmonic, and the Vienna Philharmonic alone. 
'I'here

is a moment in Act Tho, shortly after Gunther appears with Briinnhildc, whcn the

violins quietly enter with Gutrune's theme; and the way they enter, the way the

bows are placed on the strings, the sweetness of tone, the phlasing with its slight but

unanimous rubato and portamento-all this adds up to something which can neither

be calculated nor taught. It is the result of tradition in the very best sense of that

word: it is instinctive musicianship, and it gets to the heart of the music. Time and

time again this sort of detail added its magical touch to the performance. I do not

think there is a sound in the world so magisterial, and yet so tragic in character, as

that of the Vienna Philharmonic horns as they remind Gunther of the oath he once

took u'ith Sicgfricd. Thc tone speaks so directly and with such emotional power that

it almost becomes articulate and makes the words rcdundant.

Lateq when the last chord ofthe third act had finally died away, we sat in silence that

was not contrived. The impact of the gleat work, and the sense of involvement in it

u,]rich each of us in that small audience had felt, was too intense to lead anyone to

spcak fcrr a whilc. Finally, Roland Berger got up. He said, "There's nothing to say, is

there? It's unbelievable. I think we all necd a drink..."

Thc playback in thc London studio a month later was no less remarkable in its

cffcct, this timc on peoplc who had not heard a note of the recording before.

I had explaincd to the sales and promotion people that before deciding to place

Giilterdiinmcrung r>n twelve sides we had {dven serious thought to the possibility of

ter]. It is divisible,just, over ten sides, but sevelal ofthe "breaks" in that deployment

are poor and somc of thc tirnings, bearing in mind the sheer volume of much

ol the music, undesirably krng. We had therefore settled for twelve sides, whose

zrverage playing time was about twenty-three minutes, and everyone agreed that this

was acceptable.

About this tirne we had a call liorn Humphrey Burton at the BBC to say that the

video tapes I'rorn Austria had arrived and work was in progress on the editing of

Thc Gol.tJm. Rfzr.q: Adding thc videol:rpe material and the lti-mm film gave a total

ol sonrcthins likc twcnty liours o{ {ilm and tape, which had to be edited down to

make :r prouramme lasting either sixty, seventy five, or possibly ninety minutes. A

weck or two later :r party of us went over to thc TV Centre and watched the film

in its current state: it was running lor rather more than four hours! I could see that

lJun-rphrey Burton had a problem on his hands, for so much of the material was

so good that hc wzrs undcrstandably reluctant to cut. Most ofthe difficulty derived

Irom our technique of recording in long takes of up to fifteen minutes, during which

onc cxpects sorne drarnatic tension to be generated-and dramatic tension is the

very stuffoftelevision. But you cannotjust have moments ofsuch tension: you have

to let the scenc'play, and allow the music, and the metamorphosis of the artist into

the charzrcter he or she is portrayinu, emerge gradually for it to make its effect. It

was obvious to Burton that the only way to get the film into any sort of manageable

proportions worild be cut whole, krng sections and dispense with them entirely. He

fcrund this hcartbreaking, for he loved the music. But somehow it had to be reduced

to ninety minutes or less, and ruthless scissors were required.

Mcarrwhilc, tlrc test pressings o[ GiitterdiimnlerLtng were coming through from the

f?rctory, and so excellent was the rcsult that I thought I would send a test copy ofthe

Irnrnolation scene to Rirgit Nilsson, who was then in New York. It was a stunning

perfbrmance, and the recording playcd pcrfectly. Nilsson's great voice rang out over

even the heaviest orchestral passages, and I thought it was probably the best thing

slre lrad ever done on records. Certainly she had never slundedbetter, and I thought

it would please her to hear the disc and realise in advance what acclaim she would

receive when Gdtterfuimmerung reached the market in May.

Thc next thing I knew was a telephone call from my colleague Terry McEwen in

Neu'York, to say that he had spoken to Nilsson-who was furious. The record was

terrible, she said, and her voice was inaudible. She would be writine to me directly

(j iit t erdii nnt t runs [n[ Rli[||||iln[



about it, but she wished to register an immediate protest. I was stunncd, and askcd

McEwen what he thought, although he had already sent me a cabler r>n behalf of his

colleagues in London Records, Inc., to say Lhat Gijtterdiintmenrn!: was the greatest

operatic recording in history. He was utterly confused by Nilsson's reaction. I asked

him to go and see her, and find out on what sort of machine she had played the disc.

That evening, after having played an identical copy of the record at home and

found it as good as ever, I got into the car and visitcd friends in v:trious parts ol

London, a l l  ofwhom had vast ly  d i f ferent  k inds ofequiprnent ,  ranging f rom an

extensive and virtually professional setup to a modest portable stereo player.

I did not tell any of them what the trouble was, but invitcd their cornrnents,

especially on the balancc bctween voice and orchestra. No farrlt was apparcnl

when the record was played on any of the machines that  everr inu

though one person said that ,  i f  anything,  Ni lsson's voice

was slightly Loo loudto be rcalistic. I could not imagine

what had happened in New Vrrk, but when I tried

to call Nilsson she was not prepared to speak.

Her letter came in a day or two, more or

less implying that the balance she had

heard in Vienna was false, and that on

the finished record she could hardly

be heard. She sounded, shc said, like

a weak Pamina. It was a very angry

letter indeed. I knew that I would

be seeing her in Vienna shortly, and

sent her a cable imploring her t<r

reservejudgment until then, when I

knew we could convince her that the

record, far from being a mcss, did full

justice to her voice. Terry Mc[,wen

called again and said that she had been

playing the record in her hotel bedroom

on equipment which.  in h is opin ion.  was

highly suspect; but she had refused to go

with him to the office ofLondon Records or

to his home to hear it under normal conditions

on a properly adjusted machrne.

fanatics-the sort. of person who never listens to the orchestra in opera anpvay-and

even they don't agree with her I do not know whether you would think it worthwhile

to send her a cable yourself, expressing astonishment at this reaction. For myself, I

am completely trt a loss because I sent her the recordjust to please her and show her

what a magnilicent job she had done. But it has upset her terribly, which upsets me,

and her arguments don't seem t<.r make any sense at all... "

Flumphrey Brrrton called me a day or two befirre I was hoping to leave London for

the F-aster wcckcnd. Would I spend the weekend with him at the TV Centre and give

him a hand in cutting scenes fiom the film? I told him I knew nothing about film
editing but that. was not his problern. The Iilm was now down to something just

over two and a hall'hours in length, and he had settled for a running

time of nincty minutes. 
'I'he 

problem was that he still had

scveral sustained rnusical sequences, and as they were all

exi:ellent, he nceded help from someone outside to

dctermine which ones were to be thrown out. I

was glad to help, though I wished Gordon and

some of the others had been in London.

M
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We saw the film in its current state, and

I did not envy Burton. Two and a half

hours went by very quickly, and to have

to get rid of sixty minutes seemed

impossible. We could lose the big Act
'Iivo 

scene between Hagen and the

chorus-but with it, inevitably, would

go all the film covering the steerhorn

story. Wc could get rid of the rehearsal

and final take of the trio from Act
'Iwo-but 

the performance, and the

filming o{'that sequence, was too good

to throw away. Humphrey suggested we

should start fiom the other direction, and

decide what was really essential, and then

cut out the rcst.

A{ier a long day we settled for the Hagen scene;

a short sequence between Claire Watson and Fischer-

L)ieskau which showed, since it was repeated several times,

t , l
1)a:,?hen\gkt 

claire \trlarstttt
Solti was conducting in Israel at that time, and I wrote tcr

him: "The build-up for Giittudiimmmtrry secms to be enorrnous.

I have a cable from London Records saying that they find it thc greatest

operatic recording ever made, and here in l,ondon I have ncvcr klolvn such ar

favourable response, nor sr.l much enthusiasm fi'om those who arc going to sell thc

work. The TV progmmme is going out on May 16th on BBC 2, irnd Humphrey secnrs

sure we shall get a repeat on BBC I later in the year

I am going to the U.S.A. at the end of April to try and help thc promotion of the

record there.

There is only one bad piece of news. Birgit has heard the Immolation scene in Nerv

York and refuses to listen to any more ofthe set. She insists that thc orchestra is too

loud, and is hinting that she will not make WaLhiire nexL year. I cannot find anyone

who agrees with her abofi Giitterd.iimmerung, and I am not talking about people in

Decca or other "interested" oarties. I have even tried it our on one or rwo volce

how a passage gets moulded into shape; the whole of the trio

fionr Act Two; the dcath ofSiegfried and the Funeral March; and finally,

the latter part of the Immolation scene. These would constitute the musical content

of the filrn, while the rest would be concerned with sequences in the recording room,

interviews with artists and stafl, ar-rd a brieflook at the Viennese background to set

tlie whole thing in its right cotrtcxt. It was a line selection, but it was sad to see so

much good material from the rest of the film being consigned to oblivion.

Birgit Nilsson was makinga record of Scandinavian songs in Vienna thatApril with my

colleaguc Christopher Raeburn, and I flew out to see her about the GAtterdiimmmng

affair. In London, Arthur Haddy was convinced that she must have been playing the

record on some wholly inadequate or badly adjusted equipment in New York, but I

still feared that she would refuse to listen in Vienna, on the srounds that somehow,
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in the control room, we were faking the sound in order to imprcss her. Haddy then

had a brilliant idea. There is a small battery-driven machine on the market which,

though not by a long way capable of producing anything likc the real sound of thc

record, nevertheless gave a tolerable indication ofwhat was therc and had the huge

advantage ofbeing easily portable. Haddy suggested I should take one ofthese to

Vienna and give it to Nilsson to use where she liked. If, after thirt, she still n.raintained

that her voice was inaudible, there was nothins further any t>f us could do.

I met her in the Sofiensaal at the end of her first session, but slie said she did not

wish to talk about Giitterdtimmentng. I rcpliecl that after seven ycars of work together

she owed it to us to listen to what we had to say. She hacl rnade what amountc'cl

to a severe professional criticism, on which she was not prcpared to go backl btrt

at least she might give us a chance to put our case. With that, she agreed to conrc

into the control room, and we showed her the record wc wcr(.going to play, which

was identical to the one I had sent hcr in New York. Wc thcn played parts of thc

Immolation scene as she requestcd, and shc agreed it was finr: bLrt. it was the rrxrnr

and the equipment that made it so, she claimed, and it woulcl trot sound sirnilar in

another room, and on another machinc.

I produced the little machine Haddy had given to me, ttxrk the rccorcl oll our turntablc,

and played it on the portable. She kxrked astonished. After a nrinrrte or two, Gorckrn

suggested she should take the portable rnachine and the record back to her hotel anrl

listen to the whole scene without anybody around to try and pcrsuadc her one wary or

the other. She agreed, and I said I would tclephone her in ont'Irour And when I dirl

call, she was a different person. It was fine-the voice was all thcrt'ancl thc orchestra was

not too loud. She could not think what had happened in Ncrv Vu'k. Shc ivas very nicc

about it, and we let her keep the granrophone because it set'nt'<l to please her

I shall never know what was the matter with the machine in New Vrrk. but the ntoral

of this tale is clear: if a major recording produced by one ol thc big cornpanics souncls

seriously deficient in one way or another, technically spcaking, thc chanccs are morc

than likely that the fault is with the playback equipment antl nr>t with the rt'cord.

In one form or another this sort of problem is the daily barre ol classical recorclinu

executives, and nobody knows how to solvc it except by nraking the public rnorc

conscious of what constitutes gurd sound. And not only the public firr, only a li 'w

years ago, one of the major critics complained in print that orrr rccordirgof frL;tantutd

Isoldewasfeebleinthebass,andthatasthebassl inein l i iVazisextrernely i rnportant

the recording failed in a major way to measure up to what Wagncr had rvritten. I could

not let that pass, and invited him to bring his review records to a neutral meeting poinl,

which in this case was the fumington, van Wyck shop in Cranbourne Street, wht're

the late Fred Smith was in charge. I knew that Fred stockcd {irst class equipmcnt: thc

sort of equipment on which a major critic slLoulibe reviewing a nrajor recording. 
'l'hc

critic was astonished by what he heard: for there was plenty of bass, and in the right

proportion. We then sent an engineer to look at the critic's eqrriprnent, and found not

only a serious deficiency on the bass side, br,rt also that he was reviewing all his recorcls

with the bass control fully retarded, and the top control fully advanced. Yet hc had

blamed the record, and had never given a thought to his rnachine.

I went to America at the end of April, and the British reviews were sent over as

soon as they appeared. They surpassed anything we miglit havc expected, and ntost

of them were long enough to go into the performance and the recording in great

detail. A few sentences from the main reviews will sive an idea of the tone:

The Gramophone (Alec Robertson): "The success of this pedormance and recording is

total and triumphant: here is the greatest achievement in gramophone history yet."

Records and Ruordiry1 (Thomas Heinitz): "l doubt whether any other conductor in

the world today could have produced so brilliant and vital a performance from the

orchestra or obtained results ofsuch unifcrrm excellence from even this great cast.

Nothing like this Giitterdiimmmtng has ever before come out of a recording studio."

Th,e Ohsen,er: "Ycs, I know it costs a fortune, but it's worth every penny. Simply

gctting this I-ruge work on disc at all must have caused unprecedented administrative

lrt'adzrches; but to have it so beautilully prepared and homogeneously realised is

nothing lcss than a triurnph."

'fhe 
fimes. 'Anothcr rnajor triumph firr l)ecca's incomparable engineers,,. this

combination of superrlative orchestral playing, splendid singing and brilliant

recording has givr:n risr: to a set which does full .justice to the most gigantic of all

operatic conceptions."

Ihc GrunLophone (rctrospective review by l)esmond ShawelThylor): "All in all a glorious

achievement, which it will be difficult to cqual and almost impossible to surpass."

I.inuncial firzur (Andrcw Rrrter): "Gush is unattractive and seldom convincing, but

I rnust risk it hcrc. Not since my student days have I felt so passionately about the

/ilrqgas after l.reiu-inq this new GiitterdiinLrncrwtg. By the end one is overwhelmed-and

qucstioning all tht standards by which one thinks and works and lives... It is another

l)ecczr lanclrnark in uramophone history. Thc recording as a whole is magnificent:

big, faithful, st nsitivr', rich and ex:rctly balanced..."

'l 'his 
irnmenscly gratifying reception by the British press was paralleled abroad. As

ezrch ccruntry in turn rclcased Gdtterdiitnntmnry4 the reviews flowcd in with accolades

that were zrlmost crnberrrzrssing. Therc was hardly a dissenting voice an).where.

In New Vrrk rny trrllcaurres at London Re<rrds had arranged a reception forthe critics

t<r be held <rrr tlre iLliernrxrn of April 26, during which excerpts fr<tm Giitterdiimmenng

would be playccl. 
'l'hat 

same day I had lunch with a senior executive from another

Arnerican conrpany, who went to somc trouble to tell me that our Company had made

a mistakc in planning the reception. 
'l 'he 

critics, he said, would not come, because

they did not like to bc seen together at such affairs. The best we could hope for would

be a few gossip tohunnists looking for bits ofinformation about the artists. I was half

inclined to think hirn right, until I actually reached the reception, which was packed-

and packed witlr the bie names. The Nar lbrh Times and HuaMTribunehad senttheir

critics; Rolarrd Gelatt of lligh FiieliQ was there, and David HalI of the rival Hi-Fi Stereo;

and Irving Kolodfi oltIrc Saturdtty Rniew.lLwasaremarkable turnoutin honour ofthe

new recording; and the equipment (which had been set up with real professional skill

by the prcsident of London Records, Mr. Ttrller Bond) did full justice to the records. I

was very proud of our recorded offspring that day, and thrilled by the enthusiasm and

emotion it seenred to generate wherever it was played.

Orr May 16 The Golden Rlzgwas shown for the first time on BBC 2. I had seen it

a day or two belore at a press showing, and thought that Humphrey Burton had

done a fine job of enclosing the musical scenes in a narrative of the recording

which seemed lar shorter than its ninety minutes. It was uncanny, too, for in the
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intervening months I had as usual forgotten how things had actually looked in the

studio, and hearing the records no longer reminded me of the Sofiensaal. On the

film, it all came back: the tension, the doubts, and the occasional flash of somethins

extraordinary achieved.

The film was well received, and Humphrey rang me the next day to say that he

expected to get a repeat on the much larger BBC I network before the end ofthe

year. (Meanwhile, the German version was almost finished, and ncgotiations wcre

in progress with a number ofother countries interested in showing versions dubbed

into the appropriate ianguages.) It caused a great deal of comment, including the

following agonized protest in the Songrtriters' Guikl Naus:

"Believe it or not, the BBC is said to have made a film of this massive Wagneri:rn

work (Gdtterdi)mmmtng). The intention is that this should be shown on Eurovision

and wherever else they can place it. Why pick on GdtterfuirLm,erung! Can the BBC

find no British work of comparable stature to film? If not, surely they could have

commissioned one... "

Our sales were going well at home and abroad. InJune a cable came from America

quoting the sales so far, and adding: THIS OUTDOES EVERYTHING IN

RECENT YEARS STOP WE ARE DELIGHTED AND FULL OF FAITH. I waS

reminded of a comment I had read some years earlier, attributed to Walter Wangeq

the film producer. Faced with some appalling financial crisis on whatever film he was

making, and doubtless pushed to an extreme, he is said to have remarked, "Nothing

is as cheap as a hit, no matter how much it costs."

It was too early yet to call Gdtterfuimmerung a hit, but it was certainly off to a

flying start, and we were already preparing for Walh.iire, and the completion of the

Decca Ri,ng.

CHAPTERFIVE

1965 - Die Walkiire

"All good singers are beasts and should be burnt; and all bad singers burnt anpvay."

This swift and effective solution to the problems of opera in the modern world was

put for-ward by Solti one day in Vienna when I was having the familiar battle with a

singer who did not want to turn up for a session. The rules and obligations by which

mankind in general conducts itseif do not apply to the world of singers and, I am

told, racing drivers. There are characteristics which are shared by singers ofevery

kind and every nationality, and which vary only in degree from voice to voice and

nation to nation. Latin tenors carry the traits to an extreme: for most of them live

in a sort of yellow-submarine world from which they emerge only occasionally to

protest vehemently about the total lack of consideration bestowed on them by the

rest of mankind. Basses run them pretty close in the selfishness stakes; and, contrary

to popular beliefs, the ladies are far more reasonable than either category ofmen.

These reflections are prompted by the realisation that throughoul the Ring

recording we had no troubles at all with what is commonly thought of as the operatic

temperament. Birgit Nilsson's objections about the Gdttcrdiimmmrng test pressing

were not hysterical-she was convinced something had gone wrong, and was right

in making her views known. We had occasional moments of irresponsibility, like

the one which prompted Solti's remark: for the singer in question pleaded leave

of absence from an important session because of a rehearsal at the State Opera

at which her presence was mandatory It then turned out that she was actually

going to the hairdresser, and we were able to call her bluff. And there were others

who, knowing they had heary sessions on which their voices were to be recorded

for posterity, would still accept every engagement it was physically possible to

undertake and arrive at the sessions tired and in poor voice. All the same, this sort

crf trcruble was minimal, and in all the sessions it took to make RheingoM, Siedriad,

and Giitterdiimmerung we had had less trouble, and less loss of time, than one would

accept as routine on any two sessions involving Italian singers.

The problem crf setting up Walhiire for the late autumn of 1965 was that of avoiding

an anticlimax. It was the work on which we had, so to speak, cut our teeth in 1957;

it was the work which, in 1950, had first convinced me of Solti's outstanding ability

as a Wagner conductor. It was the most popular part of the Ring cycle, and the

only one which existed complete in competitive versions; but after the monumental

Giitterdiimmerungwe had to condition ourselves to the fact that Walhi.irewas different

in almost every respect-a gentler, more lyrical piece which must be approached

on its own terms as part of the cycle. There was no point in trying to outdo

Gtitterdiimmerung. Our object was to make a Walhilre which would take its place

logically between Rheingold and Siegfriedin the Decca Ring.

It seened a long time since our "pllot" Walhiire. Act Three, in 1957; and when

it came to the casting of Fricka, I was reminded of all the correspondence with

Flagstad, and of our scheme to record her Walhiire Fricka as long ago as 1959 and

put it in cold storage until such time as we had permission to record the whole work.

Now that she was dead there was one name which came at once to mind-Astrid

Varnay. The WalhiireFrickawould lie in the very best part of her voice, and she had

all the experience and the temperament to play the part superbly. We approached

her very gently, not wishing to offend an artist who had been a great Briinnhilde

and Isolde, and who was still an incomparable Ortrud in Lohmgrinand Herodias in

Salome.We reminded her that Flagstad had learned the RheingoldEricka especially
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for the recording, and we would be proud to think that the mantle of the part could

now pass to Astrid Varnay. In any case, we simply wanted her to be part of our rRizg

To my extreme sorrow, she turned it down-<tr, rather, imposed conditions which,

through our prior commitments to another artist, we could not possibly acccpt l

do not know who advised her, but I feel sure it was a mistake. She had no reason to

grant any favours to Decca, and she may well have felt bitter that we had rccorded

her major roles with Flagstad and Nilsson. I had hoped she would see that for oncc

it wasn't a question ofbusiness or bargaining, but of sentintent.

As soon as we knew there was no hope ofconvincing Varnay, we turncd unhesitatingly

to Christa Ludwig, who had sung so superbly as Waltraute in ()iittndiinnLerung.

I wanted at all costs to have Hans Hotter as Wotan, lor althotrgh hc w:rs now

approaching the end of his career he still had nO serions rival as thc walliirc woLan

or the SiegfriedWanderer. (I was not disturbed by the fact that Georgc London had

sung the RheingoldWotan for us in 1!)58, because I havc always fclt that Rheingokl

required, dramatically and musically, a young-sounding Wotan, and the part had

never really suited Hottet at least during the years since the end of the wal:) I knew

that Hotter suffered from asthma, and that on a bad day hc could dcvelop a rvobblt:

in the voice that distressed some people much more thi.rn it distressed rnc; but it

seemed essential to get his performance on record. To more than OIre gencratittn, he

zodJ Wotan, in voice and looks and manner.

Our Sieglinde was not hard to find, for Rdgine Crcspin hacl the voice, the scnsitivity,

and above all the femininity required by the part. One was tired ol'hcaring nratronly

Sieglindes, who looked and sounded like Siegnrund's nrother; on tlte t>tht'r hand,

the part needs a real voice, and calls fcrr considcrable acting ability. Sieglntrlrd was

more of a problem, for it is a curious and diflicult rolc which lics {irr much of the:

time at the lower end of the tenor voice. It is not really suitabler firr a high baritone,

and it is not really comfortable for most tenors. (As I have merrtioned, Winclgassen

sings it occasionally on the stage, but he was not very keen on the idca of rctrrrding.)

While we were making Gdtterd'iimmerung, Wilhclm Pitz strggestecl, hzrlf as a joke,

that I should mention it to Fischer-Dieskau, for although he nright never pcrfrrrnt

it on the stage he could certainly manage it undcr recording conditions. It ttrrned

out that the idea was not new, for Fischer-Dieskau had thought ol it hinrsell some

years earlier and promised me that he would take anothcr look at the part alrd let

me know as quickly as possible.

Reluctantly, he turned it down, and I could see his reasons. Our choice thcn turned

toJames King, the young American tenor whose career was developing at a great

pace. Although really a high tenoq King had in the lower notes of his voice that

dark, baritonal quality essential for a good Siegmund, altd he was a very sensitive

musician. He came and sang for us in London in the early months of 11Xj5, and

we had no hesitation in engaging him. And for the eight Valkyric maidens rve cast

a wide net all over Europe in order to catch a really outstanding cnsemble for the

opening ofAct Three.

Because Walkiireposesfar fewer technical problems than any other part of the Rirgwc

had decided, and Solti had agreed, that this time we would record the work in a single

period, between October 29 and November 19, concentrating at first on the opening

act which calls for only three characters. On the day we were scheduled to start, it

would be eight and a half years since the same conductor and orchestra, in the same

hall and with the same staff, had recorded Act Three of Walkiirewith Kirsten Flagstad,

and so laid the foundation for the Rf4gcycle which was now nearing completion.

'fhe 
success of Gijtterdiitrtntmt4g continued during the quiet summer months when

people usually spend less money on records. The French awarded anothet Grand hia

Morulale, and tlre Dutch honoured Cdtterdiimmmtng with their coveted Edisonpize.

The German critics awarded it their main prize. In Vienna, Karl Lobl wrote a review

which showed how completely he had grasped our aim ofproducing a recording in a

way that differed completely from the effcrr.ts of other companies.

InJunc of that year, 
'I ' i l lett 

and Holt Records, Ltd., of Wigmore Street, which was a

relativcly nerv offspring of Ibbs and Tillett, Ltd., the concert agency, put up the idea

that cxtracts from Giitterdiimmerung shortld be played one eveni4g in the Wigrnore

Hall, and that Solti and I should be present with the engineers to answer questions

{iorn the irudicnce.

Such was the dcrnand ftrr tickets that Tillett and Holt asked us if we would appear

on tw() consecutive niglits with the same programme. It was a slightly traumatic

expcrierrce, as we were all involvcd with the recording of Verdi's DonCarloatthe

timc', btrt the sotrnd installation which had been fixed up by the Vienna engineers

was as grxrd as I hzrve evcr heard in that sort of hall, and when it came to questions

the iruclierrcc was lar ft'orn reticent. Somebody who had attended the Ringcycle aL

Covcnt Gardetr the year before got up to Point out how much better Windgassen

soundcd on thc records than on the stage, and then proceeded to question the

morality of orrr tnethods. On the stage, hc said, the tenor gets tired, especially in

Sieglriut. Wagner, being zrn intelligent man, must have known this and therefore

mrrst Irerve experttdhis tcn()r to sound wearier and wearier as the evening progressed.

Was it not therelirre contrary to Wagner's wishes to create conditions in a recording

by which thc tctror was able to keep in fresh voice throughout the work?

"Ntr," Solti said. "lt's vcry simplc. I will cxplain it to you in three words: Wagna

u,a^s ntarl!'When the laugl.rter had subsided, he explained that Wagner, in the heat

of cornposition, had not ct>nsidered the question of a singer's stamina, though he

had to lace the problern, even to the point of unwillingly sanctioning cuts, when

it czrme to staging his works. Tir be able to have a tenor in fresh voice throughout

a perlirrrnanr:e was something that every tenot every conductor, and every stage

producer dreatncd abotrt; but it was unlikely to happen, even in a generation better

end<rwed with Ileldmterutrotlhan the present. It was therefore only in a recording

that onc coulcl ltcar a voice from first to last in the condition that the composer had

imagincd it whilc writing the work. And far from being morally questionable, it was

a huge advantage for thc recording over the stage.

Sitting there on the stage listening to the questions and helping to answer them on

two successive rtights, I was struck by the nature ofthese audiences. These were not

the purple wlio would liave come to such an event even ten years earlier; these were

people, many of them young, who were acutely aware of the changes that had come

about in the world of recording and in the sort of experience a good record could

impart. Their questions were serious, and they were not ready to accept evasive

answers. If such audiences could assemble in the middle of London on two warrn

.fuly nights to hear and discuss a recording which had been on the market for over

two months, I felt that the future for the serious classical record looked good. On

every side there were indications that it was being taken more seriously than at any

time in its history.

On October 2ti, when we were already in Vienna preparing for Walhiire, Hans

Knappertsbusch died. He had had a bad fall the year before, and had never really

Die trattiire nn[ nH0||ililn[



recovered. It is not often that there is a true bond of allection betwcen an orchestr:r

ald a conductor, and especially so in the case ofan orchestra with so long and proud
a tradition of its own as the Vienna Philharmonic. The older members still talk with

awe about Furtwiingler and Richard Strauss. They speak with profcrund respect lbr

the memories of Erich Kleiber and Clemens Krauss and Bruno Walter. For others.

still living, they have mixed feelings ranging from loathing to admiration. But for

Hans Knappertsbusch, they had love.

To make matters even more poienant, we were recording Bruckner's Seventh

Symphony with Solti when the news came through, and the work had been arnong

Knappertsbusch's favourites. At the start of the second session Professor Otto

Strasser, the president of the Vienna Philharrnonic, told the news to the orchestra

and asked them to stand in silence for a while. Some of the plavers were in tears.
Then Solti said to the orchestra:

"I can only add a personal note. Of all thc pcople who might havc had rcasoll to

resent my appointment in Munich after the war, t.hcrc was one who had morc

reason than anyone else: that was Hans Knappertsbusch. 
-I'hcre 

was in lirct one rnan

who really helped me, in my inexperience: that was Hans KnappertstrLrsi:h. Hc r,vas

a father to me..."

Some days later, on Novernber 11, Solti conducted ir nrcnrorial con<ert in thc

Musikvereinssaal. It consisted simply of the F-uneral March frorn ()iilttrdiintnoary4;,

and the slow movement of Bruckner's Seventh Syrnphony, seJ:aratcd by onc ol'tht'

most beautifully written and spokcn tributes it has ever bcen my privilcge to hear: 
'l ' lrt:

highest praise I can give to Professor Strasser's speech that morninq is to say tlrat it

matched its context, and was worthy of its place betwecn two rnusical rntrsterpicccs.

I had never heard the Philharrnonic play with such h€rart rcnding bcauty as on that

morning. Bruckner had completed thc slow nlovenrer)t of liis Scvcnth Synrphony

after the death of Richard Wagner, irnd now it was being played in mcnrory ol :r

great Wagnerian. Every man played as if making his own personirl tribut.c in thc

only way possible: that of producing the most cxquisite tone imaginzrblc. Ancl to rrs
it seemed that the mantle of the great tradition of Richter, Muck, Richard Strauss,

Furtwiingler, and Knappertsbusch had now pnssed to Gcore Solti.

We began Walkiire with trouble, but it did not last long. Rieine Cirespin callecl
from Paris to say she was not feeling well, and wondered what the ch:rnces wercr
for a postponement for several days. I said that wc could give her onc day only, for

although she was supposed to sing on the first session, I reckoned that by thc time

we had settled the orchestral sound and rnade sure that it nratched the rest of our
Ringcycle, we could easily use up the rest of thc session withJames King, who rv:rs

already in Vienna and with whom we had never rvorkcd before. I told Crespin it was

essential that she should join us not later than the evcning of October 29, and shc

seemed grateful.

It did not take long to settle the orchestral balance and match it with the earlier

recordings, and King found himself on the stagc sooner than he erpected. We
concentrated on his big Act One monologue with excellent result: his dramatic crics

of "Wtilse! Wiikel'were as thrilling as his expression in the tendcr nlonents was
moving. Above all, it was a thoroughly masculine voice, and rve knew it rvould be the

perfect counterpart for Crespin's feminine Sieglinde.

The lrrst act ol Walk.iire is one great lyrical outpouring, as if Wagnea having rightly
held back tlre flood of passion dur]:ng Rh,eingoM, could not restrain it any longer. We
trad no efl'ects to worry about, ald were able to concentrate with Solti and the singers
on producing what we hoped would be a ravishing sound. Crespin's command of
German, and of German expression (which is the result of work with her husband,

who is an authority on German literature) again astonished the orchestra. It may
have been Crespin's complete confidence and command which suddenly caused

.|ames King to have inhibitions and doubts, though she was an excellent colleague
and never tried to score poitrts offhim. (And Frick, who had never heard King before,
was wildly enthusiastic. "Ihrs is the tenor we've been waiting for!" he announced to
all and sundry.)

There wzrs nothing scriously wrons with King, but by the fourth session he had
becorne noticeably lcss expressive than at the start, and was willing to admit the
fault. It is zL very curious thing that although America has produced a large number
of distinguished singers lvhosc presence has enriched the European operatic scene
since the end of the war, they nll seem to share a particular trait. It is a strange sort of
inhibition concernins details of breathing and the correct "placement" of the voice
which can bccomc an obsession in somer cases, and which at an extreme divests the
perftrrrrrant:c of dranratic intensity. It may be something to do with having to work
in a firreigr.r lanuuagc, and therelore not "feeling" the language as one would a native
tongue. Sornething of this had got into.farnes King, but fortunately we were not
clcaling with sonrconc like our latelamented Siegfried, for King is an intelligent and
balanced hLrrnan being; :rnd we knew what to do. I arranged with Solti to finish the
{irst act a bit ahead ol'schedule, in order to give ourselves forty-five minutes offree
tirnc. Alier thc interval on that session we had seemingly finished the first act, and
Kine and Crcspin wcrc' expecting to rehearse and perhaps record the Act Tho scene
schcduled fbr thc next day. Instead, we pulled the old trick: we told them we were

soins to remakc thc latter halfofAct One in a continuous take, and asked them to
throrv tlieir s()res away. Thety had both done their parts on the stage many times, so
thcy could sing {iorn memory; and il'anything wcnt wrong, we had plenty of cover in
the matt'rial already rnade.

I think thcy rvcre zr bit shocked, but out they went. Jr.rst before we started, with only
just enorruh timc lcft on the session to record such a long stretch of music, I went out
on the stage to encourzrge King to sing his head off and stop worrying about niggling
dctails. F{e knew whzrt we wanted, and I knew he was going to do it. He had only
onc request-he wantcd to leave out a short passage ("Dich selige Frau. . .") because
we alrcady had a superlativc performance on an earlier take and by omitting it he
would be frcsher frrr the rest of the act. I told him that was fine, and warned Solti
not to stop at that particular passagejust because King did not sing. In the rush, I
frrrgot to tcll Crespin.

liorn the fir'st bars, the perfcrrnrance carne to life. Without scores, and with the
cornfrrrting feeling that whatever happened we could put together a fine performance
from what we had :rlrcady made, the two artists sang like the lovers they were meant
to bc. They handed their phrases one to the other with tenderness and passion, and
you could fcel Solti and the orchestra enteringthe mood of the scene in awaythat
had not happened earlier. It was going to be a great take. When King came to " Di,ch
selige Frau" and, as we had arranged, did not pick up his cue, it even gave me a bit ofa
shock, so caught up was I in the performance; but whatever shock I had was nothing
to Crespin's. She too was completely immersed in the abandon of the performance,
and when her partner failed to come in she looked at him with horror (I could
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see the stage on the closed-circuit television), starnped her foot, marched ;rcross the

stage, and kicked her innocent Siegmund on the shin before getting back to her own

position in time for the next cue.

"lwasfuriouswlth himl" she said at the end, when I went out to erplain rvhat had

happened. She then gave him a kiss, and they laughed about it; but the take itselfwas

no laughing matter. It had everything we u,anted-the beauty of two great voices, the

sound o{the orchestra at its best, and all the passion and abandr>n t}iat Wagner had

wanted for that enchanted spring night.

Nilsson was to arrive on November 8 and Crespin had to leave on thc l0'r', scr

in the days of the overlap it was essential to make the only two scencs they had

together: the end ofthe second act, and the ten-minute sequerlce itr Act Threc when

Briinnhilde, while handing the shattered remains of the sword to Sieglindc, tells her

that she will bear Siegfried, the hero. (We had a telcphonc call from Ljuba Welitsch

to ask if she might come and hear the session, and as:rlways she was a very rvelcomc

guest. One of our regular duties is to bring kippers to Vienna fol Welitsch.).fames

King was also leaving on the 9th, and so it was a congested period. We had lirllowcd

the first act with the scene between Sieg'nund and Sieglinde in Act'l\vo, thoug-h it:

is really her scene rather than his. Prompted perhaps by what had happencd with

the end of Act One the day before, Crespin surpassed hersell'in thc rcrnarkable

episode ofSieglinde's hallucinations where slie intagines she can sce Sicglnund torn

to pieces by Hunding's dogs. This scene leads to the mecting betwecn Briinnhildc

and Siegmund known as the Todesaerkiindiq,rur..q, which we had rccordcd ycars ago

with Flagstad and Svanholm as a fill-up for the Walk.iire, Act'I'hrce, albunr, ancl it was

now scheduled for Nilsson's first session on Novcmber ll.

In studying this scene before the recording startcd, I had noticcd a cttriotts

discrepancy between editions of thc score. It is necessary to explzrin that fill l scores

of Ihe Ringare extremely difficult to find and zrlmost impossiblc to buy. 
'I'hey 

arc in

iimited supply and have not been reprinted in wcstern Iittrope lirr very rnany yoars.

It is always possible to hire a full score, but from the produccr's point of view this is

very unsatisfactory. In the course of making a major opera it is trnavoidable that thc

control score gets heavily marked with cues and editing directiols, and thcsc must

be preserved. In the months preceding each ,teri.g recording I bccamc involved in a

frustrating and time-consuming search fbr a legible second hand full score which,

when run to earth, was always outrageously expensive. I had heard, howevel', that

Walhiirehadbeen reprinted in a limited edition in Eastcrn Iiurope, and I m:rnagecl to

find one ofthese reprints in Vienna. On super'ficial exarnination it appeared idcntical

to the standard Western edition and I assumed lirr a while that it had been made

from copies of the original plates. The page numbers wcre the same in both editiolrs,

and each page contained the same number of bars and the sanre music.

Closer examination began to reveal startling diff'erences. A notoriously bad misprint

of the sword motive in Act One which appears in the Westcrn cdition (and which is

often played as written there, despite its false rhythm) was correctly printed in my

Eastern edition. Certain dynamic markings present in my score were rnissing lrom

the other, as were several stage directions which might well be irnportant fcrr us, as

in two cases they clearly involved offstage sounds. All the indications lvere that my

Eastern score was a later edition t-han the other, as one would assume from the sincle

example of the corrected sword motive.

'fhe 
two directions which immediately concerned us appeared in the

'fodesaerkiindigpTzg 
scene. 

'Ibward 
the end, Bliinnhilde tells Siegmund that,

contrary to Wotan's orders, he will live and that she will protect him. Hunding

is approaching, intent on Siegmund's death. "I1orsl du den Rufl" Briinnhilde asks

urgcntly ("Do you hear the horn call?"); and the stage direction in the libretto and

in thc Eastern score says IIorn calls are heard in the distance at the bach. A little later,

when Siegmund is leaving the sleeping Sieglinde to go and face his pursuer, the

stage direction irnrnediately before "So schlumm're nunJbrt" asks for Repeated horn

calls frorn all sides.

l)espite these instructions lbr horn calls in the two places I have mentioned, no

actual rzrev.c lor the passagcs appears in either the full score or the stage music parts.

Across the bars in qucstion, in both instances, there is a crescendo on C for the

Wagner tubas in tbc orchestra, but it is not related, rhythmically speaking, to the

steerhorn cirll rvhich Wagno' wrote out in full, several times, a little later in the

act whcn Hunding approaches the place where Siegmund is waiting. And, when

it appt:ars, the I Iunding call is a clear variant of his own motive from the first act.

At this stage I decided it was necessary to ask Bayreuth for help, and accordingly

sent a kng cable outlining the discrcpancies and requesting information. The reply

was interesting, but did lot solve the problem. It was claimed that the two stage

directions were not contained in the first published Schott score (1873-74) which

rvas personzrlly supcrvised by Wagr-rer. (How then to account for the mistakes in

that cditiui?) I3ayreuth also said that the tirst drafl of the score which is still in the

:rr<:hives docs not contain thc instructions; and it was confirmed that the final copy

o( thc Iull score, which was presented to King Ludwig, had been missing since 1945.

BLrt thc two st:rsc'instructions arci:nLhe private edition of the Ringtext, pages 58 and

51) (Zrrrich, 1 tt5l3), and appcar again in Volume VI of the Collected Poerns and Writings,

pages 75 and 7(i (l,eipzig, lll72). It was therefore the conclusion of the Bayreuth

ax:hivist that thc two directions had been transferred to the score from either the

Zulich or thc Leipziu publications. By whose hand, and with whose authority? Had

Wasncr rvritten thern in his libretto, the proofs of which in both cases of publication

hc doubtless corrcctcd, and then iirrgotten to insert them in the score? For such a

thororreh cornposer, and bearing in nrind the direct reference to the horn calls in the

text at both rlornents, this seerncd vcry unlikely.

It was a tricky problcrn. As we szrw it, there were three possibilities. We could record

the two short passagcs cxactly as written and without any stage music; but in doing so,

we rvould bc ignoring two clear directions which appeared both in the Eastern edition

of the score (which we hacl established as the more accurate of the two, musically

speaking) and in the published libretto. f)r we could insert across the bars in question

a bricf, offstagc reference, very distant in perspective, to the Hunding motive (it would,

of corrrse, Irave to be a C, whicli is also its pitch when, a little later, Wagner doeswrltelt

in the si:rx'e). Or we could intensify and alter the perspective of Ihe orchestralWagner

tubas, by increasing the number of instruments, placing them very distantly offstage

txr either side, ald making them repeat the C with a crescendo on the sustained note.

The first of these proposals struck us as too negative. Wagner did not write

instructions in his libretti for nothing, and the directions appeared in what now

seemed to bc the more accurate edition of the full score, which he had presumably

checked and approved. But the second proposal seemed too presumptuous. (I am

fairly convinced myself that Hunding's actual call zs required at these two points, and

that stage rnusic did exist and was subsequently lost. But it is one thing to feel fairly
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convinced, and another to start writing music into a masterpiece; and the evidenct'

in favour, though reasonably strong, was not enough to justify sLrch a course.) Wc

therefore settled for the third choice, which did not involve altering a Irote of tht:

music, but at least made the tuba music as written sound like the distant call to which

Briinnhilde, and then Siegmund, refers.

Finally, I would hazard a guess about how this confirsion arose. I ckt not think that,

in writing the original score, Wagner inserted horn calls at all at tlicst' two points.

He began to zoruieHunding's call where it now appears in the printetl score,.just alit'r

Siegmund has left the stage in quest of Hunding. Then he subsequcntly noticed tlrc

ambiguity of Briinnhilde's and Siegmund's references to a call which rvas not in thc

score, whereupon he added the brief stage directions to indicatc tltat distant calls

were required at those points. But as Hunding is still a lolrg u'ay ofl ancl ers the bars

in which the two calls are to be heard arc cxtremely brief, it is possiblc that the eflet:t

did not work in the theatre. Fbr the horns to be heard at all, at least whcn Ilriinnhildc

refers to them, they would have to be closer than Wagrtcr desired, firr [{unding docs

not arrive in the ravine frrr another five minutes or so; alrcl my gucss is that citlrt'r

Wagner or another stage director stnrck out the referertce {iom thc oriqinal scr>rc

and destroyed the stage music, in case what was printccl thcre should czruse a lirlst'

entry by being mistaken lirr the later calls.

The mystery of the score remains, howevcr. For if the I',astcrn edition is printed Iirrrr

the original plates, how is it that the Wcstcrn edition, which on that irssumptitttt

came later, has more actual mistakcs in the music? Ancl il the Wcstolrt plzrtes wcre

the first, did Wagner himself, having corrected thc ntusical errors, atld the stasc

directions for the offstage calls which appcar on the llastt:rn plates-1 
'l 'hc 

Ittatter rvill

probably never be cleared up until the rnanuscript is discovercd. Mcanwhile, the

compromise we adopted for the recorditrg seemed thc only acceptable res<tlutiott,

short of ignoring the issue altogether.

We were not yet finished with steerhorns, Ii>r we had to think ol'tlrt' Ilrtatcd calls

which announce Hunding's arriva.l at thc cnd of Act 
'Iwo. 'l'he 

cills arc ollstage and

approaching, but must bc bud and full. 
'I'he 

note is (1, but our Cl stt't'rhorn frorn

Gi;nodiinmzrung was not in the right octave, and when rvc tried to gct in touch rvith

Otto Mahler in Bayreuth we discovered that he had closccl his instnrmtut lactory euttl

taken up viniculture instead. (When we had made thc lidtmrhiiruIi.girig scene witlr

Flagstad and Svanholm we had used bass tubzs for thc call. They welc <pite powerfirl

and effective, but altogether too musical frrr what Wagner had in rnind when lte

wrote "steerhorn".) Then Gordon had a brilliant idea. Hc suddcnly rctnemberecl

those huge elongated horns, about fifteen feet in lcngth, which arc still used in

the Swiss Alps to summon the cattle ovcr great distiur<:r's. 
'l 'hey 

are usually carved

from wood, with most of the outer surface bound with a fine cord, artd the bell is

often decorated with local shields or a simple painting. Because ol' the distancc

overwhich the sound has to carry they are capable of making a considu'arble noise,

and we reckoned that we could mould the sound into somethins appropri:rte

for Hunding.

I remembered that Decca had a recording crew in Genevil at that tinie, and called

my colleagueJohn Mordler with the request that he should find a Swiss peasant with

the right sort of mountain horn capable of playing a low C. He should also find out

what it would cost to persuade the peasant to bring ltis instrument to Vienna for a

couple ofdays. In such a situation it is always advisable to have an alternative plan,

so I cirllerd Leon Felder in the Zurich t>ffice and asked if he would be kind enough to

make the samc sort of investigation in his canton. The resultswere startlinglyquick

and uncxpectedly comical .

In the t:ontrol rooms in Vicnna there are two telephones with outside lines. Within an

hour Leon F-clder called rnc back from the Zurich office to say he thought he had what

we werntt'd. The man was zr policeman, llot a peasant, and had won several prizes for

blowing (lrc sort of horn we needed. He was at that moment in Felder's office assembling

the nrtxrster; and rvould be ready to blow it down the telephone at any moment. At

that instarrt, tlie other tclcphone rang-it was John Mordler from Geneva, complete

with a Swiss pcasant and an even lonecr horn which would shortly be blown into that

telepllrne. Tir add to thc t rxrfusion, thcre was in Vienna at that time a superb American

bass trorrrlrone player calhd'lbrry Cravens, and he, armed with his instrument, was with

us in thc <rrntrol rcxrm rcacly to play a C against which we could compare the pitch

of the ins(nrrnents in Zurich and Generva. In the race to assemble the instruments, the

policenr:ur in Zurich won by a short hcad, and so far as one could tell over the telephone

he was rnaking a splcndid sound. Unlirrtunately, it wzs an !, and his attempts to sustain

and bkrw a rl.rytl.rm rxr Cl u'ere perikrus. Wc thanked him and got back to the Geneva

telephorrc, ovcr which tlxr rnost startlinu noise was emerying. (It nearly deafened me, so

I hatc to irriirlrine what it rnLrst have been like at the other end.) And it was a C, or at least

within slxxrting distancc of C, and we knew that the error in pitch could be overcome

by adjLrsting lht' mouthpiece. I asked.Jolrn Mordler to make whatever arr.rngements

wcrc lrc(:essilry ftrr thc nr:rn [o come to Vienna, and then to call Mr Felder for finalcial

approval. I lt: did all that, but the conrcdy at the Gencva end was not quite oven When

orrr pcirszurt discoverecl that.fr>hn was talking to a d.ireilorin Zurich, it was almost too

rnuch firr hirn. He explained that hc. was the village champion and must at all costs play

his charnpiorrship piccc ovcr the telephunc to Mr. Felder In vain didJohn try to explain

that Mr: I cldcr was in charge of financial administration and was not concemed with

rnusical abilitics. Furthcrmorc, Mr Irelder w.LS an extremely busy man with a hundred

problcms rnLrch rrore prcssing than the anrbitions of an alpenhom player who was going

to Vienna to play a succession of identica.l repeated notes. But the man was adamant. The

Ice wzrs rxrt ol rnajor irnportance; neithcr was the question oftravel and living expenses;

what hc wirntcd was to play his piuty piece to Mr Felder over the telephone, -d play

it he did, twicc. As I was tt> discovcr verJ soon afterwards in Menna, and Mr Felder

doubtlcss cliscrrvered thcn, chzurpionship pieces especially written for the alpenhom,

wlrich can bcst be describccl ta a rehukt.nt instrument, are not quite as extended as the

avcragc Bruckner symphony, but they secrl to go on far krngen

'Ihe 
little rnan arrived in Vienna with his instrument the next day. He had never

flown, nor liad he been out of Switzerland before. We watched as he slowly

assemblcd the horn on the stage ofthe Sofiensaal and blew a series ofearsplitting

notes which nearly <lislodged the chandelier. They had an arbitrary sort of pitch,

and one of'tliem rvas dcfinitely a C. Thc problem was to find it, for most attempts

rvould pnrducc something disagreeable in the vague region of C before settling

down, sorncwhat unstcadily, on the note itself. We asked the man if ourAmerican

trombonc player could have a go, possibly with his own trombone mouthpiece; and

as soon as he did, we knew we had got what we wanted. Out came a proper C, and

rvith it thc. rncnacing l{unding rhythm in a tone which we believed would have sent

Wagrer into transports of delight. It was lar from beautiful, but we were not seeking

a beautiful sound; and it had terrific penetration, so we knew we could afford to

put it well oflstage without any risk of its being drowned by the orchestra. The only

problen-r was to coax our peasant into letting Terry Cravens play the thing.
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It was then that he told us how he had played his championship piece to Director

Felder over the telephone. As we were eager to do anything to please hirn, rve sat

around on the stage while he played it for us. It went on and on.Just as it appeared

to be settling on what might be described as a very democratic tonic, it would veer

offagain in another direction. To grasp the fcrrm ofthe piece, or even ofa phrase,

was made difficult because, as certain notes had to be coaxed out of the instrument

by trial and error, they were preceded by a long pause and much flcxing of the

lips and puffing of the cheeks. (While all this was going on, thc picce stopped

altogether and might, for all we knew, have finished.) When at last it was over our

friend pointed out that this year's championship piece, which we had just heard,

was possibly less good than last year's-which, without further ado, he proceeded

to play. I am ashamed to report that it sounded exactly the sarne to me.

By this time we were resigned to a long recital, but sorneone eventually brought

out the score of Walhiire and pointed out the line where l-lunding's lrorn is written.

Then a terrible realisation dawned on us-our man had not the slightcst idea how

to read music! We did not wish to offend hirn, so we made great play about how

difficult WaLhiire is for any instrumentalist, but especially lirr the steerlrorn with

its row of repeated Cs. He peered at the score and sccmcd to asrcc. We then

suggested that as our American trombonist had undertaken the part hundreds ol'

times before-which of course he hadn't-it might be sal'er and quickcr to lct hirn

play the Swiss instrument.'Ib my relief, our visitor agreed at oncc-lo his rclief, I

imagine. He was a charming little man, and we bundled him and liis instrumcnt

offto Switzerland the next day, where hc could go back up his mountain and tell

his neighbours how he had recorded Wagner in Vienna.

The end of the second act is a hard part to record, but we wert' pleascd with

the result. It required one of our very complicated hook-ups, in that all sorts of'

different acoustics and perspectives are required to covcrr the action.'l 'here is

Hunding's horn, loud and growing closer; there is Sicgrntrnd first in onc oflstage

position and then, by Wagner's decree, in another; therc is Hunding, Iirst heard

offstage but not yet in contact with Siegrnund; and on tht'stage itsell is Sieglinde,

awakening to find that her nightmare has become reality. 
'l 'here 

is a thundcrclap,

and then the sound of Briinnhilde's voice as she appears in the air abovt: Sit:gmund,

followed immediately by the sound of Wotan's voice as he stands above IIunding.

AII this takes place in an extremely fast tempo, and thc cues follow one another

at an alarming rate. (From the purely technical point ofvicw, it is the hardcst twr>

minutes in Walhilre.) We made a mess of the first take, largely because until you

have had a chance to try a scene like this with the artists giving full voice rather

than the half-voice which is used in rehearsal, it is almost impossible to eauge how

the relationbetween the perspectives is going to work out.

At the very end of the act, Wotan has the famous passage beginning "Geh'hin,

Knuht!' and ending with the words "Geh'! Geh'! "-at which command Hunding

sinks dead to the ground. Ever since I first saw Hotter on the stage, I had known

this was one of his greatest moments: the immense dignity and powcr of the

angry god whose favourite daughter had disobeyed him came across the {botlights

with that sort of magnetism, or hypnotism, which only the greatcst artists

can command. Hotter's performance conveyed still more than that the

unspeakable griefofa father who has been forced not only to ordain the death of

his son but also to witness the fatal fight and to intercede in order that Siegmund

shall die.

IIis final words to Hunding-his"Geh'! Geh'!"-become neither a shout nor an order,

but the words ol a man driven to the limits of experience. There is nothing left for

him except to vent his fury on Brtinnhilde.

It was moving to lind that on the session, after a lifetime's experience as Wotan,

Hotter w:rs still trying to rethink the phrase. Did Wagner want the first emphasis

on "Knechtl', or would it sound more contemptuous, or even ironical, to put the

cmphasis slightly on "kniee"? He Iried "Geh'!' half a dozen different ways to see

which might be thc most ellective. Even iiorn an artist as charming and sympathetic

:rs Hotter, it is a little unncrving to be asked advice about something which had been

sccond nature to him fcrr so krng; but it is something you cannot forget quickly.

Througlr<rut Vlalhiireltis collcern from first until last was with Wagner's Wotan, and

not with H<.rttcr the personality. It was an honour to have him in the studio.

The sccond hardest passage to record in Walhiireis the opening ofthe third act-the

so<'alled l{ide of thc Valkyrics. We had f<rund out long ago, in 1957, that the opening

always sorrnds wrong when you first record it, and when you look at the score the

answer is plain to see: thcrc is no bass until shortly before the voices enter. Wagner

visualized his rnaidens flying through thc air on horseback, and therefore wrote a

krud but lisht sound. I anr sure Solti was right in feeling that it should not be too

fast: a magistcrial sort of pace is surely appropriate for the maidens who are bearing

thc bodies of dead heroes to Vrlhalla. And there are plenty ofrecords in existence

to prove how li:w conductors can get the rhythm right, for ifone accent is misplaced

at the start tlrc whole piccc will remain unrhythmic throughout. (lf you sing the

IiLmous l{ide trrne to the nonscllse words I'nr sick on a seesadSick on a seesailSick

on a seesaw/Sick on a train," the strong acccnt must always be on "sick," whereas it

is olien wrongly placed on "sce"; and the sixteenth-note corresponding to the word
"ort" must be rcally short. That is precisely how Wagner marked his score.) Though

perhaps the bcst-known popular excerpt from the -Rlng, it is not considered by many

critics tr> be orrc ol Wasner's better inventions; but I recall discussing it once with

Bcnjaniin Brittcn, u,ho is by no means an ardcnt Wagnerian, and agreeing with him

tliat in its contLrxt it is an exr:ellcnt and effective piece, for it builds up the necessary

tcnsion lirr tht' arrival of Briinnhilde and Sieslinde.

As in all such sccncs in the Rlng, Wagr-rer gives exact details of what he wants in the

rvay of staging. At the opening, four of the maidens are on stage, and four more will

be heard appn>aching frorn offstage as the scene progresses. The elaborate scenic

requirements did not of coursc concern us; but it was obviously important to make

thc offstage voices convey, as far as possible, the picture of the Valkyrie maidens

flying through the air on horscback as they approach the rock. We decided to make

the scene cornplete without the offstage voices in the first place, for there is a great

dcal ofrunning about to be done by those who are on stage, and it was ofprimary

irnportance to get their part right. We therefore recorded the entire scene except

Iirr the olfstage calls and then, after the orchestra had departed, gradually added the

approaching voices until the eli'ect seemed right. After about four attempts we felt

the result was gt>od enough to give the girls a chance to hear it. They were thrilled,

except for onc who looked very puzzled at the sound ofher own offstage voice, and

said: "I sound as il 'I 'm right up there in the cloudsl"

'And 
that," I said to her, "is exactly where you're meant to be."

I did not realise it at the tinre, but she had probably only sung the piece in productions

where Wagner's directions are ignored; in the theatre, she had probably always
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been on stage from the rise ofthe curtain. (ln the Bayreuth production of 106(j,

for example, no attempt was made to cover even the opening cue. The first call, on

stage, is by Gerhilde, and she is answered imrnediately by Helmwige, who is strictly

supposed to be flying through the air but who is at any rate oJf;tage. It Bayreuth,

Gerhilde and Helmwige stood side by side on the front of the stage, and llelmwige

actually made a point of addressing her reply directly to tlie audience.)

It was my feeling at that session that Nilsson may have sung better than in any

other part of the ftizg. She was inspired; and the G with which she begins the word

"Siegftied' just before Sieglinde's exit was straiglit out of heaven, as was Crespin's

ecstatic singing of the first, and only, appearance of the redemption motive until tlre

end of Gijtterdtitnmerung. ln the massive buildup to the entrance of Wotan, Wagner

had written a part for a thunder machine to underline thc women's voict's, and fi>r

this we had rigged up our old Rheiryqoldmet.al sheet, plus a battcry of bass drurrts.

As it stretches over many bars, and as there is a lot going on above it, it is thc sort of'

sound you should.pel rather than hear explicitly; but you certainly notice its abrupt

termination under the huge chords as Wotan strides upon thc s<:ene. All in all, wc

had had good luck with the two passages where we had lelt we rvould be rnr>st likely

to encounter trouble.

Trouble, however, was on the way; and not one of us liad a glirnpsc bcfrrlc it struck.

We were aware that the recording of Bruckncr's Scvt:nth Synrphony, rvhich wc

had made immediately bef<re Walhiire, worrld occrrpy only three sidcs, and wt:

wanted to make Wagner's Sie$ried ldlll for the last sidc in orclt'r to cornpletc thc

two-record set. We wanted to make it in the firrm in which Wagnr:r wrr>lt'it, which

is for thirteen instrumentalists only-or fcrurteen, to bt: pedarttic, for tltere is ortc

phrase where a second viola is all but essential. Wr: had the idc'a of using hand

picked players from the Philharmonic, including their principal strinus-but thcn

we ran into difficulties.

The Vienna Philharmonic embodies a nurnber of fine instnrrrrental eroups-tltc

Vienna Octet, for example, and the Weller Quartet-and liorn tirric to tirnc, with thc

permission of the orchestral cornmittee, these groups go on tour. In addition, certain

"star" members of the orchestra are in demand as sokrists, and tliis is cspccially so

in the case of Willi Boskovsky, who has charnred audiences the world over witli

hisJohann Strauss concerts, during which he conducts and plays thc violin in the

true Strauss tradition. Our problem with the Sie{ried ldyll wzrs that wc could not

coordinate the string group we wanted-somc playt'rs were ill, and othcrs, likc

Boskovsky, were away on tour-and by the timc we started Walh.iire we had all but

postponed the project until the following year. But the Bruckner was good, and it

seemed a shame to hold it in reserve for so long.

The orchestra has four concert-masters-Boskovsky, Barylli, Weller, and Sivo-artd

as we embarked on Walkiire I suddenly realised not only that Walter Weller was

appearing as concert-master at most sessions, but that his young collcagues who

made up the Weller Quartet were also playing in the orchestra. This, surely, was

the answer to our Siegfried ldyll problem: the Quartet was a splendid group and

had already made a number ofvery successful records for us. Accordingly, I asked

Professor Wobisch if he had any objection to our using Weller for the ldyll, ard

in the haste of the moment his reply-which was an affirmative-led to serious

misunderstanding and later on almost broughL Walhiire to ahall-.
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What Wobisch meant was that we could use Weller as the concert-master for the

Id1ll, whereas my u,hole point was that since Weller had a quartet, it was sensible

to use it as a unit and not divorce Weller from his regular colleagues who played

chamber music with him all the time. From Wobisch's reply I assumed, wrongly,

tlrat we had permission to use the Quartet. As we were up to our necks in Walhiire,

none of us even considered the possibility of a misunderstanding, and we proceeded

to set up the recording of tlte ld.1ll on the only day without a Walhiire session. It

w:rs the evening of Sunday, November 14, and to get the right atmosphere for this

dclicate, intirnate piece, we transformed the Sofiensaal.

'I'ht: 
instrunrc'ntal g'<lrp was in a small enclosure in the centre of thehall,andthe Wakiire

orchestral setup had been pushed asidc. We switched offall the main lights of the hall

and brought down some standard larnps from the apartment to add a warm glow to

thc scene and to illuminate the music stands; and-very unusually for him-Solti was

pcrsuaded to conduct sitting down. Wc wanted to get the musicians completely relaxed,

to trct them to try and sound as their prcdecessors must have sounded on that moming

in'lliebschen when the ldyyllwas first played firr Cosima Wagnen

It w;rs an eveninq of enchanting music. Nobody was watching the clock and the

rnrrsicians blended to perf'ection. It was as if a spell had come over the Sofiensaal.

Wc did not need to touch a control: it was pure music-making, pure joy-the sort of

scssit>n thert happens very rarely but more than compensates for whatever struggles

or)(' rnay have had in the past. We parted that night in the knowledge that a very

bcautiful Src1ifrred ldyllhad br:cn committed to tape.

Ily tlre scheclule thcre were only live rnore dzrys left frrr the completion of Walhiire.

Wt: had still to makc the r>pcning of Act Two and continue through the scene with

Iirir:ka and to the end of Wotan's great monologue. We had also to make all the

latter parl ol Act 
-l'hree, 

between Briinnhilde and Wotan, but we were exactly on

st:hedult', and short of illness it did not seem likely that anything would go wrong.

'l 'hcn, 
on Novembcr 17, it happened. On that day we planned to record the end of

thc wholc wrx'k. (lt is always a gr>od idi:a to try to record the end of any opera at least

a dav or two before the final session. 
'l'he 

end is important, for it gives the listener his

Iinal imprcssion; and if you lcave it to the last session you have no time for second

t houghts.) 
'l'he 

session was at 1 500 and Hotter arrived for his big scene (the Farewell)

in splendid frrrm. Should we not, he suggested, have a crack at it right away, as soon as

I hc sessiorr started? Ht' felt in such gtxrd form that he would like to try and Solti agreed

irnrnediatcly. At that mornent a deputation frorn the orchestral committee marched

up and denrandcd zrn explanation as t() why we had used the Quartet, rather than

thc senirrr players, for the Srcgfried ldyll. I was bewildered at first. I explained that I

had obtained perrnission, but they denied this. There was obviously a feeling that we

had somehow shown discrinrination against certain players, and the resentment had

boiled up, though not revcaling itself until now, over the past few days.

Ily that tirnc it was several minutes after the session should have started, but the

committee was detcrmined it should not start until a satisfactory explanation had

been prodrrced. I still did not grasp the nature of the misunderstanding which

herd taken place alrnost a month earlier. The tension in the hall, and outside, was

unbearable. I felt dcsperately sorry for Hotter, who had come in only a few minutes

before, full of anticipation fcrr his final scene. Now I could see him pacing up and

down as tlie rninutes went by, getting more and more nervous and far from unaware

, ' f a l l  t he  s l r t r u t i ng  t ha l  was  go ing  on .



The leading cellist, who had been a friend of ours for years but who was one of those

who mistakenly considered himself slighted by the ldyll affai4 announced that he

would leave immediately and would not play the session, for which we needed him

badly. Twenty minutes had now been lost, and the mood in which wer hoped to make

the end of Walhiirehad been hopelessly disrupted. I implored the committee to let

us start, as otherwise the opera might never be finished on schedule, and guaranteed

that I would give every second of my time between sessions to clearing up the matter.

I promised thalLhe Idyll would not be released until all parties to the dispute werc

satisfied; and with that, I was finally able to lead Solti to the poditrm and I{otter to

the stage.

It was hopeless. Every ounce of Solti's prof'essionalisnr would not brcak tlie mcxrd of'

anger and mystery which hung like a cloud in the Sofiensaal that aftcrnoon. As for

Hotter, it was little short of heartbreaking. Nobody could concentr:rte on what he:

was supposed to be doing. One faction in the orchestra w:rs seething zrgainst another,

while the rest, who knew nothing about it at all, were trying to find out what was

going on. At the end of the longest, and worst, session of my lifc wt' realised that

not a single note we had recorded that afternoon was worthy of the rcst of Walk.iire,

and that we were therefore one whole scssion behind schedulc, with no possibility

whatever ofgetting extra time by the end of the week.

Much latel when I was putting together material for this book, I asked Solti to think

back over the years since we started the Ring and try to pin down whal. had becn

the worst moment for him; and withor-rt hesitation he named tltc Wulhiire sessi<nt

on November 17. In those conditions it is impossiblc to work, f<rr the very wr>rst

sort of dispute is the kind in which one party believes itself slighted, and the r>ther

believes itselfinnocent. I suppose it is the sort of thing which is boturcl to happen in

any relationship sooner or later. So far as the Rizgwas concerned, it lrad come at thc

worst possible moment.

Over the years, our relationship with the Philharmonir: had grown very close. Fronr

our standpoint there are two ways of working with an orchcstra. Since tlie Company

is paying an orchestra for its services, you can rcgard yoursclf sirnply as thc

Company's representative and the guardian of its practical interests-so long as the

orchestra turns up and plays and does not waste money, ifyou care to look at it that

way, that is the end of the matter. The other way, which is the onc wc triecl to develop

over the years, is to establish a relationship with the mzrnagement of thc orchcstra

and with the players, so that the making of a grarnophone record bccomes a joint

effort directed towards an artistic airn. With this approach, it becanrc our duty to

study the nature ofthe orchestra from several angles: to get to know its special and

distinctive sound qualities and find out how to put them on record; to learn the

psychology ofthe orchestra, in order to create conditions under which it could give

of its best; and to try to help the management in a hundred ways, fiom tracing new

or replacement instruments to pointing out that a depzrrtment in the orchestra, or

even a player, is letting the side down. It is only when such a relationship comes into

being that properly creative work can take place in the studio.

From about the time of Rheingold this sort of relationship between our crew and the

Vienna Philharmonic began to grow. (The orchestra had been with Decca for many

years before that, but until then there had never been such close contact in the

shtdio.) Andwhen this relationship developed, it pleased us that the orchestra began

to get a press for its recordings on our label of a kind which had only two precedents

in recording history-that of the Philadelphia Orchestra in its heyday, and that

Giitterdtimnr,mt,nl4 - Birgit Niknn geets Grane

of the Philharrnonia C)rchcstra of l,ondon during the years immediately after its

Ibundation.'fheirs were distinctive records because they conveyed in unmistakable

fashion the unique qualities ofthe orchestras concerned.

Now the s:rme was happening with the Vienna Philharmonic. No matter how good

the notices lirr the many distinguished singers in the Decca Ring, no matter how

good the reviews for Solti and our own part in the affair, every critic singled out the

unique and incomparable qualities of the Vienna Philharmonic as revealed on the

records we rnade. We were proud of what was happening, and wholly in sympathy

with the orchestral management's policy of guarding the traditions of sound, and

style of playing, which had been handed from generation to generation in the

Vienna Philharmonic.

'Ihis 
style had no equivalent anpvhere, but it was not necessarily invulnerable.

Our efforts to help the Philharmonic to make every record, whether of opera or
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orchestral music, into an outstanding examplc of the orchestra's qualities, did not

go unnoticed by the committee, for in 1959 we were presented, as a team, with the

Nicolai Medal, which was a singular and unexpected honour. (Nicolai founded the

Vienna Philharmonic in 1842, and the medal has only ever been presented to thosc

artists who have established a close working relationship with the orchestra, or tcr

those who by their special efforts in one field or another have rendered ;r distinctive

sort ofservice. We never expected such recognition, but it seemed to sct the scal on

our creative relationship with the orchestra.)

Yet such a relationship is not without its perils; it cannot all bc mutual rcjoicing. And

just as the Philharmonic players were ready to point it out when sorne aspects of the

way we ran sessions were not to their liking, so we {'elt il part of our duty-mrt only to

them, but to Decca-to mention any serious deficiency in the playing, in so lar as it rnight

adversely affect the reception ofthe recording. Inevitably, this rn:rde us a lew enemies.

We never tried to force our beliefs on the cornmittee, and never suggestecl that our

recommendations should apply to anything but thcir work in thc studio fol I)ccca.

In the three days separating the recording oI' Lhe Si,egfried klyll ancl that liuitless

Walhiiresession, the small laction who were ;rgainst us ancl what wc wcrc tryinu tcr

do had chosen an appropriate moment to rnake trouble. The adrninistrativc leadcr

of the orchestra, Professor Helmut Wobisch, who over the ye:rrs has suicled this

assertive body of men through many a storm, w:rs in a hospital rect.rvuring lirrrn

a serious illness. His committee was faced with huge adnrinistrative burdcns, and

the orchestra was, as usual, overworked. It was.jrrst the riglrt tirnc to stir up troublc

by suggesting that we were trying to discriminatc against thc oldcr strinu Jrlayt:rs
by forcing them out of recording work. Nothing coulcl liave bccn hrrther fiorn tht'

truth; but nothing was more likcly to causc a rcvolution. ()ur rclationsliip in thc

studio, which had taken so many years and so rnuch effrrrt to cstablish, seermcd to

dissolve in an afternoon.

The worst of it was that some of the players who had takerr ollence wcro those lirr

whom we had the greatest admiration and rcspcct. Whilc I was trying to kccp things

going in order not to lose time and rnoney, and help Solti and I Lrtter to regain their

shattered nerves, Gordon got on the telcphonc to Flrnanucl lJrabcc, thc principal

cellist, who had walked out just as ther session started. Brabec was a great player

and had been an invaluable colleague fcrr years; and to see hirn, ol'all people, leave

in protest seemed to symbolise the breakdown of a relationship lve had tried fcrr

years to cultivate. On the telephone Gordon tried to explain the rnisunderstandins

as best he could, and implored Brabec to rnake the gesture of returning befirre the

end ofthe session, ifonly to show his colleagues that he, at lcast, was not deserting

us. We promised him a full explanation; and he came back immediately, too late

to save a session which had been on the rocks since it started, but early enough to

give pause to a few ofthe revolutionaries. Ald when wc cxplaincd thc nature olthc

misunderstanding-that I had taken the approval to usc Weller in thc absence of

Boskovsky as meaning that we could use Wcllcr's quartct, instead ofjust Weller thc

individual-Brabec saw exactly what had happened, and just how the situ;rtion had

been exploited. Thanks to him, and to the brilliant diplomacy of Professor Strasser

and Professor Barylli, the most painful and pointless dispute in all our years in

Vienna began to burn itself out.

The orchestra knew that nothing had emerged from that session, and I knew there

was not enough time left to finish Walhiire. Professors Strasser and Barylli came up

u,ith a helpful suggestion. It would be possible, the next evening, to hold a session

parallel with the performance at the opera, because the work being performed there

required a relatively small orchestra. Could we therefore find a part of Walhilre to

rccord on that evening which did not need the full complement of brass and which

rnight not nced the usual doubling on the woodwinds? There was only one possible

scction: the long Wotan monologue in Act Two; but Hotter was already called for

the aftcrnoon session, and I doubted ifhe would be prepared to attempt two tiring

sessions in onc day.

I went to see him, ancl explained the situation. He agreed at qnce, and so did Birgit

Nilsson. (As she has only a few sentences to sing during the monologue, and as she

had rnzrde a social engagement that evening, she could easily have refused us. Her

imrnediate zrgreernent to conle to the emergency session was another example of her

cr>nsicler:rtion and prolessionalisrn.) The schedule, of course, had been seriously upset,

firr even by pushing part of the Act'fwo monologue into that extra evening session, we

st.ill had to llnd a place to remake the ckrsing scene of Act Three, for which we could

not affcrrcl to have Hottcr in tircd voice.

A wcck or tu,o carlicr, whtn Walh.iire was rolling along so well, it had been very much

in our minds that Novembcr 19 woLrld be a remarkable day. So far as we could see, at

1730 r>n that aftcrnoon thc f)ecca Rlz.r;would be finished at last, and the seven-year

saqa would bc ovec We werc not likely to go through it again in our lives, and it seemed

appropriate to hold a celebration f<rr the orchestra and those artists who would still be

in Vicnna: Solti, Nilsson, zrnd Flotter In the subterranean depths ofthe Sofiensaal are

sonrc plcasant tzrvern-likc rooms, and I proposed to get permission to hold a dinner in

one ol'thcsc to whir:h all rnembers of the orchestra and their wives would be invited.

Mr. I{oscngrrten agrecd to cover the expense, but we ran into all sorts of catering

difficLrltics at the Vicnna cnd and the plan was modified into a buffet supper with

plcnty ofrvinc, to bc hcld altcr thc opcra perfrrrmance on the night ofthe last session.

BLrt now we had a new situation. As I sat fcrr hour after hour with my colleagues

trying to {it togctlier thejigsaw of the wrecked Walkiire schedule, forcing the work

o1'{ilrr scssions into thc remaining threc and seeking a way to conserve the voices

zrt the szrrnc tirne, I knew that the spirit had gone out of any idea f<rr a celebration.

Thc ncrvous strain was too great. It was a fact that we would not know until 1730 on

Novcmbcr 1-9 whcthcr thc Ringwould be finished or not. The pile-up of material for

thc final scssion was littlc short ofabsurd: on pape4 at any rate, it was impossible. For

y€rars wc had talked and thought about the day when it would all be ovet and how

we worrld celebrate the end ofthe largest undertaking in record history. Now that it

was upon us, I sent the nroney back to Zurich, because nobody felt like celebrating

anything. I was dctcrmincd wc would finish on that Friday afternoon without any

conrprornise in standards; we would reach the er,d of Walhiire on that day no matter

what the cost in effort and ingenuity. But the mood in which we had hoped to finish

had been shattered beyond repair; and our Rizg venture, llke Walhiire itsell would

come to a quiet conclusion.

"Ycru have to remembeq" Solti said to mc months later whbn we were thinking back to

the Walhiire crtsis, "that they love that sort of thing. A crisis brings out the best in them,

when they can see you are suffering and fighting the clock..."

To some extent this is true. Except for the minority of committed, interested players,

the rank and file of any orchestra finds recording a tedious business, and anything

unusual, including a crisis, can only make things more interesting. I do not think this
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obseruation applies only to Vienna, although it is true that in Vienna any small point

of dispute tends to magnif itself faster than anyr'vhere else.

We were taking no chances for the last Walhiire sessiott. The night before, I had been

through the score time and time again, and had finally worked out the list of materia.l

still to be recorded, plus the essential remakes. It was formidable. I made out copies

for each artist and each member of the staft and we glued Solti's copy fir'mly to his

stand. (We were afraid that a member of the orchestra might otherwise remove it. It

is a fact that if Solti is ever forgetful enough to leave his baton on the stand during

an interval, he will find that the tip has been painted with ink by the time he returns.

This has happened so mnny times over the last ten years that we have lost count. It

may sound incredible, but it is true.) The list for the final session, which was far more

extensive than that for the equivalent sessionin Giitterdlimntazzg showed the precise

number ofminutes to be devoted to the rehearsal and to the recording of each piece.

We also fixed a big tickless clock to the conductor's stand, so that Solti could see both

the time and the plan at a glance. There was to be no playback at all, and visitors, no

matter how distinguished, were not to be admitted.

Solti made a briefspeech to the orchestra at the start. He said that while he had been

glad to learn that the misunderstanding about the Idyllhad been cleared up, the fact

remained that we had lost one whole session on an issue which could just as casily

have been raised outside recording time. It was necessury now to makc up that timc

by the utmost concentration. And with that, he got down to work.

As ifto make up for what had happened, we had a superb orchcstra that aliernoon.

Although all the accredited members of the Vienna Philharmonic rnaintain a

high standard of skill, there are some players who stand in a class of' their own,

and on that afternoon they were all present. There had never been such tension in

the Sofiensaal, for I think everyone knew that if we fell even five minutes behind

schedule there would be no chance of completing Walhiire that year.

By the interval we had beaten the clock to the extent of four valuable minutes. I lotter

and Nilsson had cooperated all the way, and the orchestral discipline was superb. In

the second half of the session, almost as if by design to relieve the tension, a rn()use

appeared in the orchestra and someone put a tuba over it. (Adolf Krypl swore that it

was not a Sofiensaal mouse, and that a member of the orchestra had imported it in a

paper bag; but wherever it came from, the momentary laughter, the diversion, hclped.

The pressure could not be rela-xed, but the end was in sight.)

We finished at exactly 1730, as planned. The last notes of the Decca -Rlzg to be

recorded were the last notes of Walhiire.

There were no speeches. In the control room, before the artists came round, we

shook hands; and although I do not remember if we said anything, I am sr.rre that our

thoughts went in the same direction, taking us back in an instant to that afternoon

in September 1958 when the -RheingoldEflatpedal first sounded in the Sofiensaal. It

seemed like fifteen hours ago, the time of the Rizg cycle, instead of seven years; but

it was all there at last, for the present and future generations tojudge. "Das EruJe|

Hotter said, as he came in, quoting from his Act Tho monologue. "Das En^de!' We

had a drink with him and Nilsson and Solti, and then Gordon andJimmy and I went

into the empty hall. The orchestra had gone. Looking up to our big apron stage

in the dimmed lights I could see our three Rhinemaidens flitting here and there

pursued by Neidlinger in the opening scene of Rheingold; Flagstad in a big picture
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hat, remonstrating with Wotan; the eighteen anvils and the screaming children;

Stolze and Windgassen fbrging the sword in Act One of Siegfried; and Fafner shut

in his little room at the back. I thought of Christa Ludwig as Waltraute as she spoke

to Briirrnhilde witli such quiet intensity in Act One of Giitterdtimmerung... " So-sitzl A
sagt h.ein WrL.."; the sound of Pitz's chorus in Act Two, and Frick's black Hagen, and

Fisclrer Dieskau when the Bluthriiderschafi motive rings out on the horns; the death

of Sicgfried, so nobly sung by Windgassen; and the rapturous singing of Nilsson in

the Imrlrolation scene. And I thought of Hotter, the incomparable Hotter, who had

just a few mcrments ago sung " denn Einer nur freie die Braut, der freier ak lch, der Gott!'

with such nobility and sorrow as words cannot describe.

I thought of Solti, working himself to exhaustion, never losing his patience and yet

never making an artistic compromise. I thought of my colleagues, and of all those in

London and Zurich who had helped and supported us over the years, who had let

us have our heads and granted us the money and the conditions notjust to make a

recording of the Rlzg, but to do the job properly to the best of our abilities.

Standing in the empty hall at the end of the last Walhilre session, with memories

swirling all around us, we felt a strange mixture of sadness and pleasure. For better

or worse, it was over. For seven years it had been a major part of our lives, and it

would nol  come our way again.
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CHAPTERSIX

Coda

That night, in place of the feast we had planned to mark the end of the -Rrr,4 rve l-rad

a simple gathering in the flat: the team, Solti, a handful of'li iends, and rriy parents

and sister and brother-in-law who, having come to Viennir to witness the end oi our

seven-year effort, had watched the events of the last few days with sorncthing likc

bewilderment. It was not what thev had expectedl but then it was not rvltat u'e had

expected, either

Until the fina.l crisis we had kept pace with the rough-editirtg of lValkiirc. As each

sequence was recorded I had passed a marked score toJack Law who, as usual, hacl

been willing to work at odd hours of the night or vcry early in the moming so that by

ten o'clock on any morning we were able to hear the rough-cdit of thc prcvir>us day's

work. One czrn sustain this sort of intensity when the atmosphcre is right, bLrt not rvith

tle sort of tension we had undergone since November 17. The editing lauged, and whert

the recording was over we had a backlog of some lirur sessitxrs-zrbout sixty Ininutes ol'

unedited material. We were determined to do tlie rough editing as quickly as possiblc,

but nobody had the heart to tackle the rcally diffiurlt, detailed w<x'k rvhich ll/alhiire slill

required. For the second year in succession we decided that orrr only way was to l€trlnl

to Menna immediately after Christmrr^s, thus puttimu a month bt'tween <nrrsclves aurd thc

present disagreeable atmosphere.

We were conscious that much of Walhiirewould nccd even more carcful ccliting tlian

any other part of the Riz.g. This was the one work in the cyt:lc where tltt'r:ritics woulcl

be able to make direct comparisons with rither complete rccordings-tltc l{)tiO R(lA

version made with the London Symphony Orchestra conductcd by Erich Leinsdorf

(also with Nilsson as Briinnhilde); and Wilht:lrn Furtw;ingler's nrotto recordirts

made in Venna in the early ninetcen-fifties. There was no reason to f'ear tltcse

competitors, but we had taken a chance-and sornething of'a risk in casting Hotter

as Wotan right at the end of his career, and we kncw that we would nccd pczrce and

quiet and a lot of hours to get the best of his pcrlbrmancc propcrly asst'rnbled. Yt'l I

also knew that whatever we did, there would bc certain critics (l could narrte therri in

advance) who would grumble about Flotter's unsteadinessjust abovt'thc stave ancl

compare him unfavourably with Schorr (who died in 1t)53). Had we usccl anotheq

less experienced Wotan, those same gentlemen would have blar-ned us f or depriving

posterity of Hotter's classic performance. There are certairt games you t'artrtot wirt,

and this is one of them.

On December 26, 1965, Humphley Burton's lilm fhe Goklm Ring went its lirll

length of ninety rninutes on BBC. It was well received in the press and I gather

that the BBC was pleased with the viewer-research figures. A week later, whcn we

were back in Vienna for the editing ol Walhiire, the German version went out on thc

main Austrian network, and as Biryit Nilsson was in Vienna at the tirne we invited

her to see the programme. Over the following months the fihn was shown on both

major German networks, in Switzerland, the United States, Canada, Australia, and

New Zealand. John Drummond, the assistant producer, went to Scandinavia and

prepared a slightly shortened version which was overdubbed with cotnmentaries

in the Scandinavian languages. At the same time Decca bought a couplc of 16-mnr

prints which have by now been shown so often up and down the country that both

are wearing out. The remarkable and pleasing thing about all this is that the film

is not a slick, snappy "popular" documentary, but a serious attempt to show what

really happens during a major opera recording. Even more irnportant, Burton took

the considcrable risk of including long uninterrupted musical sequences because he

believcd that the intensity of the performance would hold the viewer's attention. He

was right, although there wcrc sorne who tried, when he was preparing the film, to

persrradc him otherwise.

Orrr lirral playback of the e dit ed Walhiirewas on Ti-resday,January 4, in the Sofiensaal.

It was not the trccasion th'at Gtitteildmmarung had been, for we had not tried to

make ll/alkiire into a competing, monurnental epic. All along, we had tried to see it

within its context, and to conceive it in tcrms of a listener who, having bought the

cntiri: 1?r.rq on rc'qrrds, misht choose tr> play the firur works in sequence on four

sur:cessivc days.

As it turned oil there rvcre still a fcw details to be corrected, and one or two of

the cl'{ccts did not work as I lrad intended. I had put the thunderclap which marks

Wotan's last exit in Act Tho fhr too near thc last word of his last line, so that when

hcarcl in context it sounded as if'someone had lit a fuse and bkrwn him sky high; we

had to rrrove it a bar or two closcr to the end of the act. And somehow, in our efforts

to gct thc best of Hotten wc had let thc final scene of the opera fall apart in a way that

was u'holly uncharacteristic ()l S()lti. It needed careful re-editing; and when, finally, we

were satisfied, tlic last part of our llizgwas flown to England to be ready for release

in Septt'nrber.

In tlro summcr ol'ltXi(i I wcnt back to Bayreuth where our German colleagues had

arriurercl a pre+t'le:rse playback of parts ol Walkiire. Apart from a flying visit in 1964

whcn I was looking lirr stecrrlronrs, I had not been there for many years. New office

building:s had rcarcd up all ovt:r the town: cold, function:rl slabs of concrete, emulating

Franklrrrt aurd painfirlly at odds with their environment.

But it u,as still Wagner's town. 
'l 'here 

was Wahnfried, glum and shuttered; but you

coulcl take an orrtsicle pathway to the end olthe garden where Wagner and his dog

and t hc ashcs of Cosima lay buried. A nrilc or so away was the railway station where

his brxly had arrived after his death in Venice in l8tl3; and up on the hill was his

bekrved FestspielhaLrs, still in all irnportant senses preserved as he had created it, and

still a liaLrnted placc frrr those who believe in ghosts.

I ivalkcd up the hill to the theatre, as I had done day after day fifteen years ago when

we wcre recording Parsifal an<l one of the versions of the Ring which never saw

daylight. It struck nie that if we had succeeded then, the Venna .Rizg might never

havc happencd; Iirr in retrospect I do not think we would have sold many copies

of tlrc Bayreuth Ring, and a failure would have prejudiced the chances of getting

enough nroney fil ' a major studio recording. Now the evidence of our efforts in

Mcnna was all over Bayreuth: at the station, in shop windows throughout the town,

and round the roof of the bookstall next to the Festspielhaus, posters and displays

announccd the completion of the first recorded Rlzg.

I wondered what Wagner would have thought of his masterpiece becoming available

in terrns of mass communication. He had built his theatre for a devoted minority,

to set a standard and an example to be followed by other theatres throughout

the world. He had no reason to suppose that more people than could ever be

accornmodated in all those theatres would eventually have access to his work. Yet

even in Bayreuth itself a different application of the idea of mass communication

lay behind thc controversial productions which Wieland Wagner had staged since
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1951. In breaking away from the traditional type of production, Wieland Wagner

was trying to rid the music dramas of their national associations and revcal thcir

universal psychology. Whether onc liked what he did or not, the intention w:rs

creditable and clear. Consciously or unconsciously, his productions were an attelnpt

to make a vital connection between the stage and a modern audiencc whose social

structure is very different frorn that ofan audience ofa hundred ycars ago. To that

extent, if only in terms of the idea, he was dealins in a sort of mass cornmunication.

The medium was wrong, however. Fbr all his achievernent, Iie rvas still rvorkins

within the confines of the same theatre zrs his grandfathcr, and u,ith what rvars

basically the same type of equipment. 
'l-he 

lirilure, comn-ron to most other opcra

houses, was in not grasping that theatres, as well as audiences, are sulr.ject to chanse.

To convey the Ring on the lincs he envisaged-and I am not saying that I asree witlr

them-required not only an imaginative but a technical revolution. If the phikrsophy

ofthe Ringis to be shown to havc univcrsal application and validity, and if its r:ontent

is to make contact with a wide modern audicnce, thc mciurs of prcsentation nLrst

be that of the mid-twentieth century ratlier than :Ln c'xtension of wh:rtcvcr wirs

considered adequate in t.he nineteenth.

Mass communication by means o{'records and television and radio docs not, zr.s

someJeremiahs predict, necessarily rnean a lorvering of'standards; on thc t:ontrary,

over a long enough period, standards are bound to rise. 
'l 'he 

bc'tter is still thc enerny

of the good, and the general accessibility of zrrt in all lirrms is a fine thing, evcn irr

its unconscious effect on those who profcss to havc no interest in it. I arn plcascd

when someone comes out of zr Rizgperfirrrnancc in thc theatrt: and cornrncnts thert

although he thinks our recording is splendid, the btal cxpcrience of hcaring and

seeing a good theatre production is considerably sreatcr. So it should bt:, but I arri

equally pleased when someone cornes out ol'an inaclequatc. theat.re production

fuming about its perversity and admitting that the records bring hirn closer to whirt

the Rf4gis about. Only to that extent do tlie records prcsent a serir>us chiLllenec 1o

the theatre, for whatever their delicicncics, they mass cornrnunicate :r sint:ert', well-

cast, and well-conceived perfrrrmance which must inevitably set a standarcl.

I caught a performance of Walhiire, ActThree, on that visit to llayrcuth in 1(Xjfj rvhich

seemed to me enough to dissuade anyone with more than a casual acquaintancc

with the Ringfrom entering the Festspielhaus for a very klng tirne. ExceJrt lirr some

splendid singing by Biryit Nilsson, what happened was about ars firr rernoved fiorrr

Richard Wagner's idea as it is possiblc to get. A sort of crew-cut Wotan pranced about

the stage, petulant rather than angry. At the momcnt of Briinnliilde's last plea ("1)fu.r

Einemtsst.. .") before the farewell, when she is supposed to bc clinging to liis knees

(she refers to them in the text) and he is supposed to be still, and psychokrgically

paralysed by the conflict between duty and tlre lovc for his lavourite daughter ... at

that moment, the Bayreuth Wotan was reeling about thc stagc likc a drunken rnan and

throwing his spear in the air; and that was not all. Irrespective of stage considcrations,

it used at least to be thought that the musical side ofthings would be in irreproachablc

hands at Bayreuth. The traditions of Hans Richter, Karl Muck, and Richard Strauss

were handed down to Wilhelm Furtwiingleq Arturo Toscanini, and Victor de Sabata,

among others who appeared at the festivals until 1944; and at the reopening in 1051

the tradition seemed likely to be re-established through the brilliant though greatly

differing talents of Hans Knappertsbusch and Herbert von Karajan. Since then, the

decline has been spectacular, with the exception of the Pars{al perforniances which

Knappertsbusch conducted until the year before his death. (Von Karajan did not

return after 1951.)

Orchestrally speaking, the perfonnance o[ Walltiire in 1966 would have sufficed in

Palenno. It was fast, and sounded as ifit had had no rehearsal. The musical light and

shadc of Wagrcr's drarna was nonexistent. The moments of tension, like the arrival

of Wotan, were loud and rhythrnically slack; and the moments of emotional release,

like the bars preceding Wotan's "Leh'wohl, du hiihnu henlhhes Kind!' or the E major

orchestral passzge wl-ren he finally takes Brtinnhilde into his arms, were conducted

u,ith a stupe{yins indifference, as if the conductor could not wait to get back to

Salzburg or wherever he was going fcrr his next cngagenent. A performance of such

nonunrcntal ineptitude is not to bejudged by standards ofpersonal preference for

one conductor over anothcr, for onc is forced back in protest to the score itself, where

thc evidence is clear to see. And if by the ereater spread of knowledge, whether it

be through rccords or filrn or any other medium the time approaches faster when

a pcrfcrrnrzrncc likc this cannot happen because it cannot be tolerated, the world of

music in gcncral trnd Wagrcr in particular will be the healthier.

'l 'hc 
trouble is that rnost o1'us c:rnnot imardne what we have not experienced. We

rerlain faithful to outdatcd tcchniques and rnethods because they are a sentimental

part of our past. We can all of us spot thc flaws in zr new and challenging technique,

and arc usually glad to disrniss it because of them. So far, attempts to blend the worlds

of the cinerna ancl the theatre have failed, and any sort of electrical amplification

lirr voiccs or orchestra is considered an outrageous interference by technology. (I

sr.rpposc thcrc werc sirnilar cries ol horror when acetylene arcs replaced candles

Iirr stagc illurninalion.) Ilut if the audience ftrr opera in general and Wagner in

particular is to grow, and if that trudicnce is to make contact with the drama in any

scrious sensc, thc timc is corning when technokrgy must play a greater part even at

the t:ost ol'a hw sacred artistic cows..lust as the conductor is no longer in charge of
(]vcry aspcct ol :r rccordinq scssion but is nonetheless able to create a more accurate

and prcparcd realisation o[ his wishes because of the facilities provided for him, so

I bclicvc thert the opcra theatle ofthe fLtture will be under the control ofmen who

conccivc opcra in tcrms ol an expanding communiczrtion. In that direction there is

at tlte very le;rst a hope ol'survival; in the other, the tomb is waiting. Opera as a social

ovcnt, ()r as zr vehiclc lirr a single star, may not evcn survive the twentieth century

:ury rr)ore than the court thcatres survived the nineteenth: simple economics and

thc expzursion r>f priv:rte lirrms of communication like records and television will

scc to that .

Thc survival olan art forrn depends partly on its relcvance to any given era, and partly

on its aclaptability in tenns of cornrnunication. With a few distinguished exceptions,

we still zrpproach the prescntation of opera with the mentality of the mid-nineteenth

ccntury; and rvhen arryone tries to put it effectively where it belongs, which is before

the eyes and cars of our own younger generation in a manner that is attuned to

and attrar:tive to thzrt gencration, the howls of alarm from the elders of the critical

establislirnent can be heard the length and breadth of Europe and America.

Only a few years ago it would have been presumptuous to suggest that any recording

rlrght influence the future of opera as produced in the theatre. That may still be the

case, though I havc rny doubts. 
'l-he 

tlend is already to be noticed in some quarters,

and especially in Herbert von Karajan's productions of Bork God,unou and Carmm

for thc Salzburg festival, both ofwhich have used electrical amplification to create

effects like thc Kremlin bells in,Borru and the cheers of the crowd in Carmen,ActFo:ur.

Whether one considcrs these were well presented is beside the point: what matters

is that they were done at all. It is a fact that many of the aural devices we used to
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make an effective Ringon records could also be made to work in the theatre, and I

cannot believe it will be long before something like that happens. I anr equally sure

that before long an attempt will be nade to use widescreen filmed backgrounds

(through back projection) for certain parts of the Rirrg Apart from the advantascs

ofwell-photographed natural settings, tliis is probably thc only reliable and effcctivt:

way of dealing with the various rnagical incidents which nrost contemporary

productions omit with the excuse that they are not "art." 'l 'he 
truth is, ol'course, thal

they are considered too difficult, and in any case cann()t be accommoclated rvithin

an abstract setting. (As bng ago as the end of the last century, George l3r'rnard Shaw

in his days as a music critic repeatedly and bluntly nraclc the samc point: you don't

have to go to Bayreuth to find out how to make Alberich disappear you simply ask

the producer or stage manager of any provincial pantornime.)

tadition dies hard, and the birth agonies of any ncw rnediunl or even a ncu/

means ofpresentation are likely to be protracted.'l 'hc rcsistance is rarcly fiorn tht'

public, but comes from those guardians ol public tastc wliose judgrncrrts are bascrl

on nothing stronger than a sentimental recollection of lrow thines u,r'rc. Thrrs, to

return to the world of recording, it is strange that evcn in the micl nilrctt'en sixtit,s

only a minority of critics have troublcd to equip thcnrsclvcs, or to pt:rsuade thcir'

employers to equip them, with machines wr>rthy of the rt'urrds tltey arc reviewirtg.

Most of them, and especially those on Iinslish national ncwspapers, Irt'ar records irr

conditions which I suspect are vastly infi'rior to those crr.joyed by the rt:cord-buying

public. And the real reason fbr this is their (possibly rrucortscious) rrrtu'ill ingness to

accept the record as a proper medium lirr rnusic. It is a cornmercial product. Ilr its

final stages it is mass-produccd. It cannot rcally havc anything to rlo with art. A1

the very time when they should be chiding the indrrstry lirr its urrevt'n irnaginativc

approach-one opera done well, one opcra donc appallingly-thcy clo not sccrrr

to be able to hear the diffcrence, or to consider it o{'any importiurr:c when tlrcy

do. The exception to the rule-a critic likc Andrew l)orter, who olicn rrnderstantls

records-contributes importantly to thc devekrpment ol the metliunr, becausc ont'

takes notice of what he says, even when disagreeing with hinr.

The medium, of course, cannot remain as it is. Only t.wenty yezrrs atro the rct:or<l

enthusiast had to be content with {iagile, noisy 7tl rpnr records with a playing

time of less than five minutes per side. In that short pcriod of (wcnty years nol

only have the long-playing record and stereo appeart:d, but the qrralit.y of amplif icrs

and speakers has improved beyond rercgnition. Onc always tends to assur-ne tlrat

the latest development is going to be the last, but thc signs ol tlrc next stagc ol'

record evolution are already beginning to emerge.'l 'hey are part ol what sorncor)r'

has aptly called the "information avalanche" which will doubtlcss dcsccnd upon the

next generation, and which that generation will painlessly survive. It is now possible,

for the first time, to play any part or the whole of the liing in hornc cr>nditions irr

such a way that it is an acceptable substitute for going to the thcatre. By thc ncxt

generation, it is not unreasonable to think that it may bc scen as well as heard.

To imagine this, it is necessary to forget our present, sorneu'hat prirnitive metliods

of viewing through the ordinary television set. There is no possible reconciliatiorr

between that small picture and the sort of sound which can be produced from a

modern recording. (Imagine the second ac| of Giitterdrimmerung with the chonrs

spread across an aural spectrum which in the average room today is likely to be

several yards wide, while the vision of that same chorus remains restricted to the

present width ofthe largest television screen.) But who supposes that in twenty yezrrs

we shall still be watching the sarne sort of box? Is it not likely that the television

screen of thc future will be more like a picture which you hang on the wall, and

ad.justable to the size o[the rtxrrn? Or it may be like those roll-up maps which, at

school, could be pullcd down at will liom the ceiling. Whatever form it takes, we

can be surc ofseveral things: it will be much less clumsy than our present apparatus;

it \r'il l bc rnuch larger; it will give an accurate colour picture, eventually with depth;

and it will incorporato stereo sound, corning from its source in the picture. The

listener, or vicwer, or whatever one calls him, will either be able to play his own

tapes or rccords over srrch a system to produce sound and vision, or he will be able

to comrnzLnd such a pcrfrrrrnance to take place by dialling some code through which

a corrll)u(cr will charrncl the perfirrmance to him. Nobody has yet quite worked

out horv hc will pay lirr this, but history has showlr that once a demanded facility

becorncs technically possible, it takes no time at all to find out how to charge for it.

What is lnuch morc intcresting is the question of whether the listener will remain

as he is at present-a lr)()re or less passive participant who listens to or watches the

perf<rlrnancc and involvers himsclf cmotionally <lr intellectually according to his

desires at thc time, wltile not in any srrbstantial way influencing the proceedings.

One of l ht' ob jcctions I o rccorded vision-in-the-homc, and one of the claimed virtues

of rnodern sorrnd recorcling, is that thc man who sees as well as hears an opera

perftrrrnancc which is caJrable of infinite repetitions will soon tire of the visual side.

Listerting to the recordcd Rlzg at Jrresent, it is possible to imagine, if one cares to

do so, a dillc'rent setting firr each act whenever it is played. A listener can change

the irnagincd shapc and size ofthc characters at will; he can see them as actors on

a stag(', or as the t:harar:lcrs in realistit: settings. Bul once vision is introduced, he is

cornrnittecl to rvhatcvt,r the producer and designer have decreed for that particular

rccordt'd production. Worsc still, hc will become accustomed to the movements and

rnanrrt'risrns of the aclors, and with sufficient familiarity will be able to predict them.

(lt is tnrc that aural rnannerisms can also be irritating and predictable, but less so

thart  t l te i r  v isual  eqrr ival t 'n ts. )

The IiLllacy of this olr.jtction to vision in the home is the assumption that the future

listent'r will be as powcrless as we are. The breaktlrrough in this line of thought has

becn rnaclc by the distinguished pianist Glenn Gould, who is an extremist in his

trrnvir:tion that the ftrttrrc of music lies cntirely in the home, and that the concert

hall and the opera lrousc as we know them will disappear in a few generations. In

arguing this way-grcatly upsetting the nrusical puritans by doing so-he points to

the growing influencc ol the listener with his prescnt-day equipment. Twenty years

ago you could alter the volume ol'yorrr records-make them louder or softer at will-

whiclr twenty or so ycars before that was not possible. Twenty years ago you had

something called the tonc control, through which you could in a primitive way alter

the playback charactcristic by increasing or reducing the top frequencies. Today, the

listencr with rnodcrn c'quipment has irrdividual treble and bass controls, plus a mass

offilter dcviccs throtrgtr which he can, ifhe wishes, produce a sound very different

from that intended by thc conductor and producer of the recording. And, Gould

argues, thcrc is no reason to assume that the listener will be content with this. On the

contrary, he is likely, as technologJ places more and more versatile equipment at his

disposal, to demand all sorts ofpowers to create a sound which he particularly likes,

irrespectivc of what thc performers involved might think. After all, he is the man

who has bought the perfcrrmance, and he has a right, governed only by his taste and

the kind of equiprnent l.re can afford, to treat that performance in any way he likes

in ordcr to gain from it the maximum musical experience of which he is capable.
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Far-fetched though it may seem, I can see no reason why a similar, or even morc

extensive influence, might not be brought to bear upon vision. Equipped with some

machine-of-the-future, the opera lover at home could not only adjust the sound to

his precise requirements, but also "produce" the opera visually in whatever way he

liked. There are, of course, a million professional arguments against a development

like this, though most of them are of the "closed shop" kind by which all frrrms

of progress are at first impeded. And such a development can only be imagined

or considered in terms of the "information avalanche"-the incscapable fact that

people in the majority of countries are maturing carlier with each successive

generation, and absorbing "information" of every kind-ini:luding music-with an

ease and fluency and inquisitiveness that was unthinkable a few generations ago. I

am quite incapable ofregarding this as an unhealthy or undesirable devcloprnent.

It may well be that there will be fewer amateur pianists and sinrers; :rnd although

the ability to perform on an instrument is, and will remain, an excellent attribute, it

is nonsense to try to argue that the amateur violinist of 1t)05, strtrggling with a salon

piece, knew more about music than the youngster ofthc 196()s rvho has thr>roughly

immersed himself in all forms of music through the gramophone record. It is worse

than nonsense: it is arrogant snobbery.

We made our Ring for the young generation, though withotrt qr.rite krrowinu it.

No matter how much the establishment may fret and funrc over the cornparisorr

between what we have done and those relics ofthe golden ela enshrined on sinsle-

sided 78-rpm records, the fact remains that the Rlzg on records has bee n a tomrn.ercia.l

success-which, in translation, means it has comrnunicatecl-in a way that nobody,

ten years earlier, would have thought possible.

The reviews for Walhilre were, as we expected, more qualiliecl than thosc lirl any

other part of the Ring. They were controversial and even contradictory, whir:h was

fine. Most ofthe discussion turned on the question ofHotter, though not a sinelt: onc

of those who were against him put forward a suggestion of horv else we rni.ght havc

cast the part. Interestingly, the American critics-who have probably less experienct'

of Hotter on the stage, and therefore less reason to cherish rncmories of his standin{.t

as an actor-were quicker to appreciate the qualities of his perfirrmance than their

European colleagues. Howard Klein, in the "A/ezu Tbrh Tintes, wcnt ovcrboard not

once but twice to proclaim that the impact of our Walhiirc recording hacl bct'n so

great that it had made him rethink his whole approach to thr: task of rcviewing opera

on records.

In the second week of November 1966, I went with Solti on a short prornotir>nal

tour to present excerpts from Walhilre to audiences in London, Manchester, ancl

Cambridge. In each city there was a capacity audience: indeed, so largc was thc

audience in the Guildhall, Cambridge, that our effort had to be relayed to a second

hall by closed-circuit television. During those three evenings we had plenty ol'tinre

to look at our audiences, and it is exciting to say that in all threc citics thc youngcr

generation was overwhelmingly dominant. More than that, the questions that

were thrown at us in the second half of the programme showed an intelligence,

a perception, an awareness of what we had been trying to do in making such

records, which was in itself encouraging and stimulating. Not that we were spared

criticism-but it was always penetrating criticism of the kind which reveals at oncc

that the critic has done his homework, and thought through to the point where his

objections are clear and stripped of prejudice or sentiment. One saw, very suddenly,

the enormous gulf separating this sort of audience from the metropolitan musical

intelligentsia; one suddenly grasped the narrowness of what is generally considered

to be the musical world, and realised the untapped potential for music in general

and opera in particular once the trappings ofoutmoded traditions and methods of

presentation can be surmounted. These were audiences thirsty for knowledge and

expcrience, yet uninhibited about expressing strong viewpoints; ready to consider

anything new or anything old, but unwilling to be led by the nose and be told what

to think in the name of hallowed tradition. These were young people who already

krew a krt about the Rizg though most of them had probably never seen it in the

theatrc. Perhaps I am being sentimental, but I think their faces and their questions

would h:rve delighted Richard Wagner.

Yorr cannot live wilh the Rizg fcrr seven years without its creator seeming to become

sonleone you know very well. All the same, if we could be taken back in a time

machine to the period one hundred years ago and allowed to watch Richard Wagner

art work, I am sure we*to say nothing of Wagner- would have a shock. (His Leipzig

accent, which was evidently very strong, would be the first surprise.) Our imaginary

{igure would dissolve before the actual presence of the most committed and ruthless

revolutionary in thc history of music. 
'l'he 

life of Richard Wagner makes fascinating

but often disagreeable reading, firr it is far easier ftrr us to assimilate the flaws in his

character than to grasp thc irnrnensity of the opposition he encountered. A lesse4,

morc tcrlerant, nitcr mant would have quit or committed suicide long before Wagner

allowcd lris prr:siding dernon to drivc him into the composition of the RingaJ-atime

when there seemed not the slightest possibility ofits ever being produced on the stage.

'l ' l ic 
enerny lrc firced is still with us, tl.rough less securely entrenched. It is any

rncntality which rcsists changc in any frrrm, save possibly that of a comfortable

extension of'prevailing fashion. It is any mentality which assumes that the value

of a work ol art is sornehow necessarily in inverse proportion to the number of

people who like it; or that the trzrnsference ofa work ofart from one environment

or medium to another (from the church to the concert hall, from the opera house to

cincma, tclevisicrn, or the gramophone) necessarily causes irreparable damage. Yet all

that really happens is an alte ration of emphasis; and this alteration, being unfamiliar,

is therclirre deerned undesirable or dismissed as a trick. (In Basil Coleman's 1966

prrrcfuction of Britten's Bil$ Budd for television, the camera stayed in close up on

Captain Vert"s fat:e when Ililly was hanged. What one saw and experienced could

not possibly happen in the theatre; it was not hetter than the theatre, but entirely

diff'crent. It was wholly valid within the television medium because of the sensitivity

ofthc direction and the ability ofPeter Pears to convey, facially, the agony ofCaptain

Velc.) C)ur lincs of communication are changing. There are still a few who insist that

the proper place for opera is in the theatre before or after an elegant dinner, and

that if the hobbledehoy insists on admission he should be sealed off in the upper

tiers, or preferably sent home to listen to records or to watch television. The sickness

of opera has been, and is, that it is a very expensive and exclusive closed shop. (In

sonre places it is worse than others: witness the appalling decline of La Scala, Milan.)

Richard Wagner abhorred this attitude a hundred years ago, and we are only now

beginning to make the slightest pr()gress towards a change. If, by as much irs a

fraction, the 1?izg on records has contributed to ihat change, then I believe that all of

us connccted with it have rcason to be pleased.

It has not been easy to recall exactly what took place in the Sofiensaal over the years

covered by the Ring recording. I have found it increasingly difficult to remember

what this or that artist did or said as a person, and I have only been able to write this

book by dint ofconstant references to notes, letters, and all kinds ofmemoryjoggers
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which, fortunately or otherwise, were preserved. By the end ofeach recording, in my

mind at any rate, Wagner's characters had taken over completely and had assumed

lives of their own. I do not visualize Fischer-Dieskau, but Gunther; I do not think of

Nilsson as Briinnhilde or Flagstad as Fricka, but ofBriinnhilde and Fricka. This does

not often happen with opera recordings, even with the good ones. I tend to think

it is the single most important quality about the -Rizg we have made, and the one

which-mercifully-defi es analysis.

Perhaps it came from spontaneity; perhaps it came from its opposite: the occasional

over-thoroughness with which we managed to upset both the artists and the

administration. Perhaps it came from neither, but from the happiest of coincidences:

the coming together of a great Company, a great orchestra, a great conductoq the

finest cast that money and effort could assemble, and a team of enthusiasts who

loved Wagner and found nothing irreconcilable between his work and the medium

at their disposal. The future is sure to bring more recordings of the Ring, not only in

the present form but in whatever manner posterity chooses to hear, and possibly see,

opera in the home. We tried to set an example; we tried to do our best. What will

remain is something much more than a transcription of voices to enable posterity

to make its comparisons between the living and the dead: it is a rccord of Wagner's

characters as they were recreated and brought to life in a new medium ninety years

after the first complete performance in Bayreuth of Der Ring des Nibelungen.

ADDENDUM

As this book was going to press there were several last-minute dcvelopments which

seem worthy of inclusion. Our recording of 1)ie Walhiire reached the No. I position in

the Billboard charts of Best Selling Classical l,Ps in the second week of.lanuary Mi7.

A few weeks later the American National Academy of Recording Arts and Scienccs

(NARAS) honoured our entire Rfz.g with a special "Grammy" award. (This is thc

recording equivalent of an Oscar in the cinema.) During the celcbrations markin.q

the l25th Anniversary of the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra in March 1067, the

orchestra presented Georg Solti with its Ehrmring, and at the sarne ceremony f)ecca

presented the orchestra with copies of the Grarul Prfu du Disque Mondinle awards

which had been won for each successive part of the Rizg recording. Finally, at our

instigation, Deryck Cooke wrote and recorded a brilliant and penetrating analysis

of lhe Ri.ng motives, illustrated with nearly three hundrcd musical examples

which-with a few specially prepared exceptions-were drawn from the completc

recordings. This set of records is in preparation.

Appendix

Ring Chronology

Whenever things were going badly during the Rizg recording we frequently

had to remind ourselves that our troubles were as nothing compared with those

encountered by Richard Wagner in getting his work on the stage. In his Life ol

Rithard Wagna, Ernest Newman provides an enthralling and indeed heartbreaking

account ofall that happened; and to put matters into the correct perspective, I felt

it might be useful to provide the following summary of Wagner's work on the Ring

between its inception and the first complete performance at Bayreuth.
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1852

1 853
l 853
1 854
1 u56
1 857
1865
1 U69

I U70

1 u 7 1
t872
I U73
187 4
1 U76

Wagner writes the poem of Siegfrieds Death (later to be the basis for the

t ext of G i; tt erdiimnent ng).

Poem of Tbung Siegfried. written (later to be the basis of Siegfrietl.

Texts written for Walhiire and Rheingol.d. Earlier texts revised to become

the basis for Siegfried and Gdtterdiimmmtng.

Tlre above texts privately printed and called Der Ring des Ni.belungm.

Composition of Rheingoldbe$ns (completed early 1854).

Scoring of Rizingold. completed. Composition of Walhiire started.

Scoring of Walkiire completed. Composition of Siegfried started.

First and second acts of Siegfried cornpleLed.

Compositicrn of Siegfried restmed at opening of Act Three.

C<rmpletion of Siegfried, Act Three, except for scoring. Composition of

Giittndiimmmtng started. First performance of Rheingold atMunich.

Composition of G d tt erfuimmmtng continues. First performan ce of Walkiir e

at  Munich.

Scoring of Sfegfrfed completed.

Ccrmpositi<rn of Gijtterdiimmmrng completed.

Scoring of Gij tterfuimmerung started.

Scrrrins of Gdtterdiimmenrng completed.

First perfirrmance of Der Ring des Nibelungm (Bayreuth, with Richter

conducting).
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