WAGNER Die Walkiire e Fritz Stiedry, cond; Helen Traubel (Briinnhilde); Rose
Bampton (Sieglinde); Kerstin Thorborg (Fricka); Lauritz Melchior (Siegmund); Herbert
Janssen (Wotan); Mihaly Székely (Hunding); Metropolitan Op O ¢ IMMORTAL
PERFORMANCES 1221-3, mono (3 CDs: 208:01) Live: Metropolitan Op, New York
1/24/1948

&5 WAGNER Lohengrin: Bridal Chamber Scene. Lauritz Melchior (Lohengrin); Emmy
Bettendorf (Elsa)

Review by Henry Fogel
FANFARE July/ August 2026

If you wanted to make a case for the failures of Rudolf Bing as general manager of the
Metropolitan Opera, this 1948 broadcast of Die Walkiire, long thought to be lost, would be
Exhibit A. Here is Lauritz Melchior in his final broadcast as Siegmund, shortly before Bing
decided that it was time to move on to another generation of Heldentenors, none of whom would
approach the quality of singing heard here.

Even at age 58 Melchior still set the standard for this role with his glowing tone,
impeccable legato, and raw power that never turns harsh. Yes, he holds the outcry of “Wilse!”
forever, because he can, and it is thrilling, just as Wagner meant it to be. After over two decades
of singing Wagner’s major tenor roles, the core of Melchior’s sound remains solid, the timbre
beautiful. There are earlier live Melchior recordings of Die Walkiire, many of them on the
Immortal Performances label, and I would not claim that this one supersedes the others. But the
fact that Immortal Performances’ proprietor Richard Caniell discovered one final example of
Melchior in one of his signature roles and restored it so lovingly is something all collectors
should appreciate.

The basic sound quality here is richer, for example, than the extraordinary 1937 broadcast
with Lehmann, Flagstad, and Schorr, conducted by Erich Leinsdorf, particularly in reproducing
the orchestra. There are occasional moments of congestion, but overall the sound is more than
listenable.

Another asset of this performance is the glowing Briinnhilde of Helen Traubel. She might
be Exhibit B in the appraisal of Bing’s leadership. He criticized Traubel’s popular appearances in
movies and television as unbecoming the dignity of an opera singer. But there have been very
few Wagnerian sopranos her equal since Traubel’s dismissal from the Met in 1951. Here, her
voice glows throughout its range, and she demonstrates amazing solidity in “Ho-jo-to-ho.”
Briinnhilde’s godlike and human qualities are both convincingly portrayed.

Rose Bampton sings Sieglinde very well, but her performance lacks the kind of vocal
glamor that Traubel, Flagstad, Lehmann, and even Varnay brought to the role. Bampton partners
Melchior satisfyingly in the first act, producing a rich tone throughout her range. Hers is not a
sound that stays in your memory, but it is far more than above average as you experience it.

Herbert Janssen may also lack the vocal glamor found in Friedrich Schorr in his prime,
but Janssen is an extraordinarily intelligent singer and vocal actor, and he skillfully conveys the
power, tenderness, and frailties of Wotan. The depth of a father’s love for his daughter is
movingly conveyed in Wotan’s Farewell, as is his frustration with the constraints shrewishly
imposed on him by Fricka.



Mihaly Székely’s Hunding provides the opposite experience. His powerful black bass is
impressive, but he does little with the words to create a character. Kerstin Thorborg, by
comparison, is virtually definitive as Fricka. She made her Met role debut in 1936 and sang
Fricka regularly through 1950. Thorberg is as skilled as Janssen in conveying complex emotions
through vocal color, dynamic shading, and inflection. At the same time, hers is also a thrilling
voice.

When compared with other Met conductors who led Die Walkiire in the 1930s and 40s,
who included Bodanzky, Leinsdorf, and Szell, Fritz Stiedry comes up short. He is workmanlike
at best. Phrases that should soar fail to, and dramatic tension is at a minimum. Stiedry employs
Bodanzky’s house cuts, which are fairly severe.

As filler we get almost 20 minutes of Lohengrin recorded in 1926 for Parlophon by
Melchior and Emmy Bettendorf. This highlights how little deterioration in vocal quality
Melchior suffered from the time he was 36 until 58. It is true that some of the richness of color
would be gone but surprisingly little given this punishing repertoire. Immortal Performances
does not credit the conductor, but it is Frieder Weissman.

As usual, Dewey Faulkner’s perceptive essay on the performance is another asset, as are
Caniell’s recording notes. The extensive booklet also provides a detailed synopsis, wonderful
historic photos, and artist bios.

Reservations aside, this is a uniquely important release for documenting the final
broadcast of one of Melchior’s greatest roles and his undiminished capacity for turning in
performances that define greatness. In sum, the rescue of this Walkiire, surrounded by other
historically eminent Wagnerian singers, is cause for celebration.

Immortal Performances releases are available through the label’s website,
immortalperformances.org.



