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A Survey of European Zonophone Recordings, 1901-1903
In the years 1895 to 1902 the gramophone grew from a noisy toy to an
instrument capable of recreating and preserving serious performances of great
music. At first the field was occupied solely by Emile Berliner, its inventor, and his
associates, but there were soon competitors. Thus, probably in 1899, the first
Zonophone Record appeared. As with Berliner’s records, information was
inscribed by hand direct in to the recording medium; sometimes made more legible
by filling in with white paint. Soon both companies improved the appearance of
their products with black paper labels printed in gold. Coloured labels indicating
higher status, at suitably higher prices, rapidly followed. Aggressive rivalry
developed between Zonophone and the Gramophone & Typewriter Company, as
Berliner’s group had become. Zonophone was signing celebrity artists that G & T
regarded as its own, Plançon and Caruso, for example, and was known to be
negotiating with others, such as De Lucia and Tamagno. G & T responded by
buying out Zonophone. A detailed history of Zonophone, and of the negotiations
involved appears in: Ernie Bayly and Michael Kinnear, The Zon-o-phone Record,
publisher: Michael S. Kinnear, 2001.
This album offers a selection of operatic repertoire from Zonophone’s
European catalogue of the years 1901 to 1903. Most of the artists represented were
regarded by Zonophone as worthy of issue with its higher-price pale-blue labels (in
France sometimes orange). As with other companies, status could be changed for
commercial reasons; thus records of Plançon, for example, are known with blue,
orange, dark green and black labels. Most of these records are of extreme rarity, a
number of them very likely unique, thus the listener’s indulgence may be needed in
a few cases where perfect copies are probably unknown.
Zonophone Records of Leopoldo Signoretti and Fanny Toresella, and the
four titles of Giovanni Battista de Negri have been released previously on
Symposium CD 1065, and one of Cathérine Mastio on CD 1112.
AINO ACKTÉ (Helsinki 1876-Nummela, Finland 1944) was first taught by
her mother, the soprano Emmy Strömer-Achté, a pupil of Lamperti senior and
Massé. Her father, the baritone Lorenz Nikolai Achté, founded two leading Finnish
music institutions and directed the capital’s opera house, and her sister became a
distinguished contralto. In 1893 Ackté appeared in a concert in Helsinki, but then
studied in Paris under Duvernoy, Giraudet and Vidal. Her début in 1897 was at the
Opéra as Marguérite in Faust. She was immediately successful in parts ranging
from Marguérite and Juliette to Elsa and Elisabeth. In the season of 1904/5 she
was at the Metropolitan Opera, and in 1907 at Covent Garden. She also sang
throughout central Europe. Many were shocked by her appearance in the stage
version of Massenet’s Marie-Magdalène in 1906. She first sang Strauss’s Salome
in 1910. Until then reviews had been mixed; now the critics strove to praise.
Henry Wood recalling a Promenade Concert said she had everything “a really great

opera singer needs – looks, figure, voice and brains. . . she was a great and really
convincing actress.” For many listeners her few records are rare rather than
beautiful; perhaps she was unable to impart her powerful dramatic faculty in the
studio. In retirement she followed her parents in promoting Finland’s musical life.
PAULINE AGUSSOL (Toulon 1863- ? ) studied at the Paris Conservatoire,
which she left in 1887, and made her début in Les Huguenots as Page Urbain at the
Opéra in 1888. Within the year she was sufficiently regarded to be allotted a small
part in the première of the successful revised version of Gounod’s Roméo et
Juliette, thus appearing in the company of Patti, Jean and Édouard de Reszke,
Melchissèdec and Delmas. In 1893 she was Waltraute in the first French Die
Walküre and in 1895 the shepherd boy in the revival of Tannhäuser. Her records
are bright and enjoyable; they portray a good voice, a fine technique, musicianship
and imagination. On hearing her records, it is puzzling that in a career of almost a
quarter of a century she rarely, if ever, sang other than minor roles. Although,
probably for this reason, her records were accorded the cheaper black-label status,
it was felt that she should be represented here. It seems that the company was
experimenting with orchestral accompaniments for vocal records. Thus two
versions of this piece were recorded, with piano and with orchestra. One guesses
that the ‘orchestra’ was a small contingent from the Guarde Republicaine; its
recordings were extremely popular at the time.
ROSE CARON (Monnerville, Seine-et-Oise 1857-Paris 1930) entered the
Paris Conservatoire in 1882 to study with Tharset and Marie Sasse. Her concert
début in Paris in 1880 was followed by her stage début as Alice in Robert le Diable
at the Brussels Théâtre de la Monnaie in 1883. She created there the part of
Brunehild in Reyer’s Sigurd in 1884 and sang a diverse range of parts such as
Marguérite, Norma, Eva and Rachel. She returned to Paris in 1885, Reyer having
stipulated that she should create his heroine at the Opéra. With success assured,
she sang in the provinces and returned to Brussels for the première of Godard’s
Jocelyn in 1888 and Reyer’s Salammbô in 1890. Then, at the Opéra, she sang the
first French Elsa (1891), Sieglinde (1892), Desdemona (1894) and created the
heroine in Duvernoy’s Hellé (1896). She was also Elisabeth in the revival of
Tannhäuser in 1895. At the Opéra-Comique she sang Eurydice, Iphigénie and
Leonore (Fidelio). From 1901 to 1909 she taught at the Paris Conservatoire.
Technically her records, few and rare, convey only a hint of the qualities she must
have possessed for such a major career.
ALICE CUCINI ( ? 1870-Milan 1949) made her début on 14 January 1891
as Lola in the Naples première of Cavalleria Rusticana with Emma Calvé and
Fernando De Lucia. For two decades she was acclaimed throughout Italy, Spain
and South America. Her repertoire included Amneris, Azucena, Dalila and Lola.
In 1903 she and Hariclea Darclée toured South America together. Strangely, she
never sang at La Scala. Her last years were spent at the Casa di Riposo, the home
in Milan endowed by Verdi for retired musicians without means. Her records,
which are few and scarce, present a fine voice used with dramatic intensity.
JEAN-FRANÇOIS DELMAS (Lyon 1861-Saint Alban de Monthel 1933)
studied first with Mangin in Lyon and then at the Paris Conservatoire with Obin
and Bussine. His début was at the Opéra in 1886 as St. Bris in Les Huguenots; he

remained there for 41 years, presumably a record. In 1888 he was in the première
of the revised Roméo et Juliette with Adelina Patti and Jean and Édouard de
Reszke. His repertoire was of more than four dozen roles. He sang König
Heinrich, Wotan (Das Rheingold, Die Götterdämmerung and the complete cycle),
Hans Sachs, Hagen and Gurnemanz in the first French performances of Wagner’s
works, and the Landgraf in the successful re-appearance of Tannhäuser in 1895.
He was also in the first Paris performances of Salammbô. Delmas may not have
been a very imaginative singer, but the voice is large, resonant and excellently
controlled. In 1902 he was Tonio in the French première of I Pagliacci; in which
Jean de Reszke as Canio was both making his début in the role and singing his last
public performance.
LUCIEN FUGÈRE (Paris 1848-Paris 1935) came of a poor family with
many mouths to feed; thus at 12 he started work. However, following his father’s
example, unusual then for an artisan, he attended evening classes. He also hung
around the theatres hoping for tickets from people leaving early or getting in as a
member of the claque. His first earnings from music must have been as a street and
café singer. The Conservatoire would not enrol him, but could not refuse him entry
to its free classes, thus he learned technique from Ragunneau and Batiste. The
grounding must have been good, for his first engagement, at the Théâtre Ba-TaClan, required heavy schedules in a large auditorium, but provided experience in
opera and vaudeville. In 1877 he joined the Opéra Comique; he stayed until 1911.
In 1897 he sang at Covent Garden, possibly his sole appearances outside France.
During the Great War he sang exclusively for the army. After the war he still sang
occasionally. The 50th anniversary of his début at the Opéra Comique was
marked with a performance of Le Barbier de Séville; his 80th birthday with La
Basoche at the Casino in Le Touquet. Fugère had a repertoire of over 40 roles,
almost entirely French, and in over half of them he sang in the première. The voice
is dry in sound, but intonation, expressive power and enunciation are all excellent.
LÉON LAFFITTE (Saint-Geniès, Haute-Garonne 1875-Lamoilage 1938)
was a student of the Paris Conservatoire and made his début as David in Die
Meistersinger at the Opéra in 1898. He was in the premières of Lancelot
(Joncières, 1900), Astarte (Leroux, 1901), he was Beppe in the French première of
I Pagliacci mentioned above and Mime in the first French Siegfried in 1908. From
1899 he sang for 15 seasons at the Théâtre de la Monnaie, always to great acclaim.
He appeared in Finland, Germany, The Netherlands and Russia; in Boston and
London, in Buenos Aires and Rio de Janeiro. His wide repertoire include Énée
(Les Troyens), Raoul, Don José, Rodolfo, Manrico, Hoffmann, Julien (Louise),
Walter von Stolzing, Radames, Canio, Rinaldo (Armide) and Achille (Iphigénie en
Aulide).
ANTONIO MAGINI-COLETTI (Iesi near Ancona 1855-Rome 1912)
studied with Persichini at the Accademia di Santa Cecelia, Rome and made his
début at the Teatro Costanzi, Rome in 1880 or 1882 as Valentin or de Luna. From
1887-1889 and from 1900-1903 he was at La Scala, where, besides singing
Amonasro, Guglielmo Tell, Iago etc. he was in the première of Puccini’s Edgar in
1889, in one of the six simultaneous premières of Mascagni’s Le Maschere in
1901, and in the local premières of Euryanthe and Tristan und Isolde for which he

was chosen by Toscanini to sing with Amelia Pinto and Giuseppe Borgatti. In the
1891-1892 season at the Metropolitan Opera he appeared as Amonasro, Capulet,
Escamillo, de Luna, Nevers, Pizzaro and Telramund. Although he also appeared at
the Bolshoi and in St. Petersburg, in South America and in the Iberian peninsula,
nevertheless his career was predominantly in Italy.
CATHÉRINE MASTIO (Paris 1874- ? ) studied at the Conservatoire
National, Paris with Piffarelli. She made her début as Ines in L’Africaine at the
Théâtre de la Monnaie in 1895 and was Jeanne in the première of Benjamin
Godard’s La Vivandière in 1896. In 1899 she moved to the Opéra Comique,
making her début as Héro in Puget’s Beaucoup de bruit pour rien and going on to
appear in Carmen (as Micaëla), Joseph (Méhul), Louise, Manon, Mignon (as
Philine) and La Traviata. At the Opéra, to which she moved in 1908, her début
was as Elsa in Lohengrin. Further roles in her repertoire were Anna in La Dame
Blanche, Bertha in Guillaume Tell, Cendrillon in Massenet’s opera, Lakmé,
Marguérite, Mimi and Mireille. Bertha and Elsa indicate that she sang some of the
heavier roles. Little else is known of her; she retired around 1914. This is one of
only three records known of the artist. Strangely, Zonophone gave her only black
label status.
LÉON MELCHISSÈDEC (Clermont-Ferrand 1843-Paris 1925) won a first
prize at the Paris Conservatoire in 1865 and made his début in Le Chalet (Adam) at
the Opéra Comique the next year. He appeared in premières of works by Auber,
Offenbach and Paladilhe. In 1876 he moved to the Théâtre Lyrique where he sang
in the premières of Paul et Virginie by Massé and Le Timbre d’Argent by
Massenet. From 1879 to 1891 and from 1905 to 1912 he was a highly valued
member of the Opéra. Here, too, he was in various premières, including Le Tribut
de Zamora (Gounod, 1881), Le Cid (Massenet, 1885) with Jean de Reszke, and
Roméo et Juliette (Gounod, revised version 1888) with Adelina Patti, Jean and
Édouard de Reszke, and Jean-François Delmas. At Monte Carlo he was in the first
stage production of Le Damnation de Faust with Jean de Reszke and the première
of de Lara’s Messaline with Francesco Tamagno. He was appointed Professor of
déclamation lyrique at the Conservatoire in 1894 and he published various treatises
on singing. By the time of his records, which are all exceedingly rare, the voice
was rather dry, but the quality of his training is very obvious; indeed, he continued
to sing until he reached seventy-eight.
GIOVANNI BATTISTA DE NEGRI (Nizza Monferrato, Piedmont 1851Turin 1924) intended to become a businessman, but in 1876 he sang an aria at a
social gathering which lead to him studying with Carlo Guasco and Luigia
Abbadia. In 1878 he was ready to sing the title role in Poliuto by Donizetti. In the
years 1879 to 1882 he was in Zagreb, at the same time singing in smaller towns of
Austria, Hungary and northern Italy. By 1881 and 1882 he was also appearing in
Budapest and Prague. Gradually he worked his way up via Messina, Naples,
Venice, Turin and Genoa to La Scala in 1890. His repertoire included Aide, La
Forza del Destino, La Gioconda, La Juive, Norma, Otello, Le Prophète, Samson et
Dalila, Simon Boccanegra, Tannhäuser and Die Walküre. With his great dramatic
gifts, he was compared with the greatest actors of the time, allied to his brilliant
tones he was particularly suited to Otello; indeed, he was the only serious rival to

Tamagno. Alas, in 1896 a throat operation was necessary and two years later he
retired to teach. We cannot know to what extent his records, perhaps made with
the voice well rested, represent his true worth. Transfers of his four record titles
appeared on Symposium 1065. It has since been realised that this earlier take also
exists.
PAUL-HENRI “POL” PLANÇON (Fumay 1854-Paris 1914) was taught by
Duprez and Sbriglia in Paris. His début in 1877 at Lyon was as St. Bris in Les
Huguenots. He remained in Lyon for two years and sang until 1883 in the
provinces. Only in 1883 did he first sing at the Paris Opéra, making his début there
as Méphistophélès. There followed ten highly successful years, which included
first performances of Le Cid (1885 with Jean de Reszke) and Ascanio (1890 with
Jean Lassalle). His appearances at Covent Garden from 1891 to 1904 included the
premières of The Light of Asia (de Lara, 1892), La Navarraise (Massenet, 1901)
and Much Ado About Nothing (Stanford, 1904). From 1893 until 1908 he sang at
the Metropolitan Opera in all but three seasons. In New York and on tours with the
company (which included the San Francisco earthquake) he sang around 430 times.
His American performances included some Wagnerian roles, Zarastro, and
Méphistophélès in the American première of La Damnation de Faust. He retired in
1908 and taught in Paris. Plançon’s voice was of exceptional beauty and it was
trained to astonishing facility in florid music, in a low voice perhaps without equal.
It is reported that he amused his colleagues by singing “Je suis Titania” from
Mignon in the bass clef complete with runs and trills. Plançon’s American records
for Victor are not hard to find, his European records for the Gramophone &
Typewriter Co. are, with one exception, scarce to rare, but his Zonophone records
exist only in very few copies.
GIULIO ROSSI (Rome 1862-Varese 1934) was trained by Oreste Tomasoni
in Rome. He début was in Petrella’s Jone at Parma in 1887. In 1889 he sang in
Buenos Aires and Montevideo in a company which included Patti, Eva Tetrazzini
and De Lucia. By 1892 he was at La Scala, where in 1894 and 1897 he took part in
premières of works by Franchetti. In the years 1895-1898 Rossi sang in St.
Petersburg with Sembrich and Battistini. Later that year he sang in Mexico City.
The company moved on to Havana and from there he and Luisa Tetrazzini eloped
to New York. In 1908 Rossi (as the king in Aïda), Emmy Destinn, Adamo Didur
and Arturo Toscanini made their simultaneous début at the Metropolitan Opera
performance which marked the opening of Gatti-Casazza’s 27 year management.
He was Sid in the première of La Fanciulla del West in 1910 and was in the first
American performances of La Wally (Catalani, 1909), Le Donne Curiose and
Germania (1910), Boris Godunov (1913), L’Oraculo (Leoni, 1915) and Marouf
(Rabaud, 1917). However, he sang mainly minor roles, and after he left, in 1919 he
sang little. His passed his last years in the Casa di Riposo in Milan.
The first performance of Parsifal outside Bayreuth was at the Metropolitan
Opera on 24 December 1903; however on 12 and 13 April Arturo Toscanini
conducted concert performances of the prelude and third act at La Scala. The cast
included Giulio Rossi as Gurnemanz, Bice Silvestri as Kundry, Borgatti as Parsifal
and Scandiani as Amfortas. So little known was the work that one critic confused
the parts sung by Rossi and Scandiani. The record is from ‘Kein Fleh’n, kein

Elend seiner Ritter bewog . . . er starb, ein Mensch, wie alle!’, near the end of the
act.
BICE SILVESTRI and GIULIETTA WERMEZ had successful careers
largely confined to their native Italy. However, both sang abroad in distinguished
company. Thus, in the winter of 1903/1904 Silvestri appeared in Portugal with
Marie Lafargue and De Lucia in Carmen and Fedora. Likewise in January 1900
Wermez sang in I Puritani at St. Petersburg with Arimondi, Battistini and
Constantino, in Un Ballo in Maschera with Battistini, Fabbri and Kruszelnicka, and
Rigoletto with Masini (later Constantino). It is interesting to compare the
decorations heard here in I Puritani with those sung by Patti and Tetrazzini.
TIESTE WILMANT (Lodi, near Bergamo 1859-Lodi 1937) made his début
at Chiari in 1878 and sang mainly, if not entirely, in Italy. In the season of 18931894 he was at La Scala in Loreley (Catalani) and Manon Lescaut (Puccini). In
1896 he was Marcello in the première of La Bohème at the Teatro Regio, Turin.
And again at La Scala for the 1899-1900 season he sang Alberich in the first Italian
Siegfried and Iago with Tamagno and Carelli under Toscanini.
PAOLO WULMAN, also Wulmann (1863-1918) made his début in 1887 at
the San Carlo, Naples. In 1885 he was at the Teatro Costanzi in Rome and in 1889
at the Teatro Argentina. He sang in Buenos Aires and Montevideo in the seasons
1889-1891. He was at La Scala for the season of 1891-1892, singing in a concert to
mark the centenary of Rossini’s birth. In 1897 he appeared in Palermo with Caruso
in La Gioconda. At La Scala in 1905 he was the King in Aïda in a cast which
included Giannina Russ, Rosa Olitzka, Emilio de Marchi and Riccardo Stracciari.
Also in 1905 he appeared at the Théâtre Sarah Bernhardt in Paris and at Covent
Garden. He was in Don Giovanni at the San Carlo, Naples in 1906 with Battistini,
Giorgini and Regina Pacini. He toured North America in 1907 with the Milan
Grand Opera Company. At Metropolitan Opera for the season 1909-1910 he sang
minor roles in Madama Butterfly and Germania (American première), each
conducted by Toscanini, and Martha. At La Scala he also sang Fafner in 1910.
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