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MISCHA ELMAN (Talnoye, between Kiev and Odessa 1891-New York 1967)
was the grandson of a self-taught violinist and the son of a music lover. At three he
was interested in music and at five he was playing a small violin under his father’s
tuition. From 1897 to 1902 he was at the Odessa Conservatoire on a scholarship
studying with Alexander Fiedemann, a pupil of Brodsky. Then a patron offered to
fund his studies should Leopold Auer accept him as a student. Fortunately Auer
was playing in the district and agreed to hear him. Thus in 1903 he entered the St.
Petersburg Conservatoire. (Auer had to obtain permission for Elman and others of
his students who were Jewish to live outside the Pale of Settlement in order to

study with him.) Such was his ability that Auer at once taught him repertoire as a
senior student. However, bypassing preliminary technical training caused him
problems later, the more so as his short arms made ideal bowing difficult. His
début in Berlin in 1904, he played the Tchaikovsky Concerto and the Bach
Chaconne, was a sensation. (Auer disapproved of, but occasionally allowed, such
early début.) Within a year Elman was in the company of Flesch, Kreisler,
Kubelik, Thibaud, von Vecsey and Ysaÿe. For his début in London, at the Queen’s
Hall in 1905, he played the Tchaikovsky Concerto and a year later he played the
Brahms concerto; on both occasions The Strad enthused. For his début in New
York in 1908 he again played the Tchaikovsky Concerto, now on his new
Stradivarius. J. G. Huneker wrote, ‘United to an amazing technical precision there
is still more amazing emotional temperament, all dominated by a powerful musical
and mental intellect.’ In America he was regarded as the king of violinists, that is
until the arrival in 1917 Jascha Heifetz; an event which marked a decline in almost
every career except Kreisler’s. Nevertheless, his record sales grew, the more so as
he was invited to record with Caruso. For his audiences what Elman lacked in
ultimate technique he made up for with his fiery playing and matchless sound. He
had a large repertoire, but, like Lhevinne and Tetrazzini, each season he selected
one or two programmes and worked to perfect them, practicing every day with a
pianist. He was much admired by many violinists; Ysaÿe, a third of a century his
senior, played Bach’s Double Concerto with him. Szigeti in Berlin in 1904,
‘abandoned (himself) wholeheartedly to the impact of Ysaÿe, Kreisler and Elman.’
Flesch in his Memoirs admires Elman for overcoming the unfavourable shape of
his hand through conscientious study, for spotless tone production and variety of
bowings, and for temperament and feeling. Elman saw in younger players, and
disliked, an increasing desire for speed at the expense of musicianship. He played
right to the end, rehearsing for a concert on the day he died.
Elman gave the first performance of Martinu’s concerto on January 1st 1944.
ZINO FRANCESCATTI (Marseilles 1902-La Ciotat 1991) was of an Italian
family, but was brought up in France. His parents, both professional musicians,
taught him and by the age of ten he was a prodigy. His début was at Marseilles in
1918 and in 1924 he went to Paris, where Thibaud helped him further his career.
His first real success, however, was in Vienna, but on returning home he had to
work as an orchestral musician. In 1926 he and Ravel came to England as a duo;
their programmes including the composer’s Tzigane and Berceuse. During the next
decade he played in both Americas, achieving great success in Buenos Aires in
1938 and in New York, where he settled, in 1939. He and Robert Casadesus were
particularly acclaimed for their performances of Debussy, Fauré, Franck and Ravel
in the French sonata repertoire, but their Beethoven and Mozart were also highly
praised. Francescatti played always with great precision, but never to dazzle. He
plays the complete Paganini concerto in preference to the first movement on its
own in Wilhelmj’s arrangement. Also in the virtuoso repertoire he played pieces
by Kreisler, who he much admired. In 1942 he purchased the ‘Hart’ Stradivarius of
1727. With it he retained his timbre, but his sound became fuller, enabling him to
be heard better in the large American halls, particularly when playing with

orchestra. His programmes included works by Bernstein, Milhaud, Respighi and
Szymanowski. [Francescatti plays Ravel’s Tzigane on Symposium CD 1156.]
JASCHA HEIFETZ (Vilnius 1901-Los Angeles 1987) began to play the violin with
his father, a good teacher, but of modest ability, at the age of three. He was soon
being taught by Ilya Malkin, who had studied with Leopold Auer, at the Vilnius
Conservatoire. He made his début at the age of five and at six played the
Mendelssohn concerto at Kaunas. Heifetz studied with Auer at St. Petersburg
Conservatoire from 1910 to 1916. As with Elman, Auer had to obtain permission
for him to live in St. Petersburg. Permission for his father to accompany him was
obtained by enrolling him in the orchestra. In April 1911 he gave a concert in St.
Petersburg. Around this time both Kreisler and Albert Spalding were bowled over
by his ability. Auer realised that Heifetz would surpass even Elman and Zimbalist.
As with Elman, Auer allowed Heifetz to make an early début, in 1912 in Berlin.
The critics were not kind, but Arthur Nikisch invited him to play the Tchaikovsky
concerto at a Philharmonic concert. For his début in New York in 1917 the Heifetz
family had to travel across Siberia, Japan and America. The programme was of the
usual showpieces, but the impact was decisive. In 1920, after conquering the
United States, he developed a worldwide career, going on to become by general
consent the greatest violinist of the twentieth century. Heifetz appeared in several
films. They confirm that he played without mannerisms, rarely smiled, stood
stationary, without bodily movements and only just perceivably bowed. As with
Horowitz, with his transcendent technique everything looked easy for him; even the
most hazardous passages were navigated with deadly accuracy. Perhaps for these
reasons some thought his playing lacked warmth. Be that as it may, he was for the
violin world, as Francescatti put it, “The Emperor”. Heifetz commissioned new
works from Castelnuovo-Tedesco, Gruenberg, Korngold and Walton, and in
chamber music he blended well with Rubinstein and Feuermann, and, after the
latter’s death, Piatigorsky. Later in life he taught, but in a rather authoritarian and
aloof manner. However, films of his master classes are very instructive.
NATHAN MILSTEIN (Odessa 1904-London 1992) studied in Odessa with
Stolyarsky from 1911 until 1914 in a class which included David Oistrakh.
Milstein later claimed that Stolyarsky taught him nothing; but Oistrakh recalled
him, his only teacher, with gratitude. Milstein went to Auer in St. Petersburg in
1915, but accounts of how much direct contact he had with Auer vary. In any case
in 1917 Auer left for Norway and Milstein returned to a life of considerable
poverty in Odessa. In 1920 he made his début there and played in concerts
arranged by the Ministry of Education in the locality. In 1922 he was fortunate to
form a warm friendship with the family of Vladimir Horowitz; a friendship
unhindered by their material and social differences. They toured all over Russia
together. Such was their success that in 1925 they were sent to the West as
emissaries of culture in the Soviet Union. In Paris an embassy official suggested
that they should continue their cultural tour for a while; they took the hint and did
not return. They were especially well received in Spain and in South America.
About this time Milstein had some advice from Ysaÿe. In 1928 he went to the
United States. He achieved great success, settled in New York and became an

American citizen. After the war he lived in Paris and London, and rebuilt his
European career. Milstein became known initially as a virtuoso player and some
saw a lack of inner musicianship. However, as the decades passed he matured into
a great musical intellect, whilst retaining his technical ability. He played with a
light pressure which encouraged the strings to vibrate very freely, allowing all the
natural resonances of the instrument to be heard. He compensated to an extent for
the smaller volume of sound by employing a greater sweep of the bow. He was
always searching for new possibilities in the music he played and was reputed
never to play a piece the same way twice. He also continually improvised new
fingerings, even during performances. His career continued until halted by an
injury to his left hand at the age of 82. Milstein generally played a Stradivarius.
[Milstein plays Beethoven’s Sonata No.8 in G minor Op.30 No.3 on Symposium
CD 1300]
Technical Note: This album is from concerts and broadcasts made available to
American armed forces during the Second World War. They were distributed on
very thin 16 inch/40cm discs recorded at 33rpm and pressed in vinylite, a precursor
of vinyl. The recorded quality and balance are variable, but we hope the listener
will agree that these are excellent performances. (Already issued are three pieces
played by Kreisler on Symposium CD 1282 and a remarkable performance of
Shostakovich's fifth Symphony conducted by Leonard Bernstein on CD 1295.)
Acknowledgements: Symposium Records thanks Paul Lewis and Adrian
Tuddenham 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.

