
JOHN MCCORMACK: A Partrician Artist  John McCormack (ten); various 
pianists, singers, conductors, orchestras  MARSTON 51601-2 (16 CDs; 
20:37:28) 

Arias, songs, and duets by: ROSOFF, LEMARE, OPENSHAW, MORROW, 
WOLF, WOOD, LÖHR, BERLIN, BURKE, HANLEY, MELVILLE-HOPE, 
TREHARNE, SNYDER, BUTTERFIELD, DONAUDY, RACHMANINOFF, 
SCHUMANN, DANKS, G. THOMAS, GORDON, HORNE, SEAVER, 
CONNOR, CADMAN, TRADITIONAL, COLERIDGE-TAYLOR, FORD, 
BANTOCK, FAURE, MARTIN, TATE, SCHERTZINGER, LOGAN, 
HAGEMAN, BLAUFUSS, HAMBLEN, FRANCK, R. STRAUSS, 
SOMERVELL, MESSAGER, SCHUBERT, CHAMINADE, QUILTER, 
DUNHILL, CROUCH, MOLLOY, COATES, CRAXTON, TCHAIKOVSKY, 
NEVIN, MARSHALL, OLCOTT, BALL, SCOTT, LEESON, RICE, 
BARKER, DESYLVA, BROWN, SHILKRET, WALDROP, ENGLISH, 
MARTIN, GIBBONS, ROMBERG, WAGNER, HANLEY, 
LOUGHBOROUGH, GLOVER, KERNELL, MERIKANTO, 
BEETHOVEN, PARRY, O'BRIEN, SCHNEIDER, DUNN, CORNELIUS, 
TORRANCE, BRAHE, FISHER, FAURÉ, SANDERSON, CLUTSAM, 
BROONES, KAHN, FIBICH, COATES, CORNER, RUSSELL, FOSTER, 
BURLEIGH, CHARLES, MORGAN, OLIVER, CAMPTON, ROECKEL, 
HANDEL, THAYER, MURRAY, HARLINE, LEHÁR-STOHART, 
CHOPIN, TREVALSA, MARTINI, CIAMPI, SOMERSET, RASBACH, 
FINDEN, ARNE, CLARKE, E. PURCELL, PETERSON, GRUBER, 
CARNE, GOUNOD, MOZART, MALASHKIN, MILLER, RAY, WRIGHT, 
BACH, VAUGHAN WILLIAMS, OCHS, BAX, ROBERTON, MOORE, 
PENN, WHITE, DE KOVEN, GÖTZE, A. RUBINSTEIN, STEFFE, 
CASE, WOLFE, LESLIE, MASON, PHILLIPS, MENDELSSOHN, 
SANDERS, BOYCE, RICHFIELD, RUSSEL, POPPLEWELL, LOVER, 
BARKER, BALFE, KING, CLARIBEL, BENEDICT, SHIELD, 
SULLIVAN, GREENE, WILLIAMS, GRANT, ELGAR

This isn't the first John McCormack compendium that Ward Marston has worked 
on. He previously produced the complete Victor and HMV acoustics (begun for 
Romophone and completed for Naxos) on 11 CDs, then a 4-CD set on his own label of 
the complete Odeons. Here, on 16 CDs, is the rest: the complete Victor and Gramophone 
Company electricals (all available takes), the surviving radio broadcasts, 1904-1906 
acoustics that McCormack made on cylinders and platters for several companies, and a 
few odds and ends—including three cuts made individually by ten-year-old Cyril 



McCormack and his eight-year-old sister, Gwen, in 1915, with vocal accompaniment 
(and a few elegant flourishes) by their father on some choruses.

I mention these last items not because of any intrinsic musical value (whatever 
their charm, especially to family members), but because they are a palpable indication of 
the efforts Marston, his associates and friends have gone to in order to provide as great a 
sense of completeness as is possible today for this audio document. It is a remarkable 
accomplishment in all respects, made greater still when one considers the varying (and 
sometimes very poor) condition of the surviving materials. 

John McCormack needs no introduction to collectors who would be interested in 
such a trove of his performances. Michael Aspinall's liner notes concisely state the tenor's 
most notable singing virtues as "lovely vocal emission, breath control, musical intuition, 
clear and meaningful enunciation and constant discipline," as well as two subtler skills, 
"a linear tension" (courtesy of Gordon Ledbetter's John McCormack: The People's Tenor) 
and "a sinuous, continuous but inflected and flexible line." Listening even for an hour to 
recordings of his that have been posted in frequently indifferent sound on Youtube will 
confirm this judgment. If we were to put all this together with other aspects of the man 
that feed into these traits—including (but not limited to) his excellent memory, a 
voracious appetite for music, both old and new, and a shrewd assessment of his own 
vocal and theatrical strengths and limitations—we can begin to acquire some 
understanding of how McCormack made the magic he wrought upon nearly everything 
he sung in his lengthy prime. In the end, though, something eludes us, and it is part of 
what draws us back to the tenor, knowing the same spell will be cast.

When I first received this set, I admit to immediately turning to the selections 
featuring McCormack's children with the tenor's obbligato. After that, I listened on the 
same disc to a 1912 Victor of Silver Threads Among the Gold. This as it happens is a 
Victorian ballad I dislike, not for its sentiment, but for its mawkish lyrics and banal tune, 
awkwardly written for the voice. Listening to our tenor sing it, however, made it seem 
like spun silver for the length of the disc. I'm not a believer in the theory that great 
musicianship can transform even trash, but McCormack is one of a very few artists in my 
experience who manages to do just that, time and again. Even though his qualities have 
been so well elaborated upon by Aspinall, there is remains something of unknown 
alchemy added to the mix that goes beyond analysis. Many other great and highly gifted 
singers, in my opinion, lack this. A very few, including McCormack, Schipa, and Vanni-
Marcoux, can turn dross into beauty, and beauty into something ineffable that withstands 
shifts of time and taste.

Necessarily McCormack recorded over and over some selections that would sell 
the best, and every version that has survived is present in this set. True, we don't need 
many recordings of the same Irish and Victorian ballads (though an argument can be 
made for observing how the voice, treatment, and engineering changed for a given piece 
of music over the years). But even if one is deaf to their appeal, the great profits these 
bestsellers brought to recording companies and the popularity of the tenor's concerts 
enabled him to also issue Schubert and Wolf, Mozart and Handel. Could he have done 
more classics? Absolutely. As much can be said about Schipa with his seemingly endless 
series of Italian and Spanish ephemera, in comparison to the classics. But as with Schipa, 



it is perhaps in McCormack's more popular fare that the tenor's strengths shine the most
—when the music doesn't get in the way, so to speak. The qualities of the singer shine all 
the more brightly for what they can bring to material that is otherwise lacking. You may 
not like When the Children Say Their Prayers or Come Back to Erin, but there's a strong 
chance that after you've heard John McCormack sing it, you'll want to hear it at some 
point, once again. And even if you don't, you'll want to return to McCormack, impressed 
by his extraordinary art.

The sound quality on this release varies from poor (a sadly incomplete Auf 
Flügeln des Gesanges from a 1932 The Inside Story radio broadcast) to startlingly vivid 
(The Harp that Once Thro' Tara's Halls on a Gramaphone 1930 disc), depending entirely 
upon available sources. Ward Marston discusses in print the problems he encountered 
locating good copies—or any copies—of some of this material, and how he sought to 
clean up each selection without significant interference with the music itself. This is 
easier said then done, even though today's computerized digital programs make changes 
less painfully than the analog of tape editing a couple of generations ago.

All matrix and record numbers are included, as well as dates, venues, recording 
companies, and accompanists, where available. Taken all together, this labor of love is a 
must for the McCormack collector, or to any fancier of vintage opera and song that 
relishes great performances. Five stars it is, then. Barry Brenesal

 
5 stars – For the McCormack completist, it doesn't get any better than this.


