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EDITORIAL
BRYAN WHITE
I'm writing to you today still wrapped in the warm
afterglow of one of my own most eagerly anticipated
performances of the year. Not a performance of early
music in this case, but a revival at the Royal Opera
House of Michael Tippett's opera Midsummer
Marriage, a work that I find overwhelming in its
musical exuberance and intellectual resonances.
Tippett and Purcell were the two great revelations of
my early post-graduate experiences in the UK. As an
undergraduate in the United States, my acquaintance
with British music did not reach much beyond a few
Elizabethan madrigals, Dido and Aeneas, Enigma
Variations and a smattering of Britten. My first
encounter with Tippett, hearing Midsummer
Marriage on an LP in the listening room of the
department of music in Bangor, was one of those
formative experiences that re-orient one's world, both
musically and intellectually.
A similar thing
happened with my introduction to the theatre music
of Purcell, and it was a great pleasure to find these two
interests running together when I began using
versions of Purcell's songs realized by Tippett, and
finding his name as a member of the Purcell Society
in the front matter of volumes of Purcell's collected
works. In the centenary year of Tippett's birth, when
we find a wealth of performances of his own music, it
is well to remember other important aspects of his
musical labours, not the least of which were his
pioneering performances of early music.
Between 1940 and 1951, Tippett served as
musical director of Morley College, where he
instigated a regular series of concerts in which early
music figured prominently. At the beginning of his
tenure, Tippett's enthusiasm for Purcell was charged
by his discovery of copies of the old Purcell Society
editions in the rubble of the college's bomb-struck
grounds. By 22 November 1941 he had organized a
performance of Purcell's at that time much neglected
1692 Cecilian ode, 'Hail bright Cecilia. This work
featured regularly in the concert series over the next
ten or so years, enhanced from 1944 by the
countertenor voice of Alfred Deller, which Tippett
had heard at Canterbury Cathedral and immediately
recognized as an ideal instrument for performing
Purcell's music. Working with Walter Goehr, Tippett
organized the first London performance of

Monterverdi's 1610 Vespers in 1946. The Morley
College concerts quickly rose in public and artistic
esteem, and many were broadcast on the BBC Third
Programme. Tippett saw to it that a wide range of
neglected early music was performed, including
works by Gibbons, Vivaldi (then little known),
Corelli, Bach, Byrd, Handel, Tallis and Teleman
(championed by Walter Bergmann) among others.
Tippett and the College choir came to be particularly
associated with Tallis's Spem in Alium, which they
recorded together in 1949, and they featured
prominently in the Festival of Britain concerts in
1951 at the end of Tippett's directorship. By this time
he had raised a range of neglected early music to
greater prominence, and imbibed musical inspiration
that would find a voice in his own works. We can,
therefore, be doubly grateful to him in
commemorating the centenary of his birth. (Those
seeking chapter and verse on Tippett's work at Morley
will find Suzanne Coleman's 'Tippett, Merely and
Early Music' in Michael Tippett: Music and Literature
(Ashgate, 2002) of the greatest interest.)
Turning to this issue of Early Music Performer
David Milsom's article provides an interesting insight
into orchestral performance practice in the early
twentieth century. His study reveals approaches to
rhythm, tempo, ensemble and vibrato in romantic
orchestral literature significantly different from those
of today, and which serve to remind one that the idea
of a continuous thread of consistency in practice
stretching back to the pre-dawn of recorded music is
illusory. Although David rightly argues scholarly
caution in extrapolating the evidence of early
recordings backwards into earlier eras, the editor's
chair provides a vantage point from which such
prudence might be more lightly cast aside.
Recordings such as those examined in his article
always leave me wondering how much greater in
degree the difference of performance practice of even
earlier periods must have been from our own, and by
this, I mean even our own ideas of historically
informed performance. We must be willing to
entertain the idea that Vivaldi's performance of his
own concertos would sound even more different to
that of a modern historically informed performance,
than say, Joachim's
performance of Brahms'

The illustration on the front cover is taken from Michael Praetorius's Syntagma Musicum II (Wolfenbiittel,
1619), Plate XX. The scale represents Brunswick feet of twelve inches (1 Brunswick inch = 23.78 mm).

Hungarian dances to Nigel Kennedy's interpretation
of the same. Only by countenancing such leaps of the
imagination will performers find the necessary
freedom to examine the possible approaches to earlier
literature.
Laypersons within the early music movement
have an important duty in this respect. As listeners,
and more importantly as consumers (money talks) of
the recordings of performers of early music, we may
wish to consider our role in encouraging, and
embracing experimentation in areas of performance
practice. It is well to recall that when the new ideas of
the early music movement first bore fruit in
recordings, the new approach
to received
interpretations of the classic Baroque literature
sparked controversy and challenged orthodoxy. One
might ask to what extent historical performance
practice has now imposed a new orthodoxy, and
complacency amongst performers and listeners that
once again needs challenging. Performers willing to
stretch received opinion need support from ears that
are open to new approaches, even when at first such
ideas may be extreme in comparison to that with
which we have become comfortable.
John Catch's article on viols places orthodox
opinions on their sizes up against the known facts and
finds that the two fit rather uncomfortably. His
conclusions have implications for new approaches to
performance, and an extension to the accustomed
sound world of seventeenth-century viols; here we
might hope that enterprising performers, supported
by active and interested listeners, will explore the gap
that he has revealed.
Finally, those reading the small print of the
contents page will find some adjustments to Early
Music Performer. First we welcome Richard Rastall to
the editorial board, and he, along with Clive Brown
will be taking on roles as Assistant Editors.
Furthermore, two editorial assistants also join the
team, John Cunningham and Andrew Wbolley,
whose news reports and internet activities you will
find in this edition. I hope you enjoy them.

Conditional Gifts:
The Acoustic Orchestral Recordings of Edouard Colonne
and Karl Muck and their Testament to Late NineteenthCentury Performing Practices
David Milsom

The study of so-called 'early recordings' has, in recent years, moved from the
peripheral sphere of collectors and enthusiasts to the arena of mainstream
musicology. That it should do so is much less surprising than the fact that such
documents were, for many years, not considered especially interesting. Now, CD
re-issue of many acoustic cylinders, disks and, more generally, 78 rpm pressings of
the pre- World War II era has become a major industry enabling a surprisingly
widespread dissemination of these materials amongst not only scholars but also
the wider listening public.
This resurgence in interest seems to be
motivated, at least in part, by the movement forward
in time of the so-called 'historically-informed
performance'
movement
(hereafter
HIP).
Performance practice scholars and performers,
broadly speaking, have been progressing deeper
within issues of style (from organology and scores to
style and interpretation) as well as further forward in
time. A number of scholars, including the present
writer, have concentrated on performance style and
practice after 1850 and indeed, into the timescale of
acoustic (and some early electric) recordings. Thus,
what these recordings can show us has become
relevant to our acquisition of knowledge. Robert
Philip's seminal text, Early Recordings and Musical
Style — Changing Tastes in Instrumental Performance
1900 - 1950 (Cambridge, 1992) seems to have
become a symbolic volume, surveying a wide field of
old recordings and inspiring many to begin more
specific and detailed studies of them. Nothing
conveys performance style and attitude more vividly
than an aural record of performance itself. Whereas
scores, instrumental treatises and other accounts
(themselves large in quantity in the nineteenth
century) can be interpreted and enacted in a number
of different ways, sound recordings give us a much
more definite picture of what, for example, a violinist
trained in the 1870s actually sounded like.
However, there are problems with early
recordings, particularly those made before the

invention of the electric microphone in 1925, and
still serious limitations before the LP era of the late
1940s. Many of these problems are well known, well
rehearsed and in many ways very obvious, but they
are worth re-stating here, if only to circumscribe the
context of later, more specific remarks. They might be
divided into three categories — technological,
historiographical and motivational.
Technical limitations of early recordings mean
that most made before 1900 are barely audible, given
the high ratio of surface noise to intended sound.
Some instruments recorded reasonably well (such as
the human voice), others quite badly, as Timothy
Day writes:
The sound waves — the acoustical energy
— from a solo singing voice could be
concentrated crudely be means of a
horn, but the sound from the resonating
strings of a grand piano, still less the
spread-out sound sources of a body of
orchestral players, could be caught
much less successfully. The human ear
can encompass frequencies between 20
and 20,000 cycles per second; the
acoustic recording process was limited
to a range between 168 and 2,000
cycles, which means that it was unable
to reproduce all the frequencies of notes
below the E below middle C and of
notes higher than the C three octaves

above middle C. This does not mean
that notes whose fundamentals lie
outside the range were inaudible, but it
does mean that the characteristic
timbres were distorted.1
Recording in studios of the acoustic era was by
all accounts a bizarre and uncomfortable process for
musicians with only the experience of 'live'
performance to compare it to. Well-known cases of
bizarre practicalities include the need to propel the
soprano Adelina Patti (1843 - 1919) back and forth
in anticipation of high/loud notes2; the production of
purpose-made instruments (such as the 'Stroh'
violin3) to project more effectively, as well as
interfering with the timbres of others, as in the use of
pianofortes adapted by removing outer panels and
shaving the thickness of felt on hammer heads. In the
orchestral sense, things were much worse, as we will
bear in mind throughout this article. Day, for
instance, reveals that:
Gustav Hoist found the strain of
recording The Planets in such cramped
conditions more exhausting than
anything he had ever done before; the
first horn on that occasion was Aubrey
Brain, known for his astonishing
technical mastery, and yet even he broke
down thirteen times at the opening of
Venus as a result of the almost
unbearable physical discomfort.4
Indeed, 'orchestras' often bore relatively little
relationship to concert hall ensembles. They were
often cut down to very small chamber orchestra size
(maybe two string players per part, or less, as in the
case of the string quartet accompaniment of the
Kriesler/Zimbalist Bach D Minor concerto for 2
violins recording of 19155), and in a number of cases,
instruments less capable of projecting their timbre,
such as the double bass, were replaced by others.6
Many
ensembles,
particularly
where
they
accompanied soloists, were unacknowledged, and
probably made up of musicians employed for the
purpose by the company.
Exigencies such as these, particularly in the
case of orchestral recordings, limit the reliability of
what we hear if we try to use the performances as
evidence of more normal, lost, live performance. We
do not know to what extent the timbre heard in a
recording is a reflection of technological limitations,
or differences of style and organology. We do not
know to what extent, in what ways and even in which
cases, the temporal limits of recording 'sides' affected
performance tempi and even repertoire — certainly, if
Joachim had at his disposal the recording durations of
even the most crude of modern methods, it seems
likely that we would have larger-scale repertoire on

record, rather than the five short fragments from
1903 chosen in part because of their technological
possibility.7 Given that performance style, necessarily
split into its constituent parts for study and comment,
is in reality an organic and inter-dependant whole, we
cannot speak from a position of certainty on any
aspect of what we hear in these recordings. Even in
the case of recordings which capture more reliably the
actual sounds, such as those of vocal performance, our
thirst for knowledge of singers' styles steeped in the
earliest relevant traditions has to be qualified. For
example, our understanding of the recordings of the
singer Sir Charles Santley, born in 1834, must be
tempered by the knowledge that he was almost 70
years old when he recorded in 1903; the effects of age
on the 89-year old Charles Wider in the famous
recording of the Toccata from the 5th symphony
cannot be quantified nor underestimated!8
In historical terms, the evidence provided by
recordings is highly suspect and the attempt by
scholars to 'back date' such evidence to nineteenthcentury style might at first glance seem ludicrous, or
at best, nai've. If music, like the society it reflects, has
changed radically in the last few decades, why should
recordings made between 1900 and 1920 reveal
anything much about performance in 1870 or 1880,
or further back? In spite of this some scholars have
subsumed the evidence of early recordings within
studies using more direct evidence (such as scores and
treatises) in order to flesh out our understanding of
nineteenth-century practice.9 Owing to the problems
explored above, on one level at least, the efficacy of
such observations are open to doubt, which may in
part account for the fact that early recordings have
seen comparatively limited use as evidence.
Moreover, there are issues of motivation, as
well. In spite of the interest in HIP most musicians do
not play, or think, in specifically 'historical' terms,
certainly with music written after 1800. The 'front
line' of performance practice has moved from
Viennese classicism twenty years ago to the stylistic
practices of Brahms, Wagner and even Elgar.
Nevertheless it is still controversial, perhaps because
some of the known traits of late nineteenth-century
performance (such as tempo flexibility and
pronounced portamenti in singing and string playing)
still seem 'old fashioned' and even 'slovenly' to
generations steeped in the notational objectivism and
post-romanticism of later twentieth-century style and
aesthetics. Until recently, the artistic content of early
recordings might not have seemed particularly
relevant but, inevitably perhaps, it has moved
gradually from being 'old' in a pejorative sense to
'historical' in a way that confers higher status.
Nevertheless, even orchestral recordings of the
acoustic era can, and should be analysed. In order to

do so with any usefulness, the limits of the
documentation, as ever, must be acknowledged. This
means that remarks upon the content of such disks
needs to be assertive but supportable, which restricts
analysis mainly to matters of ensemble, tempo and
tempo rubato, as well as easily discerned tonal
elements such as string and wind vibrato, although
this depends upon the quality of the recording and
the condition of the surviving pressings, which are
often very variable before 1925.
In terms of trying to discern evidence for
surviving nineteenth-century practices, one has to be
even more careful. In the case of solo recordings, as
the present author has already attempted with violin
playing, a case can be made on the basis of the age and
educational experiences of the players, some of whom
are likely, by attitude and age, to retain a substantial
quantity of pre-twentieth century characteristics of
style. Joachim is the most obvious example but by no
means the only one, and as a result, it seemed
appropriate to the present writer to have a notional
cut-off date of c. 1860 - 1865 for the birth date of
violinists whose style is likely to still embody firmly
established nineteenth-century traits by the time of
the first analysable recordings after 1900.10
A parallel criterion for orchestral playing is
possible if one considers the age and careers of
conductors. Thus, Arthur Nikitsch (1855-1923) was
very much a nineteenth-century artist when he
recorded his famous performance of Beethoven's 5th
symphony with the Berlin Philharmonic in 1913,
whereas the 1913 Parsifal recordings conducted by
Alfred Hertz (1872
1942), fascinating and
important as they are, reflect, potentially at least, the
work of a much younger artist in his prime at the time
of the recording and still, perhaps, stylistically
impressionable.11 For this chronological reason, in
part, this article will turn shortly to two case studies —
Karl Muck's 1917 Boston Symphony Orchestra
recordings12 and Edouard Colonne's 1905-6 Paris
recordings.13
The evaluation of an orchestral performance
presents difficulties, both physical and stylistic, in
terms of the authorship of the sound. Leaving aside
the enormous technical issues with early recordings,
all orchestras necessarily separate the executive part of
the process from the director, who has responsibility
for corporate artistic production. It is debatable to
what extent a conductor's control over technique and
aesthetics can be discerned as a separate element of a
performance. In the early twentieth century one
would expect precise control to be less achievable than
today, given lack of rehearsal time. Moreover, in an
age before the possibility of comparing 'live'
performance with edited studio recordings,
expectations of accuracy seem to have been lower.14

That said, Colonne and Muck are likely to have been
obeyed by their ensembles as much as practicality
allowed. Both were irascible and sharp-tongued
martinets with very strong ideas, steeped in very
different yet discernibly pre-twentieth century
traditions.
Edouard Colonne (1838 - 1910), along with
Pasdeloup and Lamoureux, was one of the key
Parisian conductors of the late nineteenth century. He
was a noted Berlioz interpreter, having known the
composer personally. His performances were praised
for their ardent nature, as the American critic Philip
Hale recalled:
As a student in Paris I heard the concerts
led by Colonne and Lamoureux.
Lamoureux's performances had greater
finish; there was a finer sense of
proportion in minute details; but they
usually left the hearer cold. Colonne's
stirred the blood.15
Pierre Monteux, who was a viola player in the
Colonne orchestra, recalled that 'as a human being he
was extremely disagreeable ... he could only be civil
and affable in order to achieve his goals'; nevertheless
Monteux praises his 'refined taste'.16 Colonne was one
of the first to perform Wagner's music in France,
although Lamoureux gave the Paris premiere of
Lohengrin in 1887.
Karl Muck (1859 - 1940), who made his
debut as a pianist at the Leipzig Gewandhaus in 1880,
was, like Colonne, largely self-taught as a conductor.
This was by no means unusual in an age when most
conductors were polymaths who pursued a range
musical occupations. He soon established himself as a
Wagner specialist and, although not, like Felix Mottl
for example,17 amongst the first generation of Wagner
conductors, he was closely linked to the early
tradition, and he maintained a close friendship with
Cosima Wagner. He gave the St Petersburg and
Moscow premieres of Der Ring des Nibelungen in
1889 and 1891 respectively and in 1899 brought
Wagner's music to Covent Garden.18 He was a
specialist in Parsifal, which he conducted at Bayreuth
between 1901 and 1930, and was from 1892 the
Kapellmeister of the Berlin State Opera. In common
with many important European musicians, he was
encouraged to work in the USA and was invited by
the Boston Symphony Orchestra's founder, Henry
Lee Higginson, to become the principal conductor,
beginning in the 1906-7 season, an appointment
ended abruptly in 1918 upon his arrest, on spurious
grounds, as an enemy agent.19
Helpfully, the recorded outputs of Muck with
the Boston orchestra and Colonne's disks contain two
items in common for direct comparison - the prelude
to Act III of Wagner's Lohengrin, and the Rdkoczy

March from Berlioz's Damnation of Faust. Muck also
recorded the Lohengrin prelude again in 1928 with
the Berlin State Opera Orchestra, which makes a
further interesting comparison.20
Muck's 1917 Lohengrin performance sounds by
far the most familiar to modern ears and is, by the
standards of the time, remarkably exact. In terms of
dynamics and accentuation, Muck marks accents
clearly and with an agogic quality.
Dynamic variation cannot be heard very easily,
or at least this is not the most striking aspect of the
recording. Inevitably the solos in the middle section are
much less forceful than the main, opening theme, but
the extent to which this is a variation of timbre rather
than volume is not easy to discern. In fairness, Wagner
does not mark much variation in the main theme, but
very little of the crescendo in bar 8 is discernible.
Certainly, there is much more dynamic variation
evident in Muck's later recording, elucidated via the
incomparably superior medium of electric recording.
Certainly, the oboe solo at bar 28 of the 1928 recording
has much more variety, although it seems as if the 1917
oboist is attempting a similar shape. The two Muck
interpretations are remarkably similar overall, and this
allows us quite a useful glimpse of what was made
achievable by electric processes.
However, in some aspects of style the two
Muck recordings show greater divergence. There is
very little string vibrato in the earlier recording even
in places that might be said to invite it, such as the
long note in bar 86:

Much more regular vibrato is found in the
later performance, showing that the device had
made a rapid advance in Berlin by 1928.21 Wind
vibrato is a more curious issue. The oboe solo in the
earlier recording is largely without vibrato,
although some traces are evident. In the Berlin
recording, no vibrato is to be found. This makes a
curious contrast with bar 74, which is delivered
lightly and without vibrato by the violins in the
earlier recording, but with the slow vibrato so
typical of the 1920s in the later performance.
Colonne's performance of this work reveals
the rapid pace of change. The recording quality
is inferior in all respects, and on this transfer has
much more surface noise. It shows us with great
clarity that one should not lump together all
acoustic recordings as if they reveal a similar level
of information, and certainly, a well-practiced
ear is needed to hear much in these earlier disks.
In this passage, however, there are signs of
stylistic modernity: vibrato in the oboe can be
heard quite obviously (even though it is slow and
diffuse) but very clearly in the flute, showing
perhaps the different national characteristics of
timbre — the Berlin wind players of Muck's
recording adhering to older practices. Certainly,
Georges Longy, playing in the Boston recording,
used the French oboe, and this was found widely
in the USA and Britain, whilst the wide-reed
German oboe remained popular in German
orchestras until well into the recording era.22
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By far the most obvious element of interest in
Muck's 1917 recording is the treatment of rhythms.
Whilst the opening triplet of the brass fanfare figure is
rushed and the ensuing dotted rhythms are overdotted, this rhythmic alteration is actually less
prevalent here than on the Berlin recording and is, by
the standards of orchestral playing generally before
World War II, not unusual. More so is the sense of
anticipating climaxes or accents temporally, as already
described, or found also at bar 5 in the violins. The
strangest passage of all is between 65 and 72
(Appendix I) where the strings anticipate the wind
solos, in a potentially interesting passage of tempo
dislocation between melody and accompaniment.
Certainly, this is not evident on Muck's later
recording and indeed, is absent from Colonne's. It
seems unlikely that this was simply sloppy ensemble
from so draconian a conductor. Is this evidence of an
earlier tradition of tempo displacement, or simply the
effect of the intrusive circumstances of the recording?
It seems clear that many of the other idiosycracies of
tempo features are evidence of tempo being used as an
expressive element, rather than as a literal one, despite
the fact that Muck's work was renowned for its
strictness.
Colonne's disk is, sonically, as if from another
age, and we can presume that he had only a small
band of players at his disposal, and not the full
orchestra recorded in the technically ground-breaking
(if soon overshadowed) Boston orchestra recordings.
Colonne's performance is much more rhythmically
volatile. The trumpet entry on the triplet rhythm
(presumably added to the texture to increase the sense
of rhythmic drive and incorporate the military
character) is powerfully drawn by Colonne at bar 32,
by the trumpets beginning a little on the fast side.
This seems to epitomise Colonne's overall approach
and its difference to Muck. Whereas Muck plays
rather literally but dutifully (one might even liken his
scrupulous strictness to that of a schoolmaster!),
Colonne is more flamboyant, his larger gestures
allowing much untidiness of detail, but a greater
sweep of interpretation. It is as if Colonne is
evaluating, constantly, not so much the literal
production of the music, but rather how to deliver it
in its dramatic context. This attitude of opportunistic
(but not indiscriminate) use of expressive
characteristics in order to convey the 'meaning'
behind the notation seems to have been discussed in
far more detailed and concrete terms in the
nineteenth century and comprises, in large part, the
more
subjective
'Romantic'
traditions
of
interpretation all but swept away in the first half of
the twentieth century.23
Unsurprisingly, dotted rhythms are overdotted, both in the wind solo passage mentioned in

relation to Muck's 1917 recording (bb. 65-72), and in
the casually treated quavers in the clarinet in bar 76.
The nature and scope of tempo rubato in the
two acoustic performances can be found in graph
form in Appendices II and III. These graphs were
made by tapping along in time with the music (on a
number of occasions, for accuracy) and recording by
means of the VISION programme, the inter-onset
values.24 This is quite a simple analysis technique by
modern standards but certainly sufficient to reveal
some interesting comparisons. The graphs show how
Muck's performance is much more strict than
Colonne's, but also that the middle section is
appreciably slower. Whilst overall tempi are
contentious and clearly open to technological
influence (it seems likely that Muck had a little more
flexibility here in a clearly more sophisticated
recording context), tempo rubato can more reliably
be
said
to
indicate
performance
ideals.
Unsurprisingly, given Muck's
reputation as
stylistically more modern (with a progressively
objective stance towards scores and interpretation,
rather perhaps in the manner of Weingartner25) his
performance is more metronomic, although this is
less well conveyed here than by means of aural
impression.
In the Berlioz March the impression is further
intensified. Muck was clearly a Wagner specialist, and
his discography makes this very clear. By contrast, one
might suggest that his Berlioz performance is
artistically very much inferior. Muck takes a
considered and pedestrian approach with a tiny
accelerando to the first repeat. The strings exercise an
apparently stylistic sense of 'anticipation' at bar 54,
however, whilst groups of four quavers at the A Major
section are uneven. Articulation (including wind
staccati) is clear, and the overall impression
remarkably precise, particularly given the March's
Hungarian title.
By contrast, and as one might expect, Colonne
is much more colourful, always pushing and
accelerating towards the cadences, and producing a
slightly frenetic recording. Once again, one might
compare the graphs of an excerpt of the two
performances (Appendix IV) which show this
difference clearly, although much of this is more
evident from listening.
An interesting moment in Colonne's recording
occurs at bars 48-9, where the basses anticipate and
the violins hold onto the first note to compensate — a
very obvious example of Colonne's impressionistic
treatment of the notation, which gives the
performance a remarkably spontaneous and free feel,
much more in tune, one might argue, with the
purpose of the composition (see Appendix V). The
possibility, given Colonne's relative closeness to

Berlioz, that this performance might reflect the
composer's own interpretation of the work is
contentious, but worthy of consideration nonetheless.
It is clear in the Berlioz examples that Muck
and Colonne had very different ideals of what the
music was about and, indeed, for. Muck is, as
elsewhere, autocratically adherent to the score,
whereas
Colonne is, perhaps, autocratically
independent.
In what ways, then, does this brief comparison
inform our understanding of late nineteenth-century
orchestral practices? We glimpse two very different
musical personalities from two divergent nineteenthcentury traditions. Colonne, a generation older than
Muck, might be expected to sound more antiquated
stylistically, and in some respects, these two tracks do
support such a conclusion, an impression perhaps
strengthened by the primitive nature of the recording
technology. That said, the use of some of the tonal
embellishments more closely associated with the
twentieth century (such as string and wind vibrato)
perhaps confirm the status of the wider French and
Belgian 'school' as one exercising a great influence on
the tonally sensuous new century. The fiery
disposition of Colonne as revealed by contemporary
accounts seems to accord with his volatile Berlioz
interpretation in which, whatever the technical
shortcomings of the recording and the ensemble, the
orchestra comes across as if as a single, malleable
instrument.
Muck's performances, conversely, wear their
discipline on the sleeve rather more obviously. The
technical precision of the Boston Orchestra is
impressive and certainly compares very favourably
with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra in Nikitsch's
recording of Beethoven's fifth symphony. The
technical quality of the recording allows us to hear
much more, and the experience of an extra decade of
technological advance can be heard. Whilst relatively
little is known of Colonne's recording circumstances,
the Muck recordings are well documented, and took
place in the Victor Talking Machine's executive offices
in Camden, New Jersey. Here, acoustic shells were
constructed to create more direction to the sound of
the entire Boston orchestra, whilst solo parts for
prominent players were played into individual horns.
The result is excellent for its time, although it was
soon to be overshadowed by the electric process.26
The extent to which Muck's interpretation is a
product of his own demanding personality is hard to
ascertain. Whilst Colonne's orchestra seems to bend
to the will of its Chefd'orchestre, Muck palpably holds
his ensemble in an iron grip. The apparent elevation
of discipline and technique above interpretation
might seem to be a prophetic feature of Muck's style,
but his later electric recordings make this appear a

little misleading. The 1927-8 Parsifal recordings
reveal a far more flexible musicianship than we find in
the Boston recordings, and in the Wagner overture
performances recorded with the Berlin State Opera
Orchestra in 1927-9 we find a surprising amount of
ensemble looseness, variety of execution of dotted
rhythms between different solo instruments and so
forth, all clearly evident and either encouraged by
Muck or at the very least, tolerated. It is possible that
this reflected Muck's changing personal circumstances
and his increasing age,27 but this seems relatively
unlikely overall, given his vigorous refusal to conduct
the 'Good Friday Music' when split into three 78 rpm
sides, much to the inconvenience of the recording
company who enlisted Siegfried Wagner to conduct
this portion, at very short notice!28
Alternatively, the technology might have had a
direct stylistic impact here. Muck's recordings
attempted the highest possible standards of technical
reproduction, whereas Colonne's possibly did not.
This might suggest that Muck's interpretation was
compromised by the technical demands. One finds a
similar situation when comparing, for example,
Joachim's 1903 recordings with Ysaye's 1912 disks.29
The Ysaye disks have better sound, but less
measurable variety of dynamic than Joachim's, which
at times result in distortions. Direct comparison
between two violinists a generation apart and from
radically different traditions is not possible of course,
but assumptions that Ysaye and Muck were less
'expressive' in their playing in varying ways than
Joachim and Colonne have to be qualified.
Another issue shown up by this comparison
relates to the usefulness, or otherwise, of analytical
methodology. In this repertoire, the graphic
representations of inter-onset values and beat
durations reveals less about the differences in tempo
rubato between these two recordings than found
when listening to them. There are, doubtless, more
sophisticated methods of analysis which can be
employed, but this case acts as a salutary lesson that,
in an aural artistic medium, listening, albeit in an
informed way, is the only way of ascertaining an
overall view and 'feel' of performance style. It is for
this very reason of course that early recordings,
however problematical, are also irreplaceable glimpses
into lost worlds. It is of course often frustrating that
such glimpses are only dim and fleeting given that
some of the most potentially fascinating recordings
are almost unusable, as in the case of Charles
Mapleson's numerous, if largely inaudible, recordings
at the Metropolitan Opera between 1900 and 1904.30
Inevitably then, these acoustic orchestral recordings
only reveal a limited amount about nineteenthcentury practices, but we would be very much the
poorer in their absence. The caution of scholars in

using recordings as a form of evidence is both
necessary and inevitable, but it is to be hoped that
attempts to study them continue. Colonne's disks in
particular speak sufficiently clearly to us of what has
been, but perhaps also of what changes in fashion and
demand may yet redeem and regain.
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Appendix I
R. Wagner: Lohengrin Act III Prelude, bars 65-/

Appendix II
Beat Durations in R. Wagner: Lohengrin - Act III Prelude, bars 1-15
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Appendix V
H. Berlioz: Rdhoczy March from Damnation de Faust, bars 48-9
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