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MUSIC IN THE WEIMAR REPUBLIC ~ BERLIN 1929
The theme of this volume is the extraordinary, perhaps unparalleled, richness
and diversity of culture during the later years of the Weimar Republic. In musical
terms this is exemplified by the picture on the cover. In musical terms, too, neither
the seedy side of life, captured in Berlin by Georg Grosz, nor the rumblings, sure to
blow over, from distant Munich, were particularly disturbing.
It was an era of conductors with strong and diverse views on how music
should be performed, and with charismatic powers to ensure that orchestras played
accordingly. Charisma might be re-enforced by bullying, lecturing, sarcasm,
shouting, tantrums, walking out, and threatening or actually sacking players, but
the charisma was there. Bruno Walter was an exception, “Gentlemen, let us try it
this way.”, but, as Sir Adrian Boult observed, behind the politeness was an iron
will. Authentic performing practice was yet to come, though one very eminent
conductor, not represented in this album, claimed to know direct from Beethoven
how his music was to be performed. Richard Strauss expressed the times
succinctly, “Play the music any way you like, only don’t be boring.”
Mendelssohn wrote twenty bars of music whilst visiting Fingal’s Cave in
August 1829, ‘to show how extraordinarily the place affected me.’ These became,
almost identically, but in diminution, the first ten bars of the overture. Through
Bruno Walter the evocative nature of the score is fully realised. [The note on
which the first side ends is largely repeated at the start of side two, thus when
editing the two sides together it was necessary to excise about a second and a half.]
The acoustic recording process, even at its best as here, could not really cope
with Bruckner’s orchestra; yet modern technology has enabled an astonishing
amount of orchestral colour and musical vividness to emerge. Klemperer is firmly
in control and even with rather meagre orchestral forces it is a real performance.
One wonders whether the recording company envisaged a commercial success or
whether there was a private sponsor. In any case the original recording is ultra
rare, for within a very short time almost all acoustic records were swept away in the
tide of the new electric process, and only in the late ‘20s was Bruckner again
represented in any catalogue (Symposium 1258).
The first satisfactory electric recording apparatus was developed in the Bell
Telephone Laboratories, part of the American Westinghouse group. To avoid
paying licence fees for use of patents, some companies sought to develop noninfringing alternatives. All were inferior, but whichever was used for the recording
of Erich Kleiber was considerably better than most, though there was distortion at
high levels. [The copies used for this transfer were virtually unworn.] D’Albert,
Busoni, Elgar, Liszt, Respighi, Stokowski, Wood and many others have transcribed
or arranged Bach for orchestra or for piano. Schoenberg turns this piece into
something of a festival overture. Some will throw up their hands in pious horror,
others will hear Bach laughing his head off.

In 1929 Alan Blumlein was engaged by the English Columbia company,
which likewise wanted an alternative. Within months it was clear not only that
Blumlein’s team could produce an alternative, but that it would be markedly
superior. Thus, when Columbia became part of EMI, with its links to RCA, in
1931, Blumlein’s system became a universal standard.
At the end of the first world war Toscanini took on the task of establishing
anew the La Scala opera. First he selected and trained an orchestra. To give it
experience he took it on a tour of North America, in the course of which a series of
acoustic records was made (Symposium CD 1189). Strangely, no music of Verdi
was included.
In 1929 he took the entire La Scala company, ballet, chorus, costumes,
orchestra, sets, singers and stage hands, by special train to Vienna and to Berlin.
The company performed in Berlin at the Staatsoper and in Berlin-Chalottenburg at
the Städtische Oper. The Verdi revival in the Weimar Republic was at its height;
four of the six works performed were by Verdi (Symposium CD 1280).
At the end of the second world war Toscanini took on the task again. Some
records of this period have appeared; this one, apparently issued only in Brazil, is,
appropriately, of music by Verdi.
The Machtergreifung at the start of 1933 ended the Weimar Republic and
with it such figures as Mendelssohn, Schoenberg, Walter, Kleiber, Klemperer and
Toscanini disappeared from German culture. Furtwängler remained in Germany.
He was never a member of the National Socialist movement. Instances of his
contempt for it and of his frequent use of his name to protect people or assist them
to leave grew to a thick file. In November 1944 word came to the unworldly
conductor through Frau Himmler’s doctor that he was himself on the final hit-list.
In December Albert von Speer advised him to go to Switzerland. He went. [Trial
of Strength: Prieberg-Quartet Books]
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