
PASC 511 Mengelberg llti1 
The Complete Columbia Tchaikovsky Recordings 

Willem Mengelberg had a long history as a champion of Tchaikovsky going back to some of his earliest appearances as 

chief conductor of the Concertgebouw Orchestra in 1895. The rhythmic flexibi lity, passionate intensity and inexorable 

forward momentum of his performances were ideally sui ted to the Russian composer's works. 

Among his earliest acoustic recordings with the New York Philharmonic for Victor were two abridged movements from the 

Pathetique Symphony, each on a single side, and the Waltz from the Serenade for Strings. With the introduction of 

electrical recording and the signing of his Dutch orchestra to the Columbia label, however, his recorded Tchaikovsky 

repertoire expanded significantly. 

Mengelberg's first attempt at recording Tchaikovsky's Fifth Symphony was in June, 1927, when only the middle two 

movements were taken down. Although this session was recorded by Columbia, these sides were issued only on French 

Odeon, and arc among Mengclbcrg ' s rarest discs. In December of the same year, Mcngclbcrg recorded the symphony 

complete with the New York Phi lharmonic for Brunswick. This set was never released, however, reportedly because it 

fa iled the "wear test" with regard to blasting during loud passages, and the masters were destroyed. 

Five months later, he recorded the complete performance presented here, which has remained a gramophone classic despite 

its inherent speed fluctuation problems (definitively fixed here using Capstan pitch stabilisation software). He would go on 

to re-record the work in 1940 with the Berlin Philharmonic (Pristine PASC 348), and a live broadcast with the 

Concertgebouw from I 939 has also been released. In all of these, Mengelberg takes two cuts in the finale: a large one in 

the development section, and a smaller one at the start of the coda. He claimed for these the authority of the composer's 

brother, Modest, who had told him that Tchaikovsky himself made these el isions in his later performances of the work in 

order to tighten the structure of the movement. 

In contrast to the many versions of the Fifth, both the Fourth Symphony and Romeo cwd Julie! only received the s ingle 

recordings presented here. The Rom eo is particularly noteworthy in being one of the few versions from the 78 rpm era to 

fit on four s ides, although it is accompanied by a noticeable tempo acceleration at the start of Side 3. The Waltz from the 

Serenade for Strings was originally issued as the filler for the Fifth Symphony. Mengelberg and the Concertgebouw would 

go on to re-record it as part of the complete Serenade for Telefunken in 1938. 

The sources for the transfers were U.S. Columbia «viva-Tonal" label pressings, and French Odeons for the two movements 

from the Fifth Symphony from 1927. 

Mark Obert-Thorn 
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