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FIDELIO
CD 1 [72:19]
1

Broadcast Commentary (Milton Cross)

1:51

2

Overture

6:11

Act I, scene 1
3

No 1 Duett: Jetzt, Schätzchen, sind wir allein (Jaquino — Karl Loefkoetter)

4

Dialog: Marzelline & Jaquino (Marita Farrell and Karl Laufkoetter)

0:20

5

No 2 Arie: O wär’ ich schon mit dir vereint (Marzelline — Marita Farrell)

3:54

6

Dialog: Guten Tag Marzelline! (Rocco — Alexander Kipnis)

1:01

7

No 3 Quartett: Mir ist so wunderbar (Marzelline — Marita Farell)

4:00

8

Dialog: Höre Fidelio! (Rocco — Alexander Kipnis)

0:37

9

No 4 Arie: Hat man nicht auch Gold beineben (Rocco — Alexander Kipnis)

2:30

10

Dialog: Vater Rocco (Leonore — Kirsten Flagstad)

1:28

11

No 5 Terzett: Gut, Söhnchen, gut (Rocco — Alexander Kipnis)

5:49

12

Broadcast Commentary

0:30

2
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Act I, scene 2

RECORDING NOTES

T

his performance has had a speckled history of disc releases that have been disappointing
in one or another way. The first was issued by Edward J. Smith in 1958 on “private”
LPs. The sound spectrum was quite miniscule and ragged; it was off-pitch and the overture
and the Leonore No. 3 were omitted. Later, a sonically improved edition was issued on the
Bruno Walter Society label but it lacked sufficient focus, impact and clarity, though it was
a considerable improvement over Smith’s discs. Thereafter, Naxos issued our mastertape
in its Historical Series. Here, too, the results were disappointing, as the sonics did not
represent my source. I resolved to find a way to share with the interested public the sound
of the original preservation. Finally, Irwin Elkins, our Series Consultant, came up with a
source that out-classed all other versions (including our previous master) for sonic size and
silent surfaces. This discovery justified new restoration work and the Guild release on CD.
One flaw besets this broadcast. In the curtain calls after Act I, scene 1, Milton Cross
talks over the music that opens the second scene. We have replaced the orchestral phrases
(into which he intruded) from a different performance.
Here, then, is a preservation that recreates a musical event of great importance with
considerable fidelity. This is so evident, that with the commentary and tumultuous
applause at its conclusion, one can easily imagine the momentous occasion when this
broadcast was transmitted and the beleaguered world in which it all transpired.
Richard Caniell

13

No 6 Marsch

2:06

14

Dialog: Drei Wachen auf die Walle! (Pizarro — Julius Huehn)

0:48

15

No 7 Arie mit Chor: Ha! Welch’ ein Augenblick! (Pizarro — Julius Huehn)

2:58

16

Dialog: Steigt mit einem Trompeter auf den Thurm (Pizarro — Julius Huehn)

0:25

17

No 8 Duett: Jetzt, Alter! Jetzt hat es Eile (Pizarro — Julius Huehn)

4:23

18

No 9 Recitativ und Arie: Abscheulicher! Wo eilst du hin? (Leonore — Kirsten Flagstad)

7:29

19

Dialog: Aber Marzelline (Jaquino — Karl Loefkoetter)

1:16

20

No 10 Finale: O welche Lust (Prisoners)

5:58

21

Zehnte Auftritt: Nun sprecht, wie ging’s? (Leonore — Kirsten Flagstad)

7:02

22

Leb’ wohl, du warmes Sonnenlicht (Prisoners)

3:37

23

Broadcast Commentary

1:50

CD 2 [78:20]
1

Broadcast Commentary (Milton Cross)

0:49

Act II, scene 1
2

Zweiter Aufzug No 11 Introduktion und Arie: Gott! welch’ Dunkel hier! (Florestan — René Maison)

3

No 12 Melodram und Duette: Wie kalt es ist (Leonore — Kirsten Flagstad)

6:07

4

Dialog: Er ist erwacht! (Leonore — Kirsten Flagstad)

1:53

5

No. 13 Terzett: Euch werde Lohn in bessern Welten (Florestan — René Maison)

5:25

6

Dialog: Alles ist fertig (Rocco — Alexander Kipnis)

0:43

7

No 14 Quartett: Er sterbe! (Pizarro — Julius Huehn)

4:48

8

No 15 Duett: O namenlose Freude (Florestan — René Maison)

9

Overture Leonore No 3

9:36

2:31
11:58

Act II, scene 2

22
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10

No. 16 Finale: Heil! Heil! sei dem Tag! (Prisoners and Folk)

11

Des besten Königs Wink und Wille (Don Fernando — Herbert Janssen)

7:03

12

Wer ein holdes Weib errungen (Chorus)

3:36

13

Broadcast Commentary

6:33

14

Interview: Bruno Walter

12:23

2:05

3
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BRUNO WALTER was born in Berlin, on
15 September 1876. He was a brilliant
piano student but by the time he
graduated from the conservatory, he knew
he had to be a conductor. He apprenticed
at several small opera houses, then he
met Mahler, who became his teacher and
friend. When Mahler became director of
the Vienna Opera, he invited the young
conductor there. In the succeeding years,
Walter became Mahler’s champion, giving
devoted performances of the great master’s
work.
Thereafter, Walter was heard in both the opera house and the symphony hall, gaining
an international reputation as a conductor of Mahler, Mozart and Beethoven. He also became
associated with Covent Garden and the Salzburg Festivals. Then Walter became a victim of Nazi
anti-Jewish policies and had to flee Vienna when in 1938 Austria was annexed by Germany. In
that year he came to New York City where his friend Toscanini had invited him to conduct a
series of concerts with the NBC Symphony.
Finally, in 1941 Walter made his debut at the Metropolitan Opera House on 14 February,
conducting Fidelio. This was followed a week later by the broadcast issued here. He conducted at
the Met for ten seasons giving 118 performances. His operatic repertoire in that house included
eight operas, six of which were broadcast and recorded: Fidelio, Un Ballo in Maschera, Don
Giovanni, La Forza del Destino, Le Nozze di Figaro and Die Zauberflöte.

Ludwig van Beethoven
1770-1827
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ALEXANDER KIPNIS, was born on 1 February 1891 in Zhitomir, Ukraine. He made his debut at
the Hamburg Opera. Thereafter he became internationally famous, appearing with the German
opera on tour in the U.S. in 1923, and also appearing at the Chicago Opera 1924-1932 and
other opera houses, including the Teatro Colón. He was the principal bass at the Berlin State
Opera and made many appearances at Bayreuth (1927-1933). He sang Sarastro (Magic Flute)
under Toscanini’s direction at Salzburg and also sang in the Verdi Requiem directed by the
famed Maestro. He was responsible for bringing Flagstad and the Met management together
in 1934 when she was hardly known outside of Norway. Kipnis came to the Met in 1940,
making his debut (5 January) as Gurnemanz in Parsifal with Melchior and Flagstad. He sang in
108 Met performances in 13 roles and was particularly renowned for his large and expressively
beautiful voice and acting capacities. Recordings exist of his broadcast appearances at the Met
and Teatro Colón as Boris, King Marke in Tristan, Arkel in Pelléas, Rocco in Fidelio, Gurnemanz
in Parsifal, Leporello in Don Giovanni, King Henry in Lohengrin, and the Landgrave in Tannhaüser.
Regrettably, his dark, implacable Hagen, and his Baron Ochs in Rosenkavalier at the Met were not
preserved but a recording of the latter opera from the Teatro Colón (1936) exists. He was also
a much-admired recitalist. He left the Met in 1946. Many of his performances will be released
by Guild.
JULIUS HUEHN, born in 1912 in Revere, Massachusetts was the successor to Friedrich Schorr as
Wotan at the Met in the early 1940s, having studied with this famed interpreter. He made his Met
debut as the Herald in Lohengrin (1935). He was much esteemed for his Kurvenal in Tristan (56
performances); however, many of the 20 roles he sang at the Met were not broadcast, thus few
recordings exist to document his career other than an Escamillo (1937), Pizarro (Fidelio 1941),
the Herald (Lohengrin 1935), Telramund (Lohengrin 1937, 1938, 1940), Kothner (Meistersinger
1936), and Donner (Das Rheingold 1937). He left the Met for the armed forces during the Second
World War but when he made his postwar appearances, his voice had sufficiently changed so
that he could not reconstruct his career. His last Met performance was 23 March 1946.

20
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Beethoven

T

FIDELIO

he 1940-1941 season for opera and symphony in New York City was extraordinary,
and 22 February 1941 was one of its most special occasions. In the afternoon Bruno
Walter conducted a fiery performance of Beethoven’s Fidelio with Kirsten Flagstad. In
the evening, Arturo Toscanini conducted a huge benefit concert at Carnegie Hall devoted
to Wagner’s operas and had Lauritz Melchior and Helen Traubel as his soloists (released as
a 2-CD set, Guild Historical GHCD 2242/43). Some fortunate music lovers joyously exited
the old Met with Beethoven’s paean to freedom ringing in their ears (having been part of a
heart-pounding, prolonged ovation for Walter and his singers), had dinner, and then went
to Carnegie Hall to hear Toscanini’s Wagner concert, which began at 9:30 p.m.
During this period, New York’s music life had few parallels. Bruno Walter, Barbirolli,
Rodzinsky, Stokowski and Mitropoulos were alternately conducting the New York
Philharmonic. Just two months previously, Toscanini had conducted a monumental
performance of Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis with Björling, Milanov, Castagna and Kipnis
(Guild Historical GHCD 2248/49), while in weeks before this Met Fidelio, Lehmann was
heard in Rosenkavalier; Flagstad, Melchior, Janssen and Kipnis appeared in Götterdämmerung;
a stunning revival of L’Amore dei Tre Re by Montemezzi was mounted with the composer
conducting and with Pinza at his vocal and dramatic best (Guild Historical GHCD
2234/35); Novotna and Crooks sang in Manon; and Lehmann and Melchior sang in
Tannhäuser — these amidst a series of other remarkable performances. There was, in short,
an unending stream of vocal glory during this season, which, if its plenitude did not match
what was heard in the 1930s, was nonetheless unforgettable.
Fortunately, a superb preservation of this 1941 Fidelio has emerged, superior to
all other recordings of the broadcast I’ve heard. It puts the substantial virtues of the
performance in a clearer light. Among the memorable qualities of this Fidelio is the radiant
5
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beauty of Flagstad’s Leonore.
When she first sang Leonore, the famed music critic, Lawrence Gilman, writing for
the New York World Telegram was fairly ecstatic. He had heard her singing as “lovely, warm,
rich and expressive,” and thought her performance evinced a “musician with taste and
sensibility, with poetic and dramatic insight,” and found her acting “noteworthy for its
restraint and poise.”
Many music critics since have lauded her performance in this role and she, herself, says
of her 1941 performance:
I was honored that Bruno Walter wanted me for the part. We worked together
enjoyably and fruitfully . . . my good friend and benefactor, Alexander Kipnis also sang
in the three Fidelio performances . . . . For me, the three Beethoven performances were
the high point of my first Metropolitan career.
Later praise for her Leonore in Fidelio came from Paul Jackson in his fascinating book,
Saturday Afternoons at the Old Met. “Flagstad is in superb form throughout the entire
afternoon. How expertly she hones the mass of her instrument to suit Beethoven’s chiseled,
melodic lines! In the first act trio her voice is flexible, with no loss in color . . . .”
And while Professor Jackson largely praises Flagstad’s singing throughout the
performance, citing the improvement in colour and contrast in her first act aria over her
1938 performance (though he tells us Bruno Walter was not satisfied with her portrayal),
he does observe that the “spoken recitatives are a little lifeless compared to the natural play
of most of her colleagues.” Nonetheless, he cites numerous passages in both acts about
which he concludes: “Memory long will dwell on these marks of her greatness.”
Professor Jackson has some reservations about Flagstad’s Leonore. I, too, have mixed
feelings, perhaps more extensive than his. First, I revere her singing in the 1941 broadcast
because of its generally glorious tone but her singing is sporadically troubled by elements
that detract from her characterization. She maintains a certain distance from the level of
6
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San Francisco Opera company and joined the Metropolitan in 1936. He made his debut with the
Met as Walther in Die Meistersinger with Elisabeth Rethberg and Frederick Schorr. (A few weeks
after his debut, he was heard on the broadcast of this work with the identical cast and this was
recorded.) (Guild Historical GHCD 2244/47).
Maison sang eight seasons at the Metropolitan in 14 roles in which he gave 118
performances. His Don Jose, Hoffmann, Samson, Florestan, Lohengrin, and Admète (Alceste)
were all preserved in broadcast recordings.
Some critics hailed his brilliant and distinctive voice and the figure he presented on the
stage (he was 6’ 3” in his stocking feet) while others felt his tone to be metallic and nasal.
Notwithstanding these differences, he enjoyed considerable popularity with the public.
KARL LAUFKOETTER, greatly esteemed for his Mime in Siegfried, was born in Düsseldorf,
Germany in 1900. His career gained international notice during his years at the Berlin State
Opera where he sang under Furtwängler and Kleiber. He came to the Met in 1936, making his
debut on the 23rd of December as the Shepherd in Tristan und Isolde. He remained with that
company for 11 seasons, singing 22 roles in 246 performances. The role chiefly associated with
his career is Mime (justly celebrated, as the broadcast preservation of the 1937 Siegfried reveals)
but he was also remarkable as David in Die Meistersinger (preserved in the 1939 broadcast
recording). He sang Valzacchi (Rosenkavalier) which was recorded from the 1939 broadcast. Both
his Steersman and Shepherd were preserved from numerous Met broadcasts of Tristan und Isolde,
as was his Monostatos in the 1942 Magic Flute. He was a superb character actor with an attractive
voice, somewhat reedy in tone but, in its way, quite memorable.
MARITA FARELL, made her Met debut 3 December 1937 as the Forest Bird in Siegfried, then sang
Sophie in Der Rosenkavalier two weeks later. She sang for ten seasons, leaving the company on 19
May 1947. She sang 23 roles and made 230 appearances with the company. Her performances as
Barbarina (Nozze di Figaro), Amor (Orfeo ed Euridice), Marzelline (Fidelio), and Nedda (Pagliacci)
have been preserved on broadcast recordings.
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KIRSTEN FLAGSTAD, the successor to the great Frida Leider at the
Metropolitan and Covent Garden, was born 12 June 1895 in Norway.
She had an operatic career which began in 1913, married for the first
time in 1919, gave up her career, had children, but slowly drifted back
to the stage, ultimately being engaged to sing at Bayreuth in 1933.
She was finally called to the Met in 1934 and made her debut there
as Sieglinde in Die Walküre in 1935. The occasion was a sensation
and she was soon heard in Tristan (with Melchior) (Guild Historical
GHCD 2244/47). She and Melchior were the greatest box office draw
the Met had had since Caruso and Toscanini.
Esteemed as the Isolde and Brünnhilde of the era, she sang nine
other roles during two periods at the Met, separated by her return
to war-torn Norway. In all, she sang nine seasons and gave 261
performances at the Met. Her appearances in most of her major roles have been recorded in
complete performances on NBC broadcast transcriptions. These include Sieglinde (Die Walküre
Act I, 1935 and Act III, 1937), Isolde (Tristan und Isolde 1935, 1936, 1937, 1938, 1939, 1940 and
1941), Elisabeth (Tannhäuser 1936, 1939, 1941), Elsa (Lohengrin 1937, 1938 Act II), Brünnhilde
(Walküre 1940, Siegfried 1937), Kundry (Parsifal Act II, 1938), Leonore (Fidelio 1936, 1938, 1941,
1951), and Alceste (1952). Many of these performances have been or
will be issued by Guild.
RENÉ MAISON, Belgian tenor, was born 24 November 1895. He was
extremely effective in French and German roles, as he was completely
fluent in both languages. He made his operatic debut as Rodolfo in
La Bohème (1920) in Geneva. He soon attracted attention and was
called to the Opéra Comique after successes at Monte Carlo and Nice.
In 1928 he was engaged by the Chicago Opera and remained there
until 1931. By this time he had an international reputation. He sang,
with other illustrious vocal artists, at the Teatro Colón beginning
in 1934. Recordings exist of his performance of Siegmund and
Lohengrin at that house. During this period he also appeared with the
18
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drama in which the other personages find themselves. This is not so much an aloofness as
it is the fact that the very tone, fiber and feel of her voice possess a loftiness and reserved
character. For this reason, her Brünnhilde and Isolde were incomparable, but her Leonore,
Elsa, Elisabeth and Sieglinde lacked the femininity, the enthralling humanness one heard
from Lehmann in these roles. In contrast, Flagstad’s tone in her portrayal of these characters
sometimes sounds stolid, never affrighted, never in danger, never enthralled. These factors
worked even more against Flagstad in her first portrayal of Leonore in the 1936 broadcast,
in which her Leonore is downright dull and the great soprano’s singing is wayward and
unreliable.
This less than memorable performance in 1936 repaid the Met’s General Manager,
Edward Johnson, for doting on Flagstad as the Met’s biggest drawing card for the years
1936-1940 following the public delirium about her Isolde in 1935 and her unforgettable
Brünnhildes, Isoldes and Kundrys in the succeeding seasons. The choice of Flagstad for
the 1936 Fidelio Leonore, instead of Lotte Lehmann who was with the company and
world-famous for her portrayal, having sung the role for Franz Schalk, Clemens Krauss
and Toscanini, was an enormous blunder. By ignoring Lehmann, the Met management
greatly offended her and she vowed never to sing the role at the Met; hence the public lost
the opportunity to hear Lehmann’s renowned portrayal (nothing was ever preserved of her
Toscanini Salzburg broadcast of Fidelio but a vile-sounding short-wave recording of most of
Act I). Instead, we have only Flagstad’s gravely flawed 1936 performance, and those which
were heard in the house through the succeeding years. By the time of her 1938 broadcast,
her re-creation of the role had gained some stature. That particular broadcast offered
Bodanzky’s infamous 1928 revision of Beethoven’s spoken passages into accompanied
recitative which greatly suited Flagstad, but falsified the color and balance of Beethoven’s
work, bringing in an inappropriate element. Fortunately, this revision did not survive
beyond Bodanzky’s tenure.
The 1938 broadcast revealed increased dramatic color in Flagstad’s portrayal but some
of it — lovely in tone — was still somewhat lifeless. However, that broadcast recording
7
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23

Broadcast Commentary and Curtain Calls

1 Broadcast Commentary
Act II, scene 1: A subterranean dungeon, where a single lamp is burning.
2 Florestan, chained, laments the loss of his freedom; he imagines a marvelous light in which
he sees Leonore pointing the way to liberty and bliss. Rocco and Fidelio enter. 3 Fidelio exclaims
at the cold. They both begin to dig, their dialogue accompanying their work. 4 Fidelio sees the
prisoner awaken. He strains to see if it is Florestan in the gloom. Florestan speaks and Fidelio
recognizes his voice. The prisoner begs Rocco to send to Seville for his wife Leonore and pleads
for some water. Rocco can only give him the last of some wine he has in a pitcher; Florestan is
grateful 5 and a trio ensues in which Rocco comments upon how Florestan’s suffering has moved
him while Fidelio prays for heaven’s deliverance. 6 Rocco then gives the signal. Pizarro enters,
drawing a dagger. 7 Here begins a quartet in which Pizarro reveals himself (throwing off the
mantle that disguises his face) and tries to stab Florestan. Leonore throws herself over Florestan
and exclaims, “Kill first his wife!” Florestan is overcome with joy. Pizarro is thunderstruck,
Rocco is fearful of the terrible consequences. Pizarro, recovering, lunges at them, intending to
kill both husband and wife, but Leonore draws a small pistol from her bosom, warning Pizarro,
“Another word and you are dead.” At that instant a trumpet is sounded signaling the arrival of
the Minister, Don Fernando. Jaquino and various soldiers appear with torches. Pizarro hastens
away while Rocco unites the hands of Florestan and Leonore and then follows Pizarro. Leonore
and Florestan sing of their happiness 8 in being restored to each other after such sufferings.
CD2

Flagstad, Farell, Kipnis and Laufkoetter in Act I of the Metropolitan Opera Fidelio

preserved the striking Pizarro of Friedrich Schorr (along with the wobbly Rocco sung by the
unreliable Emanuel List), so that there was a mix of benefits and detriments.
Fortunately, the 1941 broadcast magnified what was good in 1938 by adding
Alexander Kipnis as Rocco and the electrifying leadership of Bruno Walter. The great basso
has lightened his sonorous low tones, achieving a natural, entirely humane characterization
as the jailer. Here, as in his remarkably deft Leporello in 1942, Kipnis shows his capacity
for acting as well as singing his roles. Gone are the magisterial tones one hears in his
luminously spiritual Gurnemanz, the regal authority and tragic colour of his King Marke,
the power of his deranged Boris. Instead we hear in Rocco a likeable, honest man sung
in a voice that provides a solid underpinning to every duet, trio and ensemble in which
Kipnis is heard. As there are very few preservations of Kipnis in public performances, this
broadcast of Fidelio is particularly valuable.
Bruno Walter works wonders with Fidelio; the score gains a vitality, clarity and impact
that ranks with that of Furtwängler and Toscanini, especially in the cumulative effect it
offers in rejoicing over human freedom and liberation from oppression. This was especially
needed in a war-torn world in which Nazi Germany had conquered all of Europe save the
8
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9

Leonore Overture No. 3.

Act II, scene 2: Courtyard of the Prison.
The prisoners are liberated, and the townsfolk have gathered to greet them. 10 All hail the
emergence of justice in the arrival of the Minister. 11 Don Fernando tells them they are delivered
into freedom and brotherhood. The Minister commends Leonore’s courage. She takes the key
to Florestan’s chains and removes them. The chorus jubilantly sings 12 of Leonore’s fidelity and
brave acts. They embrace amidst the celebration of the crowd.
13

Broadcast Commentary and Curtain Calls.

14

Interview with Bruno Walter.
17
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Act I, scene 2: Courtyard before the main gate.
March of Pizarro and his followers.
Pizarro is seen with Rocco together with other officers and soldiers. 14 Pizarro sets various guards
at different vantage points; no one is to enter unless presented to him. He then reads dispatches
and learns that the Minister of the province is planning a surprise visit to determine if there’s any
truth to the claim that the prison holds victims of arbitrary power. Pizarro, disturbed, recognizes
that he must dispose of Florestan, long believed dead, and 15 exults in the complete victory he
will have by finally resolving to take this last fatal step. 16 He orders that a trumpet blast be given
to warn him of the Minister’s arrival. Pizarro then hands a purse to Rocco 17 , commanding him
to kill Florestan. Rocco refuses; he has no duty requiring him to kill. Pizarro decides he’ll do it
himself but orders Rocco to dig a grave. Pizarro, on a signal from Rocco that the grave is ready,
will descend in disguise. Rocco concludes that Florestan is suffering, to kill him is to save him,
and thus the jailer himself will gain peace.
As they leave, Leonore, still disguised as Fidelio, emerges and calls after Pizarro 18“Monster!”
(Abscheulicher!) and then contemplates the hope that she can save her husband. She leaves.
19 Marzelline enters followed by Jaquino, who continues to plead his love, but Marzelline tells
him she now desires Fidelio. Rocco enters. Fidelio reminds Rocco of a favor he promised, to let
the prisoners walk about in the garden. Rocco agrees and Jaquino and Fidelio go off to open the
cell doors. The prisoners emerge 20 , exulting in the fresh air and light.
21 Rocco returns, having been to see Pizarro, who has granted leave for Fidelio to marry
Marzelline. Fidelio is also to assist Rocco in the dungeons. Rocco tells Fidelio that the political
prisoner is to die; Fidelio is to help dig the grave. Pizarro enters, furious that the prisoners have
been allowed out, and orders them to return to their cells immediately. 22 The prisoners sing their
farewell to sunlight. Rocco agrees to tarry no longer but will descend at once to dig the grave and
give the requested signal. In the concluding ensemble, as Fidelio tells the prisoners to return to
their cells, Rocco laments the dread duty to which he is called, while Marzelline commiserates
with the prisoners.

isle of Great Britain. For this reason, with Bruno Walter conducting (he a refugee from
Nazi oppression), the very air was alive with resonances that comported with Beethoven’s
opera. And the cast, overall, contributed to this overpowering result. In the concluding
ovations, when the full curtains were raised to reveal the entire cast and chorus standing in
a circle with Bruno Walter at their center, the audience was practically delirious in its joyous
response.
What they heard that afternoon was long remembered: Flagstad’s lovely tone in the
first scene quartet, Marita Farell’s charming, well-sung Marzelline, Kipnis’ marvelously dark
voice bringing to life Rocco’s passages and Maison’s generally vibrant singing of Florestan,
which, though marred by excessive hysteria in the Dungeon Scene, is nevertheless deeply
expressive. Indeed, this broadcast delivered a performance that sang, it had wings because
its flight was sustained by Bruno Walter’s command of the Met’s remarkable, indefatigable
orchestra, achieving a memorable fervor and eloquence.
What was missing was exactly what Lehmann could have provided — a Leonore
that is enraptured, impassioned, filled with tenderness and pity — elements for which
the role fairly cries out. Little of this emerges from Flagstad; the dramatic contrasts in
her Abscheulicher and the concluding Komm, Hoffnung lack both the desperate hatred and
denunciation of the former and the radiant hope of the latter. In addition, Flagstad does
not sustain the final passages of this great aria with vocal security, though this is the only
lapse in her performance. What Flagstad does provide is the sound of that level of nobility
in a woman who is innately aristocratic not by birth but by association with principles.
I also experience reservations about René Maison’s Florestan. I have been an admirer
of his singing in the 1930s, especially his Loge in the 1937 Das Rheingold for clarity and
ringing tone. His light-hearted, amused, often contemptuous and sly characterization
of Loge is to me, unsurpassed on recordings. I greatly admire his Walther in the 1936
broadcast of Meistersinger from the Met as well as his Samson in that same season. His
Florestan, though generally well sung, is disagreeable to me in certain moments in all three
broadcasts. I refer to his collapse into outright hysteria at the lines, Sagt ihr, dass ich hier in
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Ketten liege (Tell her I am here in chains) and, at the sound of a whistle, Ist das her Vorbote
meines Todes? (Is that the harbinger of my death?), by which the underlying masculine
strength that should characterize his long imprisonment is denied if not destroyed.
This lapse is more than embarrassing to hear; it creates, in the moment, a man whose
character does not comport with the Leonore which Flagstad has put before us. His highly
overwrought approach in recreating Florestan’s wretched condition and exhaustion, his
complaining tone in his encounter with Leonore, do not present a man whose character,
as an incorruptible enemy of Pizarro, shines through the murk of his imprisonment. He
occupies a different world than does this Leonore.
Consider what Melchior would have given us in this role but for the limiting vision
and policies of Edward Johnson, the Met’s General Manager. Not only had Johnson greatly
offended Lehmann and lost to us one of her most inspired creations (he could have
alternated her in the role of Leonore with Flagstad) but Melchior repeatedly implored
Johnson to allow him to sing the role of Florestan. Johnson, using the same specious
premise that caused him to refuse the role of Otello to Melchior (“it would offend the
tenors of the Italian wing,” meaning Martinelli) refused to offer him Florestan. But
Melchior sang this very role at the San Francisco Opera with Flagstad and Kipnis (Reiner
conducted) and Otello with Rethberg and Tibbett while Martinelli was with the company,
and the sky did not fall.
That be as it may, we do not have, as to these momentary aspects, an impassioned
hero in Maison’s Florestan, one worthy of the plane on which Flagstad places her Leonore,
at least to my ears, but he is certainly worth hearing otherwise. With regard to my specific
reservations, this opinion of Maison is not shared by the renowned Paul Jackson. In his
article, he says:
. . . . nor does Maison suggest the usual weak-unto-death prisoner. He offers suffering
on a grander level, taking to heart Florestan’s adjuration Ich murre nicht (I’ll complain
not). His lengthy scene is strong on mood and interpretive insight . . . .
10
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FIDELIO
SYNOPSIS
Background: Pizarro, the governor of a prison not far from Seville, has been thwarted in his
political plans to seize power by his dissident and incorruptible opponent, Florestan. Pizarro
has Florestan apprehended and secretly imprisoned along with other political adversaries. No
one knows what has happened to Florestan, only that he suddenly disappeared. Leonore, his
wife, suspects that he has been abducted by Pizarro, disguises herself as a young man, assuming
the name of Fidelio, and obtains work assisting the jailer, Rocco. By being reliable and eager to
work, Fidelio has gained the confidence and respect of Rocco, and has smitten Rocco’s daughter
Marzelline, who is loved at that time by the youth Jaquino, Rocco’s gatekeeper. These are the
circumstances as Beethoven’s opera begins.
1
2

Broadcast Commentary
Overture

Act I, scene 1: Gatehouse of the prison — the late 18th century.
3 As the curtain rises, Marzelline is seen ironing. Jaquino is endeavoring to get Marzelline to
agree to marry him, but she finds him tiresome. 4 Their dialogue is interrupted by the demand
of Jaquino’s tasks. 5 Marzelline, left alone, sings of her love for Fidelio. 6 Rocco enters, asking
as to the whereabouts of Fidelio, who was to carry letters to the governor. Fidelio enters. Rocco
commends the young man for his services but Fidelio says he does not fulfill his duties simply
for reward. Rocco takes that to signify that Fidelio is in love with Marzelline, which pleases
him. Marzelline, hearing Fidelio’s statement, is delighted, expressing her rapture in 7 a quartet
with Rocco, Fidelio and Jaquino. 8 Rocco decides to push matters a bit and tells Fidelio he will
make him his son-in-law. Rocco then tells them both that loving each other is not enough, and
9 that gold jingling in the pockets aids both love and power, fulfilling all wishes. 10 Fidelio
believes something else would be more precious — Rocco’s confidence in him, which would
permit him to aid the jailer in the dungeons, as the work evidently tires Rocco excessively. Rocco
agrees; he needs help, as the work in the dungeons is difficult. 11 (Trio) Rocco urges Fidelio to
harden his heart for such work; Leonore resolves to endure all, as her love for Florestan will carry
her through; Marzelline worries that Fidelio will suffer but she will welcome Fidelio back from
15
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Beethoven introduced the Fidelio Overture — the work one now hears as the opening music
of the opera. It was the composer Otto Nicolai who first conceived the idea of placing the
Leonore Overture No. 3 between the scenes of Act II so that we are enabled to hear this
great overture within the confines of the drama, which the music encapsulates.
Many years later, and just before his death, Beethoven gave the manuscript pages of
his Fidelio to his close friend Schindler, telling him that of all his creations, Fidelio was the
one that cost him the most pain and sorrow and, for that reason, was the most dear to him.
Perhaps this story is true, though Beethoven might well have felt the same emotions for his
Missa solemnis, Ninth Symphony and his final quartets. As with all geniuses, whatever work of
their own or others occupies them at a given hour, that work eclipses all others and means
the most to them. So, too, does this experience occur for its audience. Each of the truly
great operas completely captures one; the strains of other scores do not enter one’s mind
nor suffuse one’s reminiscence in the hours after its conclusion until its effect wears off.
Doubtless you will join the Metropolitan Opera house audiences and its listeners
across the nation in their jubilant celebration of Beethoven’s call for freedom heard, so
appropriately, in a war-torn world. The atmosphere of that time is still potently captured
in the sound of this recording and, given Bruno Walter’s inspired re-creation, is still just as
electrifying as it is valid in our troubled era.
Richard Caniell

Obviously, we each sometimes hear things quite differently, though this only spices our
affinities.
Whatever the variable elements of these opinions, nevertheless the overall vocal
performance is brought vitally alive through the fiery eloquence of Bruno Walter’s
direction. Marita Farell’s Marzelline is charming and delightfully sung; Laufkoetter’s
Jaquino is a vocal asset in not detracting from the ensemble, though his voice and portrayal
do not remain in my memory; Huehn is credible as Pizarro but he does not eclipse Schorr’s
singing of the role in 1938; Janssen is especially welcome as the kindly Fernando, bringing
to this role a deep sense of warm benevolence. Given this cast and the inspired leadership,
the performance comes exultantly to life. By the conclusion of the Leonore Overture No.
3, which here connects the two scenes of Act II, the listener, along with the audience in the
house, is completely transported. Only in the final chorus of the opera does Walter adopt
too pressed a tempo — the necessary proportion is lost and a hasty, ill-focused conclusion
ensues. But this takes up only a few moments. The overall sweep of the broadcast achieves a
height no one of its details can sully or veil. In the end, this is one of the great performances,
fit to bear the historical importance many have imparted to it.
The overall impact of this Fidelio was much celebrated by New York City music critics.
Pitts Sanborn, critic for the New York Telegram, wrote:
A red-letter night of the Metropolitan Opera! Neither you nor anybody else possessed
of a grain of artistic feeling could fail to respond to the stage work that the Metropolitan
musicians afforded us last evening. As for the audience, which tested the capacity of the
house, it may well be cheering and clapping still.
And, it could be said that in 2004, sixty-three years later, new audiences are still
applauding.
Richard Caniell
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hen this 1941 Fidelio was broadcast, the principal issue of our time was freedom.
This was the opera that had served for Bruno Walter’s farewell performances in
Munich and Berlin before he fled the tyranny of the Nazis. By the time of this
performance, all of Europe had been conquered by Hitler’s armies except the embattled
British. Fidelio was the opera Walter chose to make his Metropolitan Opera house debut,
and a few weeks later served as the introduction to radio audiences across America of his
art in conducting opera. For Walter the story of this opera held special significance because
he did not so much immerse himself in the outward drama of a woman’s love for her
imprisoned husband, as in its essential themes. Walter said:
In the first act of Fidelio we witness the hand of the tyrant. In the second we observe the
victim, bent but unbroken. And in the finale we see the minister of state, representative
of goodness, and share in the glorious apotheosis of brotherhood. Leonore acts as the
agent of liberty for the enslaved, but she is symbolic of the eternal issue which is the
guarantee of the work’s immortality.
(Opera News, 17 February 1941)
Given the state of the world and the circumstances which would soon bring war to the
United States, no other opera produced in that season affected audiences in quite the
way Fidelio did. The themes of enslavement and freedom were of concern to all thinking
persons; the air was electric with them.
The operas produced in Beethoven’s time did not appeal to his democratic and
revolutionary spirit, and when it came to writing Fidelio and his Ninth and final symphony,
he celebrated, in an entirely charactarisic way, his vision of freedom and brotherhood.
12
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Beethoven’s struggle to write Fidelio gave him much grief and unhappiness; it was a
work for which he had much affection and with which he was never satisfied. (Witness the
countless changes and the four overtures he wrote for the opera!) The libretto for Fidelio,
written by Sonnleithner, was based on a true incident about which a poet, Jean Bouilly, had
already written a libretto that Pierre Gaveaux set to music as Leonore ou l’Amour Conjugal.
Thereafter, Ferdinando Paer set the story to music using first an Italian translation and then
a German one. It was Schikaneder, Mozart’s librettist for The Magic Flute and manager of
the Theater an der Wien, who induced Beethoven to compose an opera on the same story,
though the composer was required to change the name of his opera to Fidelio because of
these circumstances, much against his will.
After he completed the opera, Beethoven, endlessly dissatisfied, began his revisions. (It
is reported that eighteen sketches survive for Leonore’s aria “Komm, Hoffnung” alone.) The
premiere on 20 November 1805 did not go well; the soprano sang poorly and the orchestra
objected to the score as too difficult. After a few performances, Beethoven withdrew the
work and revised it, presenting a second version on 29 March 1806. Previously, Beethoven
had used what he knew as the Leonore Overture No. 2 to open the opera. Objections were
made that this was too long. Now, in the revision, Beethoven prefaced his opera with the
Leonore No. 3: longer still. The new production met the same fate as Wagner’s works, and
all revolutionary approaches when judged against the well-settled musical and political
standards of the time. Critics felt the work to be “dissonant,” and many considered it “a
world of artifice rather than true art.” Beethoven himself remained unsatisfied and rewrote
the overture, which became the Leonore Overture No. 1: the least satisfactory of the three,
but substantially shorter. This change did not generate the success for which Beethoven had
hoped and the opera had few performances.
It was in 1814 that the Kärntnerthor Theater in Vienna came up with the idea of a
revival. Beethoven began new revisions. These included writing the final portion of Act II
that brought the opera setting out of the gloomy prison into “full daylight and the bright
green courtyard of the palace.” (Thayer’s Life of Beethoven.) For the second performance
13
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