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Leo Slezak – Opera Singer
LEO SLEZAK was born in 1873 in Mährisch-Schönberg, Moravia, then part
of the Austro-Hungarian Empire with a mixed Czech/German population. He is
normally classified as German, although several contemporary sources, including
the English language amalgam of his own semi-autobiographical works Song of
Motley, refer to him as a Czech or Czechoslovak tenor. Reading the biographical
notes prepared many years ago by James Dennis for Record Collector, the
outstanding operatic career of Leo Slezak seems almost accidental. He took little
interest in school, undertook apprenticeships in gardening and engineering, and
seems not to have fully emerged from being a teenager until his early twenties.
When he was still young the family moved to Brünn. About 1893 he became
a pupil by Adolf Robinson, who had been a stalwart of the Metropolitan Opera,
appearing nearly 200 times between 1884 and 1889. The Robinsons could be
considered a singing dynasty. Adolf’s wife Anna likewise sang at the Metropolitan
Opera, and two daughters, Ada and Luise, also enjoyed singing careers. Ada
recorded a duet from Lohengrin with Hermann Jadlowker. Other famous pupils of
Robinson were Rudolph Berger, Friedrich Schorr and Joseph Schwarz.
It was Robinson who secured Slezak his first contract. Thus he made his
début with the Brünn opera as Lohengrin in 1896. From there he moved to Berlin,
where he was usually an under-study to more experienced artists, and then to
Breslau. In 1900 he came with other members of that company to Covent Garden
and appeared in Lohengrin and Tannhäuser, in both cases singing with major
artists including Milka Ternina. The turning point of his career came the following
year in the form of an invitation from Gustav Mahler to sing at the Hofoper in
Vienna. Given his limited experience it seems extraordinary that his début was as
Arnold in Guillaume Tell (like all other operas sung in German). There is an
interesting story in Henry-Louis de la Grange’s biography of Mahler. Apparently
Slezak and the soprano singing Mathilde had a difference of opinion, she wanting
to incorporate into their duet a cadenza to be performed whilst Slezak held one
note. He refused on the ground that he was incapable of learning anything new
only two days before the performance. It seems hard to believe that Mahler would
have tolerated the practice, but the very idea that Slezak could hold a note that long
in the context of singing one of the most difficult roles in the tenor repertoire is
praise indeed. Be all this as it may, Slezak scored a triumph and was soon
rewarded with a permanent contract.
The lack of any published chronology raises acute problems in
reconstructing the careers of artists based in Vienna. However, I have been helped
in preparing these notes by the generosity of Christopher Norton-Welsh in making
available data collected and codified over many years.
Slezak’s initial performance in Guillaume Tell was on 23rd January 1901;
his last during Mahler’s directorship was on 25th November 1907 in Manon. In

those five years and ten months Slezak gave some 420 performances of 23 operas.
It was a wide-ranging repertoire. Three Wagner operas, including Tannhäuser,
suggest a budding heldentenor, but he was also successful in Mozart. As Tamino
in Die Zauberflöte, he produced ‘uninterrupted floods of youthful, sumptuous
sound’. His voice was considered ‘unusual’ for Belmonte in Die Entführung aus
dem Serail, but ‘he did no disservice to the role’. Mahler had a penchant for
French opera and Slezak was an important interpreter in 170 performances of
eleven roles. As well as Guillaume Tell, French grand opera was represented by Le
Prophète, La Juive and Les Huguenots; the latter on no less than 36 occasions. Of
the other French operas, Slezak appeared most frequently in Faust, Lakmé and
Manon. There were five Verdi operas, 76 performances in all, Aïda being the most
frequent. More recent Italian opera was represented by La Bohème and I Pagliacci,
whilst ‘out of the way’ repertoire included Euryanthe, The Queen of Spades and
Goldmark’s Die Königin von Saba. There was some friction with Mahler over
Slezak’s initial reluctance to take on, and delay in learning, the latter. Evidence
that Mahler was clearly justified in persisting can be found in this album; it
suggests that Slezak’s singing and interpretation of the role of Assad have never
been equalled.
Throughout his early years in Vienna, Slezak sang with equally fine artists.
His major partners included Marie Gutheil-Schoder, Selma Kurz and Lucy Weidt.
The unrivalled quality of the ensemble built up by Mahler, then at the height of his
fame as Opera director, was never better demonstrated than in cast for the new
production of Les Huguenots in October 1902: Selma Kurz, Sophie Sedlmair,
Frances Saville, Leopold Demuth, Wilhelm Hesch, Richard Mayr and Leo Slezak
as Raoul; a cast to rival those the Metropolitan Opera’s ‘Nights of the Seven Stars’.
There were arguments between the tenor and the director, sometimes about
repertoire, but rather more frequently over pay (especially when Slezak’s contract
was due to be renewed) and about the terms on which he could sing elsewhere.
There was a protracted squabble prior to his performances in Tannhäuser at La
Scala. However, each had a high regard for the other. Slezak’s family had known
poverty; perhaps accounting for the sub-title of the English version of his memoirs,
‘The Reminiscences of a Hungry Tenor’. Despite frequent rumours of a move to
the Metropolitan, there was no real likelihood of Slezak leaving the Staatsoper so
long as Mahler was in charge. In addition, according to de la Grange, ‘the public
were prepared to move heaven and earth to keep him’. None the less, Slezak
sought and gained what was in effect a prolonged leave of absence to sing at the
Metropolitan around the time Weingartner replaced Mahler as director in Vienna.
Formally Slezak was a member of the Vienna opera house company from
1901 until 1912, although from 1909 to 1913 he spent most time in the USA, and
from 1917 until 1934. During these two lengthy periods the bulk of his external
engagements were within the boundaries of what was until 1918 the AustroHungarian Empire. He re-appeared at Covent Garden as Otello and Radames in
1909, and appeared as Otello in Paris the following year. Given the evidence of his
superb and moving version of the final act Otello aria included in this album, it
seems surprising that he enjoyed only limited success and did not return to either

city. He never went to South America and does not seem to have returned to Italy
after 1905. His four seasons in North America are, therefore, particularly important
in assessing Slezak’s international standing.
Slezak sang ten roles during his Metropolitan Opera seasons. The allocation
was certainly influenced by the presence of Caruso, who over-shadowed all other
tenors. Caruso learnt the role of Otello, but never felt quite ready to sing it on stage.
Even he could not cope with the insatiable demands of the New York public to hear
yet more performances of Aida and Il Trovatore. Thus around half of Slezak’s 112
performances with the Metropolitan Opera were in the three Verdi operas: Aida,
Otello and Il Trovatore. Slezak regarded working under Toscanini, who conducted
Aida and Otello, as a privilege. He found Toscanini charming in private life, but a
terror at work, utterly conscientious, ruthlessly enforcing his passion for accuracy,
and driving everybody to the limits of their capabilities.
He made his Metropolitan début in Otello. The cast, which included Frances
Alda and Antonio Scotti, was conducted by Toscanini. Henry Krehbiel reviewed
the performance. “Much has been written of the gigantic physical proportions of
the Czech tenor, but it is doubtful if anyone expected the colossus that appeared….
Yet despite his size he was such a figure as would have delighted the audience that
once applauded the heroics of Salvini…. Herr Slezak showed himself a splendid
actor… superb in his wrath and final broken-hearted despair. It is a voice of fine
power, and one used with more than ordinary discretion”.
It may seem strange that this triumph occurred so soon after his relative
failure in London. At Covent Garden he was in a sense competing with memories
of Zenatello, who sang the role the previous year. However, New York had also
already heard Zenatello’s Otello; albeit at Hammerstein’s Manhattan Opera. He did
not repeat the role in the 1909-10 season; Hammerstein offered it only in
Philadelphia with Zerola in the role. Zenatello was occupied with Tannhäuser,
sung in French. The ways of operatic management are indeed strange.
In March 1910 Slezak worked again with Mahler in the first production of
Tchaikovsky’s Queen of Spades at the Metropolitan Opera. Lisa was sung by
Emmy Destinn. The three performances were the last Mahler conducted there.
Slezak himself was particularly well received. Richard Aldrich, writing in the New
York Times, attributed much of the success of the opera to “the superb performance
of Mr. Slezak as Herman; he made a real personage out of that strange figure”.
There is little documentation relating to Slezak’s career on the concert
platform. Aldrich, fortunately again on hand for a recital at Carnegie Hall in
February 1911, felt that Slezak had “remarkable resources at his command as
Lieder singer... an unusual power of giving apt and significant expression to a
variety of moods, expression that is gained by subtle means in the moulding of a
phrase, the colour of the voice, the suggestion of a dramatic or emotional motive”.
Even so he clearly felt Slezak did not really belong on the concert platform. An aria
from Cosi fan Tutte was sung in a style that few German singers could command.
The final item on the programme was a long scene from Die Königin von Saba; “a
piece of dramatic singing and dramatic declamation, rich in expressive details and

rising to a thrilling and sustained fervour”. It demonstrated that “admirable though
he is in the singing of songs, Mr Slezak’s métier is that of a dramatic singer”.
There is little information about Slezak’s activities after his final American
season and before he rejoined the Vienna opera in 1917. However, a recent book on
the New German Theatre in Prague during the directorship of Zemlinsky is an
important source. It demonstrates the linkages between Vienna and Prague and also
gives a very good idea of Slezak’s repertoire. On a regular basis the leading singers
from the Vienna ensemble visited Prague for a week at a time, usually singing three
different operas. Slezak was there in late 1911 for Les Huguenots, Il Trovatore and
Otello. In 1913 he repeated Otello and also appeared in Le Prophète and La Juive.
Subsequently Prague also heard him in Aïda, Lohengrin, Die Königin von Saba,
Tannhäuser and Un Ballo in Maschera. Clearly hard work was no problem; his
three operas a week included some of the heaviest parts in the tenor repertoire.
Slezak remained a mainstay of the Vienna opera throughout the ‘20s and into
the ‘30s. As time went on, inevitably he appeared less frequently. He could,
however, still essay some of the toughest roles. As late as December 1932 he sang
Eleazar in La Juive. Of course, it needs to be remembered that Vienna presented
opera in repertory, necessitating an ensemble with strength in depth. There was
plenty of scope for rivalry amongst both artists and opera-goers. During the Mahler
years, Schmedes was clearly jealous of the success enjoyed by Slezak. During
Slezak’s second long period at the Staatsoper, Alfred Piccaver was a member of the
ensemble. He was no rival in the heavier more dramatic repertoire, but he was
probably first choice for Puccini and other more lyrical roles. There were also guest
appearances by Richard Tauber. In the mid ‘20s there were a number of guest
appearances by the great Mattia Battistini. On 23rd March 1925 he sang Renato in
Un Ballo in Maschera, with Helene Wildbrunn as Amelia, Selma Kurz as Oscar
and Leo Slezak as Riccardo. Perhaps this was the zenith of Slezak’s career; it is
hard to imagine a better cast being assembled anywhere at any time. His very last
performances were during the winter of 1933/4 as Alfred in Die Fledermaus.
Even prior to his retirement, Slezak had embarked on a second career, in
films. These seem to have been mostly what we would now call ‘family
entertainment’. Slezak tended to be cast as an older, affectionate, ‘uncle’ type. In
all there seem to have been about a dozen films before age and the impact of the
war drove him into final retirement.
In all he wrote four books of reminiscences. Mostly they are in a slightly
self-mocking vein, although I suspect he was also lightly mocking some of the
more pompous autobiographies written by, or ghost written for, other singers. He
recounts with glee, for example, the reaction when he offered Canio’s aria from
Pagliacci as an audition piece at Bayreuth; and that he was never invited back.
Leo Slezak died in at Rottach-Egern am Tegernsee in 1946. He was married
to the actress Elsa Wertheim. There were two children, Margarethe and Walter,
who were both singers.
Professor Stanley Henig

Tracks 11 and 21 to 23 were recorded in Berlin; the remainder in Vienna.
Acknowledgements: Symposium Records is grateful to Paul Lewis for assistance
with the production.
Copyright Notice: This digitally transferred compilation with its notes is copyright,
it may not be broadcast, copied, hired out, publicly performed or stored in a
retrieval system without written permission.

