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Paul du Quenoy

IN THE ‘MOST UNCOMPROMISING RUSSIAN

STYLE’: THE RUSSIAN REPERTOIRE AT THE

METROPOLITAN OPERA, 1910–47

On the afternoon of 5 March 1910, New York’s musical public crowded into the ‘old’
Metropolitan Opera House1 at 39th Street and Broadway to hear the city’s first staged
Russian opera, Tchaikovsky’s The Queen of Spades.2 This work, based on Alexander
Pushkin’s eponymous story, is set in St Petersburg at the time of Catherine the
Great. Its protagonist Ghermann is a poor officer who seeks the love of a beautiful
young lady whose rich grandmother knows a magical series of cards that will win
him a fortune. Obsession drives him to frighten the old woman to death before he
can force her to reveal the secret. Later in the opera her ghost haunts him and pretends
to tell him the cards. When he insists on playing them, however, he drives the girl he
loves to suicide before discovering that the last card the ghost had revealed was wrong.
Having lost everything, he shoots himself.

Tchaikovsky was well known to New York audiences. His symphonies and other orches-
tral works had been performed in the city’s concert halls for many years. In May 1891 the
composer himself visited New York, where he conducted his Marche Solennelle at Carnegie
Hall’s inaugural concert. He was thrilled to find his work and personage well known and
impressively celebrated. ‘The Americans are absolutely amazing!’, he gushed, ‘the
American way of life is really so good to me!’ The composer earnestly wished that ‘the
Americans knew more about the intellectual life and progress in Russia . . . someday
I will do my duty and familiarize [them] with the musical achievements we have.’3

Tchaikovsky died in 1893, almost certainly of cholera rather than the suicide of
popular legend, and did not live to fulfil his promise or see his penultimate opera’s
North American debut 17 years later. Nevertheless, it was not an occasion to miss.
The leading roles went to vocal superstars of the day: Leo Slezak as Ghermann,
Emmy Destinn as his tragic love, Liza, and Adam (Adamo) Didur in the role of Gher-
mann’s friend Tomsky. At the podium stood the famous Austrian composer Gustav
Mahler, a frequent Met conductor in the final years of his life. The New York Times’
critic praised the performance for its ‘remarkable finish, delicacy, and finesse’, and
‘strong vitality.’ Slezak’s Ghermann captured ‘a splendid vigor and deep feeling.’ Des-
tinn’s ‘superb’ Liza stood out for its ‘searching, tragic power.’ Didur’s dramatic
affects were ‘characteristically debonair.’ The opera rose ‘above the level of many
modern lyric dramas.’ The composer must have written it ‘with intense conviction’
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and ‘veritably wreaked [sic] himself upon its chief scenes, and [fallen] under the spell of
his own conjuring.’ The Queen of Spades stunned the senses with its ‘thrilling climaxes’
and ‘uncanny suggestion of the supernatural and unearthly.’4

But despite the praise, this experiment with Russian opera struck its American
viewers as strange and unappealing. In the opinion of the same Times critic, the
opera’s ‘subject is dark, the outcome dismally tragic.’ Its characters did not ‘claim
much sympathy’, and the work was ‘unlikely to gain in immediate popular favor.’
Perhaps to its detriment, The Queen of Spades thus revealed itself as ‘characteristic of
Russian life and Russian character’, even if, as the critic paraphrased the French
saying, ‘the skin of the Russian is not sufficiently scratched . . . to show the Tartar
[sic].’5 And for all the opera’s bizarre ‘Russianness’, it was performed in German.
The lack of Russian singers or Western singers trained in Russian left no alternative.6

The starry cast and more positive critical comments did not save The Queen of Spades.
It had only four performances and did not return to the Met’s repertoire until 1965.

This article addresses the phenomenon of Russian opera as it has been experienced
at the premier North American company, New York’s Metropolitan Opera, ‘the Met’
for short. As the Western Hemisphere’s leading operatic stage, the Met’s approach to
the art form and its Russian national variant can arguably be considered definitive
within a North American context. Grafting the Russian repertoire into a cultural
space occupied by West European operas of the ‘standard repertoire’ made it easy
even for casual audiences to expand horizons eastward. The near absence of singers
trained in the Russian language, furthermore, meant that for several decades most
Russian opera performed in the United States was presented with libretti translated
into more comprehensible German-, French- and (especially) Italian-language editions.
By the 1950s these largely yielded to English translations, with the original Russian
coming into use at the Met only in the 1970s. In the first half of the twentieth
century, Russian opera became a notable element of the American operagoer’s experi-
ence and an important means of understanding a country that morphed from remote
despotism to communist nemesis to wartime ally.

The Met’s presentation of Russian works stands as one of the most reliable sources
to gauge how American audiences viewed Russia, and Russian culture generally, through
the prism of opera. Specifically, I will interrogate productions, reviews, media commen-
tary, memories and other sources to reveal how American high culture received and
interpolated Russia through an important artistic medium and how its perspectives
changed over time. Indeed, when The Queen of Spades premiered in 1910, a tsar still
reigned in St Petersburg. The decades that followed brought two world wars, revolution
and communism, along with all their tumultuous changes for Russia and the world
around it. A central question, therefore, is how, or did, these events and phenomena
play a role in American cultural understandings of Russia?

Cultural forms can be essential media for forming impressions of foreign societies,
especially closed ones, as Russia’s was for most of the period under review. While
Russia’s rich traditions of ballet, drama and literature came to inform American percep-
tions of the country over time, especially after they began to become available in the first
decades of the twentieth century, operatic programming, the focus of this article, also
made Russian culture accessible to a large audience, one that often did not consider
Russia in any other context. The reception of Russian opera has recently been measured
in British contexts,7 but there has been virtually no analogous work on American
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perceptions.8 Indeed, much recent cultural work on the era under review takes the
opposite approach by studying Russian (and especially Soviet) perceptions of America
in order to gauge discourses of self and identity from the Russian point of view.9 As valu-
able as this approach is, this article attempts to explore how cultured American publics
viewed Russia in its revolutionary era.

At a time when ‘Russian studies’ in the United States was either non-existent or in
its infancy, and Russia remained virtually unknown even among very well educated
people,10 initial American perceptions derived more from political perceptions
shaped by European observers of Russia. Perhaps the most influential of these obser-
vations was the Marquis de Custine’s travelogue of his 1839 visit to Russia, which he
undertook to find arguments against representative government only to have the
shock of his experiences convince him that representative government was desirable
and essential. During and beyond the period under review, Americans who read Cus-
tine’s (‘Orientalist?’) description of Russia as a retrograde Asian despotism largely
accepted it at face value.11 Indeed, as late as 1951 General Walter Bedell Smith, who
had served as ambassador to the Soviet Union, introduced a translation of Custine
with the assertion that if his staff had changed names and dates, their reports on
Stalin’s empire would have been indistinguishable from Custine’s reports on that of
Nicholas I.12

Power politics also guided American perceptions of Russia, perhaps a natural con-
sequence of Alexis de Tocqueville’s prescient, yet ominous, prediction that the United
States and Russia would, despite the vast differences in their political cultures, eventually
become the world’s two dominant superpowers.13 At that time, as John Lewis Gaddis
has observed in his history of the Cold War, ‘the United States and Russia had about as
many connections as exist now [1997], say, between Paraguay and Mongolia.’14 But as
Russian influence expanded in the Pacific basin, Americans who knew little of the
country had to head off what they believed to be economic and geopolitical competition
in Alaska, the Pacific Northwest, California, and even Hawai’i.15 US President
Theodore Roosevelt’s mediation of the Treaty of Portsmouth, which ended the
Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05, aimed to check Russian expansion in China as the
best hope of preserving Washington’s preferred status quo of an ‘Open Door’ policy,
which allowed American economic power to compete more efficiently in that
country.16 All the while, increasing religious persecution combined with the lure of
economic opportunity to cause large numbers of Russian Jews to emigrate to the
United States, often with horror stories of what they had experienced under a brutal
despotism that victimised them with dreadful violence.17 Even after the largest waves
of Jewish emigration subsided, Russian economic and financial policies continued to
suffer from American reluctance to extend loans and credits to what was perceived
as a virulently anti-Semitic and chauvinistically anti-democratic tyranny.18

The Revolutions of 1905 and, especially, 1917 appealed to some American
progressives who shared Marxist or populist values, but to many others – especially
America’s political and social elites – revolutionary Russia spelled dangerous extre-
mism, humanitarian catastrophe, economic chaos and even the threat of subversion at
home.19 Diplomatic relations were severed until the rise of Nazi Germany made
Stalin’s Soviet Union a potential ally, a relationship that found full bloom during most
of the Second World War. Nevertheless, in these very same decades a new wave of
anti-communist Russian emigrants, especially in artistic and cultural circles, impressed

T H E R U S S I A N R E P E R T O I R E A T T H E M E T R O P O L I T A N O P E R A , 1 9 1 0 – 4 7 3



Western publics with the idea that ‘Russian culture’ was their heritage and not that of the
socialist country into which Russia had transformed.20

If The Queen of Spades’ short run in 1910 represented a tentative and failed exper-
iment, a more permanent Russian addition to the Met’s repertoire was not long in
coming. In March 1913 the company staged its first performance of Russia’s quintessen-
tial ‘national’ opera, Modest Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov, in the traditionally used
version orchestrated by Nikolai Rimskii-Korsakov. Set during Russia’s early seven-
teenth-century ‘Time of Troubles’ (1598–1613), this opera offers an eerie psychologi-
cal depiction of the guilt-ridden title character, who had come to the throne after
arranging the murder of the rightful heir. Tortured by remorse, he dies just as a preten-
der who has heard the tale and set out to impersonate the heir triumphantly arrives to
claim his rights.

The Met’s general manager Giulio Gatti-Casazza called Boris Godunov ‘the most
important addition to the repertoire’ during his long tenure, which lasted from 1908
to 1935 and saw the introduction of many important works by other major composers.21

Mahler had died in 1911, leaving responsibility for the production to the Met’s leading
Italian repertoire conductor, Arturo Toscanini. Italian, consequently, would be the
language of the production. Toscanini’s preparations were thorough and meticulous,
‘extreme even for him’, in the words of an early historian of the company.22 Didur
sang the title role with a cast of singers whose names have, with the exception of the
contralto Louise Homer (who sang Marina Mniszek), not entered posterity. The mise-
en-scène represented Russia at its most current. The sets and costumes were the originals
designed by Aleksandr Golovin and Aleksandr Benois (costumes by Ivan Bilibin) for the
Ballets Russes’s thunderously successful staging of the opera in Paris in 1908. Having
negotiated inconclusively with the Ballets Russes’s director Sergei Diaghilev for an
American tour to his company’s stage, Gatti-Casazza acquired the sets from the Paris
Opera, which had bought them from Diaghilev but itself not yet staged the work.23

There was no doubt that the Met mounted Boris Godunov to inject a thrilling exoti-
cism into the veins of its repertoire. Indeed, one of the principal explanations for the
Ballets Russes’s tremendous international success was that the Russian company presented
something totally different from the Late Romantic German and Italian works then in
vogue at the Met and throughout the Western world: a radiantly colourful image of
Russia’s national character, however artistic, fanciful or even non-Russian elements of
it may have been. Although the Ballets Russes did not tour the United States until
1916, many culturally inclined Americans who travelled to Europe encountered them
there, while many more followed copious press coverage at home.24

Eager to tap into enthusiasm for the brilliant Russian company, Gatti-Casazza
wanted to stage Boris as early as the 1911–12 season.25 In an interview with the
New York Times just before the Met premiere, the general manager called Mussorgsky
a ‘savage . . . a barbarian who knew little about technique and wrote what he felt.’
This potentially Orientalist speech was hardly meant as an insult. As the general
manager elaborated, he found ‘savagery’ and ‘barbarism’ attractive qualities in a com-
poser he thought ‘a genius’ and ‘several decades ahead of his time.’26 Unlike Tchaikovs-
ky’s more ‘international’ (i.e. ‘Western’) style, Mussorgsky’s music resounded with a
far more authentically national sound. Boris Godunov would thus be ‘the first really
Russian work performed at this house.’ When Met audiences heard it, Gatti-Casazza
promised, ‘it will not remind you of anything else.’27
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The press agreed when the curtain went up on Boris Godunov on 19 March 1913.
Richard Aldrich’s Times review marvelled that the Met had:

. . . brought before the public an operatic work of a sort wholly new to it; a work of
a Russian composer in the most uncompromising Russian style – a work that is
unmistakably intended for the Russian audience, that has in it much that makes a
special appeal to such an audience and is even in certain parts hardly intelligible
to any other, so deeply is it saturated with the Russian spirit and so exclusively con-
cerned with the history, manners, customs, characters, scenes and surroundings of
Russia, the general outlook of the Russian people, and especially, so deeply rooted
in it in the soil of the Russian folksong.28

Using the adjective ‘Russian’ six times in his review’s first paragraph left little doubt
about Aldrich’s opinion of the work’s appeal, even if he heard it sung entirely in
Italian. As the Met’s management expected, Boris Godunov’s primary interest for the
American audience rested in its unusual and ‘exotic’ character. Aldrich swooned at:

. . . the elemental power of its inspiration and execution, the vividness of its
emotional expression, the picturesqueness of most of its scenes and, to a remarkable
degree, the novel and seizing imaginative quality of its music, often rude and unpol-
ished, filled now with a grim sadness and gloom and now with boisterous gayety
[sic], now with grace and vivacity, and rising with relentless power to the tragic cul-
mination of the work . . . It has a directness that seizes and grips the listener.29

Undoubtedly, Mussorgsky ‘opened a wholly new vista in New York’s musical as well as
operatic experience.’30 That vista represented ‘Russianness’ itself as musical New York
would understand it for the next generation.

Along with the Met’s direction, the press celebrated Boris as something that felici-
tously ‘discards the conventions of Italian opera.’ Mussorgsky accomplished this by
moving the dramatic centre away from individual characters and towards the large
and voluble chorus he employed. To many students of Russian history, especially
those who viewed it through the Revolution of 1917, this innovation has suggested a
revolutionary statement of opposition by ‘the people’ against doomed tsarist
tyranny.31 But to pre-revolutionary New York audiences, the chorus’s prominence
seemed more a curiosity than a political statement. ‘The chorus has really the star
part in the work’, Aldrich wrote without adding any comment about struggling
masses or oppressive politics. He was greatly more impressed by the production’s
visual effect, which he found ‘one of the most brilliant, imposing, and characteristic
stage settings’ the Met had ever presented.32 William J. Henderson of the New York
Sun agreed, writing that ‘in no other opera is the chorus made a more individual and
important factor . . . none exceeds this in the presentation and atmosphere of theatrical
sense, of that great, indescribable, subtle background of intangible emotion which gives
a drama vitality.’33 Again, the interpretation was artistic and not political. For the
New York Tribune’s Henry Krehbiel, the dean of American music critics at the time,
the opera was ‘strong . . . not so much because of its story or of the splendid barbarism
of its external integument as because of its nationalism, which is proclaimed in the use of
Russian folksong.’34 This early use of the term ‘nationalism’ clearly meant ‘national
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provenance’ or ‘national character’ rather than the word’s clinical modern political
definition. Krehbiel reinforced his aesthetic appreciation by comparing Didur’s Boris
to Shakespeare’s Macbeth and Richard III rather than to the real life Alexander III or
Nicholas II.35

Boris Godunov triumphed as one of the Met’s earliest runaway hits. The company
revived it in each of the next 16 seasons, until 1928–29. The Ballets Russes sets and cos-
tumes remained in use until 1947, ironically giving them far more exposure than
Diaghilev’s original company ever did. Even in the 1916–17 and 1917–18 seasons,
which coincided with Russia’s revolutionary year, media comment continued to dwell
on the opera’s aesthetic and national qualities to the exclusion of its potential political
implications. Its only political meaning in the era had to do with Germany. When Amer-
ica’s entry into the First World War in April 1917 caused the Met to cancel German
works planned for the next season, a performance of Boris Godunov was scheduled for
the new season’s second night, a space on the schedule traditionally reserved for a
Wagner opera.36

The great Russian bass Fedor Shaliapin’s assumption of the title role from December
1921 only enhanced the opera’s aesthetic appeal, if in part for the simple reason that the
singer was an international superstar already well known to New York audiences from
his previous tours. Shaliapin’s performances, which continued at the Met until the opera
fell out of the repertoire for a decade from 1929, presented a new linguistic hurdle – he
sang in Russian while the rest of the cast carried on in Italian. Nevertheless, his appear-
ances were stunning and celebrated. Deems Taylor of the New York World covered Sha-
liapin’s first Met performance in the role, which was also the bass’s first appearance with
the company after a 13-year absence. Shaliapin, he wrote:

. . . lived Boris; he was Boris . . . all sense of artifice, of the theatre, vanished. As
long as he was there the other singers, the scenery, the audience, even Moussorgs-
ky’s great music – all were blotted out. One saw only the Czar Boris Godunoff,
living, triumphant, agonizing and dying. Chaliapin must be the most stupendous
stage personality in the world . . . His voice is marvelous.37

The sold-out performance was an ‘extraordinary event in the Metropolitan’s history . . .
one of infinitely higher artistic calibre.’38 It ended with an audience ‘hysterical in its
reception of the great Russian. The roar that greeted him after the Kremlin scene
was deafening. And well they might cheer. They were seeing operatic history in the
making.’39 Even the chorus’s dramatic role paled in significance. Taylor’s only
comment about it was that it sounded under-rehearsed.40 To Krehbiel, Shaliapin’s per-
formance suggested ‘one of the old time heroes of tragedy.’ His Russian-language singing
allowed the part to achieve ‘its full power.’41 The only truly negative comment was
Oscar Thompson’s complaint in Musical America that the Italian conductor Gennaro
Papi’s ‘Russianism was less than skin-deep.’42 To be more ‘authentically Russian’, in
other words, would have been preferable by far.

Shaliapin was already known to Met audiences. He made his debut in one of his sig-
nature parts, the title role of Arrigo Boito’s Mefistofele, in 1907 and then returned for The
Barber of Seville, Faust and Don Giovanni. If press coverage of his early Met seasons is taken
at face value, he had initially been as mysterious as the land of his birth. Vogue called him
an ‘ardent revolutionist’, while Musical America reported that he had been a ‘functionary
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of the [Russian] Government . . . whose vote condemned men to death.’43 Both were
wrong. Shaliapin profusely maintained his aloofness from politics, at least until he emi-
grated in disgust from Soviet Russia. His sole political statement during his time at the
Met was to appear on stage after a January 1922 performance of Boris to thank the
United States for its kindness to him and famine relief efforts in Russia.44 The only
‘revolution’ attributed to his New York performances came in Henderson’s review of
the opera’s sold-out first performance of the 1922–23 season, in which the critic
joked about a soggy mob of would-be spectators stuck in the rain seething at the impossi-
bility of getting tickets.45 As late as 1929, the opera’s printed programme still, and
perhaps nostalgically, credited the production’s set designer Golovin as ‘A. Golovine,
St. Petersburg and Moscow,’ despite the former city’s two re-namings since the pro-
duction’s premiere in 1913.46

The success of Boris Godunov created great expectations for other Russian works as
Gatti-Casazza explored their potential for profitability and artistic interest. The opera’s
enormous success drove the Met’s management to think about other Russian operas. ‘In
the unexplored Russian works,’ one early historian of the company remarked, ‘Gatti had
found a fertile field . . . the interest in their freshness, and the worth of their music
placed them among the most admirable of his various endeavours.’47 A news report
of April 1913, just after Boris Godunov’s premiere, suggested that Gatti-Casazza
planned to stage Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin as early as the next season.48 This pro-
duction did not materialise, but as one critic argued a few years later, ‘a Russian
opera is so valuable an asset to the Metropolitan Opera House under present circum-
stances that none can be allowed to escape from the repertory.’49 In the remaining
two decades of his tenure, Gatti-Casazza essayed six more Russian operas:50 Alexander
Borodin’s Prince Igor (1915), Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin (1920), Mussorgsky’s The Fair
at Sorochintsy (1930), and three operas by Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov: The Golden Cockerel
(1918), The Snow Maiden (1922) and Sadko (1930). None of these works, however, came
close to Boris’s appeal. Three of them – The Fair at Sorochintsy, The Snow Maiden and Sadko
– disappeared after short runs and never returned to the Met’s stage. Eugene Onegin van-
ished after just eight performances and only returned in 1957. After the last perform-
ance of the Prince Igor production in 1917, that opera disappeared until 2014. Only The
Golden Cockerel had more staying power, appearing sporadically in the repertoire until
1945, but its frequency and popularity paled in comparison with Boris.

Why was this the case? In several respects, the other Russian works rated as victims
of Boris’s success. The successful and highly popular affects of Mussorgsky’s most famous
opera delivered much of what the New York audiences and the critics who surveyed and
informed their opinions understood as ‘Russia’ or ‘Russian.’ Critical comment on other
Russian repertoire selections frequently measured their comparative ‘Russianness’
against what they were continuing to experience in Boris, which dominated the
Russian repertoire during virtually the entire period in which the other Russian
works were introduced.

For a work to be insufficiently ‘Russian’ could spell its doom. This was certainly the
case for Borodin’s Prince Igor, which entered the Met repertoire in an Italian-language
production in December 1915. Over the three consecutive seasons in which it appeared
(1915–18), some critical reaction praised its score’s ‘authentic’ national elements,
especially the Polovtsian Dances and their appealing ‘Oriental coloring.’51 Krehbiel’s
review in the Tribune praised the opera’s ‘wonderful Slavic choruses and the Tartar
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[sic] dances which raise “Prince Igor” from the level of dull Italian opera.’52 A Times critic
who reviewed a revival of the opera in an article titled ‘Prince Igor Brings Russia Here
Again’ also exalted the ‘wild and barbaric’ Polovtsian Dances as its ‘most powerful
episode.’53 Although the Polovtsians are ethnically distinct adversaries of the opera’s
Slavic characters, they were easily conflated, even among Russians as David Schimmel-
penninck van der Oye has observed, in an abstract understanding of what constituted a
Russian ‘exotic self.’54

Nevertheless, there were problems with Prince Igor’s authenticity. Despite his praise
for the opera’s choruses Krehbiel faulted musical passages more defined by Italianate
lyricism, which struck him as too derivative and therefore uninspired. It was in these
moments, he lamented, that Borodin’s ‘soul undergoes a momentous change and
loses its Slavic color and drifts helplessly across the Alps into the vineyards of Italy.’
The opera would have been better if its composer could ‘sing of the joys of vodka.’
However stereotypically, this would exclaim ‘all the joys of the Russian race.’55

Aldrich of the Times also criticised the Met production for its less authentically
Russian affect. He noted that its sets were not, like Boris’s, taken from the Ballets
Russes but rather crafted internally by non-Russian artists. ‘Unfortunately’, Aldrich
complained, ‘the setting of “Prince Igor” is not of Russian execution, and lacks the
exotic note that makes the scenery in “Boris Godounoff ” at the Metropolitan so impress-
ive.’56 Another review regretted that the opera’s appealing ‘Russian’ moments were
‘fewer and further between’ and ‘vaguer and less coherent.’ Employing another geo-
graphic metaphor, the same critic concluded that ‘it offers little that is likely to rouse
the enthusiasm of an audience in this latitude’ or, importantly given the appeal of exoti-
cism, ‘set the Occidental heart beating wildly.’57 If Boris succeeded because the Met pro-
duction enlivened its intensely ‘Russian’ character, the company’s production of Prince
Igor flopped because it was not ‘Russian’ enough.58

Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin faced the same problem when it appeared in an Italian-
language production in March 1920. Like the composer’s other opera, The Queen of
Spades, Eugene Onegin is an intensely human drama, a tale of lost romance in which
the world-weary title character rejects his naive admirer Tatiana, flirts with her
sister, and then kills the sister’s fiancé, his own best friend Lensky, in a duel. Full of
remorse, Onegin travels abroad and then returns to Russia to find his admirer grown
up into a formidable married woman whom he now realises he loves. Aching with
regret for his empty life and past mistakes, he confesses his feelings only to be rejected,
even though she admits that she still loves him, too.

The opera’s premiere attracted an ‘enormous audience’, once again in anticipation
of an exotic thrill from its expected ‘Russianness.’59 But despite the opera’s popularity in
more recent times, its Met premiere offered only disappointment. Aldrich’s review in
the Times despaired the absence of ‘a strongly marked Russian character’ and faulted
Tchaikovsky’s inspiration as ‘personal . . . not national.’60 James Gibbons Huneker of
the New York World detested Tchaikovsky’s ‘syrupy music’, which he found ‘so
Italian.‘ It reminded him of ‘watery, sugary bon bons.’ The critic’s only compliment
was for conductor Artur Bodanzky’s ‘vivacious conducting and spirited tempi,’
which, in a paraphrase of Mark Twain’s quip about Wagner, ‘made the music seem
better than it is.’61 The bass Adam Didur, whom Huneker mistakenly identified as
‘Russian’ (the singer was Polish by ethnicity and born in Austria-Hungary), drew the
critic’s ire for sounding ‘as Italian as his colleagues.’ ‘It was all so delightfully transparent
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and old-fashioned’, the review concluded, ‘Henry James would have described the
evening as “abysmally entertaining.”’62 James had died two years earlier and could not
comment, but posterity agreed. The whole evening suggested a stale Italian opera per-
formance of yesteryear. A remembrance of the production published in 1966 still
recalled the principals as essentially Italian ‘rather than characters at all Russian.’63

Once again, the problem was that the opera was not ‘Russian’ enough for
New York’s musical cognoscenti, who craved Eastern exoticism. ‘The arias, duos,
and other concerted numbers’, Huneker complained with nationally conscious flair,
‘at no time suggest the powerful paw of the Scythian lion.’64 In a reversal of what we
normally understand about Edward Said’s concept of ‘Orientalism’, the opera’s stylistic
similarity to Western works only compounded its deficiency. ‘It can scarcely be said’,
concluded a history of the Met published in 1940, ‘that Tchaikowsky is a firm favorite
among the opera-goers of New York.’65 In Onegin’s debut season and the one that fol-
lowed, it had just eight performances.

But was ‘Russianness’ sufficient for an opera to be sufficiently ‘Russian’, in the
New York cultural world’s understanding, an attribute powerful enough to ensure
success? Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Golden Cockerel (Le Coq d’Or) suggested that it might
be when it entered the Met repertoire in 1918. Performed in French, as was customary
since its Ballets Russes performances in Paris, the opera first appeared as the second part
of a double bill with Pietro Mascagni’s melodramatic honour tale Cavalleria Rusticana.

Like Boris, The Golden Cockerel had been another Ballets Russes favourite. Although the
company’s visits were logistically problematic and commanded little popularity beyond
New York, its performances, along with scandalous attention from the police and con-
cerned civic groups, had brought Russian ‘exoticism’ to the fore of American cultural
life in the years immediately before The Golden Cockerel’s premiere.66 The Met’s manage-
ment had even organised the tour’s practical arrangements, and the house hosted several
weeks of performances after the conclusion of the opera season.

The Golden Cockerel’s plot is about an unfortunate Russian ruler who starts a foolish
war with an Eastern neighbour and loses not to the enemy queen’s armies, but to her
exotic enchantment. In the end he is pecked to death by the eponymous cockerel, the
pet of an astrologer whom he kills after the latter demands the foreign queen in
exchange for his wise counsel.

When the opera premiered at the Met in March 1918, the critic William Henderson
took it for a ‘fantastical, whimsical, delicious bit of foolery’, evoking the appealingly
exotic Oriental affect that had made ‘Boris’ such a success.67 Michel Fokine’s scenario
for the Ballets Russes, which the Met adapted and used until 1937, placed the singers
on the sides of stage, while dancers mimed the plot at centre stage. This modernist inno-
vation, another bold statement of the Russian ‘exotic’, contributed to the opera’s endur-
ing popularity. Enjoying a total of 28 performances over four consecutive seasons, its
temporary departure from the repertoire from 1922 to 1924 was greeted with ‘lamen-
tations.’68 When it returned to the Met in January 1924, reviews of this ‘undiluted
delight’ continued to praise its ‘mixture of humor and fantasy.’69 The Golden Cockerel
went on to 39 more performances in seven seasons before falling out of the repertoire
in 1945.

The Golden Cockerel’s relative success, one critic noticed, ‘suggested the advisability
of producing at the same place another famous opera by the same composer.’70 In
January 1922 the curtain went up on the Met’s next Rimsky-Korsakov offering, The
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Snow Maiden. Featuring Lucrezia Bori in the title role and, like The Golden Cockerel, sung
in French, the new work dazzled critics and audiences alike. Henry T. Finck of the
New York Post delighted in the opera’s ‘delicious exotic melody a-plenty, paired with
piquant whirling rhythms, unique harmonies and rich orchestral colors.’ The final
two acts especially appealed to him, for:

. . . there is hardly a pause in the flow of the composer’s inspiration. Were it only
for the delicious music of these two acts every operagoer who hears it would bless
Mr. Gatti-Casazza for staging this Russian opera; an opera, moreover, which will
interest children as well as adults.71

Unlike the disappointing Onegin, the décors of the émigré Russian artist Boris Anisfel’d
(a collaborator of the Ballets Russes who had settled in the United States) sounded ‘a
thoroughly Russian national note.’72

Nevertheless, the Snow Maiden’s charm did not last. Its Russian affect may have been
there for the critics to praise, but it lacked staying power. The score, structured around a
series of set pieces, lacked Boris’s forcefulness and vitality. While the ‘Russianness’ was
present in the opera’s style, its relative lack of dynamic action and emotion dampened
the initial burst of popularity it had elicited. Henderson’s review called it ‘fluent . . . but
not impressive.’ The Snow Maiden had 11 performances over two consecutive seasons and
then vanished, never to return to the Met stage.73

The next two Russian operas Gatti-Casazza introduced at the Met shared this fate.
Both premiering in 1930, Rimsky-Korsakov’s Sadko and Mussorgsky’s The Fair at Soro-
chintsy captured the desired ‘Russian’ affect but offered too little dynamism to enjoy sus-
tained popularity. Initially, the New York Times critic Olin Downes thought Sadko ‘a
brilliant episode’ of ‘extraordinary freshness’ that offered to deliver the Met audience
from the ‘outworn European conventions’ still lingering in the German and Italian
Late Romantic stock that dominated the repertoire.74 Critic and Met historian Irving
Kolodin believed that ‘Gatti made one of the more fortunate choices of his later
years.’75 The émigré Russian artist Sergei Soudeikine’s sets reflected ‘the vastness and
grandeur of [the opera’s] native land, as translated in terms of poetry and music by
the Russian imagination.’76 Sadko’s ‘musical interest and the virtue of novelty’ attracted
a large dress rehearsal audience of 600, the greatest number that had attended such an
event since the dress rehearsal of the Met’s ill-fated first production of Richard Strauss’s
highly sexualised opera Salome in 1907.77

Sadko indisputably offered the necessary ‘Russianness’, but the opera disappeared,
again never to return to the Met, after only 16 performances. While praising the pro-
duction’s laudable ‘sumptuousness’, Henderson’s review found ‘small charm’ in the music:

One slow tempo after another, melancholy moods, and absence of a climax mark
many, if not all, of the solo scenes. Fundamentally the defects of the music,
which are also its merits, lie in its uncompromising nationalism [i.e. national pro-
venance]. Tonalities and rhythms are those which we have heard over and over in the
creations of the builders of the Russian nationalistic [i.e. national] school. The inces-
sant use of the short phrase mercilessly reiterated, which is the melodic pattern of
too many Russian folk songs, becomes tiresome before the opera is half over. Yet
what else could a Russian do with a Russian legend?78
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The second new Russian opera introduced in 1930, Mussorgsky’s comic The Fair at Sor-
ochintsy, was an even greater disappointment. Despite more attractive sets by Soudei-
kine, Kolodin judged it ‘unsubstantial, definitely disappointing.’79 Little else was
made of it and it vanished after only five performances.

The central problem was that most of the Met’s exploration of the Russian reper-
toire beyond Boris Godunov had been either insufficiently ‘Russian’ to capture significant
attention or had, while being Russian enough, failed to equal Boris’s immense dramatic
power and was thus considered hackneyed and boring. Boris’s popularity had never
flagged during its 16 seasons in the repertoire because it contained distinctive elements
that set it apart from other Russian works while showcasing its national character in
alluring relief.

The Met repertoire featured virtually no Russian opera through the rest of the
1930s. Three special concerts of exclusively Russian music presented by the company
in 1930 and 1931 failed to generate much more interest, though touring companies
of Russian émigré artists that visited New York did attract sizeable audiences and critical
acclaim.80 No new Russian work would premiere at the Met until Mussorgsky’s Kho-
vanshchina appeared in February 1950. And after its paltry four-performance run,
there was no further premiere of an untried Russian work until Dmitri Shostakovich’s
Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk in 1994.

In addition to the two unsuccessful Russian productions introduced in 1930, the
consequences of the Great Depression also began to catch up with the company. The
1932–33 season was the company’s shortest in four decades; that same year the admin-
istration reduced ticket prices for the first time since 1884. Concerned patrons began
ambitious public fundraising drives, while the company itself transformed from its orig-
inal patron-based concern into a public association. A mortgage on the opera house was
subscribed to replace financial shortfalls.81 This was no time to take risks with daring
new repertoire selections, and the company’s latitude to explore a wider range of
works narrowed considerably.

As the Met’s finances recovered towards the end of the decade, its new general
manager Edward Johnson, a Canadian tenor who succeeded Gatti-Casazza in 1935,
planned to revitalise the repertoire. Since Johnson had sung the title role in the
Met’s production of Sadko, Russian opera was not beyond his experience. Still unwilling
to risk another new Russian work, however, he tentatively revived Boris Godunov for only
two performances late in the 1938–39 season. Golovin’s old Ballets Russes sets were
repainted. Shaliapin had just died, and with Ezio Pinza cast in the title role the language
of performance would again be totally Italian. Pinza had appeared in the opera’s lesser
bass role of Pimen in the 1920s and had also sung in the ill-fated production of The Fair of
Sorochintsy.

After an absence of nearly a decade, Johnson introduced the first of the two Boris
performances as a benefit for the Metropolitan Opera Guild and Reserve Fund. Both
events were stunning successes and delivered considerable financial returns. Olin
Downes’ Times review noted the ‘packed’ house and ‘appreciative and discriminating’
audience. In his opinion, restoring Boris to the repertoire fully justified Johnson’s
post-performance stage announcement that ‘the Metropolitan is not a decadent insti-
tution, but one that looks to a new future.’82 According to Kolodin, the opera’s
‘revival must be recorded as one of the major accomplishments of the Johnson
regime.’83
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Boris Godunov’s quintessentially Russian characteristics and powerful dramatic frame-
work once again made it the operatic icon for the Met audience’s perceptions of Russia.
Since no other Russian work could equal its popularity and staying power, this was
perhaps unavoidable.

Intriguingly, Boris’s significance for a Russia transformed by revolution and Stalinism
now finally began to attract political comment to the Russian repertoire. None of the
earlier Russian productions had done so, even when they appeared during times of
immense crisis in Russia itself. Prince Igor, for example, failed to provoke comment
on the Revolution of 1917, even though its performances continued all through the
revolutionary year.84 This was strikingly true despite its plot’s obvious parallels to
Nicholas II’s fate in the First World War. Like the opera’s title character, the tsar fell
from power after a prolonged absence at the front during a failing war. Like Prince
Igor, The Golden Cockerel’s plot about another Russian ruler caught up in a lost war
could also have readily provoked political comment in these years. Its performance
history in Russia, where it premiered at Sergei Zimin’s private opera theatre in
Moscow in 1909, recommended such an interpretation. Russia’s censors found the
work controversial enough to require revisions to the libretto, and many Russian obser-
vers had received it as a biting satire of Nicholas II’s disastrous war with Japan in 1904–
05.85 Nevertheless, when the opera premiered at the Met in March 1918, just months
after the Bolshevik coup and in the same month that the Soviet regime withdrew from
the First World War, there was no comment in the New York press or among observers
about its potential political meanings.

Even the American ‘Red Scare’ of 1919–20 – a fierce political persecution of com-
munist and anarchist activists for suspected disloyalty – failed to register in receptions of
the Russian repertoire. The American Legion and similar right-wing groups who made
pronouncements on cultural politics ignored Igor, Boris and the other Russian works and
instead sought a court injunction against reprised performances of Wagner, whose Par-
sifal returned to the Met in February 1920.86 Since there was no pronounced comment
on American interpretations of contemporary Russia through the medium of opera, it is
entirely reasonable to assume that Met audiences and critics saw no need to understand
the repertoire politically. In an age before large-scale study of Russia took hold in the
United States, it remained a remote and foreign place, a despotism little known or
understood even by well-educated Americans.87 Exhausted by the exigencies of the
First World War and retreating into the isolationism that largely defined American
foreign policy in the interwar era, the nexus of entertainment with politics, or at
least Russian politics, remained elusive.

But by the late 1930s – when the public had learned of Stalinism, purge trials and
the disturbing approach of the Second World War – attitudes had definitely changed.
Downes’ review of Boris’s revival in 1939 recognised this by mentioning the chorus’s
central role as a revolutionary force that rose ‘to crush opposition and to fully
revenge the misdeeds of the monarch.’88 This was the first time in the history of the
Russian repertoire at the Metropolitan Opera that the political dimensions of either
Boris or any other work had registered in criticism.

Evidence of rising political sensibility only increased demands for national authen-
ticity, even though Boris had already achieved this to a much greater extent than any
other work. When the opera returned for a normal run in the 1939–40 season,
Downes qualified his review with disappointment that the Met still used Rimsky-
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Korsakov’s too ‘European’ orchestration of the score instead of Mussorgsky’s more
authentically Russian original version, which the Soviet musicologist Pavel Lamm had
discovered in 1928. As Downes later wrote, Rimsky-Korsakov’s revisions ‘inexcusably
vitiate[d] the force and originality of Mussorgsky’s invention.’89 In other words, the Boris
New York knew had unrealised exoticism that was just waiting to be released. Downes
also thought the opera’s Polish act too ‘Western’ in character for the work to sound as
credibly ‘Russian’ as it could and suggested that it be dropped. The Italian conductor
Ettore Panizza’s languid conducting further weakened the performance and eviscerated
its appeal by making it sounds more European, and therefore inauthentic, than Russian
and therefore more real.90

Downes amplified his complaints about authenticity when the opera returned under
the more persuasive baton of George Szell in late 1942, a year and a half after Hitler
invaded the Soviet Union and a year after America entered the war. Now the Times
critic credited the chorus, which he unequivocally identified with ‘the Russian
people’, as ‘the greater of the two’ protagonists in the opera, though he did praise
Pinza’s performance as the finest he had yet given. Downes’ continuing critique of
the Rimsky-Korsakov version of the score now complained that it did not end with
the Kromy Forest scene, which shows the crowd at its most rebellious and blood-
thirsty.91 Alexander Kipnis’s performances in the title role in early 1943 returned to
the days of Shaliapin when the former bass sang his performances in Russian, while
the rest of the cast continued in Italian. For Howard Taubman of the Times, this
choice was ‘wise’, for ‘that is the language to which Mussorgsky wrote his music and
the part achieves its full stature, power and impact in Russian.’92 Yet again, the more
‘Russian’ the performance’s character, the better it sounded and the more enthusiasti-
cally it was received.

That autumn, the Met once more revived Boris, hailed in the New York press as ‘the
greatest of Russian operas’,93 as the gala opening night performance to celebrate both
the beginning of the 1943–44 season and the sixtieth anniversary of the company’s
founding. It was the first of only four occasions on which a Russian opera would have
the distinction of opening a Met season.94 Although Pinza reprised the title role in an
all-Italian performance, the choice of work suddenly had obvious political overtones
that were heavily discussed in the press. Opening just after the ‘Big Three’ Allied
wartime leaders met in Tehran to firm up their arrangements for the rest of the war
and the postwar world, Boris was deliberately chosen ‘as a tribute to the gallantry
and heroism of the Soviet Union’s fighting forces and people’ and ‘reflected the high
hopes of this country and its allies.’95 Special telegrams of appreciation arrived from
the Bolshoi Theatre’s director Samuel Samosud and Soviet composer Dmitrii Shostako-
vich, whose portrait had appeared on the cover of Time magazine the previous year.
Shostakovich praised ‘the ever-increasing interest toward the art of my compatriots
on the part of our friends, the American people . . . I see an expression of special sym-
pathy with Soviet Russia.’96

Every Met opening night is a great society event, but this one was special. More
people applied for tickets than for any Met opening night in the previous 15 years,
and the box office reported greater sales than even Shaliapin’s performances had com-
manded in the 1920s. The large number of uniformed military personnel made a strong
impression, as did the reduced presence of private cars, whose use was limited by gaso-
line rationing.97
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The opera’s chorus, whose presentation of the ‘the Russian people’ had grown
stronger and more noticeable as war loomed, now definitely attracted the most atten-
tion. ‘The chorus’, Taubman wrote in the Times, ‘represents the people of Russia, and
Mussorgsky has made the people a foremost protagonist of his opera. These people,
oppressed, bewildered, and murmurous [sic] with rebellion, were the progenitors of
the valiant folk who are now throwing the Nazi invaders out of their land.’ The
message, he believed, was not lost on the audience. Taubman claimed that the spectators
of Boris had radically transformed from the Met’s original elite patrons into a more
democratic group in a theatre that now stood as ‘the head and fount of opera for all
the peoples of the country.’ His review dwelled on the seriousness of the standing-
room crowd and the dedication of the workmen and soldiers who in large part made
it up.98

Life magazine’s glossy reportage followed in the same vein. It praised the seriousness
of the working-class spectators, whose ‘musical manners’, it claimed, were better than
those of the rich patrons sitting in the Met’s expensive boxes. The photos illustrated a
cross-section of soldiers, socialites, reporters, ordinary people and stage images. A
picture of the arriving Manhattan socialites Mrs George Kavanaugh and Lady Decies tell-
ingly included a working-class woman attendee, who, the caption assures us, is scowling
at them.99

Taubman’s review of the Boris Godunov opening night gala also noted that the Met’s
roster of artists featured a large number of American singers, who by that time com-
prised more than half the company.100 Comments about the Met’s growing ‘democra-
tisation’ and ‘Americanisation’ complemented discussion regarding the opera’s
authenticity in terms of the language of performance. Since the company produced
almost every other production in the original language of the opera in question, the
French, Italian or mixed-language performances of Russian works began to attract deri-
sive comment. The composer Virgil Thomson reviewed the 1943 gala performance of
Boris largely in linguistic terms, arguing that giving the opera in Italian, though ‘locally
traditional’, struck him as ‘really absurd.’ The performers ‘simply cannot act Russian,
much less make us understand Russian history, while they are singing in the language of
Dante and d’Annunzio.’ While he praised the musical performance, it struck him as
‘anything but Russian.’101

The central problem, however, remained that native Russian-speaking singers like
Shaliapin and Kipnis were rarities, while very few American or West European
singers had expanded their language skills to Russian. The baritone George London,
who sang Boris in English at the Met in the 1950s, lamented that he was never able
to find a Russian singer outside the Soviet Union who had sung the role in the original
to study with.102 Although it is unclear how the Met reached its decision to stage its last
revival of The Golden Cockerel during the 1944–45 season in English rather than the usual
French, the effort waned for linguistic reasons. Musical America’s Oscar Thompson found
that Tatiana Drowne’s translation ‘obviously lacks’ and that the text could be ‘only
partly caught by the most intense listening.’103 Commissioning translations of other
libretti, moreover, threatened to add unwanted expense, as later did the costly pro-
cedure of retraining the Met’s large chorus to perform their scenes in Boris Godunov
in English.104 Boris’s immediate postwar performances, given in the 1946–47 season,
retained the Italian libretto. Again featuring Pinza in the title role, under the direction
of the Russian-born conductor Emil Cooper, the revival was thought to have offered the
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company’s best performances since Boris returned to the repertoire in 1939.105 Richard
Tucker’s debut as the False Dmitrii added vocal lustre.106 But, regardless of the language
of performance, Mussorgsky’s masterpiece had retained its mantle as the epitome of
Russian operatic art before New York audiences.

Conclusion

When the Metropolitan Opera introduced its first production of Tchaikovsky’s The
Queen of Spades in 1910, its management had high expectations that Russian works
would revitalise the repertoire. Although Tchaikovsky’s spectral opera proved a false
start, critical commentary consistently revealed that operatic expressions of Russia’s
‘exotic’ character potentially held a unique source of appeal. This was especially true
of Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov, which premiered in 1913 and remained a crowd-pleasing
repertoire favourite for the next 16 seasons and again during the Second World War.
Observers called it the most significant new work introduced during Giulio Gatti-Casaz-
za’s 27-year tenure as general manager (and he agreed) and identified it as ‘the greatest
of Russian operas.’

The appeal of Russian works rested on their distinctly national affect and drama.
Their music struck audiences and critics as a new and exciting alternative to the Late
Romantic West European works that long dominated the Met’s repertoire, while
their drama stimulated appreciation of the ‘exotic’ extremes of the country’s past and
character. This would not be inconsistent with the prejudices and expectations of a
public educated on and influenced by Custine and political atmospheres that highlighted
Russia as something apart from America’s liberal democratic political tradition. While
this is hardly an original observation of Russian works in general, these alluring qualities
drew high praise for Boris Godunov. It is in productions of other works, however, that the
more monolithic understanding of the appeal of Russian opera breaks down. When audi-
ences and critics detected a lack of Russian distinctiveness, as they entirely did in Tchai-
kovsky’s Eugene Onegin (premiered 1920) and in important elements of Borodin’s Prince
Igor (1915), they harshly criticised their musical and dramatic qualities for being
inauthentic as measured against their expectations, which remained defined by Boris
Godunov and its extremes. Too often the other operas struck them as ‘Italian’ in character
and therefore derivative and inherently less interesting than the more authentically
‘Russian’ works. The exoticism of Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Golden Cockerel, on the
other hand, enabled it to survive as a relatively popular revival piece, though not on
the scale of Boris.

Several subsequent forays into the Russian repertoire, including Rimsky-Korsakov’s
The Snow Maiden (1922), the same composer’s Sadko (1930) and Mussorgsky’s The Fair at
Sorochintsy (1930), turned out to be critical and popular failures. Yet even in these cases,
the premieres of all three operas attracted considerable enthusiasm precisely because
critics eagerly anticipated their ‘Russian’ musical qualities and the dazzlingly ‘exotic’,
and therefore authentic, sets, all of which were designed by the émigré artist Sergei Sou-
deikine. But in these cases, even a discernibly authentic ‘Russian’ national affect could
not compensate for dramatic weakness.

With the return of Boris Godunov in 1939, it became clear that the most powerful
and effective operatic illustration of Russian culture would be this work, with its
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profoundly authentic Russian musical affect and trenchant drama. The war years only
enhanced its popularity. In the immediate political context of the Second World War,
in which the Soviet Union was presented as a valuable ally of the Western democracies,
its political subtexts commanded far more critical and popular attention than ever
before. As the Cold War set in, it was Mussorgsky’s opera – with its distinctive national
style, penetrating psychological drama, churning political intrigue and revolutionary
heroism – that reaffirmed the criteria necessary to set perceptions of Russian culture
in an American milieu of high culture about to reach the zenith of its democratisation
and popular appeal. And it achieved this even when the language of performance was
almost always Italian.
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