
I said at the opening of Chaliapin/Part One that the release of this artist's complete recorded 
output by Marston is the most significant event of the current opera season. And this may have 
struck some of my readers as odd and even self-contradictory, coming from someone who insists 
that opera as opera exists only in theatres, in the bringing-into-life of a work by in-the-flesh 
performers, in eye/ear simultaneity, in three dimensions, without cameras or mikes, and in real 
time. Secondary oralities, no matter how perfectly crafted, are not opera as opera, and neither is a 
document of any sort, for eye or ear. But I stand by both claims, and this is the reason: More than 
any other artists' (all honor to Caruso, Callas, Lotte Lehmann—see the posts of xx and xx—and 
many others), Chaliapin's records bring to the mind's eye and ear the ideal of the 
singingactor assoluto in a form that is still recognizable to us, even after the generational 
adaptations of the intervening decades. That ideal is the one for which the greatest operatic artists 
have always striven, and the fact that it is kept before us in its entirety and in freshly restored 
reproduction is—if we give it our attention—more important than any of the glimmerings that do 
from time to time penetrate the light grey mist of the contemporary opera scene.

At the end of our last episode, we took leave of the mighty Feodor as he concluded his October, 
1907 recording session in Milan. Next stop on the phonographic trail: Paris, in June of 1908. In 
the interim, though, came his first voyage to America and to the Metropolitan, and we should 
take some note of that, inasmuch as it constituted perhaps the bitterest episode of his career. He 
made his debut on the second night of the 1907-08 season((The opening night had been the New 
York premiere of Adriana Lecouvreur—see the post of xx.)) as the Boito Mefistofele, with Farrar 
as Margarita and Riccardo Martin as Faust. He stayed at the Met until late February, adding the 
Gounod Méphistophélès (with Caruso and Farrar), the Rossini Don Basilio (with Sembrich, 
Bonci, and Campanari), and Leporello (under Mahler, with Scotti and Bonci, and possibly the 
most formidable female lineup in the house history of Don Giovanni: Emma Eames, Johanna 
Gadski, and Farrar). Throughout this run, he experienced audience enthusiasm but, despite rather 
grudging acknowledgement of his physical and vocal gifts, a general critical distaste, bordering 
on revulsion, at what was perceived as his rough, peasantish vulgarity and bodily exhibitionism. 
His defenders were for the most part not among the most powerful New York critics, and Victor 
Borovsky reports in his Chaliapin biography that for some reason, only the more negative reports 
were translated for him (he as yet knew no English). He hated the Met's shabby production 
values and its undervaluation of acting and dramatic preparation, and, like many others, found 
New York a major culture shock. (And though he doesn't mention it in his memoirs, except for 
Mahler he had only weak house conductors to work with.) He sailed for Europe with little other 
than contempt for America and its leading opera company, and was not to return for thirteen 
years.

At this distance, it's somewhat a matter of conjecture as to what went into this unfortunate 
encounter. Gatti-Casazza, who in the following season was to take the company's reins from 
Hans Conried, later professed himself puzzled by the critical reaction to Chaliapin, who after all 
had already conquered La Scala (at Gatti's invitation) in a chalIenging Italian role, winning over 
Boito, Toscanini, and the Milanese critics en route. But surely there was a strong "Not our class, 
dear" ingredient in the mix. Chaliapin's ill-concealed attitudes toward the aesthetic indifference 
and frenetic dollar-chasing atmosphere of New York (while exacting a per-performance fee 
unprecedented "for a bass") seems to have played a part. And it was at exactly this time that 
acting, though as yet uninfluenced by cameras and mikes, was beginning its uneasy transition 



from older vocally rhetorical styles to more conversational ones, from idealized physical 
modelings and presentational manners to more true-to-everyday-life ones. And here came 
Chaliapin, blowing in from the locally unfamiliar East with an unprecedented, inexplicably 
thrilling amalgam of all these practices. Over the preceding twenty years, New York critical 
tastes and criteria had been formed from various blends of Wagnerian high aspiration, eloquently 
presented Italian singing conventions, and a connoisseurship based on the grand-opéra advocacy 
of the De Reszkes, Plançon, et al., which was in those years still present in full bloom (though 
with a new generation of French and Frenchified artists) down at Oscar Hammerstein's 
Manhattan Opera Company. (Plançon, at least, without doubt a great and inimitable artist, was 
still on the scene at the Met, taking back his accustomed roles, including the Gounod 
Méphistophélès, as soon as Chaliapin cleared the port.) To all these cultivations, Chaliapin must 
have seemed rather gauche and a menace, one whose obvious genius threatened to strike beyond 
their boundaries to something more elemental. The New York music critics' establishment of that 
time was a formidable one—Henry Krehbiel, [ck] W. J. Henderson, J. G. Huneker, Richard 
Aldrich, Pitts Sanborn, et al. set a standard that has not been equalled since. But at this first 
meeting, they and Feodor failed to connect more than fitfully.

The June, 1908 Paris session(s) yielded five arias and three songs. Two of the arias are comedic, 
and make for an interesting comparison. The first is Farlaf's boisterous rondo from Ruslan y 
Lyudmilla. It's sung with tremendous energy and enough thrust to make the character potentially 
dangerous, but with moments of a lugubrious coloring (as at the end of the recitative, "stol' 
slavny podvig," or later at "Sladost' mesti i lyubvi") that let us know we're dealing with a self-
deluded doofus. This song also has streams of patter that evoke Rossini/Donizetti buffo practice, 
rendered with great deftness. The other comedic piece is Rossini—the first of Chaliapin's four 
recordings of "La calunnia," in Italian. This has the expected relish and vocal sturdiness and, 
already, several of the embellishments of phrase we would be forced to pronounce inadmissible 
were they not weirdly entertaining, along with his unique way of snaking through intervals with 
the aid of an invented-language sounded consonant somewhere between a "w" and the back-of-
throat Russian "(y)". Chaliapin rather hammers away at the piece (this improves on later 
versions), and we pick up a few clues as to what may have legitimately upset some of the New 
York critics a few months earlier.

Here also is a second version of the Life for the Tsar monologue, but now orchestrally 
accompanied and better recorded, and including the splendid opening recitative. It's a beautifully 
molded rendition, the legato closely knit and the timbre suggestive of the warm, velvety quality 
that those who heard him frequently commented upon, but which the recordings only 
intermittently capture. The same could be said of Nilakantha's stanzas from Lakmé, a role 
Chaliapin sang in the early days, sung here in Russian. Do not expect by-the-score triplets on 
those upper turns, any more than you'd expect them from the great Italian baritones at the parallel 
spots in the Roi de Lahore aria; instead, succumb to the long-held E-flats at mp, the 
tender mezza-voce at the end of the first stanza, and the vibrant full-voice top Fs. The last of the 
arias is again from Ruslan, but it belongs to the title character, a role Chaliapin professed himself 
never satisfied with. And yes, I guess I'll award first prize on this to the stupendous Mark Reizen 
on the 1938 Soviet set. Still, this is impressive singing.



Like the Russian folk songs from the Milan 1907 session, the three from Paris, 1908 have no 
instrumental accompaniment. In the first two, Dubinushka and the "Barge-Haulers' Song," the 
refrains are taken by members of the Moscow Bolshoi chorus. At this point in phonographic 
time, they sound more like a few of Feodor's late-night boon companions (not inappropriate to 
the material), but after a couple of listenings, one realizes that the voices are actually strong, true, 
and in good balance. We might take note of the little glottal catches with which Chaliapin 
teasingly sets up the ascending lead-ins to the refrains of Dubinushka (on a different vowel each 
time); the tenory, shining timbre he brings to the "Barge-Haulers' Song" ("Arise, Fair Sun"); and 
the extreme delicacy of the colorings in Luchinushka, including that captivating fil di 
voce double-p, which we'll encounter often. (Someday soon, I will devote a post to what I call 
the "prismatic voice," in which I'll discuss the sources and uses of color in the fully-developed 
E-19 vocal structure. Here, I'll note that in these folk-song arrangements, of which Chaliapin has 
left multiple versions, the colors, though they can be described in painterly terms he would not 
have rejected, never sound daubed-on. They arise not so much from word-meanings or 
illustrative phrasings in any one-to-one relationship, but from the moods, the emotional states, 
that underlie both. They sound improvisatory, like the color-play of the best jazz singers—except 
as voiced by a great instrument molded with no anticipation of a microphone, and thus 
possessing at once a more unified sound, yet a broader bandwidth of color. And one realizes that 
it was this folk-bred sense of coloristic response that Chaliapin brought to his portion of the 
operatic and art-song literature.)

Later in 1910, Chaliapin was back in Moscow, where three more recording sessions, resulting in 
sixteen sides, took place in August and September. Ten of these sides are of Russian folk 
material, most of which he was already recording for a second time, and since this pattern will be 
repeated, I will from this point forward condense my remarks on these recordings. This doesn't 
mean, though, that they are not worth close attention. While I had heard some of them (my 
youthful collecting, naturally, centered on operatic selections), hearing them all in succession and 
repetition has added immeasurably to my love and appreciation of Chaliapin's art. They disclose 
its sources, its native grounding, and give them their freest play. Michael Scott singles 
out Mashen'ka as exemplary; without disagreeing (Chaliapin toys gleefully with the insinuations 
of the song, and that final pp "A-a-h!" undergoes three or four transformations of shading as it 
sustains), I'd say that it's Nochen'ka that most amazes me every time. In my notes on these songs, 
I observe that among the great singers of the acoustical era, he is, along with Caruso, the one 
who from the start most succeeded in putting emotion on the line, opening himself up without 
inhibition in the company of the horn and, I guess, Fred Gaisberg; that his sudden and radical 
changes of volume, timbre, and inflection, often taken to "character voice" limits, his alternately 
subtle and in-your-face feats of articulation—all achieved without departing from musical and 
dramatic continuity, and without ever disturbing the integrity of the voice—constitute a 
virtuosity fully equal to (though not the same as) that of the greatest florid vocalists. Even when 
the music itself is of slight interest (usually in composed "folk-like" pieces like Sokolov's The 
Tempest Rages in the Fields or the excerpt from Serov's Malevolent Power), the singer's power to 
incorporate its gestures as parts of his own personality make them worth at least a hearing or 
two. The characterization is itself the point.

These Moscow sessions also yielded two Faust excerpts—the Garden Scene Invocation and the 
first half of the Church Scene, in which his partner is the fine lyric soprano Maria Michailova. I'll 



save remarks on Chaliapin's Gounod devil for further along, except to note that these extracts are 
in Russian, which in itself transforms their effect; that, without any chorus present, Chaliapin 
backs off-horn and sings the demons' "Margarita! Margarita!" himself((The Marston booklet 
says that Chaliapin "sings with the demons," but I hear nothing but his solo voice.)); and that he 
evades the low G at "To prestola Ego" ("Dieu tout à la fois"). Here also is Chaliapin's first 
recording of Filippo's monologue (Don Carlo), beginning at "Dormirò sol." It's one of his least 
satisfactory recordings. He adopts an oddly open, spare vowel formation in the p opening 
phrases that avoids the muzzy cupo timbre of some Italian bassos, but that sounds at once 
tentative and raw in his voice, painfully so on the mezza voce D's at "sotto la volta nera," and for 
once his emotional significations don't sound "organic." But the ending is stupendous.

There soon follows, though, one of Chaliapin's greatest records, of Pimen's Act One monologue 
from Boris Godunov. From the opening words, we are aware of a different sort of person from 
any of those he has brought before us—one of infinite gravity and patience, old but still fully in 
command of his powers, who, as his lamp gutters, approaches the end of his great mission as 
chronicler. If we have been listening to the brilliantly ringing, varicolored high bass of his other 
recordings, we are startled by the depth and darkness of tone we hear, and then the consistency 
with which it rolls through the music, giving and taking with the dynamics and setting forth the 
words with bardic clarity and purpose, but making remarkably little use of the devices of 
characterization he customarily deploys. (I'm reminded of W.C. Fields' definition of a gentleman: 
"Someone who knows how to play the saxophone, but doesn't.") And that is clearly Chaliapin's 
intent: Pimen wouldn't do any of that, he would never embellish, but simply tell the story, filled 
with its importance. To follow through the monologue with this coloration, with ease and no hint 
of its being anything other than his normal vocality, is not only a stroke of interpretive 
imagination, but of technical mastery as well—and I'd like to emphasize this last point, because 
many listeners may not recognize it as a technical achievement. I would suppose this was the 
vocal set of Chaliapin's Dosifei, of which we have nothing on his recordings.

Over in St. Petersburg a year later (Chaliapin was performing at both the Imperial Theatres 
during these years) there were three more recording dates. They produced his early versions of 
Boris' Farewell and Death, of Varlaam's raucous song about the siege of Kazan, and the two 
Rubinstein Demon arias, plus songs. Again I'll delay any detailed responses for the later versions, 
possibly referring back to these, while noting that Chaliapin did at one point or another sing all 
three Boris bass roles, and that according to his own accounts it was the Inn Scene, with the 
wandering monk Varlaam, and not any of Boris' scenes,  that first awakened him to the unique 
qualities of Mussorgsky and of his native Russian opera. And again we come to Pimen, the Act 
IV tale this time, and again are astonished at the beauty and rightness of the sung narration.

From the recording sessions of 1912, first in Milan and then back in St. Petersburg, emerges what 
turned out to be the most concentrated grouping of Italian arias he was ever to record. And they 
constitute for the most part a memento of what might have been, for though he'd sung a few 
Italian parts in Russian in his early years (Ferrando, Monterone, Ramfis, Oroveso, Colline, 
Tonio,((Without, we may assume, the interpolated G and A-flat of the Prologue, just as we 
assume that he sang Valentin's aria in transposition.)) and the utterly uncharacteristic Count 
Robinson in Cimarosa's Matrimonio segreto)  Chaliapin undertook no Italian roles in the West 
except for Mefistofele, Don Basilio, Leporello, and Filippo. Indeed, he essayed no new roles at 



all after 1914, and during his decades in exile his repertoire was confined to the four above-
named parts plus Boris, the Massenet Don Quichotte, an outing or two as Rimsky's Salieri (see 
below), and of course the song literature he drew on for his many recitals.

If it's a matter of observing anyone's model of pure Italian style in these more representative arias 
of Bellini, Donizetti, and Verdi (Mefistofele is, after all, something of an outlier), there's no use 
pretending that these interpretations check all the boxes. When, following Chaliapin's La Scala 
debut, a great tenor of the previous generation, Angelo Masini, wrote of his "Dantesque" Italian, 
he wasn't referring to some perfection of the pronuncia, but to its omnivorous capaciousness, a 
way of forming words (in any language) that makes them sound carved from stone (and no 
doubt, in the case of Mefistofele, a built-in daemonic quality). You can hear it in the single word 
"Vieni" as Chaliapin launches the Lucrezia Borgia aria, and even more forcefully when he comes 
down the scale into the same word at the return to the opening statement. Or in the recitative 
before "Vi ravviso," wherein each new sight ("Il mulino, il fonte, il bosco") is an exciting 
rediscovery made vivid for us before "e vicin la fattoria"  brings the mood instantly down to that 
of the aria's opening. There's a second "La calunnia" here, more nuanced and specific, less 
hectoring, than the first; a noble profiling of "Ite sul colle" (Norma, the top E-naturals at 
"tremenda echeggerà"  flashing out in a way no "covered" approach could); and plenty of 
beautifully sustained legato line, with dulcet softer moments, in the Sonnambula and Ernani 
arias (though at one point in the latter, I've yet to figure out what he's saying). So we can forgive, 
I think, some yanking about here and there, or an odd emphasis like "Qualunque si-YAH" as 
the Lucrezia cabaletta gets underway. And for brief flashes of a seldom-used florid capacity, 
listen to the cadenzas of the Sonnambula aria and of the cavatina in the Lucrezia double aria. 
The "Infelice" cadenza is terrific, too, and is not the default variation that is also the cadenza of 
the baritone's "Il balen, the tenor's"Fra poco a me ricoverò," and I don't know what else. I should 
also emphasize that although they are sometimes more eloquently employed in the Russian 
repertory (where, naturally, everything came a trifle more easily) all the devices of bel 
canto vocalization—the bonded line, rubato, the messa di voce, and portamento that is never 
overused but always effectively executed when chosen—are always at Chaliapin's disposal.

The last recordings Chaliapin made before his move to the West date from 1913 (in London) and 
1914 (St. Petersburg). After that, with the coming of World War 1, the Russian recording studios 
were closed, Chaliapin remained in Russia for the war and the upheaval of the Revolution, and 
did not record another side for seven years. While his extraordinary physical resilience and 
superb technique make for a remarkable consistency of tone and command throughout his 34-
year recording career, the combination of his vocal estate, fully matured but still fresh, with the 
improvements in the acoustical process made since his earliest efforts, make these among the 
finest of all his studio performances. They are mostly of songs, though these now incline toward 
composed art songs, with only a few of the true Russian and Ukrainian folk songs remaining.
((When I say "true," I should note that some are in arrangements of the singer's own devising, 
while the others continue to be interpreted at a level that extends them far beyond their folk 
origins.)) These include some (Grieg's En svane, Rachmaninov's When Yesterday We Met, 
Rimsky's On the Hills of Georgia—try this last; it made me cry) that have become familiar, and 
others that are not so (at least to me) save through Chaliapin's versions. One of my favorites is 
Tchaikovsky's charming Solovey (The Nightingale), on a verse by Pushkin in which the singer 
confesses to the bird three cares, the last of which is that his "fair maiden" has been taken from 



him by malicious folk, and that he longs now only for a grave over which beautiful girls will 
weave garlands and old passersby will draw up water. This is the second of Chaliapin's three 
recordings of the song, and each time it sounds different—a different tone of address toward a 
different bird, and perhaps at a different distance from the singer. And the differences don't sound 
premeditated.

These last prewar sessions also include The Varangian Guest's song from Sadko, imposing on all 
his recordings of it but perhaps especially so here, and affording another fine chance to confirm 
my observation about the "gathering" of the upper notes. In this case it's the long sustained full-
voice D on the first syllable of "mor(y)e" at the song's close: hear the way the tone keeps its 
energy closed, concentrated till the last couple of beats, where Chaliapin adds a bit of opening 
and intensification, but just as we think he may be going to Battistini's extremes (see the last 
post), he brings the voice crashing down the octave for the final syllable—the Mother of All 
"Buttons." Here, too, are his first recorded ventures into Lieder, with Brahms' Sapphische 
Ode and Schubert's Aufenthalt. These are still in Russian, and with any of the Brahms' optionally 
Sapphic sentiments unmistakably hetero, but the song intoned as if by the deepest of stringed 
instruments, and the Schubert dramatically profiled. Everything from these sessions up to this 
point, including the Sadko aria and another masterful rendering of the Ruslan monologue, is 
piano accompanied, by D. I. Pokhitonov (in London, firm and present) and by an unnamed 
musician in St. Petersburg (more feebly played and more dimly recorded).

With one more version of the Ruslan monologue, still piano-accompanied, Chaliapin's recordings 
from the world of the Imperial Theatres reach their end. When we next hear from him, in the 
Hayes studio in October of 1921, he has left behind his beloved native country and all his 
material possessions to migrate to the West. From his first visits to Paris and Milan, he had 
remarked on the contrast between the vitality and individual freedoms of life in those cities and 
the restrictions and backwardness of what he found upon his return. Now, under the Soviets, he 
found these, the tightened controls on artistic opportunity, and the personally incompatible 
political atmosphere unbearable, and had just begun life and career anew, at forty-eight, in the 
West. His first recordings of this new life are of two Grieg songs, followed by another take 
on Solovey (my favorite one, and you have only to compare the opening phrases of it with the 
1914 version to hear what I mean about the differences), and two orchestrally accompanied 
songs—his lifelong standby, Mussorgsky's Song of the Flea, and the Rimsky-Korsakov/
Pushkin The Prophet, with its harrowing tale of conversion and Kitezh-like visionary end. These 
selections disclose that the voice and temperament are still full of sap. Chaliapin the man has lost 
much, but Chaliapin the artist has lost nothing.

1921 was also the year of Chaliapin's return to the Metropolitan with Boris, hailed now for what 
he was: a great singer and an actor who managed to unite the elocutionary tradition of 19th-
Century Shakespearian tragedians with the modern realistic acting sensibility. He was to remain 
at the Met for seven years, in a very restricted repertory consisting of Boris and the Gounod/
Boito devils (his Filippo in Don Carlo was highly praised, as was his Massenet Don Quichotte, 
but each production lasted only a single season) and with no great number of repetitions, but 
always to great acclaim. His studio sessions will from now on take place in HMV venues in 
London and Paris and the RCA Victor facilities in New York and Camden, and though they will 
continue to include folk and art-song material, until the last few years they will incline more to 



the opera excerpts that could be expected to sell in the huge markets of England, Western 
Europe, and North America. And, eager as we all are to get to the famous Covent Garden live 
performances and a thorough consideration of Chaliapin's iconic achievement (that adjective, for 
once, used accurately), the title role of Boris Godunov, it would not be right to skim too lightly 
over the proliferation of studio recordings from the early '20s, soon to embrace many 
replacements of earlier versions with new ones made by the electric system, trading in the horn 
for the mike and amplification.

Of the sides cut between 1921 and 1924, all of which find him still in a state of vocal plenitude, I 
will make one generalization by way of caveat: in the aria recordings of non-Russian extraction, 
the extramusical quirks that have been present in his recorded performances from the start 
become more pronounced. I think of them as propellants. The peculiar sonic consonant 
mentioned earlier; the aspirate h's; the glottal catches; the laying-on of little plosive devices and 
splutterings that sometimes signal chuckles, sometimes sobs., etc.—all these are ways of goosing 
the musical progression onward. They are also ways of releasing the build-up of subglottal 
compression, and we must remain aware that, for all the suave phrasing and "on the breath" 
legato that Chaliapin repeatedly demonstrates, his "concentration" of tone ("Press down, you 
fool!") is associated with such compression. And these devices have interpretive effects that are 
valid or not, according to taste, but which undeniably often come at the expense of the dignity 
and eloquence of sustained line and a more purely musical use of color and dynamics. A 
common way of objecting to them would be to say that he seems not to trust the music or his 
voice enough, and that since the music is (usually) wonderful, his voice magnificent, and his 
command of color and dynamics nonpareil, the embellishments at times seem unnecessary and 
faux-dramatic. They tend to sentimentalize the music, and once in a while carry a whiff of 
humbug. In the Russian arias and songs, he feels the need for them less, and they seem more 
naturally parts of the idiom when they do occur. I think this is what Sergei Levik (see the 
bibliographic note to Part One) meant when he said that once Chaliapin came West and lost 
touch with his Russian roots, his taste deteriorated. One must allow, of course, for the fact that 
Levik, whether by choice or not, remained and found a comfortable spot in the Soviet system. 
But hearing the Chaliapin oeuvre in historical progression forces one to at least take his point 
seriously.

However mistaken any given listener may find some of these choices, there's never doubt that the 
mistakes are those of a unique, extravagantly gifted artist, and that the gifts, not the mistakes, 
remain paramount. Here are a few jottings from my responses to this sequence of recordings, 
inevitably passing over someone's favorites en route :

Two songs that became recital favorites in those years, especially for low voices—Beethoven's In 
questa tomba oscura and Flégier's Le cor: In the Beethoven, an exceedingly slow tempo, so that 
the note values are drawn out almost to the breaking point. The song's middle section ("Lascia 
che l'ombre ignude") becomes a magisterial reproach;  the contrasts between loud and soft, with 
their associated textures, are otherworldly. It could be argued that the song becomes distended. I 
would argue that it's fulfilled. In the Flégier: the very second phrase, "le soir, au fond des bois," 
at mezzo-piano, is the most perfect evocation I've ever heard of the song's heroic storybook 
longing. French perfect? No, imperfect, like Mary Garden's or Maggie Teyte's, the favorite 
interpreters of French composers Massenet, Debussy, and G. Charpentier. Chaliapin sings that 



the shade of the great Roland fails to be satisfée, rather than consolée, as in the text. "Consoled" 
is more to the point, I think.

Another try at "Dormirò sol": Improved: A more velvety legato at soft dynamics, the open 
vowels not so nude, the D-naturals at "sotto la volta" much better blended. Not improved: excess 
protestations at, e.g., "che DI-o sol puo veder" or "il con-SOR-te [splutter] l'o-NOR-e." This was 
a much-celebrated characterization, and rightly so, I'm sure, as experienced live. But "Humbug!" 
to this bit, as recorded. And wouldn't Feodor have been the all-time great Inquisitor?

And here (Oct. 9, 1922) is the first stab at Song of the Volga Boatmen, a folk song that Chaliapin 
and Feodor Koenemann, composer of the inescapable "When the King Went Forth to War," 
arranged and orchestrated. In Chaliapin's voicing it penetrated the popular culture to the extent of 
American schoolchildren (including me) singing it in elementary-grade music classes decades 
later. The best version, I think, is a later one, but this is already astonishing, whatever we may 
think about the "inauthenticity" of the arrangement.

Ekh ty, Van'ka: One would take a solemn oath that the subito pianissimo, bouncing right off full-
voiced notes at intervals near and far, have to be crude tape splices or some form of digital post-
production fiddling—otherwise, impossible. But that's F. C. doing that, in real time, no re-takes 
unless of the whole song, as if he had an on-off segmentation switch on his vocal cords. And 
it's not like yodeling, which flips the position and, nearly always, changes the vowel. Many 
Russian and other Eastern European basses have mastered wonderful kinds of soft-voiced 
vocalization (Boris Gmyrya's, I think, the closest to Chaliapin's high fil di voce), but none with 
quite this lightness, tensility,and quickness.

Two Russian art songs, Tchaikovsky's The Pilgrim's Song and Glinka's Doubt: About the closest 
Chaliapin comes with recital material to "straight singing," the Tchaikovsky in a high key for 
bass voice, the Glinka tonally blandishing and emotionally full, with lovely violin playing from 
Marjorie Hayward.

Prince Galitzky (Prince Igor): Chaliapin and this character were perfect for each other, though I 
don't believe he ever sang the role after leaving Russia. The song lies at the upper end of the 
workable bass range, where F. C. can play with the line like no one else. The appetite, the 
sardonic edge, the insinuation of the B section about the girls at his disposal—all comes easily. 
Two of his xx versions of the piece were made in these sessions.

The Aleko Cavatina: Chaliapin reaches back to the days of his fecundity with Mamontov, when 
he created or resurrected major roles of the Russian literature with the composers—in this case 
his early collaborator and lifelong friend Rachmaninov—on the scene, for this moving 
monologue of an older man in the Gypsy camp whose beloved Zemfira has forsaken him for a 
younger man. A tremendous record.

Madamina: Oh, dear. Where is he coming from with this? At a mercilessly pushed tempo (I 
guess they tried to get this on a single 78-rpm side; can't be done, actually), Chaliapin punches 
away with every sort of feint and jab except the sort that might get into a clinch with Leporello. 
He's in perfectly OK voice, but it's a mess. He can't possibly have done this with Mahler. Or did 
he?



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


