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 Antonín Dvǒrák (1841–1904)
 symphony No. 8 in G major, op. 88 [37:57]

 i. Allegro con brio   10:50
 ii. Adagio   10:33
 iii. Allegretto grazioso   6:36
 iV. Finale. Allegro, ma non troppo   9:58

 Czech Philharmonic Orchestra 
 (Bruno Belčik first violin)
 George Szell

 Johannes Brahms (1833–1897)
 symphony No. 1 in c minor, op. 68 [43:04]

 i. Un poco sostenuto – Allegro – Meno Allegro   13:28
 ii. Andante sostenuto   9:07
 iii. Un poco Allegretto e grazioso   4:25
 iV. Adagio – Più Andante – Allegro non troppo, ma con brio – Più Allegro   16:04
  
 Swiss Festival Orchestra
 George Szell



“Truly stimulating performances”. George 
Szell conducts Brahms and Dvǒrák

in August 1969 the conductor rafael 
Kubelík held a garden party at Kastanien-
baum near Lucerne where he had lived 
since 1956. He had invited the musicians 
of the Czech Philharmonic who were per-
forming three concerts between 26 and 
30 August at the internationale Musikfest-
wochen Luzern, today’s LUCERNE FESTIVAL. 
Kubelík’s invitation was a political gesture: 
in the previous year, the troops of the War-
saw Pact had invaded Czechoslovakia in or-
der violently to defeat the “Prague spring”. 
Kubelík, who had left his Czech homeland 
in 1948 (and made his Lucerne début in 
the same year), subsequently organised 
an international protest which was joined 
by numerous world-renowned musicians. 
Now, on the occasion of his garden party, 
he presented the members of the Czech 
Philharmonic with a “Freedom Memorial 
Medal” which he had donated himself and 
which, however, they had to surrender to 
the off icials accompanying them upon 

their arrival in London, the next station of 
their tour.1

Meanwhile, the first Lucerne performance 
by this traditional Czech orchestra caused 
not only a political but also, and particularly, 
a musical stir. The Swiss critics were espe-
cially taken with the final concert, an even-
ing of Dvǒrák under the baton of George 
Szell: “Long and enthusiastic applause at 
the Kunsthaussaal on 30 August followed a 
truly stimulating performance of Antonín 
Dvǒrák’s Symphony in G major, Op. 88 […]. 
It was, as the performance particularly of 
the symphony proved, a true bonus for the 
festival management to have succeeded in 
engaging the now 72-year-old George Szell 
to conduct the last of these three guest 
performances of the ensemble”, according 
to the Neue Zürcher Zeitung. Szell’s perfor-
mance was “not spared minor insecurities 
(as at the accelerando in the stretto of the 
third movement), but he achieved a musi-
cally beautifully summarised interpreta-

1 Renate Ulm (ed.) on behalf of Bavarian Radio: “The 
Golden Era” of Rafael Kubelík: The Munich Years 1961-
1985. Kassel, 2006, p. 24f.





tion, penetrating the smallest motivic and 
sonorous details.” His “art of expressive 
tempo modif ication, preparing, building 
towards and resolving formal and dynamic 
tensions was demonstrated to such an ex-
tent that the entire symphony, from the be-
ginning, seemed to have been lifted onto a 
higher level.”2

“Penetration” and “musical summary”, 
rehearsals with attention to detail and 
structural overview: these are characteri-
sations which are often used to describe 
Szell’s art. Szell was, and is seen as, one 
of the great “orchestral disciplinarians” 
of the twentieth century, a superior musi-
cal director and an uncompromising per-
fectionist bearing distinctly authoritarian 
traits – a reputation which he acquired, first 
and foremost, during his twenty-four years 
with the Cleveland Orchestra. Szell’s musi-
cal roots, however, are in Europe: born in 
Budapest on 7 June 1897 – and thus, along-
side Fritz Reiner, Eugene Ormandy and 
Antal Doráti, part of the “Hungarian con-
2 Andres Briner in the evening edition of the Neue Zür-

cher Zeitung of 2 September 1969.

nection” which was responsible for setting 
new standards within the US-American or-
chestral culture of the twentieth century – 
György Széll was still a child when his family 
moved to Vienna. Here, in the old European 
music metropolis, he received his training, 
here he began his career as a prodigy on 
the piano: aged six, Szell became a piano 
pupil of Richard Robert, who also taught 
clara Haskil and rudolf serkin. only four 
years later he gave his début with Mozart’s 
A major concerto, K. 488, alongside the 
Vienna Tonkünstler Orchestra, in 1909-10 
he toured ten European cities as the “new 
Mozart”, also performing his own works, 
which resulted in an offer of an exclusive 
contract from Universal Edition in Vienna. 
In the summer of 1913 Szell made his con-
ducting début at Bad Kissingen, moving to 
Berlin in 1915 to take up the post of répé-
titeur at the Hofoper (today’s Staatsoper 
Unter den Linden) where Richard Strauss 
took him under his wing. Thereafter, he held 
positions in Strasbourg, Prague, Darm stadt 
and Düsseldorf, returning to Berlin in 1924 
as First Kapellmeister of the staatsoper 





Unter den Linden. in 1929 he received his 
first leading appointment as General Music 
Director of the New German Theatre in 
Prague; in 1930 he made his US début with 
the st. Louis symphony; in 1933 he gave his 
first London performance following a rec-
ommendation from Artur Schnabel; and 
in 1937 he took on the directorship both of 
the Scottish Orchestra (today’s Royal Scot-
tish National Orchestra) as John Barbirolli’s 
successor, and of the residentie orchestra 
in the Hague.

An impressive career which, however, 
took a new turn at the outbreak of the Sec-
ond World War: Szell, who was in the Uni-
ted states at the time, did not return to 
Europe. He made guest appearances with 
numerous American ensembles, regularly 
conducting performances at the Metro-
politan Opera New York between 1942 
and 1946, and was finally appointed chief 
conductor of the cleveland orchestra 
(founded in 1918) in 1946, succeeding Erich 
Leinsdorf. Szell occupied this post until his 
death in July 1970. He formed the orchestra 
into one of the best ensembles worldwide 

(and probably into the most “European” 
amongst the American “Big Five”) by seek-
ing to combine American brilliance and 
the European sense of style, or as Szell 
him self put it: “My aim in developing the 
Cleveland Orchestra has been to combine 
the finest virtues of the great European or-
chestras of pre-World War II times with the 
most distinguished qualities of our leading 
American orchestras.” the concert tours 
that Szell undertook with the Cleveland 
Orchestra in 1957, 1965 and 1967 which 
also included European destinations, 
caused an international sensation. At the 
same time, they recorded practically the 
entire canon of orchestral music. (“Szell 
never sells”, the oft-quoted executives’ 
quip at his label, Columbia Records, there-
fore does not seem entirely credible.)

“In Cleveland, we start rehearsing where 
most orchestras finish”, Szell is said to have 
commented proudly. Many anecdotes refer 
to his relentless strictness – it is not always 
entirely clear which are true and which 
were made up retrospectively. Szell’s sensi-
tive, taut music-making is characterised by 





rhythmic precision, almost chamber-like, 
transparent ensemble with fast reactions 
and absolute faithfulness to the work; he 
almost dissected the formal disposition of 
the scores. In an interview, Szell explained 
that he held the entire structure in his head 
and heard the different parts and voices in 
their relation and proportion to each other 
before he perceived the actual sound. Fur-
thermore, he produced – despite all brio – 
an orchestral sound which was always 
controlled, even severe, and featuring con-
cisely formed details.

In 1956, the Neue Zürcher Zeitung pub-
lished an apt description of Szell’s stirring 
soundscapes following his f irst perfor-
mance in Lucerne: “His concert proved 
that, through his work with the outstand-
ing American orchestras, his objective of 
achieving precision and the greatest pos-
sible differentiation within the orchestral 
sound has become considerably f irmer. 
Szell is a musician of great vitality whose 
mental energies make a special impact on 
the rhythmic profile. He never unrestrain-
edly abandons himself to his tempera-

ment but knows to control his powerful 
music-making with alert intelligence.” 
But despite all that discipline, his style of 
conducting proved to be “extremely lively, 
often quite free in relation to ritardandos, 
accelerandos and agogics in general, but 
coming from a true musical impulse.”3

After the war, Szell soon re-established 
contacts in the “old World” and regularly 
appeared at major festivals, opera houses 
and orchestras during the summer months; 
between 1958 and 1961 he was even en-
gaged as co-conductor of the Amster dam 
Concertgebouw Orchestra in order to sup-
port the ailing Eduard van Beinum. During 
his visits to Europe, Szell repeatedly trav-
elled to Switzerland in order, for instance, 
to recover from the season’s exertions by 
playing golf at Crans. In 1956 he appeared 
for the f irst time at the internationale 
Musikfestwochen Luzern, conducting the 
Philharmonia Orchestra, with whom he 
would appear again in 1960. In 1962 he 
conducted the Swiss Festival Orchestra, 
3 Willi Schuh in the morning edition of the Neue Zürcher 

Zeitung of 13 September 1956.




in 1966 the Vienna Philharmonic and in 
the following summer he finally appeared 
with his Cleveland Orchestra at Lake 
Lucerne. Although Szell had performed 
many contemporar y works during his 
Berlin years and also premièred numer-
ous new scores later on – as for instance 
operas by Rolf Liebermann and Werner 
Egk at the Salzburg Festival – his prefer-
ence lay with the classical and romantic 
core repertoire, with a particular focus on 
the Austro-Ger man tradition. And apart 
from occasional forays into French rep-
ertoire or championing William Walton’s 
moderate modernism, it was music from 
this tradition that he programmed for his 
Lucerne performances: Strauss’ Four Last 
Songs (with Elisa beth Schwarzkopf ) and 
Mahler’s Kinder toten lieder (with Dietrich 
Fischer-Dieskau) alongside piano concer-
tos and symphonies by Mozart, Beetho-
ven, Schubert, Schumann and Bruckner – 
and of course by Brahms and Dvǒrák.

Szell’s clear and objective but also al-
ways committed approach led to impres-
sive results, particularly in his Brahms in-

terpretations: the “anti-romantic” (Harold 
C. Schonberg) cleansed Brahms’ scores 
by seeking to accentuate their musical 
tectonics and their largely chamber-like 
structures. He recorded Brahms’ C minor 
Symphony twice, in 1957 and in 1966, both 
times with the Cleveland Orchestra who 
performed the work in fourteen (!) out of 
the twenty-four seasons programmed by 
Szell. Particularly the second recording is, 
time and again, regarded as a reference 
recording. comparing it to the Lucerne 
concert recording, made four years pre-
viously, it is striking how clearly defined 
Szell’s work conception is: his two interpre-
tations reveal great similarities, including 
the carefully calculated tempo relations. 
At the same time, it becomes apparent – 
and the same, more or less, holds true for 
the Dvořák recording on this disc – that 
Szell permits himself less relentless tempi 
and greater agogic freedom within the live 
concert situation. in the development of 
the immensely determined first movement 
he thus achieves a second build-up whose 
transition to the recapitulation is even more 





tion of this symphony in which the strings 
and winds are so perfectly matched that 
no group has to become subordinate to 
the other for a ‘beautiful’, smooth effect. 
Here, the work rose in its full glory and 
melodic power.”5

A few years later, Rudolf Firkušný, who 
had appeared as the soloist in Dvo řák’s 
Piano concerto, op. 33, during the first half 
of the concert (sadly not recorded by Swiss 
Radio), remembered how productive had 
been Szell’s cooperation with the Czech 
Philharmonic: “Of course they know this 
music backwards because they’ve played it 
so many times since their childhood. And 
they told me that when his rehearsals were 
over they were very unhappy. They wanted 
it to go on because it was so fascinating 
and they learned so many new things that 
they just would like it to continue. I told 
him and he was very touched.”6 the per-

5 Fritz Schaub in the Luzerner Tagblatt of 
1 Sep tember 1969.

6 Michael Charry: George Szell. A Life of Music.  
Urbana, Illinois, 2011, p. 279.

formance with the Czech Philharmonic was 
to be Szell’s last appearance in Lucerne. 
Another concert had been planned for 
the following summer, this time with the 
Berlin Philharmonic. However, it could 
not be realised, as one month before, 
on 30 July 1970, at the age of 73, Szell suc-
cumbed to cancer.

 Malte Lohmann
 translation: Viola Scheffel

tumultuous; in the finale the climaxes – the 
two entries of the alphorn signal – are also 
signif icantly more dramatic. the coda, a 
stretto with an apotheotic closing jubila-
tion, develops an irresistible pull – com-
pared to the studio version, Szell opts for a 
markedly swifter pace.

His Lucerne interpretation of Dvǒrák’s 
Eighth symphony perhaps leaves an even 
more profound impression. He had al-
ready recorded the piece twice – in 1951 
with the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra 
and in 1958 with the Cleveland Orchestra, 
with whom he also made his third record-
ing in 1970 (his last studio recording ever). 
in this case, the Lucerne performance also 
features a greater level of spontaneity, 
vivid musical f low and direct emotional-
ity thanks to the live situation, making 
the concert performances, as opposed to 
Szell’s perfectly balanced studio record-
ings, particularly attractive. The Czech 
Philharmonic, with whom Szell had en-
joyed a close working relationship as early 
as the 1930s during his tenure in Prague, 
make a major contribution to this: with 

their warm string sound and agile wind in-
struments they differ “from the cleveland 
orchestra in intrinsic sound and perfor-
mance characteristics”, according to the 
review of the Neue Zürcher Zeitung. “As so 
often with Szell, at the beginning of the 
concert […] and then again at the open-
ing of each work the orchestra sounded 
more shallow and inhibited than during 
the course of the pieces; the extremely 
strict preparation period seemed, with 
the Czech as well as with other orches-
tras under Szell, initially to turn against 
the work itself. It is all the more pleasant 
for the listener to follow the increasing 
elasticity of the instruments and voices, 
the freer flowing of the music overall and 
the diminishing tension in particular. this 
benefit was most striking in the symphony, 
and particularly in the strings, who lit up 
in a hundred additional colours from the 
middle of the second movement.”4 the 
Luzerner Tagblatt was also enthralled: “It 
is surely not often that one hears a rendi-
4 Andres Briner in the evening edition of the Neue Zür-

cher Zeitung of 2 September 1969.


