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Part of the wave of great Hungarian conductors who took over American musical life just before and after 
World War II -- the others included Fritz Reiner, Antal Dorati, and Eugene Ormandy -- George Szell quickly 
transformed a middling Midwestern orchestra into one of the nation's Big Five. His cultivation of the Cleveland 
Orchestra set an example of discipline and hard work that gradually helped raise the standards of orchestras 
across America.
 Although born in Hungary, Szell was raised in Vienna where he studied composition with Eusebius 
Mandyczewski, and piano with Richard Robert; he also studied composition in Prague with J.B. Foerster. 
Szell was a wunderkind, playing a Mozart piano concerto with the Vienna Symphony Orchestra when he was 
ten, and composing a number of solid chamber and orchestral works in a lush, late Romantic style as a child 
and teenager. He was 17 when he conducted the Berlin Philharmonic in a program that included one of his 
own compositions.
 Despite these early successes, Szell rose through the conducting ranks in the traditional way of the period, 
with a series of opera positions: Royal Opera of Berlin (1915-1917), Strasbourg (1917-1918), Prague 
(1919-1921), Darmstadt (1921-1922), and Düsseldorf (1922-1924). Szell's first prestigious post came to him in 
1924, when he was named first conductor of the Berlin State Opera; he simultaneously served as a professor 
at Berlin's Hochschule für Musik. In 1929, he moved on to become general music director of the German 
Opera and Philharmonic in Prague, where he remained until 1937.
 Szell began focusing more on orchestral repertory in the 1930s; he made his U.S. debut as guest conductor 
of the St. Louis Symphony in 1930, and in 1937 he was appointed conductor of the Scottish Orchestra in 
Glasgow, while maintaining a steady relationship with the Residentie Orkest in The Hague. Szell was in 
America in 1939 when war broke out in Europe; he remained in the U.S. through the war, first depending on 
guest engagements and then, in 1942, becoming a regular conductor at the Metropolitan Opera, where he 
was especially praised for his Wagner performances. In 1946 Szell took American citizenship and became 
music director of the Cleveland Orchestra, a post he held for 24 years. He was also the New York 
Philharmonic's music advisor and senior guest conductor during the last two years of his life.
 Although Szell made a recordings in Europe in the 1950s and 1960s for Decca, and in Cleveland at the end 
of his life for EMI, the bulk of his substantial discography was the result of his long collaboration with 
Columbia Records in Cleveland. There, Szell had inherited an able but ordinary orchestra and, through sheer 
determination, molded it into one of America's finest. A Szell performance was remarkable for its textural 
clarity, chamber-like balances, and precision of attack and release. He drilled his orchestra mercilessly, even 
in works it had performed with him not long before. Szell was particularly admired for his performances of 
Austro-Germanic classics from Haydn to Richard Strauss, his sharp renderings of works by a select group of 
twentieth century composers including Bartók, Prokofiev, Janácek, and Walton), and his idiomatic way with 
Dvorák. Indeed, some collectors maintain that Szell's monaural, early 1950s recording of Dvorák's Eighth 
Symphony with the Concertgebouw Orchestra has never been equaled. His treatment of French composers, 
on the other hand, was criticized for its lack of atmosphere, and detractors maintained that he achieved 
precision at the expense of emotional expression. To those who demanded a warmer approach to his beloved 
Mozart, however, Szell is said to have retorted, "One does not pour chocolate sauce over asparagus."



Gioachino Rossini's chief legacy remains his extraordinary contribution to the 
operatic repertoire. His comedic masterpieces, including L'Italiana in Algeri, La 
gazza ladra, and perhaps his most famous work, Il barbiere di Siviglia, are 
regarded as cornerstones of the genre along with works by Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart and Giuseppe Verdi. He was revered from the time he was a teenager 
until his death.

Rossini's parents were both working musicians. His father played the horn and 
taught at the prestigious Accademia Filharmonica in Bologna, and his mother, 
although not formally trained, was a soprano. Rossini was taught and encour-
aged at home until he eventually enrolled at the Liceo Musicale in Bologna. After 
graduation from that institution, the young musician was commissioned by the 
Venetian Teatro San Moise to compose La cambiale di matrimonio, a comedy in 
one act. In 1812, Rossini wrote La pietra del paragone, for La Scala theater in 
Milan and was already, at the tender age of 20, Italy's most prominent compos-
er.

In 1815, Rossini accepted a contract to work for the theaters in Naples, where he 
would remain until 1822, composing prolifically in comfort. He composed 19 
operas during this tenure, focusing his attention on opera seria and creating one 
of his most famous serious works, Otello, for the Teatro San Carlos. While he 
served in this capacity, Rossini met and courted Isabella Colbran, a local 
soprano whom he would eventually marry. Other cities, too, clamored for 
Rossini's works, and it was for Roman audiences that he composed the 
sparkling comedies Il barbiere di Siviglia (The Barber of Seville, 1816) and La 
cenerentola (Cinderella, 1817).

In 1822, Rossini left Naples and embarked on a European tour. The Italian 
musician was received enthusiastically to say the least, and enjoyed fame and 

acclaim everywhere. Even Beethoven, at the opposite stylistic pole in the 
musical scene of the day, praised him. The following year, Rossini was 
commissioned to write Semiramide, a serious opera, for La Fenice, a theater in 
Venice. This work was less successful in its own day than some of his 
previous efforts, but spawned several arias that remain part of any vocalist's 
songbook. In 1824, Rossini traveled, via London, to Paris where he would live 
for five years and serve as the music director at the Théâtre Italien from 1824 
to 1826. The composer gained commissions from other opera houses in 
France, including the Paris Opéra. Rossini composed his final opera, Guillau-
me Tell (1829), before retiring from composition in that genre at the age of 37. 
Its overture is not only a concert favorite, but an unmistakable reflection and 
continuation of Beethoven's heroic ideal. The catalog of work Rossini had 
written at the time of his retirement included 32 operas, two symphonies, 
numerous cantatas, and a handful of oratorios and chamber music pieces. 
After moving back to Italy, Rossini became a widower in 1845. His marriage to 
Isabella Colbran had not been particularly happy, and shortly after her death, 
the composer married Olympe Pelissier, a woman who had been his mistress.

In 1855, Rossini, along with his new bride, moved once again, this time settling 
in Passy, a suburb of Paris. He spent the remaining years of his life writing 
sacred music as well as delectable miniatures for both piano and voice (some 
of which he called "sins of my old age"). Rossini was buried in Paris' Père 
Lachaise cemetery in proximity to the graves of Vincenzo Bellini, Luigi Cheru-
bini, and Frédéric Chopin. In 1887, Rossini's grave was transferred from Paris 
to Santa Croce, in Florence, in a ceremony attended by more than 6,000 
admirers.
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Rossini Overtures - George Szell The Cleveland Orchestra

1 Reveries; Passions 13:38
2 Un Bal 6:25
3 Scène Aux Champs 14:47
4 Marche Au Supplice 5:07
5 Songe D'Une Nuit Du Sabbat 10:19

Recorded February 1957 by Columbia
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