
This week, instead of leading with more news about Opera as Opera developments (it's going 
well), I'd like to pass along a little nudge about Will Crutchfield's ongoing series of superbly 
annotated ancient-vocal-recording posts, "Will's Record of the Week." He will now be 
developing a mailing list for those who would like to subscribe and receive notifications. I 
strongly recommend.  Here's the link.  

The most important event, artistically speaking, of the 2018-19 opera season so far has been the 
release of Feodor Chaliapin/The Complete Recordings on the Marston label. The 13-CD box 
contains every side and cylinder, published and unpublished, that Chaliapin is known to have 
recorded. In terms of sound restoration and pitch verification, Ward Marston has met, if not 
transcended, his own loving and scrupulous example, and in terms of packaging, presentation, 
and documentation has outdone even the finest of the earlier CD and LP hommages to this 
mightiest of singingacting exemplars.

In one of the essays included in the release's handsome, copiously illustrated hardbound book, 
Michael Scott (in collated excerpts from his The Record of Singing) says: "Chaliapin ranks with 
Caruso and Maria Callas as one of the greatest singers and most potent and influential operatic 
artists of the twentieth century," and he goes on to note that in one respect he surpassed the other 
two, for he achieved his dominance without the natural claim of higher-ranged voices on public 
attention and affection. Such evaluations are automatically open to dispute, and the 
accomplishments of these three artists (and of so many others--Ponselle? Melchior? Flagstad?, 
etc.) are so unalike in crucial ways as to foreclose any sensible comparison. Still, I might have 
picked Caruso and Callas for that purpose myself, at least with regard to influence, and I might 
have taken Scott's observation one step further. Caruso was a very great singer, a musically 
instinctive and sophisticated interpreter, and an irresistible performing personality who 
eventually gained respect as an actor, but he was nothing like the pioneer of total singingacting 
transformation that Chaliapin became. Those two share common ground as contemporaries, as 
heroic, man-in-full males, and trailblazers in their respective vocalities. Callas, also heroic but 
two generations advanced into her art's creative decline, was a trailblazer to the past. Her vocal 
prime, during which she was supreme in music of such different characteristics than the men's, 
lasted less than a decade. Chaliapin's endured for forty years, and ended only with his final 
illness.

My consideration of the Compleat Chaliapin will require two posts, and will proceed 
chronologically through the recorded oeuvre. Today's will cover less of that ground than the next 
installment, because it will try to get some sort of handle on how Chaliapin became Chaliapin. 
That is perhaps the most remarkable of all the stories I know of the fulfillment of artistic 
potential. For although (such worthies as Thomas A. Edison and Malcolm Gladwell to the 
contrary notwithstanding) talent—and particularly talent at the exponential, "genius" level— is 
by no means overrated, it is also rare for any degree of talent to reach such full development, and 
against so formidable an array of obstacles as to make it appear that the obstacles were necessary 
to the development.

Fred Gaisberg was a bold American kid who, first as an accompanist, then soon as what we 
would now recognize as a combination A&R executive, advance man, and producer, got in on 
the ground floor of the recording industry in the 1890s and became a foundational presence 
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therein. He recollects that when he set up his primitive apparatus in a room of the Continental 
Hotel, Moscow, in January of 1902 (just four months before he would do the same for Caruso  in 
the Grand Hotel, Milan) to record Chaliapin's first 10-inch, Red Label sides for the Gramophone 
& Typewriter Company, the bass was already, at not quite twenty-nine, a mature artist and a 
culture hero (far beyond what we now think of as a "celebrity") in his home country. And though 
Chaliapin remained a searching, self-reinventing artist all his life, that status (star of both the 
Bolshoi and Maryinsky Imperial Theatres, folk ikon) was already a  remarkable enough 
accomplishment. He'd been born a peasant (an official identity) in a settlement of small wooden 
houses outside Kazan, where he had some elementary schooling to which he paid faint attention. 
Apprenticed first to a cobbler and then a wood turner and beaten "mercilessly" by both, then 
taken into the clerical firm of his father, a payday drunk who also beat both son and wife, he 
lived a childhood surrounded by poverty, thievery, and violence. He did happen into the local 
church choir, thereby discovering the pleasure and solace of singing, and acquiring the 
beginnings of musical literacy.

He was soon seized upon by the theatre, first for its power to remove him, as spectator, from the 
wretched circumstances of his life, then for the permission it gave him, as aspirant, to become 
another person. Through his demonstrations of sheer desire and willingness to do anything 
needed, he attached himself to provincial companies and regional touring troupes in Kazan, in 
Ufa, and finally Tiflis. These companies came and went, performing operas, operettas, and in 
some cases plays. Chaliapin was still in his mid-teens when he sang his first solo operatic roles of 
any significance, The Stranger in Verstovsky's Askold's Tomb (the big narrative with chorus is a 
scene he later recorded) and Ferrando in Il Trovatore, and still not twenty when he assumed the 
parts of Brogni (La Juive), Oroveso (Norma), and Valentin (Faust) in Tiflis. That company 
promptly folded, leaving the young singer unemployed, malnourished, and beset by extremely 
dark thoughts.

But Tiflis was where a recently retired tenor of enough attainment to have sung leading roles at 
the Moscow Bolshoi, D. A. Usatov, had set up his teaching practice. On the verge of leaving 
town, Chaliapin presented himself at Usatov's doorstep and sang for him. The year that Chaliapin 
spent with the tenor, whom we gather was a thoroughly cultivated artist, was formative in many 
ways, for Usatov in effect took him in, not only giving him free voice lessons, but providing him 
with an environment in which he acquired a wider range of musical awareness (including his first 
encounters with the music of Mussorgsky) and fresh coats of cultural and social polish. Indeed, 
vocal technique may almost have been the least of it, though it's hard to tell. Chaliapin's voice 
already possessed the range, power, and quality to have sung major roles, and what we learn of 
Usatov's methods is, except for an admonition to "Press down, you fool," minimal and generic. 
Chaliapin later referred to "a tendency to the mechanical" in Usatov's teaching, from which I 
infer that, like many teachers, he had set sequences of exercises that he applied, with appropriate 
transpositions, to all voices. It could also have meant, though, that Usatov attempted to address 
the functional workings of the voice, in which case there would have been relatively little to do 
with a pupil like Chaliapin. This certainly doesn't mean that Usatov did not have an important 
influence. But my educated guess is that most of it fell into the areas of phrasing, musicianship, 
and stylistic awareness. Chaliapin's year with him constituted his only period of sustained vocal 
study. ((Borovsky (see the mini-bibliography at the end of this post) states (p. 198) that on his 
first excursion to the West in 1897, to Paris, Chaliapin intended to seek out singing lessons. But 



the subject is then dropped, and Chaliapin's own accounting  of the trip mentions only some 
musical preparation of the role of Holofernes in Serov's Judith. So it seems unlikely that 
anything of vocal consequence happened.))

In 1894, armed with a letter of introduction from Usatov, Chaliapin headed for Moscow. After a 
period that included a couple of unproductive performance experiences, but also some valuable 
instruction on acting from Mamont Dalsky of the Alexandrinsky Theatre, he obtained an 
engagement to sing Dr. Miracle in Les Contes d'Hoffmann in St. Petersburg. The production 
failed to draw an audience, but it did lead to an audition with the Maryinsky, and a contract. 
Borovsky has revised the impression, left in Chaliapin's own recollections, of this first season 
with the Imperial Theatre as an unmitigated failure; the young bass in fact had a reasonable 
measure of success, and his contract was extended to the next year. He wasn't happy, though. He 
hated the rigidity, the conventionality, the unquestioned acceptance of a "concert in costume" 
tradition, and the sense that bureaucratic affairs took precedence over artistic ones, that he found 
with the Maryinsky. Above all, he realized that he had not found the artistic identity he felt called 
to, and wasn't apt to find it in the environment of the state theatre. That summer, in the company 
of a colleague, he headed North to Nizhny-Novgorod, home of a great fair where artistic 
enterprises of all descriptions were accommodated. There he met Savva Mamontov, railroad 
magnate and founder and sole proprietor of the most significant of the private opera companies 
in the Russia of these late Tsarist times. By the summer's end and after a quarrelsome start to 
another year with the Maryinsky, Chaliapin had been induced to join this company for its regular 
winter season back in Moscow, and Mamontov had helped to pay the forfeiture-of-contract fee 
involved.

I will not do Mamontov any sort of justice here. But it's rather as if Michael Bloomberg were a 
much greater aesthete than he is, with a broad literary knowledge, a fair degree of artistic talent 
of his own, and a deeply informed, perceptive appreciation of the visual arts, along with a vision 
for how all that might translate into a new kind of theatrical practice—and as if M.B. had 
decided to devote most of his billions to the realization of that vision. Accordingly, the 
Mamontov Circle had gathered to itself many of Russia's leading theatrical and musical artists 
(Stanislavski had belonged, in his pre-Moscow Art Theatre days), painters, and writers, and the 
Private Opera had become the place where Russian opera first stood on its own feet, including 
the rescue from oblivion of Mussorgsky's two masterpieces and the premieres or restorative 
revivals of several of Rimsky-Korsakov's major works.((It was with Mamontov that Chaliapin 
first played the role of Boris Godunov (in Rimsky's orchestration), thus beginning the 
establishment of that opera in the repertory, first in Russia, then internationally, with Chaliapin's 
Boris invariably the key interpretation. He also first sang Dosifei in Khovanshchina at this time. 
Rimsky operas at the Mamontov: Sadko, May Night, The Maid of Pskov, Mozart and Salieri, and, 
the season after Chaliapin's departure, Tsar Saltan.)) From first meeting, Mamontov saw that 
Chaliapin could play a central role in this aspiration, and Chaliapin realized that he had found the 
milieu in which he could come into his own.

What I think is necessary to understand is that Chaliapin's route into his unique self was through 
the theatre. He considered himself "an actor who sings," and everything we hear on his records 
by way of musical and vocal expression was arrived at not as a series of choices about how to 
render this or that effect of dynamics, of tempo, of shading, or how to execute certain technical 



feats, but through his search for the character he was embodying. He felt with all the 
considerable force of his being that if he found his own way into the character in all its fullness, 
internal and external, its vocal expression would come as an urgent, precise, and inevitable (or—
to use the term in its original, honorable meaning) "organic" thing, which he spoke of as "the 
inflection of the voice." Mamontov understood that while his young phenomenon needed 
guidance in certain areas (was, in fact, hungry for it), this passionate search for his own way, if at 
once cultivated and given ample breathing room, would lead to something extraordinary and 
original. So it did, and while the emergence of this new species of operatic artist was met with 
incomprehension or opposition from some, it swept audiences away, and was from the beginning 
recognized for what it was by the most discerning Russian critics (e.g., Vasily Stassov and Yuri 
Engel).

All this explains why Stanislavski placed Chaliapin at the very summit, as the operatic analogue 
of such actors as Duse, Yermolova, and Salvini, and why Chaliapin is to this day revered by 
theatre artists (at least the historically curious minority of them) who believe in working "from 
the inside out." Yet he is also considered a paradigm by those who find the key in a technique 
based on training in the externals. Meyerhold himself, sprung from the Moscow Art Theatre to 
develop his brilliant company trained in "biomechanics," took Chaliapin as a great exemplar of 
an actor who works "correctly—from the outside in." And much of Chaliapin's search for 
character was through meticulous, obsessive attention to what we normally think of as 
"externals."

As I noted two posts ago in relation to the character of Otello, we used to have this stuff called 
makeup. Through Mamontov, Chaliapin developed a penetrating eye for art. Such painters as 
Vrubel (whom Mamontov championed, against the prevailing taste), Korovin, Serov, Repin, and 
others were either in the Mamontov Circle or in close proximity to it. They designed sets and 
costumes, they painted striking interpretations of the historical and legendary figures that were 
Chaliapin's characters (and of Chaliapin as those characters), and in some cases actually 
collaborated with him on devising his makeup and costumes. It became Chaliapin's habit to 
arrive at the theatre hours before performance time, hours spent at his table, slowly feeling his 
way into his character's way of being as he carried the detailing deeper and approaching what he 
called the "inner makeup" of the role. One has only to glimpse at the photos of his handiwork (all 
his own) as Boris Godunov or Galitzky, as Serov's Holofernes or Dargomizhsky's Miller, or at 
the contrast between his Méphistophélès at the Maryinsky in 1895 and the same character at 
Mamontov's Opera two years later (influenced by Vrubel) to see the mastery he acquired of 
visual representation. United with this was the remarkable power and shape of his physical 
action. Always tall, but when young undernourished and skinny, he had grown into a strong, 
flexible physicality that responded to expressive demands with what we might call an "inflection 
of the body," from which the "inflection of the voice" naturally emerged. All who saw him 
testified not only to the dominance of his physical presence, but to the suppleness and grace of 
his movement.

And to its simplicity, its economy. For, whatever their impact may have been, these were not for 
Chaliapin rhetorics—a rhetoric of costume and makeup, a rhetoric of bodily presence and 
movement, or even a rhetoric of voice. They were simply aspects of the single, unified truth he 
sought with such zeal. Once that was found, it set its own bounds on all ways of expressing it. 



There was no "internal" or "external." There was only a reality that comprised both. As in life. 
((If you will explore the many photos of Moscow Art Theatre actors, including Stanislavski 
himself in a number of roles, you will see much of the same attention to makeup and costume, to 
delineation of character, to period detail. If the objective is specificity and verisimilitude, there is 
no way these can be neglected, regardless of the acting theory being pursued.)) Not that 
Chaliapin always achieved his goals. For one thing, even the greatest artist is naught but one of 
us poor mortals. For another, in the theatre, no goal can be fully achieved in solitary splendor. It 
requires colleagues with similar goals, an onstage surrounding compatible with them, and, in 
opera, collaboration from pit and podium in full agreement with them. Chaliapin was never again 
to come as close to these conditions as he did in the company of Savva Mamontov.

Nevertheless, after three years with Mamontov, Chaliapin decided to return to the Imperial 
Theatres, for reasons reminiscent of Stanislavski's earlier departure from the Mamontov Circle. 
Of what use, K. S. had asked, were these miracles of visual aesthetics, even of verisimilitude in 
production, if the acting did not begin to approach the same level, and this central problem was 
not recognized as such? Chaliapin asked the same question in relation to musical matters, not 
because some A-list musical talent wasn't present (he had prepared several of his roles with none 
other than Rachmaninov—a very young Rachmaninov, but still, Rachmaninov) or even because 
there were not some excellent singers in the company, but because he knew that the resources of 
the state theatres—orchestra, chorus, conductors, principals—were greater in both quantity and 
quality than those of the Private Opera could ever be, and that many of the works he championed 
had no hope of consummation without such forces. Moreover, he now had the confidence born of 
his new, completed self and his many triumphs with Mamontov, and with the backing of the 
Bolshoi's new director (the same Telyakovsky who later invited Stanislavski to form his Opera 
Studio there), he re-entered the Imperial realm as a star of unusual privilege and influence, not to 
mention unusual emolument. In 1901 he ventured to La Scala, where he stunned public, press, 
and colleagues (including Caruso and Toscanini) with his revolutionary realization of Boito's 
Mefistofele. His potential as international star was now evident, and that is where we find him as 
he undertakes that first recording session with Fred Gaisberg in Moscow.

I accept the report of countless devotees, professional and otherwise, that, to an even broader 
extent than with other great singers, Chaliapin's records do not begin to convey the impact of his 
live performing. The weight of evidence really forecloses any challenge on that point. But I 
would also maintain that many of the records are so evocative as to bring the theatre of the 
mind's eye fully to life before us. This life may not in many instances correspond closely to the 
one Chaliapin actually lived on the stage or recital platform—we collaborate in fashioning it, 
after all—but it is extraordinarily vivid, all the same. And when we call Chaliapin "an actor who 
sings," we must add that he sings with a voice of unusual puissance and quality, under almost 
total technical command, and that without those the loftiest aspirations of the most extravagantly 
gifted actor would go unmet.

In Opera as Opera I selected Chaliapin as my bass exemplar of what I term the "left-column 
singer," that is, one whose voice can be described as bright, lean, and taut, as opposed to dark, 
plump, and loose, with the caveat that the best voices are capable of embracing all those qualities 
without displacement—that's what makes them the best. Michael Scott draws an apt comparison 
between the remarkable coloristic range of Chaliapin's voice with that of the supreme Italian 



baritone (another "Left Columnist") Mattia Battistini, a comparison drawn earlier by Sergei 
Levik, who also points out that at times Battistini's effects of color, ornamentation, and dynamics 
seem created for their own sakes, while Chaliapin's always seem to be born of emotional 
expression. (Levik's impressions of both artists, always acute, were formed primarily in live 
performance, seconded by recordings. The recordings rarely contradict his observations.) 
Chaliapin shares something else with Battistini, too: a relative weakness at the bottom of the 
voice type's pitch range, more than compensated on the upper end by brilliance at full voice and 
nearly superhuman, pointillistic control at softer dynamics, never detached from "support," 
always somewhere along the messa di voce continuum.

One enabling feature of Chaliapin's technique that I think deserves more comment than it's 
usually given is the gathering of open vowels on high notes in full voice. This is the quality the 
Italians call "raccolto," quite different from "coperto" ("covered"), yet accomplishing the same 
end of keeping the voice from turning "open" or "spread." No matter how aggressively he attacks 
an E or an F, the energy always feeds into this gathered adjustment, and stays there. This relates, 
I think, to the realization Chaliapin says he came to with respect to Usatov's "press down, you 
fool"—that what was intended was a concentration of the tone. I am at times reminded almost of 
Lauritz Melchior's treatment of the same pitches, which are at the very top of the bass's range, 
but are directly on the passaggio into the upper range for the tenor. And we recall that Usatov 
was himself a tenor, perhaps passing along his way of singing these pitches with full energy 
without driving the tone into an overly broad set.

The very earliest Chaliapin sounds extant are taken from privately recorded wax cylinders. Of 
the seven presented here (three arias, or verses thereof, and four songs, in an Appendix on CD 
13) I had previously heard four, on an O.A.S.I. LP, where they were dated from 1898. As we 
would expect, Marston's, while unavoidably still primitive, are far more present to the ear, and 
although they are of interest only to document the fact that all the voice's attributes and the 
man's élan vital were already fully mobilized, they do accomplish that. Marston, less confident 
about the dates, assigns them to "between 1898 and 1901."  From the two 1902 Hotel 
Continental sessions we have a total of eight sides. These are among the rarest of collectors' 
rarities, made available from copies in the collection of Vladimir Gurvich and amalgamated from 
the best-sounding passages on each copy. To the best of my knowledge, I had never heard any of 
them before, and I was amazed to hear the voice pop out so fresh and unimpeded, so nearly 
complete in timbral qualities. (In general, for reasons of frequency response, low male voices 
suffered less than any others from the limitations of early recording methods. But to hear so 
much so early is certainly uncommon—even the piano's tone is less attenuated than we'd expect.) 
The first versions of two arias are here ("Le veau d'or," in Russian, and the final portion of 
Susanin's Act IV monologue), in addition to six songs, three of which he did not record 
subsequently: Slonov's "O thou, fair sun;" Korganov's "Elegy" (not to be confused with 
Massenet's "Élégie"); and Tchaikovsky's "Disappointment." All the Chaliapin tropes are in 
evidence, but I'll save detailed examination of them for later, better-sounding versions, except to 
note that on the very first selection, Koenemann's "When the King Went Forth to War", he ends 
with a sustained E in a "connected" mezza-voce, not with his signature fil di voce pianissimo.

After these sessions, more than five years somehow passed before Chaliapin re-entered the 
recording studio, this time in St. Petersburg, in October of 1907. These were of course very 



unsettled years in Russia—1905 and '06 were particularly horrible, with peasant strikes and 
armed uprisings, repression and executions (the upheaval referred to as The 1905 Revolution), 
and, in '06, famine—and this may have dissuaded Gaisberg & Co. from venturing eastward. But 
Chaliapin had engagements in the West, too, so the inactivity still seems odd. In these sessions 
we already note an improvement in sound quality. These sides also include the first excerpts with 
orchestral accompaniment, conducted by a musician familiar to all collectors of early vocal 
recordings, Bruno Seidler-Winkler. Chaliapin's first recorded crack at "Ave Signor" (Mefistofele) 
affords an especially good opportunity to check out what I mean by "gathered": the attacked F at 
"Ah! [sì! Maestro divino]," etc. The tone on the open vowel is powerful but lean—not covered 
and not "awe," but simply held closed, as if in parentheses. As he holds it, he needs to add 
nothing to intensify it for extra excitement; he doesn't drive it intentionally sharp at the end, like 
his redoubtable successor Nazzareno de Angelis, or suddenly burst it open, as Battistini so often 
did without penalty (but then, he was a baritone). He just keeps feeding into it, with the merest 
hint of starting to do something more before dropping down to "sì!" In addition to Faust arias 
and the first Mussorgsky "Song of the Flea," this session also gives us another take (there will be 
more) on the Koenemann song, this time concluding, unusually, with neither the "connected" 
mezza-voce nor the fil di voce, but with a floated head voice we can safely call falsetto.

Later that year, Chaliapin had another session for G&T, this time in Milan. It produced four of 
his remarkable unaccompanied Russian folk song recordings, three never issued on 78s, and the 
other unissued in any format till now. To characterize two of them, "Ekh ty, Van'ka" ("Crazy-
headed Ivan") and "Nochen'ka" ("Night"): these are mournful, modal-sounding songs, full of 
loneliness. In the first, a wife whose husband has gone away asks in whose care she has been left, 
and answers that it is that of her enemy, her father-in-law. In the second, the singer wonders with 
whom he can pass the time on dark autumn nights, and sings that since there is no father or 
mother, it will be a "dear sweetheart"—but he doesn't sound consoled. The songs meander, 
fading and then re-starting through passages of cantillation, which Chaliapin colors not for any 
one-to-one word sense or out of any vowel-modulation technical need, but purely for emotional 
value, as if painting in sound. At one or two points a full-throated complaint emerges, and both 
songs are replete with subito-piano, fil di voce Ds and E-flats. One of these hangs a tic under 
before finding the pitch's center; otherwise, the a cappella intonation is perfect. There's no point 
in  analyzing art like this—it's beyond that.

And here, fellow devotees, I must leave off this survey until the next post. I had hoped to bring 
us up to the eve of World War 1, the time of all contemporary opera productions, whatever their 
indicated periods, and the start of another grievous gap in the Chaliapin discography. But I've run 
out of time. Till then . . .

˜ ˜ ˜

NEXT TIME: Chaliapin, Part Two—the late acousticals! The first electricals! The famous 
Covent Garden 1920s live excerpts from Boris Godunov, Faust, and Mefistofele! The amazing 
late-life songs! We're just getting started ! But—

It's tax preparation time. Therefore, an extra week will be needed for all the above, and my next 
post, N.B., will be on Fri., Mar. 22.



˜ ˜ ˜

A mini-bibliography of sources referred to for this post (more will be added in Part 2). All are 
suggested for anyone interested in Chaliapin, his art, life, and times, but I would especially 
cite the Borovsky, Haldey, and Levik books as essentials:

Borovsky, Victor: "Chaliapin, A Critical Biography," Alfred A. Knopf, New York,1988

Chaliapin, Feodor, and Gorky, Maxim: "Chaliapin, and Autobiography as Told to Maxim Gorky," 
Nina Froud and James Hanley, trans. and ed., Stein & Day, New York, 1969

Gaisburg. Fred W.: "Chaliapin as I Knew Him," essay in the booklet accompanying "The HMV 
Treasury: Feodor Chaliapin," RLS 710

Gelatt, Roland: "The Fabulous Phonograph, 1857-1977," Collier/MacMillan, New York, 1977

Haldey, Olga: "Mamontov's Private Opera/The Search for Modernism in Russian Theater," Univ. 
of Indiana Press, Bloomington, 2010

Levik, Sergei: "The Levik Memoirs: An Opera Singer's Notes," Edward Morgan, trans., 
Symposium Records, London, 1995. (Accompanying CD: "Singers of Russia, 1900-1917, Sergei 
Levik and His Contemporaries," Symposium 1151)
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