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Thomas Beecham (1879 St. Helens, Lancashire - 1961 London). Early signs
of interest in music led to piano lessons. But he lacked application for academic
subjects, though a keen appreciation of literature and distinction in handling
English did develop. It became clear that only a career in conducting interested him
and that he would not follow his father into the extraordinarily successful business
(Beecham's Pills) founded by his grandfather. This may have strained the
relationship with his father, but the latter's treatment of his mother caused total
estrangement.
Early concerts in London, financed by his mother, were distinctly not
successful. He knew it, attended many concerts to learn by example and at the same
time gained general musical experience at every opportunity, in particular as pianist
for Victor Maurel, creator of Iago & Falstaff, a singing actor ranking even with
Chaliapin.
Reconciliation with his father made family wealth available for large scale
seasons of opera and ballet. At Covent Garden and Drury Lane in the years 1910 1914 he brought to this country Elektra, Salome, Feuersnot, Ariadne, Der
Rosenkavalier, The Wreckers (Smyth), A Village Romeo and Juliet, Boris
Godunov, Ivan the Terrible, Khovantchina, Prince Igor, Le Coq d'Or, Jeux
(Debussy), L'apres-midi d'un Faun, Sacre du Printemps, Petrushka and L'oiseau de
Feu. Singers in these and other operas included Edyth Walker, Bahr-Mildenburg,
Zélie de Lussan, John Coates, Mignon Nevada, Joseph O'Mara, Maggie Teyte,
Carrie Tubb, Robert Radford, Maurice D'Oisly, Clarence Whitehill, Ottilie
Metzger, Thila Plaichinger, Aino Ackté, Margerethe Siems, Agnes Nicholls, Félia
Litvinne, Jacques Urlus, Giuseppe de Luca and, above all, Chaliapin. A
correspondingly glistening list could be made for the danced works. The desire for
music on a grand scale matched by immense drive and energy are clear (though he
himself conducted of some works only some performances and others not at all)
and also his father's willingness to offer the public good music which he too so
much loved. The public, however, frequently preferred repetition elsewhere of
already familiar works. This occasioned, after Beecham senior's death, in 1916, his
son inheriting the baronetcy, a decade of financial wranglings.
Reviews at the beginning of the century were distinctly negative, but, over a
career spanning six decades, grew ever warmer. Beecham excelled also as a wit and
a raconteur. He clearly excelled at and relished these activities, but to be objective
one must not hide that some of his extra-musical utterances were better left unsaid.
There is a puzzle here for as a cultivated man, as a person of taste, few were his
peers. In 1936 he took his orchestra to Germany and agreed to remove from his
programmes works unacceptable to the New Order. There were disapproving
comments. He regarded Hitler and Mussolini as blustering clowns, and was not
alone in this error, but in 1938 he made clear that relations with Germany were no

longer possible. His sojourn in the United States during the war was also not
admired. However on his return his popularity was rapidly re-established and his
powers continued undiminished.
In the course of his career, to further his aims, he founded four orchestras:
The New Symphony Orchestra, 1906; The Beecham Symphony Orchestra, 1909;
The London Philharmonic Orchestra, 1932 and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra,
1946. His aims included gathering together players of the highest standard and,
earlier in the century, abolition of the deputy system.
In the legacy of his recordings the cultivation and taste of his mind, and the
elegance and refinement of his conducting are nowhere more evident than in the
'Salomon' Symphonies of Haydn.
However because of its very success it is easy to overlook the greatest
achievement of his life; his self-appointed task to rehabilitate Mozart. When he was
born Mozart was pretty but trivial. When he died no composer ranked higher.
Amongst the Boxed Sets and Urtext Editions of 1991 let him be praised.
These albums add to our knowledge of Sir Thomas Beecham in several
ways. They provide an example of a large-scale orchestral work from a live prewar performance, an example of a programme of shorter works introduced by Sir
Thomas and a selection of pieces from the earlier years of his career. In addition, a
high proportion of the material presented was never otherwise recorded by him.
It is convenient to discuss the recordings by order of date. Historically his
first records fall between those of Édouard Colonne (1907) and Arthur Nikisch
(1913 and 14). Karl Muck and Leopold Stokowski followed in 1917 and Toscanini
in 1920. Mahler, alas, left only piano rolls. The Fledermaus-Overture is from
Beecham's very earliest group of recordings and he was probably the first
conductor of note to record for H.M.V. The rush to fit as much music as possible
onto one wax leads to some astonishingly fleet playing by the strings. The record is
also a discographical oddity for having two matrix numbers. 4360f was allocated to
it as it was recorded on July 28th 1910 but the next day the same number was used
on a record of Evan Williams. When the error was noted a new number, 381ac, was
allocated, though why from a totally different series is not clear.
Very little is known about the six Odeon recordings and they are also of
considerable rarity so that a word or two about them may be useful. They seem to
have been recorded in London in 1912 for they were issued in November 1912,
February 1913 and March 1913 respectively. The labels are printed in black on a
rather brassy yellow ground. The Mozart and Weber items are in the standard
twelve inch format. The other four are not, as reported elsewhere, 10¾ inches, the
company's standard smaller size, but somewhat under ten inches. Technically the
standard of recording is less good than of Beecham's very first recordings some two
years earlier for H.M.V. We have done our utmost to make them sound as vivid as
possible despite the rather poor material in which they were originally pressed and
the ravages of an earlier generation's steel needles. (The Intermezzo from
Cavalleria Rusticana must have been a particular favourite of a previous owner.)
We have also corrected the speeds; one would indeed like to learn how Odeon
arrived at the speeds it so carefully printed on so many of its early labels. It is

gratifying that the final result allows an amazing amount of orchestral detail to be
heard. The performances are lively and the orchestra responds well to the conductor
despite the studio conditions, which for successful recordings often entailed
reduced forces, allocation of parts to different instruments and seating
arrangements very different to the concert hall. The William Tell Overture
concluded Beecham's very first concert on November 8th 1899. With its
companion pieces we have examples of good, short, light classical pieces which
often made up entire concerts until the second world war. In 1910 Beecham gave
eight performances at His Majesty's Theatre of Muguette by Edmond de Missa who
had just died. He regarded it as of a peculiarly French area between grand opera
and Viennese operetta, but its lack of success caused him to abandon further
productions of like works.
Much is written today of orchestral styles. One notices immediately how the
use of string portamento changed between 1912 and 1939. With lesser bands
portamento was probably the name given to a slide as a means for the lazy or the
inept to move from one note to another. Beecham would certainly not have
tolerated this, so on his records it must reflect a change in taste.
Beecham's H.M.V. records were in the cheaper Black Label series (though
later some appeared in the middle-grade Mauve category); by the time of the
Columbia records he was never other than a top grade Light Blue artist. These
records vary widely in quality of sound due to the variations in materials used for
pressing them and probably, one feels, due to Columbia's variable success in
dealing in the studio with a symphony orchestra of decent size. This selection from
the Columbia recordings is of works which Beecham never recorded again.
Naturally the pieces which are shorter and of lighter orchestration survive best but
two large scale works must be represented for their historical and artistic
associations. Beecham was a keen admirer and close friend of Richard Strauss. In
1910 he introduced Elektra and Salome to this country, in 1913 Der Rosenkavalier
and Ariadne auf Naxos. Much later he recorded scenes from Elektra and Ariadne;
otherwise all that remains of this association is the Waltz Scene from Der
Rosenkavalier. The stellar casts which he assembled for these performances were
matched by the magnificence of the Russian ballet seasons which he mounted. The
only souvenir we have of those is, however inadequate, two condensed scenes from
Firebird. Lully (1632-1687) formed the first orchestra as we should now recognise
it. He beat time by striking a long stick on the floor. Alas, one day he struck his
foot and the injury thus caused occasioned his demise. That his minuet successfully
follows Mozart's sublime Sarabande demonstrates his stature as a composer.

Private recording in the 1930s was expensive and required careful
preparation in advance; not as today a matter of hurriedly shoving a cassette in at
the last moment. We have no idea who organised the Queen's Hall discs, but we
should be grateful to that person and thankful that the fragile acetates have been
treated generally with respect by those through whose hands they have passed
since. One cannot recall another recording of this age which so successfully
conveys the impression of orchestral dynamics.
Three works were performed at this concert. It opened with Haydn's Symphony No.
104. This was followed by the Dvorák Symphony (No. 5 in F, Op. 76, formerly No
3). Not only is this a live recording but it is also the only recording of the work by
Sir Thomas. (A performance on the 26th of the following month may have been the
only other occasion on which he conducted it.) Pauses between the movements are
very long compared with what we are used to today, but they are part of an actual
performance and presumably indicate performing practice at the time. They have
therefore not been curtailed.
There is no indication whether or not more of the Beethoven Symphony was
originally taken down so we have included what there is as an appendix for there is
no doubt that the opening of this work will enable the sensitive listener to realise
how Beecham went about conducting a major Beethoven Symphony at that period.
It is said that one of Beecham's earliest tasks was to provide the family
business with a suitably amended version of "Hark the Herald Angels sing".
Mutatis mutandis, the latest recording in this compilation was for a programme
advertising Beecham's Pills. Before the war the B.B.C. fought tooth and nail to
prevent competition from independent transmissions financed by advertising.
Equipment and wavelengths of the day were unsuitable for effective coverage by
ship-borne transmitters just outside territorial waters, so foreign transmitters were
hired and, later, built. The next point was won by the B.B.C: use of telephone lines
to serve these transmitters from England was deemed to be improper. Thus artists
or pre-recorded programmes had to be transported abroad.
By great good fortune a sequence of discs conducted and many of them
introduced by Sir Thomas Beecham has survived, and in mint condition. It will be
noted that the sound is particularly good for the period; being required for just one
playing they were not subject to the restrictions imposed by wear of normal
commercial products. Firm information about these recordings is probably no
longer possible, but an article in Radio Pictorial for April 7th 1939 talks about a
new series commencing on April 9th for which, one infers, the L.P.O. was
rehearsing in March in a theatre, probably the Scala Theatre, and probably the
records were made there.
A series of programmes sponsored by and hence advertising Beecham's Pills
was broadcast from Radio Luxembourg each Sunday on 1293 metres Long Wave
from eight o'clock until half past. When hostilities occasioned the shut-down of the
transmitter 21 of the envisaged 26 programmes had been sent out and a further two
announced in the last issue of Radio Pictorial. This was dated Friday September
8th and was presumably printed before September 3rd. Sometimes programme

details were given, sometimes not. It is also unclear whether or not the specially
prepared recordings were supplemented by commercial discs. Dates where given
for pieces in this set are: Tchaikovsky 11-VI and 10-IX; Schubert 23-VII; Massenet
30-VII; Mendelssohn and Wagner 6- VIII. Puzzling too, if these records were made
especially, is that at the end of one piece a burst of applause commences before the
engineer can stop the recording.
The choice of material is entirely suitable for the type of programme, each
piece is performed with great elegance and the announcements are at once
informative and quietly witty. Again we are fortunate in the proportion of works
not otherwise recorded by the conductor.
Beecham's career lasted just over six decades. During the last three of these
both colleagues and audiences placed him amongst the very greatest conductors.
Abundant recorded evidence, this album has examples from the late '30s, supports
this fully. It is not necessary to travel once more through the list of adjectives save
to remark that the excerpt from Beethoven's Symphony is altogether more taut and
lively than is the corresponding part of a recently released complete performance of
1959.
His career's first decade can be judged now only by the written word and
opinions are mixed. The generally less than favourable reviews may have as their
cause his then lack of attainment of note, but one suspects other causes too. There
was resentment that one so young should try to muscle in on the capital's musical
life and that he could afford to pay orchestras himself to get what he wanted. It
does seem, however, that he had not then the sense of orchestral balance for which
he was later so celebrated. In addition people could point to unfilled houses whilst
not always pointing out that the reason was Beecham's courage and conviction in
playing unfamiliar fare.
Until recently it was customary to discuss early orchestral records as
distortions beyond toleration of musical performance. Modern methods of
reproduction are demonstrating, however, that very much more is to be heard in
them than was ever suspected. This is not to suggest that they will ever be 'easylistening' in today's sense, but that we can learn a great deal from them and enjoy
them.
Beecham's first records are from the beginning of the second decade of his
career and we have gone to very great trouble to convey from them as much
vividness and orchestral sound as possible. This has necessitated leaving more
surface noise than one would like for the spectrum of surface noise overlaps that
very part of the musical spectrum in which the finest details of musical sound and
nuance reside. It is amazing how much detail can now be heard thus making it
immediately clear that by this second decade Beecham had become an exciting
conductor to whom orchestras responded. Despite the constraints of early recording
- cuts to fit 78 sides, cramped and uncomfortable studios, re-arranged seating plans
and re-orchestration for the pre-electric record machine - we hear much
distinguished phrasing and compelling listening. Even with cuts, some pieces are
very rapid to accommodate as much of the score as can be on one side thus
demonstrating the orchestras accuracy and ensemble. There are occasional fluffs,

but these were in many cases probably inaudible on machines of the day, a day in
which in any case the multiple retakes and splices by which the clinical perfection
of our day is obtained were not available. The ‘Pathétique’ Symphony is noble and
not maudlin; Lully, Mozart and Rossini sparkle and the Rosencavalier (sic)
sequence has the due amount of pomp and splash. This, the Firebird and various
others must be first recorded performances. Such performances of major new
works raise interesting questions of interpretation and performing tradition, linking
them in our own generation perhaps only with Mahler's '10th'.
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