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Immortal Performances (IP) presents a tribute to the German coloratura soprano
Erna Berger (1900-1990), comprising Berlin broadcast performances of Donizetti’s Don
Pasquale and Verdi’s Rigoletto, both sung in German translation. Berger also appears in
studio recordings of excerpts from various operas. As IP’s Richard Caniell describes in
his “Recording Notes”, the 1939 Don Pasquale broadcast had previously been available
on a highlights CD. Caniell was able to acquire a recording of the complete
performance, and in sound that is competitive with commercial recordings of the era.
Caniell mentions his admiration for two complete Don Pasquale recordings, both sung in
the original Italian. A 1932 EMI La Scala recording stars Ernesto Badini in the title role,
Adelaide Saracini as Norina, Tito Schipa as Ernesto, and Afro Poli as Dr. Malatesta.
Carlo Sabajno conducts. A 1949 Cetra release features Sesto Bruscantini, Alda Noni,
Cesare Valletti, and Mario Boriello. Mario Rossi leads the RAI Chorus and Orchestra. I
second Richard Caniell’s enthusiasm for these recordings, an opinion shared by many
other critics as well. Both the 1932 EMI and 1949 Cetra include cuts to the score that
were typical of stage performances of the time. The 1939 Berlin Don Pasquale goes
further, with Ernesto’s beautiful Act II scena “Povero Ernesto!...Cherchero lontana
terra” getting the axe (Ernesto’s ensuing cabaletta is absent from all three recordings).
Given the cuts and German translation, the 1939 Berlin Don Pasquale serves as a
complement to Italian language versions that include more of Donizetti’s brilliant score.

That said, this Don Pasquale is essential for anyone who loves the opera. Erna
Berger is a superb Norina in every conceivable manner. In her late-30s at the time of the
broadcast, Berger is in prime voice. Berger possesses all the attributes one desires in a
coloratura soprano. Her voice is both warm and attractive, the legato, coloratura, trills,
and high notes are all impeccable, and she is brimming with charm. Berger is also a
supremely musical Norina, avoiding any exaggeration, caricature, or gratuitous stage
business. The scene in which Norina auditions various characterizations of “Sofronia”
for Dr. Malatesta is spot-on, as is Berger’s transition from a shrinking violet to ruler of
the house, once her sham marriage to Pasquale has taken place. Berger’s complete
identification with Donizetti’s music and Norina’s mercurial personality, as well as the
soprano’s sheer joy in performing, are treasurable. We're fortunate that Beger’s
colleagues on this occasion complement her artistry. Eduard Kandl’s rich, plummy
basso, clear diction, and elegant phrasing are decided assets. Like Berger, Kand]l
conveys humor subtly, without resorting to stock buffo techniques. Kandl manages to



create a Pasquale both fatuous and sympathetic. Karl Schmitt-Walter is a suave
Malatesta. His rendition of the Act I aria “Bella siccome un angelo” stands proudly in
the bel canto tradition, and Schmitt-Walter is a lively and attentive participant in
various ensembles. In what remains of Ernesto’s role, Gino Sinimberghi employs his
attractive tenorino with grace, style, and character. He also provides some lovely piano
vocalism. Conductor Heinrich Steiner leads a brisk, supple performance that boasts
marvelous synchronicity between opera stage and orchestra pit.

Berger’s Gilda in Verdi’s Rigoletto is documented in two complete recordings.
Most famous is 1950 studio RCA issue, with Leonard Warren in the title role, Jan Peerce
as the Duke, and Renato Cellini conducting. A 1944 German-language Berlin broadcast,
issued by Preiser, teams Berger with Heinrich Schlusnus and Helge Roswaenge. In both
cases, Berger is in excellent voice, and her colleagues generate considerable interest.
Although the 1936 Berlin Rigoletto appears on this set in excerpted form, I recommend it
to those who already own the other versions I've mentioned. In the 1950 RCA
recording, Berger is in remarkably youthful form for an artist entering her sixth decade.
Nonetheless, she sounds fresher and more vocally opulent in the 1944 and 1936
performances. And between those two, the 1936 broadcast offers a more favorable
acoustic for the vocalists, Berger included. Hans Reinmar is a first-class Rigoletto.
Reinmar’s high baritone soars through this demanding role with ease, and his
characterization is both intense and sympathetic. In his brief appearance in the act I, sc.
ii duet with Gilda, and off-stage repetition of “La donna & mobile” in the final act,
Walter Ludwig is an ardent and vocally resplendent Duke. Heinrich Steiner is once
again an admirable force on the podium. In the sequence of Rigoletto excerpts, IP also
includes a studio recording of the Act IV quartet “Bella figlia dell’amore,” sung
glowingly in German by Berger, Margarete Klose, Marcel Wittrisch, and Willi Domgraf-
Fassbaender.

Commercial recording of the Act I quartet from Beethoven’s Fidelio, the Act III
Quintet from Wagner’s Die Meistersinger, and the final portion of Strauss’s Der
Rosenkavalier complete the Berger tribute. It's wonderful to hear Erna Berger in
collaboration with Viorica Ursuleac’s Marschallin, and Tiana Lemnitz’s Octavian.
Clemens Krauss conducts, and his 1944 broadcast recording of Der Rosenkavalier
provides the material to fill out the excerpts.

The booklet materials include commentary by Richard Caniell and Patrick Bade,
the latter including reminiscences of his conversations with Erna Berger. Anne Woods
offers her perspective on Don Pasquale and various recordings of the opera. There is also
a detailed plot synopsis. In his introductory remarks, Caniell offers the prospect of more
IP releases of opera sung in translation. There is certainly a lot of gold to be mined in
those hills. And if subsequent releases are as satisfying as this Berger retrospective, I
await them with the utmost anticipation. Enthusiastically recommended.

Five stars: The German coloratura soprano Erna Berger at the height of her powers



