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ABSTRACT 
 

Opera at the Metropolitan: The 1896-1897 Damrosch Opera Season and 
Xaver Scharwenka’s Mataswintha 

 
David Joseph Rudari 

 
  

 Franz Xaver Scharwenka (1850-1924), was an enterprising and successful pianist, composer, 
and teacher in nineteenth century Germany who in 1893 composed an opera, Mataswintha, based 
on the novel Ein Kampf um Rom by the celebrated German author Felix Dahn.  This work, in the 
style of Richard Wagner, was most earnestly marketed by its publisher Breitkopf und Härtel, yet 
received only the following four complete performances in its lifetime: an orchestral concert 
performance and a staged performance in Weimar, Germany and an orchestral concert 
performance and a staged performance in New York City on April 1, 1897 at the Metropolitan 
Opera under the auspices of the Damrosch Opera Company.  This study explores opera in New 
York City, specifically at the Metropolitan Opera, as well as the people who brought 
Mataswintha to the Metropolitan, for its second, and final staged performance before the work 
fell into obscurity.  It concludes with a brief description of the work, based on six excerpts that 
were extracted for Breitkopf und Härtel to license for separate performance. 
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CHAPTER 1 

OPERA IN NEW YORK CITY AT THE END OF 
THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

 In New York, there is no permanent opera, no permanent opera-comique, nor even any 
operetta theatre which is sure of two years of life... The directors and their companies are all 
nomads.  Most of the artists are just visitors borrowed from the Old World, coming for one season 
only and then leaving.1 
 

this is how Jacques Offenbach described opera in New York, America’s largest city, upon his 

arrival to conduct concerts in celebration of the United States’ centennial in 1876.  In the years 

immediately following America’s Civil War, performances of opera in New York City were 

sporadic. Traveling companies came and went. Resident companies were formed, flourished, and 

then faded away.2 

 The opening of the Metropolitan Opera House on October 22, 1883 marked the beginning of 

a permanent home for opera in New York City.  With its 3,700 seats and the backing of a group 

of wealthy patrons that included “the two Roosevelts, Iselins, Goelets, the Astors, the three 

Vanderbilts, the Morgans, myself [George H. Warren], and others,”3 the Metropolitan Opera 

provided a venue for performances of operas by Wagner, Verdi, Beethoven, and Weber by 

internationally acclaimed singers and conductors.4 

Beginnings 1825-1849 

 Until the founding of the first true resident opera company in the United States, the 

Metropolitan Opera in 1883, the operatic scene in New York City was at best irregular.  With a 

severe lack of regular performances or established seasons beginning in 1750 with The Beggar’s 

Opera, the era was marked with stories of the failures and successes, careers made and lost, and a 

great deal of perseverance. The history is muddied with the sponsorship of the art form by the 

_______________ 
1  June C. Ottenberg, Opera Odyssey (Weedsport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), p. 115. 
2  Ibid., p. 116. 
3  Irving Kolodin, The Story of the Metropolitan Opera 1883-1950 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1953), p. 5. 
4  James Sullivan, editor, The History of New York State, Book 12, Chapter 17, Part 1 (New York: Lewis Historical 
Publications Company, 1927), pp. 9-12. 
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wealthy and elite of American society and the exclusion of other social classes that had been a 

part of the budding American theater audience.  By 1846-1847, however, the cause for Italian 

opera changed for the better.  During each year after 1846, three to six different companies were 

performing staged operas in Italian somewhere in the United States.  These itinerant companies 

and their personnel were marked by constant change in the impresarios, personnel, and prime 

donne who eventually appeared in many New York theaters.5  While the names and numbers of 

companies appeared to change during the years prior to the founding of the Metropolitan Opera, 

the New York public did not stand far behind their European counterparts in terms of the 

immediacy of the repertoire brought to their city.  As indicated in Table 1-1, it was not 

uncommon for works of major composers to arrive in New York City within relatively few years 

of their composition.6 

_______________ 
5  Katherine K. Preston, Opera on the Road (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993), pp. 99-100. 
6  Irving Kolodin, Francis D. Perkins/Susan Thiemann Sommer/Zdravko Blažerković, with J. Shepard and Sara 
Velez, “New York, Before 1800” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, second edition (edited by 
Stanley Sadie, 2001), XVII, p. 819. 
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Table 1-1 Chronological Presentation of Operatic Repertoire in New York City7 

COMPOSER TITLE 

YEAR OF 
COMPOSITION 
or EUROPEAN 

PREMIERE 

YEAR OF 
NEW YORK 
PREMIERE 

YEARS 
BETWEEN 

PREMIERES 

 Gay The Beggar’s Opera 1728 1750 22 
Rossini Il barbiere di Siviglia 1816 1825 9 
Mozart Don Giovanni 1787 1825 36 
Rossini Tancredi 1813 1825 12 
Rossini Otello 1816 1825 9 
Rossini Il Turco in Italia 1814 1825 9 
Rossini La Cenerentola 1817 1825 11 
Zingarelli Giulietta e Romeo8 1796 1825 29 
García La figlia dell’aria 1826 1826 same year 
Isouard Cendrillon9 1810 1827 17 
Cherubini Les deux journées 1800 1827 27 
Boieldieu La dame blanche 1825 1827 2 
Boieldieu La calife de Bagdad 1800 1827 27 
Mozart Die Zauberflöte (Eng) 1791 1830 39 
Beethoven Fidelio (Eng) 1805 1830 25 
Bellini Il pirata 1827 1832-33 5-6 
Mercadante Elisa e Claudio 1821 1832-33 11-12 
Rossini Le comte Ory 1828 1833 5 
Herold Zampa 1831 1833 2 
Rossini La gazza ladra 1817 1833 16 
Bellini I puritani 1835 1844 9 
Bellini Beatrice di Tenda 1833 1844-48 11-15 
Donizetti Lucrezia Borgia 1833 1844-48 11-15 
Donizetti Linda di Chamounix 1842 1844-48 2-6 
Verdi I Lombardi 1843 1844-48 1-7 
Verdi Ernani 1844 1847 3 
Bellini Norma 1831 1854 23 
Verdi Rigoletto 1851 1855 4 
Verdi Il trovatore 1853 1855 2 
Verdi La Traviata 1853 1856 4 
Meyerbeer L’Africana 1865 1865 same year 
Gounod Roméo et Juliette 1867 1867 same year 
Bristow Rip Van Winkle 1855 1855 same year 
Fry Leonora 1845 1858 13 
Wagner Tannhäuser 1845 1859 14 

 

_______________ 
7  Irving Kolodin, Francis D. Perkins/Susan Thiemann Sommer/Zdravko Blažerković, with Paul Griffiths, “New 
York, Opera and Musical Theatre” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, second edition (edited by 
Stanley Sadie, 2001), XVII, pp. 821-822. 
8  Also listed in other sources as Romeo e Giulietta. 
9  The Earl of Harewood, Kobbé’s Complete Opera Book, (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1963), p. 364. Etienne’s 
French libretto for Isouard’s Cendrillon was the basis for Ferretti’s text for Rossini’s Cenerentola. 
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 It appears that, on average, works were premiered in New York within twelve years of their 

composition and/or European premiere.  Those that seem to be most immediate are those of Verdi 

and Donizetti.  Those that have a bit longer interval between European and American premieres 

are those by Mozart, Rossini, and, of course, The Beggar’s Opera. 

 The history of opera in New York seems to begin with the production of John Gay’s The 

Beggar’s Opera (1728), offered by the Murray and Kean Company, and given at the Nassau 

Street Theatre on December 3, 1750.10  With a “run” of five performances,11 it reflected the 

popularity of ballad opera and companies presenting spoken theater.  This early performance of 

opera in New York City has been described in the Annals of Music in America for the year 1750:  

 The first item of special interest is The Beggar’s Opera at the “Theatre in Nassau Street,” 
New York.  This theater was a rather tumbledown affair and was not built for the purpose.  It had 
a platform and rough benches.  The chandelier was a barrel hoop through which several nails were 
driven, and on these nails were impaled candles, which provided all the light, and from which the 
tallow was likely to drip on the heads of such of the audience as had the best seats.12 
  

  The Beggar’s Opera would have a return engagement with another company, established by 

Mr. and Mrs. Lewis Hallam in 1753, the New Theatre, also on Nassau Street, which became New 

York’s first permanent playhouse, offering Flora, Devil to Pay, Damon and Phillida, and 

Virginia Unmasked,13 as well as a number of harlequinades.14 Henry Edward Krehbiel, observed 

that these were the first performances of ballad opera15 on this side of the Atlantic, and that New 

Yorkers were “oblivious of the nature of operatic music of the Italian type until Manuel García’s 

_______________ 
10  John Kenrick, “ Theatre in NYC, a Brief History,” http://www.musicals101.com/bwaythhist1.htm. (accessed May 
16, 2010). 
11  Julie Greiner, “A Brief Early History of Broadway Plays,” http://broadway-plays.visit-new-york-city.com/ 
(accessed May 16, 2010). 
12  Henry C. Lahee, Annals of Music in America (Boston: Marshall Jones, Co., 1922), p. 5. 
13  Gerald Bordman, American Musical Theatre, a Chronicle, third edition, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 
p. 1. 
14  “Harlequinade," in Encyclopædia Britannica (fifteenth ed., 2005), V, p. 708.  The harlequinade is a play or scene, 
usually in pantomime in which Harlequin, a male character, has the principal role.  Derived from the Italian commedia 
dell’arte, harlequinades came into vogue in early eighteenth century England, with a standard plot consisting of a 
pursuit of the lovers Harlequin and Colombine by the latter’s father Pantaloon and his bumpkin servant Pedrolino.  In 
the Victorian era, the harlequinade was reduced to a plotless epilogue to the main pantomime, which was often a 
dramatized fairytale. 
15  Elise K. Kirk, American Opera (Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 2001), p. 12.  Ballad opera is a type 
of light, satiric play interspersed with strophic songs set to traditional or popular tunes. 



 5 

troupe came with Rossini's Barber of Seville, in 1825.”16 Until then, Americans enjoyed operas 

that were more in the nature of musical shows, with or without spoken dialogue or a central 

plot.17 

Society Goes to the Opera  1825-1849 

 In 1825 Dominick Lynch, a wealthy New York vintner and prominent member of the New 

York City social scene, and Stephen Price, the manager of the Park Theatre, brought the Manuel 

García Italian Opera Company to New York.  Lynch, who was interested in promoting social 

activities for the elite, had traveled to London to recruit opera singers. Price made his own trips to 

London, and kept apprised of the attractions, including Italian Opera that drew the well heeled.18  

With encouragement from the librettist Lorenzo daPonte,19 professor of Italian at Columbia, 

Lynch and Price retained the García Company for a season of seventy-nine performances.  The 

repertoire included Mozart’s Don Giovanni; Rossini’s Tancredi, Otello, Il Turco in Italia and La 

Cenerentola; Zingarelli’s Romeo e Giulietta; and Garcia’s opera La figlia dell’aria accompanied 

by a local orchestra of twenty-four musicians.20  The company opened the run with Il barbiere di 

Siviglia, a shrewd business move, in that Garcia, a tenor, was the first to sing Count Almaviva in 

1816, and the work was familiar to New York audiences as an English language version had 

premiered at the Park Theatre in 1819.  The opera had been performed in New York every season 

thereafter until 1829, as well as around the country.21  The company traveled light, with eight 

singers. García served as principal tenor and manager, the second tenor doubled as the 

chorusmaster, and the basso buffo was the librettist.  Others listed on the ship’s manifest served as 

_______________ 
16  Henry Edward Krehbiel, Chapters of Opera, Second Edition (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1909), p. 16.  The 
use of the English title of Rossini’s work is Krehbiel’s. 
17  Kirk, American Opera, p. 12. 
18  Preston, Opera on the Road, p. 101. 
19  Among many other works, daPonte is recognized as the librettist for the three 1780 Italian operas that were pivotal 
in Mozart’s output, Le nozze di Figaro (1786), Don Giovanni (1787), and Così fan tutte (1790). 
20  Susan T. Sommer, “New York, Early History,” The New Grove Dictionary of Opera (edited by Stanley Sadie, 
1998), III, p. 586. 
21  Preston, Opera on the Road, p. 102-103. 
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chorus, scenic artists, and support staff.  They traveled with no orchestra, but were accompanied 

by the Park Theatre orchestra which was expanded to twenty-six as one of the largest and most 

complete orchestras assembled in the United States at the time.22  The troupe appealed to a wide 

variety of New Yorkers.  Ticket prices ranged from $2.00 for boxes and $1.00 for the pit, to 

gallery seats for the usual twenty-five cents.23  The troupe’s initial reception was good, and 

Preston notes that there was a corresponding increase of sales in the garment industry, which 

provided dress clothing for those attending the performances.  However, by June 1826, their 

fortunes had changed, and García was unable to make expenses.  The ensemble gave its last 

performance on September 30, 1826, and left for Mexico, where they gave performances for 

eighteen months before returning to Paris.24   

 Following the 1826 García performances, the French Opera Company from New Orleans, 

directed by John Davis arrived.  On July 13, 1827, they began their northern tour  at the Park 

Theatre in New York with a company of experienced singers, instrumentalists, and dancers 

imported from Paris.  The run of performances included strong, well-received French repertoire, 

including Boieldieu’s new, and extremely popular, La dame blanche, Isouard’s Cendrillon, 

Cherubini’s Les deux journées, Dalayrac’s Maison à vendre, and other works by well-known 

contemporary French composers.25   

 After a five-year absence of opera in New York City, daPonte recruited the tenor Giacomo 

Montresor and his opera company in the summer of 1832.  While the García company’s 

performances were an add-on to an existing theatrical season, the arrival of the Montresor 

company marked the first attempt by an Italian troupe to give an entire season of opera in the 

United States.  Contracted to present a series of fifty performances of works including Bellini’s Il 
_______________ 
22  Ibid., p. 103. 
23  “The Inflation Calculator”; available from http://www.westegg.com/inflation/infl.cgi; Internet accessed May 20, 
2010.  According to this resource, the ticket prices ranged from $37 to $5.00 in 2009 funds. 
24  Preston, Opera on the Road, pp. 104-106. 
25  Ottenberg, Opera Odyssey, p. 58. 
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pirata, Mercadante’s  Elisa e Claudio, and  works of Rossini,26  the Montresor company arrived 

in the fall and performed in New York and Philadelphia from October 6, 1832 through May 11, 

1833. In addition to the impresario, the company was comprised of thirty-five individuals, not 

including spouses, children, servants, and others: 

Table 1-2 The Montresor Opera Company Tour, 1832 

SINGERS ORCHESTRA STAFF 
   Soprano 5 Principal strings 3 Orchestra Director 1 

Contralto 2 Oboe 2 Chorus Director 1 
Tenor 4 Trombone 1 Scene Painter 1 
Bass 3 Harp 1 Assistant Painters 3 
Basso-buffo 1 Costumer 1 
Chorus 6 

 

 

 

  
 

Montresor’s troupe came to New York at a most advantageous time.  According to a critic in the 

New York Mirror, García and his company had initiated a change in the American musical taste, 

which the critic felt was “nothing short of a musical revolution.”27  He believed that the Italian 

(opera) had converted the ear, and that a great change had been effected with the help of its 

champions, Austin, Feron, Horn, and Pearson.  Pianos were manufactured in great number and in 

every price range, so that no house was without one, leading to the cultivation of music 

everywhere.28  

 Montresor opened the season at the Richmond Hill Theatre (the Italian Opera House) with a 

performance of La Cenerentola, which, like Il barbiere di Siviglia, was known in the United 

States.  He was disappointed with the response from the audience and critics and, by the end of 

his first season, found himself in debt to the committee that had brought him to New York.  A 

series of performances in Philadelphia drew large houses, but did not provide solid receipts, and 

_______________ 
26  Sommer, “New York, Early History” The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, III, p. 586. 
27  Preston, Opera on the Road, pp. 107. 
28  Ibid., pp. 107. 
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the company lost money.  After returning to New York for a final performance, the company 

disbanded on May 11.29  

 In August 1833, another French troupe, most likely Davis’ French Opera Company,30 arrived 

from New Orleans and brought the first performance of Rossini’s Le comte Ory and Herold’s 

Zampa.31  In November of 1833, New York’s first venue for opera, the Italian Opera House at 

Church and Leonard Streets, featured a company headed by Vincenzo Rivafinoli that performed 

in both New York and Philadelphia.  They opened with Rossini’s La Gazza ladra and backing 

from Lynch and daPonte.32  The repertoire included eighty performances of eight operas by 

Rossini, Cimarosa, and Pacini to limited success.  The end of the July 1834 season revealed a 

$30,000 deficit33 which daPonte lay at Rivafinoli’s feet.  An audit showed that Rivafinoli was just 

a bad businessman, not a crook.34  When the Italian Opera House reopened as the National 

Theatre, it joined other New York theaters as the home to British stars performing repertory in 

English, popular until the mid 1840s.   

 On February 3, 1844, Ferdinando Palmo, a restaurateur, opened Palmo’s Opera House with 

the New York premiere of I puritani.  In four seasons, he introduced Bellini’s Beatrice di Tenda, 

Donizetti’s Lucrezia Borgia, and Linda di Chamounix, and Verdi’s I Lombardi.  At the other 

theaters, pasticcios of opera in English by Balfe, Rooke, and Benedict remained popular.  While 

Palmo entertained the operaphile on Chambers Street, a more concrete symbol of wealth, social 

position, and power in the guise of Italian opera was developing on Eighth Street between 

Broadway and Lafayette.35   

_______________ 
29  Ibid., pp. 106-109. 
30  Ibid., pp. 70. 
31  Sommer, “New York, Early History” The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, III, p. 586. 
32  Preston, Opera on the Road, p. 109. 
33  “The Inflation Calculator”; available from http://www.westegg.com/inflation/infl.cgi; Internet accessed May 20, 
2010.  According to this resource, the deficit amounted to $636,430 in 2009 funds. 
34  Preston, Opera on the Road, p. 110. 
35  Sommer, “New York, Early History” in The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, III, p. 586. 
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 One hundred fifty wealthy men were raising money for another opera house.  The financial 

support given earned the subscriber a set number of seats in the new Astor Place Opera House 

(1,500-1,800 capacity), which opened on November 22, 1847 with Verdi’s Ernani.  The first two 

seasons were not profitable.  Max Maretzek (1821-1897) who served as conductor and impresario 

was a sophisticated, experienced Czechoslovakian musician with extensive musical contacts who 

managed to achieve more profitable seasons.  In the spring of 1849, he was granted the lease and 

the opportunity to manage the house.  Maretzek’s background led him to become a major figure 

in American opera.36 He was involved in the first New York performances of Verdi’s Rigoletto, Il 

trovatore, La traviata, and the Italian translations of Meyerbeer’s L’Africaine, and Gounod’s 

Roméo et Juliette.37   

Maretzek, Mapleson, and the Academy of Music 1850-1883 

 In the 1850s, opera was thought to be an art form that “flourished on failure.”38  There was a 

shift in the personnel of troupes, as the role of company leader shifted from the leading singer to 

an impresario who might also conduct.  This is where Maretzek shined.  The manager attended to 

the financial arrangements, leasing the theater, publicity, the printing of programs and tickets, and 

the more delicate aspects of production – Italian personnel hired on European trips, or those hired 

by agents on the Continent and sent over.  Maretzek had studied composition with Ignaz von 

Seyfried, a student of Haydn, and was a member of the social elite of Paris and London.  He 

moved with ease in the musical circles of both cities and with his work as a composer of operas 

and ballet, he had an insider’s view of the art form in which he worked. He served as the choral 

director and assistant conductor at Covent Garden under Balfe, so he also had an understanding of 

the artists that brought the music to the stage. Maretzek’s 1849 season at the Astor Place 

_______________ 
36  Ottenberg, Opera Odyssey, p. 90-91. 
37  Sommer, “New York, Early History,” The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, III, p. 586. 
38  Ottenberg, Opera Odyssey, p. 97. 
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Opera House included Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor, Don Pasquale, and the American 

premiere of Maria di Rohan, followed by Rossini’s Il Barbiere di Siviglia and Otello, and Verdi’s 

Ernani.39  In spite of Maretzek’s ability to find and book talent for his ensemble, the guaranteed 

support of the Astor Place subscribers did not continue, and the house closed in 1852. 

 With the loss of the Astor Place Opera House, the only theater specifically devoted to concert 

repertoire and opera was the New York landmark, Academy of Music at Fourteenth Street and 

Irving Place, which opened in October 1854 with a performance of Bellini’s Norma that featured 

two of the most renowned European stars of the day, Giulia Grisi and Giovanni Mario.  

Inaugurated under Maretzek’s management, it continued to present regular operatic seasons until 

1886.40  It had been built at a cost of $335,000,41 and featured what was reported to be the largest 

stage in the world with a seating capacity of four thousand six hundred.42   

 Through the vicissitudes of operatic production in New York, it was Maretzek’s influence 

promoting Italian opera on the east coast that kept the art form moving forward until the opening 

of the Metropolitan Opera in 1883.43  Ottenberg suggests that there were two closely connected 

events that had a telling effect on opera:  the emergence of the new style of manager with a focus 

on business, and the foreign repertory that accompanied the manager.  While traveling English 

troupes were able to bring the more complex Italian repertory to the stage, Maretzek and his 

contemporaries realized they could no longer depend upon local opera organizations to do so.  As 

companies grew in personnel, cost, and travel routes, the orchestras and choruses might feature 

some local talent.  But the foreign artists became necessary, as they were the only ones who could 

sing principal and some minor roles in these companies.  The new style of manager, like 

_______________ 
39  Ibid., pp. 91-92. 
40  Ibid., p. 93. 
41  “The Inflation Calculator”; available from http://www.westegg.com/inflation/infl.cgi; Internet accessed May 20, 
2010.  According to this resource, the Academy of Music, were it constructed in 2009, would have cost $7.901,298. 
42  Sommer, “New York, Early History,” The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, III, p. 586. 
43  Ottenberg, Opera Odyssey, pp. 97-98. 
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Maretzek needed to meld the marketing skills of P.T. Barnum with a deft social hand to bring 

wealth, social prominence, and exclusivity to the art form and the artist, at the same time freezing 

out other potential audience members, and, even more, the American composer and English 

language opera.44   

 Musically, the Italian vocal style of Bellini and Donizetti became prominent in the 1840s and 

1850s.  While Cenerentola and Il barbiere di Siviglia may have opened the era, it was Norma and 

Il trovatore with their longer musical lines that closed it.  Arias in translation, even when edited, 

maintained the lyrical melodic line with ornamentation supported by simple accompaniments that 

underlined, rather than competed with the voice.45  These trends made for a natural progression to 

an operatic future rooted in the work of the Metropolitan Opera.  

 Col. James Henry Mapleson (1830-1901) appeared on the New York operatic scene in 1878.  

An impresario whose career was forged in London, where he managed theaters at Drury Lane, the 

Lyceum, Her Majesty’s Theatre, and Covent Garden, his concept focused on the idea that the star 

overshadowed the work staged.46  Experienced as a singer (although briefly, and with no great 

critical acclaim) and artist manager, he specialized in the all-star cast and ambitious tours via rail, 

which he first undertook in 1878.  The tour featured a company of one hundred forty, staging one 

hundred sixty-four performances.  Mapleson became a major force in spreading opera to cities 

away from the East Coast, including Chicago, Cincinnati, San Francisco, and Syracuse, New 

York.47  

 The Academy of Music had been home to New York’s wealthiest patrons since 1854.  It was 

an important and revered symbol of New York’s inner circle for whom Mapleson had been 

_______________ 
44  Ibid., pp. 110-111. 
45  Ibid., pp. 110-111. 
46  Harold Rosenthal, “James Henry Mapleson,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, edited by 
Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan, 1980) XV, p. 793. 
47  Ottenberg, Opera Odyssey, p. 127-128. 
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staging opera since 1878.  There they could hear familiar works and see and be seen by family 

and friends.   

The Metropolitan Opera 1883-1884 

 Mapleson and his stars generated a great deal of interest and at the same time the success of 

the Academy of Music was certainly fostered by the incredible growth in population experienced 

in New York City at the time.  Among its population were captains of industry and finance who 

were generous patrons of the arts who “pushed themselves forward to claim the social rewards 

their money entitled them to.”  The Academy was a focal point of the social season, and the opera 

boxes were at the center of that focus.  There were thirty boxes, which was a goodly number.  The 

boxholders complained about the cost of the boxes, which changed owners within a very limited 

circle.  Gradually, the circle realized that, while the Academy seemed to satisfy the musical needs 

of the opera public, a second opera house was needed, if only for social reasons.48  Enter the 

Vanderbilt family and an ill-fated application for a box at the opera: 

 As, on a particular evening, one of the millionairesses did not receive the box in which she 
intended to shine because another woman had anticipated her, the husband of the former took 
prompt action and caused the Metropolitan Opera to rise.49 
 

The Academy of Music is generally acknowledged as the location where this incident occurred, 

and Mrs. William H. Vanderbilt as the individual who was denied access to the box. 

 It was New York’s Knickerbocker gentry, whose money dated from the American Revolution 

that held the other boxes while those whose money dated from the Civil War (like the Vanderbilt 

family), were considered of lesser status (tainted, in Vanderbilt’s words), in spite of their bank 

balances and portfolios.50 

_______________ 
48  John Dzikes, Opera in America, a Cultural History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), pp. 214-216. 
49  Irving Kolodin, The Story of the Metropolitan Opera 1883-1950, p. 4.  This quote was extracted from Lilli 
Lehman’s memoir, My Path through Life (G.P. Putnam’s Sons; 1914). 
50  Ibid., p. 4.  In 1877, upon the death of her father-in-law, Commodore Vanderbilt, her husband William received an 
inheritance of ninety-four million dollars (“The Inflation Calculator”; available from 
http://www.westegg.com/inflation/infl.cgi; Internet accessed June 23, 2010 calculates the value at $1,871,033,347 in 
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 A box at the opera.  It was the apple of discord thrown among New York plutocrats.  It 
inspired a social comedy of supply and demand.  It provoked the building of New York’s fifth 
opera house, a sequence of events that would seem properly to belong to the realm of Gilbert and 
Sullivan and not to that of historical fact. … As Alexander Pope had observed: “Mighty contests 
rise from trivial things.” Trivial or not, the consequences for opera in America would be 
momentous:51 
 

Mrs. Vanderbilt felt that the situation was intolerable, and she was determined not to stand for it.  

She was not alone in her frustration.   Kolodin notes that on April 4, 1880, the New York Times 

reported that George H. Warren, a lawyer and broker affiliated with Vanderbilt met with a group 

of Academy stockholders: August H. Belmont, Pierre Lorillard, (a Mr.) van Hoffman, and 

William B. Dinsmore.52  The meeting resulted in a compromise offer from the Academy Board of 

Directors to increase the number of boxes to fifty-six from the original thirty.  The offer was 

rejected, as the number was not sufficient to satisfy the newly interested patrons, the boxes were 

not in the best locations in the house, and the occupants would still remain a minority.53 

 At this point, the state of artistic affairs at the Academy of Music had not progressed in some 

twenty years.  There had been frequent changes within the management and in troupes of singers.  

There were few American singers, who after training abroad, returned to appear on the Academy 

stage.  The auditorium was gutted by fire in 1866 and rebuilt on a smaller scale.  Production 

values were poor, featuring shabby scenery and costumes; the chorus singing was lamentable and 

the orchestra, in spite of Maretzek’s efforts, middling.    The 1850s Verdi operas served as staples 

of a well-repeated diet while the canon of Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti repertoire had begun to 

shrink under reports of poor treatments.  However, in comparison, Verdi’s Aïda, a new work, was 

                                                                                                                                                       
2009 funds).  According to this resource, the original subscription would equal $17,562,186  in 2009 funds.  Kolodin 
notes that William lived only until 1885, and in that short time doubled the inheritance.  It is feasible that the 
Metropolitan Opera could have been built for a few hundred thousand dollars, raised from Vanderbilt’s resources, 
alone. Instead he chose to share the opportunity with other millionaires who found themselves excluded from the 
Academy’s list of boxholders. 
51  Dizikes, Opera in America, p. 215.  The author uses the same quote from Miss Lehman’s memoir within the 
quotation. 
52  “The Academy of Music,” New York Times Vol. XXVII, No. 8309, April 30, 1878. p. 5 Messrs. Belmont, 
Lorillard, and Dinsmore were named to the Board of the Academy of Music in what appeared to be a rancorous fight 
over a variety of issues, including a $17,500 assessment to cover operating losses.  
53  Dizikes, Opera in America, p. 216. 
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brought to the Academy in 1874 and was replayed infrequently over the next ten years.  While it 

was admired, Aïda did not gain a foothold with the public.  The opinion was held that it was 

nothing new, it was just Verdi on a larger scale.  Italian opera had become so familiar it had 

begun to seem stale.  

 From time to time, a remarkable singing star like the soprano Christine Nilsson appeared.  

Nilsson, a great diva in Europe who was thought to be a reincarnation of Jenny Lind, established 

herself as the reigning soprano of the American stage, rousing audiences from the routine. With 

American performances often perfunctory, opera had almost ceased to exist as music drama and 

had become an occasion for vocal display. It was Faust and the operas of Meyerbeer that seemed 

to be the works that challenged the Italian supremacy until 1878 when Minnie Hauk, an 

American-born singer in the title role of Bizet’s Carmen made an impression on the New York 

public.  Following the performance of this harsh, brutal, and shocking opera, Carmen joined 

Faust as the most popular of modern operas.54 

 On April 7, 1880 George H. Warren announced to the press that $800,00055 had been 

subscribed to create a new opera house.56  A site on Vanderbilt Avenue, adjacent to Grand 

Central Terminal was selected, but deeds to some properties did not allow for the construction of 

a theater on the site.  In March 1881, the company purchased the site at Broadway and Thirty-

ninth Street at a cost of $600,000.57  The New York Times in its March 9 issue dispelled the rumor 

that this was a Vanderbilt project by stating that of ten thousand five hundred shares, W.H. 

Vanderbilt owned three hundred, W.K. Vanderbilt owned three hundred, and Cornelius 

_______________ 
54  Ibid., p. 216. 
55  “The Inflation Calculator”; available from http://www.westegg.com/inflation/infl.cgi; Internet accessed May 20, 
2010.  According to this resource, the original subscription would equal is $17,562,186 in 2009 funds. 
56  Dizikes, Opera in America, p. 216.  According to Dizikes, fifty-five gentlemen subscribed ten thousand dollars to 
incorporate the Metropolitan Opera and Realty Company.   
57  “The Inflation Calculator”; available from http://www.westegg.com/inflation/infl.cgi; Internet accessed May 20, 
2010.  According to this resource, the land on which the original Metropolitan Opera stood was purchased for 
$13,171,640 and the capitalization was increased to $23,050,370 in 2009 funds. 
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Vanderbilt owned one hundred fifty, which translated to five boxes in the Vanderbilt name.58 

 A competition to select an architect took place.  After the usual delays and a proposal to 

abandon the project, the stockholders voted in March 1882 to forge ahead.  The winner of the 

competition was Josiah Cleveland Cady, who designed what the shareholders wanted, “a semi-

circle of boxes with an opera house built around them.”  The house had four tiers of boxes, one 

hundred twenty-two, in all, seating seven hundred fifty patrons.  It was, for all intents,  “a private 

club to which the general public was grudgingly admitted.”59  Cady’s reputation as a builder of 

churches, hospitals, and college buildings was certainly not suited to the construction of an opera 

house.  Cady’s training had no European influences.  He had never been to Europe.  He had never 

built a theater, and he had never been to an opera.60 

 Cady’s attention focused on the interior.  The enormous auditorium of three thousand seats 

was larger than the Paris Opéra, Covent Garden, and the Vienna Opera House.  It was built in 

proportion to the money that drove the project.  Its faults were obvious.  The sight lines were 

horrible.  There was a definite lack of rehearsal space.  The facilities for singers were at best 

primitive.  From the opening night, there was talk of tearing it down.  One of its saving graces 

was its most notable but invisible engineering feature, the overriding effort to make it fireproof.61  

Yet, for all that was wrong, the Metropolitan Opera House quickly achieved international status 

as the home of an opera company with the longest uninterrupted existence of any organization of 

its kind in the United States.62  

_______________ 
58  Kolodin, The Metropolitan Opera 1883-1950, p. 5. 
59  Dizikes, Opera in America, p. 218. 
60  Ibid., p. 217.  After the construction of the Metropolitan Opera, Cady was also the architect for the main building 
of the Museum of Natural History. 
61  Ibid., pp. 217-219. 
62  Susan T. Sommer, “New York, Early History,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, III, p. 587. The 
uninterrupted existence is qualified by two periods of inactivity, the 1892-1893 season when the house was closed due 
to fire, and the 1897-1898 when the Maurice Grau reorganized the company after the death of Henry Abbey. 
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 The Metropolitan Opera House opened at 1423 Broadway and Thirty-ninth Street on October 

22, 1883 with a production of Gounod’s Faust, sung in Italian with a cast that featured Christine 

Nilsson, a frequent artist at the Academy of Music.  It ran in direct competition with Mapleson’s 

Academy of Music, which opened the same night with a production of Bellini’s La sonnambula 

that featured the Hungarian soprano Etelka Gerster and tenor Eugenio Vicini, who was making 

his American debut under the resident conductor, Luigi Arditi. 

 After providing New York with a superb gaslit structure, the Board of Directors realized that 

the operation of the theater would need to fall to a professional who would provide for the public 

entertainment, at a profit that would surpass that of Mapleson at the Academy of Music.  The 

stockholders posted a $60,000 guarantee against possible losses in a sixty-one performance 

season.  The operator only needed to deal with the stage, the orchestra, the stars, and the extras.  

The Board  selected Henry Abbey, a well-known theatrical producer and artistic manager with 

little operatic experience, as the first director.  His efforts resulted in a loss of $15,000, weekly, 

which would bottom out at $600,000 in the initial season, which included fifty-four performances 

on tour.63  The losses eventually led to Abbey’s resignation.  It was more than apparent that New 

York could not maintain two competing opera companies singing the same repertoire.  

_______________ 
63 Kolodin, The Metropolitan Opera 1883-1950, pp. 6-7. 
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Table 1-3: Academy of Music and Metropolitan Opera Repertory, 1883-1884 season:64 

ACADEMY OF MUSIC SHARED REPERTORY METROPOLITAN OPERA 
 Donizetti Linda di Chamounix Bellini La sonnambula Rossini Il barbiere di Siviglia 

Rossini La gazza ladra Bellini I puritani Mozart Don Giovanni 
Donizetti La favorite Verdi La traviata Ponchielli La Gioconda 
Bellini Norma Meyerbeer Les Huguenots Wagner Lohengrin 
Verdi Ernani Verdi Il trovatore Meyerbeer Robert le Diable 
Verdi Aïda Verdi Rigoletto Bizet Carmen 
Donizetti L’elisir d’amore Donizetti Lucia Boïto Mefistofele 
Ricci Crispino e la comare Gounod Faust Thomas Hamlet 
Händel Semiramide Flotow Martha Thomas Mignon 
Gounod Roméo et Juliette  Meyerbeer Le Prophète 

 
 Ottenberg remarks that while the construction of the Metropolitan Opera had more to do with 

money and social hierarchy, the new facility would eventually stabilize New York’s operatic life.  

Within its walls, German opera, at the hands of passionate and competent conductors and artists 

who were trained in Germany, found a consistent home in the repertory with high standards of 

musical and vocal artistry.65 

 

_______________ 
64  Ottenberg, Opera Odyssey, p. 150. 
65  Ibid., p. 147. 
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CHAPTER 2 

GERMAN OPERA IN NEW YORK  
WALTER DAMROSCH AND THE  
DAMROSCH OPERA COMPANY 

  

 The growth and prominence of the Metropolitan Opera dates from the 1884 season when 

negotiations failed between the Metropolitan Opera’s directors and Ernest Gye, the manager at 

Covent Garden.  Realizing that the prospect of a full season might not be possible, the board 

adopted a proposal from Leopold Damrosch, to open the house to a season of German opera, 

which Damrosch would direct.66 Besides the apparent musical innovation of the Damrosch plan, 

the Metropolitan Opera Board of Directors saw it as financially advantageous.  Damrosch 

believed that the well-worn repertory of the past should be replaced by works that were coming to 

life in Europe, but most especially in Germany.  Knowing the works intimately, Damrosch 

believed that they were unique in presentation and scope, and that they would attract a musically 

aware German speaking population in New York, with some appeal to the socially elite.67 

  The pattern of German immigration in mid-nineteenth century America was shaped by 

growing discontent with European governments during the 1848 revolutions. Between 1846 and 

1855 over one million Germans of Protestant and Catholic background came to the United States 

and settled in the larger cities of the East Coast and the Midwest.  By the 1920s six million 

Germans had arrived in the United States, making up the largest ethnic group in the country.  

They were largely a middle class group, having been employed as journalists, scholars, 

merchants, artists, doctors, or lawyers.  Their cultural heritage was deep rooted and included 

interest in the arts and literature.  They quickly made their presence felt, entering into the political 

arena and into business.  Of profound interest was the desire to introduce the German language 

_______________ 
66  Ibid., p. 151. 
67  Ibid., p. 151. 
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into American culture through countless German language books, newspapers and periodicals, as 

well as the establishment of a chair of German languages and literature at Columbia University.68   

 Success in business and industry was reflected in the founding of a German hospital and 

German orphanage in New York City.  It was in 1855-56 that a German art gallery held one of 

the first important shows of European paintings. Germans attracted hostility because of the visible 

pride they demonstrated in their cultural traditions and for their refusal to give up their cultural 

heritage. The American response to this was fear, bigotry, and hostility, as was common to the 

introduction of all immigrant groups in the United States.  The number of Germans, their 

confidence, and their success in business and politics carried them through the 1850s.  They 

organized singing and choral societies, orchestras, and small ensembles.  Within twenty years, at 

least one hundred German singing societies appeared in cities throughout the country.  German 

musicians steadily took control of orchestras and bands, most notably those in Boston, New York, 

and Chicago.  Soon to follow were the orchestras in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Baltimore, 

Cincinnati, Washington, Buffalo, St. Louis, Indianapolis, Cleveland, Kansas City, and San 

Francisco, which were led by Germans or German Americans.69 

    The Origins of German Opera in New York City 

 German Opera had early roots in New York during the 1840s through performances by 

amateur companies with little experience and little money. The efforts of these amateur 

companies were crowned by a production of Weber’s Der Freischütz in German, with an 

orchestra of thirty and a cast of local singers in 1856.70  Seats for these performances were 

inexpensive, as the performances were intended to serve as a way to strengthen the identity of the 

_______________ 
68  Dzikies, Opera in America, pp. 231-232. 
69  Ibid., pp. 231-232. 
70  Henry Edward Krehbiel, A Book of Operas, Their Histories, Their Plots, and Their Music (New York: MacMillan 
Co., 1909), p. 219.  Krehbiel provides the information in a footnote. “The world over Der Freischütz is looked upon as 
peculiarly the property of the Germans, but a German performance of it was not heard in New York till 1856, when the 
opera was brought out under the direction of Carl Bergmann, at the old Broadway Theatre.” 
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German community, and to reach as large an audience as possible.  By 1855 German opera had 

attained enough support that the management of Niblo’s Garden71 was willing to attempt a 

German season offering the opportunity for patrons to purchase season subscriptions, which 

might appeal to a more aristocratic clientele.  Three hundred were sold, but this gave no 

indication of the changes that were to come.72 

 From the mid-century to the Civil War, German operatic culture was solidly established.  In 

1854, the Bowery amphitheater was converted into a place called the Stadt Theater, suitable for 

sung and spoken drama.  In it, one could see “a replica of what took place in the theaters of the 

fatherland.”73 In April 1859, Carl Bergmann conducted Tannhäuser and followed it with 

Lohengrin the following August, thereby introducing New York audiences to the vital role 

Richard Wagner’s operas would play in subsequent years.  These performances were quickly 

forgotten as the production requirements stretched the limits of Bergmann’s abilities and the 

theater facilities too far to bring a performance that would last in memory outside of the German 

community.  In 1862, a company under the direction of Karl Anschutz (1818-1870) gave a season 

of opera in German with a company of local choristers along with orchestra members and soloists 

hired in Germany.  The rosters featured no stars, but did present singers who were serious artists 

and who had a great deal of operatic experience.  Musical quality took precedence over financial 

concerns, and the conductor became the principal decision maker.  The performances of Fidelio 

and Der Freischütz in an authentic German atmosphere proved to be a revelation to the company 

and its audiences.  Anschutz featured four Mozart operas in this season – Le Nozze di Figaro, 

Don Giovanni, Die Zauberflöte, followed by the first American production of Die Entführung aus 

dem Serail on October 10, 1862.  The following year the company took over the Academy of 

_______________ 
71  Irving Kolodin, et al, “New York, Concert Life,” p. 819. Niblo’s Garden was a New York theater on Broadway, 
near Prince Street. 
72  Dzikies, Opera in America, p. 231. 
73  Ibid., pp. 231-232 



 21 

Music for a season, further evidence of the increased public interest in their efforts.  They added 

Nicolai’s The Merry Wives of Windsor and Flotow’s Stradella to their repertory.  The addition of 

a German company provided no threat to the regular stockholders and subscribers at the 

Academy, as the German audiences at that time were not part of fashionable society.  It seemed to 

the stockholders that this addition was strictly a business arrangement in which the cultural and 

artistic significance of Bergman’s efforts were secondary.74 

         Wagner’s Operas in New York City  

 Carl Bergmann was the first important champion of Wagner in America.  Originally trained 

for a career in education, Bergmann decided on a career in music that focused on conducting, 

once he had arrived in the United States.  He was a champion of the music of his generation, 

Schumann, Liszt, Berlioz, and Wagner, as well as the previous generations, Haydn, Mozart, and 

Beethoven, whose music was at that point thought of as belonging to the standard repertory. 

Bergmann believed that new music was complicated. While in Europe, Beethoven was the 

culmination of the older tradition; he was only a new acquaintance to the American public.  

Bergmann felt he would achieve a better balance by establishing a central tradition and branching 

outward.75  When told that people in his audience did not like Wagner, Bergmann replied, “Oh, 

they don’t like Wagner?  Then they must hear him till they do!”76 Theodor Eisfelt, who 

eventually became the first conductor of the New York Philharmonic, seemed to match 

Bergmann’s efforts in the introduction of the new repertoire, although he was accused of making 

corrections in the harmonies of masterworks he did not understand.77 

 Theodore Thomas was the most influential Wagnerian of the 1870s.  Born in Germany, his 

family immigrated to America in 1845.  He was a violinist, sent out to perform on his own by 

_______________ 
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1859, when he met Carl Bergmann from whom he gained his enthusiasm for Wagner. While 

Thomas was not a great fan of opera, he presented summer concerts that included Wagnerian 

excerpts as well as occasional all Wagner programs in the 1870s in New York’s Central Park.   

Thomas occasionally conducted opera, and by the 1880s had become a director of the American 

Opera Company, which toured the country giving English language performances. In 1873 he 

established a May Festival in Cincinnati where he presented excerpts from Tannhäuser.  In 1875 

a second festival followed featuring Lohengrin excerpts.  A four thousand seat music hall built 

specifically for the third festival was the venue where excerpts from Lohengrin, Die 

Meistersinger von Nürnberg, and Götterdämmerung were presented.  In 1880 and 1882, more 

Wagner performances followed with Amalia Materna singing excerpts from Die Walküre, and in 

1884 Christine Nilsson joined Materna.78 

 Other performances of Wagner followed around the United States while the philosophical 

debates and the wars of words continued.  Yet, nothing happened.  In 1876 Wagner inaugurated 

the Bayreuth Festival. American music critics attended and sent enthusiastic reviews to the New 

York papers.  The dominance of Italian opera continued, while the German repertoire seemed to 

sneak in.   

   The most common response to Wagner’s music was to complain about its “difficulty and 

barrenness of melody.”79  A common characterization given after a New York Philharmonic 

performance of the Tannhäuser overture in 1855 was that it was interesting “more in the 

difficulties presented than in those qualities which awaken interest or sympathy.”80  Since 

entering the United States in concert hall, Wagner’s music had spurred a long and heated battle of 

words in print about his operatic concepts.  In 1853, Putnam’s Magazine had detected the 

_______________ 
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important role words would play in the debate over Wagner’s works and ideas.  “Herr Wagner, 

the musical revolutionist in Germany was trying to establish the idea that the words are as 

essential to an opera as the music.”81 Wagner’s books on opera, The Work of Art and the Future, 

Opera and Drama, and A Message to My Friends spelled out his ideas before his operas were 

heard, and in some case, before they were even composed.  The early works, Tannhäuser, 

Lohengrin, and Der Fliegende Hollander anticipated a portion of his theories as they moved 

away from the number opera concept toward a more continuous musical flow. The later works, 

including Tristan und Isolde (1859) and the four operas of Der Ring des Nibelungen, composed 

over a twenty-year period, became operas that would revolutionize the European musical scene.82 

 Wagner was determined to reform opera, which, he believed, had reached its lowest artistic 

point.  He believed that only at his own hand was redemption possible, drawing on the same 

resources as the Greeks and the Florentine Camerata. This concept was intended to reintegrate 

the arts using mythological subjects. Wagner believed that Greek drama was a form of religious 

art, drawing power from myth and the celebration of human life.  He recognized Greek drama as 

a total work of art (Gesamtkunstwerk) that reflected the participation of an entire artistic 

community.  With the ability to reinvigorate the arts through the use of German mythology, 

Wagner believed that his creation would transcend entertainment to become a new religion.83  His 

music drama would mirror the example of Beethoven’s works, “expressing the inner human 

experience, and exploring the mind and psyches of people.”84  Wagner’s music and words would 

combine in a way that made them inseparable, abolishing traditional solo and ensemble forms, as 

well as virtuosic display that broke up the dramatic flow of the work and, instead, creating works 

_______________ 
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that can be characterized as a seamless whole with singers, scenery and direction, with the 

orchestra at its center.85 

     Walter Johannes Damrosch 

 Walter Johannes Damrosch, the German-born American symphonic conductor, composer, 

and opera impresario was born on January 30, 1862 in Breslau Germany. He died in New York 

City on December 22, 1950. He was the son of Helene Damrosch, a lieder singer who had studied 

with Franz Liszt, and Leopold Damrosch, who was born in Posen in 1832, founded the Oratorio 

and the New York Symphony Societies, and conducted New York’s first season of German 

opera.  Born to a family whose life centered on music, Walter spent his first nine years in 

Breslau surrounded by great artists who appeared with his father and the Breslau Orchester 

Verein, which he founded.  Franz Liszt, Richard Wagner, Hans von Bülow, Clara Schumann, 

Carl Taussig, Joseph Joachim, Pablo de Sarasate,86 Georg Martin, Adolf Haenselt, and Anton 

Rubenstein were not only guest artists, but also houseguests of the family.87  Walter’s father 

inspired a love for the classics, reading Greek mythology, fairy tales, and biblical parables, which 

encouraged his search for the dramatic.88    

 Leopold Damrosch found it increasingly difficult to make a living for his large family under 

the Prussian bureaucracy and audiences that were not receptive to modern German composers.  

So, in 1871, when he was invited to journey to New York and become the conductor of the Arion 

Society, he leapt at the opportunity and left to make a new career and life in New York.89  After 

_______________ 
85  Ibid., p. 237. 
86  Gdal Saleski, Famous Musicians of a Wandering Race (New York: Bloch Publishing Company, 1927), p. 111. 
87  Polly Damrosch Howard and Anita Damrosch Littell, “Walter Damrosch and Opera,” Opera News Vol. XXVI 
(January 27, 1962). p. 9. 
88  Saleski, Famous Musicians, p. 111. 
89  Howard and Littell, “Walter Damrosch and Opera,” p. 9. 
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an enthusiastic letter instructing the family to join him, the Damrosch family set sail aboard the 

“Hermann” out of Bremen for New York on August 18, 1871.90 

 Walter began his musical studies in Germany, moving to the USA with his family in 1871.91  

In the fourteen years between his arrival in the United States and the death of his father in 1885, 

Walter went to public school, learned English, practiced piano, studied harmony, and played last 

chair, second violin in the New York Symphony under his father’s direction.  At the age of 

sixteen (1878) he was engaged to serve as accompanist to the celebrated violinist August 

Wilhelmj.  By the age of eighteen (1880) he was a well-established choral conductor, leading the 

Newark Harmonic Society. 

  In 1882, Walter was sent back to Europe to broaden his musical education through 

contact with prominent musicians.  As an adult musician, he was reunited with Liszt, von Bülow, 

and Brahms. He attended the first production of Parsifal,92 arriving in Bayreuth a week or two 

before the first performance though unable to attend some rehearsals, as he had hoped he might.  

He did, however meet a number of artists who were most happy to receive Leopold’s son.  

Damrosch was invited to a reception at Wagner’s home, Wahnfried.  Upon entering the home, he 

was met by Franz Liszt, who introduced him to his daughter, Cosima Liszt von Bülow Wagner, 

who said, “Father, you must introduce this son of our old friend, Dr. Leopold Damrosch, to the 

Meister.”93  At that point, he was ushered into Wagner’s workroom, where, he writes: 

I beheld Wagner surrounded by musicians and in front of him the giant tenor, Albert Niemann, 
well known later on to Wagner lovers in America as a member of the German company at the 
Metropolitan for a number of years, and also as the creator of Tannhäuser in Paris at the tragic and 
disastrous performances of 1861. 

_______________ 
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 Wagner greeted me with kindness, asked about my father, and a few days later sent me, 
through his publishers, for my father, a manuscript copy of the finale from the first act of Parsifal 
(no orchestral score was at that time engraved) for performances in New York by the Symphony 
and Oratorio Societies.  This was a remarkable act of friendship on his part, and I was very proud 
to be able to carry the precious score back to my father.94 

 
 Many noticed Leopold Damrosch’s success in America.  The year 1883 was notable for two 

significant events in music history, the death of Richard Wagner in February and the opening of 

the Metropolitan Opera in October.  In Europe, Wagner’s death was marked with obituaries that 

lauded his talent and praised the influence his compositions would have on subsequent 

composers.  In America, where he was not as well known, Wagner passed with relatively little 

notice.95 

Wagner’s Operas at the Metropolitan 

 Little more than a year after Wagner’s passing, the elder Damrosch, a friend and disciple of 

Wagner’s who had attended the inaugural performance at the Bayreuth Festspielhaus as an 

American reviewer, brought a revolutionary idea to the Metropolitan Opera management that 

would bring the fledgling company back from the brink of disaster.96 

 After producing their inaugural season under Henry Abbey at a loss of $600,000,97 the 

Metropolitan Opera faced the 1884 season knowing the costs of staging new operas were far out 

of the realm of possibility.  The deficit was more than one-third of the amount it cost to build the 

house and can be attributed in part to the costs of starting a new company, an investment that 

could be amortized over a few seasons.  Abbey staged a sizeable portion of the season from 

scratch, which would strain any company’s resources.  The boxholders were responsible to cover 

ten percent of any overage, and Abbey was responsible for the rest.  He offered to manage the 

following year for no salary, if the boxholders would assume the entire debt.  Unable to get the 

_______________ 
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company’s boxholders to take this point of view, the impresario departed and there was no 

replacement in sight.98   

 The Board of Directors allowed Abbey a benefit performance to raise funds on his own 

behalf.  On April 21, 1884, he presented a gala that featured stars from both sides of the Atlantic, 

which netted $16,000, not nearly enough to cover his total debt to the Company.  He used the 

profits from three other ventures to settle the deficit.99 

 In addition to the search for an impresario, the Board of Directors also faced an alternative 

that was even more difficult to fathom, a new theater remaining dark while there was still an 

outstanding tax bill.  There was also the reality that Mapleson and the Academy of Music would 

consider the collapse of the Metropolitan Opera Company after a single season a victory.  

Recognizing those realities, the board entertained an idea from Dr. Damrosch, a leader in the New 

York musical scene since his arrival from Germany ten years before, to produce a season of 

German opera at the Metropolitan.100  Seeing their options, the board, led by Damrosch’s friend, 

James Roosevelt, accepted the proposal.101  Walter Damrosch, at the age of twenty-two, was 

engaged as the assistant to the director, in addition to a myriad of other duties for his father.102 

 By August of 1884, with the board’s approval, Damrosch began to produce opera using the 

New York Symphony Society, which he conducted, choristers from the New York Oratorio 

Society, which he had founded and conducted, and principal singers that he recruited from central 

Europe.  By turning to the music dramas of Richard Wagner, the repertory would appeal to the 
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German immigrants and their descendants living in the New York area who had been neglected 

by the Metropolitan Opera in the past season.103   

 As conductor and producer, Damrosch proposed that the German repertoire and works 

translated into German would be presented at reduced ticket prices ($4.00 versus $7.00), made 

possible by hiring German singers, who were less expensive than the Italian casts.  The ensemble 

would be featured, rather than individual stars; the orchestra, rather than the resident Metropolitan 

Opera orchestra, would be the New York Symphony, and the New York Oratorio Society would 

supplement the German chorus.104 Damrosch offered his own services for a salary of $10,000.105 

While he assured that costs would be kept down, the Board of Directors agreed to assume any 

cost overruns beyond his salary. In contrast, had the Board of Directors allowed Abbey a second 

season, they would have been faced with an additional minimum assessment of $3,000 each, so in 

light of the previous season’s losses, this plan was considered a godsend.106 

 The late start did not seem to hurt Damrosch’s efforts.  He knew the musical scene in Europe 

and America, so he recruited a company that could sing Rigoletto, William Tell, and La Juive, as 

well as Wagner.107  His August trip to Europe yielded fine results.  He recruited Amalia Materna, 

who had sung Brünnhilde in the first Bayreuth performances of Der Ring des Nibelungen and the 

first Kundry in Parsifal at Bayreuth in 1882, tenor Anton Schott, and contralto Marianne 

Brandt.108  In the production of the German works, what mattered more was a capable ensemble 
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cast.  Damrosch was able to borrow the German casts for reasonable fees.  Any two singers in the 

German cast could be hired for the cost of one of the Italian stars.109 

 

Table 3-1 Leopold Damrosch German Season at the Metropolitan Opera 1884-1885110 

DATE COMPOSER OPERA DATE COMPOSER OPERA 
      Nov 17 Wagner Tannhäuser Jan 7 Meyerbeer Les Huguenots 

Nov 19 Beethoven Fidelio Jan 9 Auber La Muette di Portici 
Nov 21 Meyerbeer Les Huguenots Jan 10-m Meyerbeer Les Huguenots 
Nov 22 Wagner Tannhäuser Jan 12 Meyerbeer Les Huguenots 
Nov 24 Weber Der Freischütz Jan 14 Meyerbeer Le Prophète 
Nov 26 Wagner Tannhäuser Jan 15 Wagner Lohengrin 
Nov 28 Rossini Guillaume Tell Jan 16 Halévy La Juive 
Nov 29-m111 Beethoven Fidelio Jan 17-m Wagner Tannhäuser 
Dec 1 Wagner Tannhäuser Jan 19 Wagner Lohengrin 
Dec 3 Wagner Lohengrin Jan 21 Halévy La Juive 
Dec 5 Rossini Guillaume Tell Jan 23 Meyerbeer Le Prophète 
Dec 6-m Wagner Lohengrin Jan 24-m Halévy La Juive 
Dec 8 Wagner Lohengrin Jan 25 Benefit Concert for the Chorus 
Dec 10 Mozart Don Giovanni Jan 26 Halévy La Juive 
Dec 12 Meyerbeer Les Huguenots Jan 28 Meyerbeer Le Prophète 
Dec 13 Mozart Don Giovanni Jan 30 Wagner Die Walküre112 
Dec 15 Wagner Lohengrin Jan 31 Wagner Die Walküre 
Dec 17 Meyerbeer Le Prophète Feb 2 Wagner Die Walküre 
Dec 19 Rossini Guillaume Tell Feb 4 Wagner Die Walküre 
Dec 20-m Meyerbeer Le Prophète Feb 6 Meyerbeer Le Prophète 
Dec 22 Meyerbeer Le Prophète Feb 7-m Wagner Die Walküre 
Dec 24 Wagner Tannhäuser Feb 9 Wagner Lohengrin 
Dec 25 Meyerbeer Le Prophète Feb 11113 Wagner Tannhäuser 
Dec 26 Beethoven Fidelio Feb 12 Wagner Die Walküre 
Dec 27 Wagner Lohengrin Feb 14 Meyerbeer Le Prophète 
Dec 29 Auber La Muette di Portici Feb 15 Concert 
Dec 31 Wagner Lohengrin Feb 19 Wagner Tannhäuser 
Jan 2 Verdi Rigoletto Feb 20 Wagner Die Walküre 
Jan 3-m Auber La Muette di Portici Feb 21 Halévy La Juive 
Jan 5 Wagner Tannhäuser 

 
 Damrosch worked tirelessly in October and announced that fifty-eight evening and matinee 

performances would take place over a thirteen week season. Many potential operagoers of the day 

could not afford the ticket prices of the inaugural season, so Damrosch announced that ticket 
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prices would be half those of the previous season: Orchestra $3.00, Dress circle $2.00, Balcony 

$1.50, and Gallery $.50.114  With these new prices, the audience could include some of the Italian 

and German immigrants who were previously unable to afford the price of a ticket.  The inclusion 

of French and Italian repertoire in the company was seemingly intended to strike a balance with 

the “elaborate and ponderous compositions”115 of Wagner, while the centerpiece of the season 

would be the presentation of Die Walküre.116  Damrosch had Abbey’s sets and costumes at his 

disposal for the French and Italian repertoire that was to be sung in German translation.   He had 

approval to copy the sets and costumes used at Bayreuth for the Ring cycle.117 

 The first season of German opera brought to the Metropolitan Opera a musically 

knowledgeable audience who were also serious listeners.  The press offered countless accounts of 

the January 30, 1885 performance of Die Walküre, describing the rehearsal process and 

discussing the length and complexity of the work.  The reviewers were enthusiastic, offering 

lavish praise of the singers, the orchestra, and the impresario.  The evening was “Damrosch’s 

crowning achievement and Wagner’s night.”118  New York was well acquainted with Wagner’s 

operas by this time, but until these productions, never through the efforts of a Wagnerian troupe 

as stable as the one Damrosch brought to the Metropolitan.  The audiences saw Wagner as 

theater, with solid dramatic ideals that flew in the face of the Italianate luxury.  Damrosch and his 

casts took dramatic integrity for granted, and the critics, like Henry Edward Krehbiel, took note 

of both effective musical presentation and the incredible character portrayals.119 

 The success of Die Walküre was grounded in Damrosch’s choice of Amalia Materna as 

Brünnhilde.  Materna had learned the role from Wagner, who insisted that his singers could act.  
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 The motive returns in Act III, Scene 2 at the start of Mataswintha’s aria Wie der Duft mir den 
Sinn umfängt, where she is fearful of what is to come with Witichis   
  
Example 31: Mataswintha Act III, Scene 2, Second Appearance of “Mataswintha Motive,” mm. 

116-123.345 
 

 

_______________ 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

 The purpose of this document has been to provide a brief biographical account of the life of 

Franz Xaver Scharwenka with regard to his only opera Mataswintha, to include a brief 

biographical account of the life of Felix Dahn with regard to Ein Kampf um Rom (the source for 

the libretto), and to present a brief biographical account of the life of Walter Damrosch with 

regard to the Damrosch Opera Company and the repertoire performed by the company during its 

short existence. The purpose of this document has been to examine the 1896-1897 season of the 

Damrosch Opera Company, which went on during the Metropolitan’s reorganization after the 

death of Henry Abbey, noting performances and cast members, and investigate the Weimar and 

New York premieres of Mataswintha.  A final purpose was to review the score of Mataswintha, 

focusing attention on the excerpts that Breitkopf und Härtel made available for separate 

performance in their 1894, 1896, and 1897 catalogs. 

 There is no dispute that Xaver Scharwenka was well respected on the international stage. 

“The Musical World,” an article in Peterson Magazine, that appeared scarcely a month after 

Mataswintha’s New York performance stated:  

 The new opera, Mataswintha, which was one of the few grand opera novelties presented by 
any of the companies this season, is the work of a man of remarkable interest and greatness, who 
has been in our midst for about six years.  Being of a naturally retiring disposition, Xaver 
Scharwenka has not made his presence as prominently felt as musicians of more bombastic 
tendencies might have.  Nevertheless, his genius, temperament, and musical energy have placed 
him on a firm musical pedestal.346 
 

Scharwenka was a gifted teacher, an appealing performer, a credible editor of musical scores, and 

an active composer whose works were enthusiastically received by conductors, audiences, and 

reviewers.  The evidence of twenty-six Atlantic Ocean crossings is a small sign of Scharwenka’s 

popularity and marketability as a performer.  His concert career climbed upward, playing in larger 

_______________ 
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venues in Europe, and then the United States, with the first recital on tour held at the 

Metropolitan Opera House with Anton Seidl conducting. His reputation as a musician is also 

solid, if one observes that Scharwenka counted among his friends and associates luminaries of the 

musical world like Anton Seidl, Joseph Joachim, Walter Damrosch, William Steinway, and as 

noted in Peterson Magazine: 

 Herr Scharwenka belongs to a noted musical family, his brother Philipp, three years his 
senior, being a distinguished composer and teacher.  They are natives of Samter, Prussia, but were 
educated in Berlin.  Early in Xaver Scharwenka’s career as composer and musician he founded, 
and still directs, the famous conservatory of music in Berlin, also one here conducted on the 
European system.  Both have been eminently successful.  He holds the appointment of court 
pianist to the Emperor of Austria, and the title of “Royal Prussian Professor.”  Scharwenka is 
considered one of the modern school of German musicians.  Among his compositions is found a 
most effective symphony which has been heard here with the New York Philharmonic Society, 
when under the direction of Theodore Thomas; many quartets, trios, concertos, a violin sonata, 
‘cello sonata, and many piano pieces.347 
 

 Scharwenka’s connection to musical life in Europe and New York, and the number of 

accomplished piano students who studied with him would seem to assure his success and his 

longevity.  Yet, this was not the case.  Beside the performance of excerpts in Scharwenka’s 

concerts, Mataswintha received only one orchestral reading in Berlin, a premiere in Weimar, an 

orchestral reading in New York and a single performance at the Metropolitan Opera.  Other 

performances announced in the reviews did not occur. While the music dramas of Richard 

Wagner were gradually established in the canon of works undertaken by the major opera houses, 

Mataswintha, grounded in Wagnerian tradition, failed to take hold.   

 The highly respected conductor, Walter Damrosch, whose father Leopold brought authentic 

interpretations of Wagner’s music dramas to the Metropolitan Opera, and who, himself, was a 

constant interpreter of Wagner in his own short lived opera company, could not engender public 

enthusiasm for Mataswintha.  Given the success of the initial performance, it would follow as a 

matter of course that the opera could be given on a tour that included Wagner’s works.  Anton 

_______________ 
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Seidl, a “direct descendent” of Wagner, who led his own authentic Wagner performances, had 

warmly welcomed Scharwenka into New York’s musical society, and had conducted 

Scharwenka’s debut concert on the stage of the Metropolitan Opera, died in 1898, scarcely a year 

after the New York performance of Mataswintha.   In spite of Scharwenka’s association with 

Seidl, Mataswintha fell by the wayside.   

 During Scharwenkas’ lifetime, he was known as a successful composer, as noted in Peterson 

Magazine:  

 Herr Scharwenka first became known from Maine to California through his Polish Dances, 
long before he visited this country.  They were universally played on every conceivable 
instrument, and no piano student’s repertory was considered complete without the Polish Dances.  
This may be easily credited since there are said to have been no less than a million and a half 
copies sold in the United States alone.348 
 

After the New York performance, and the initial buzz surrounding the event, Scharwenka let 

Mataswintha run its course, with performances of the Overture in a concert arrangement, and 

scenes, as he could present them.  It would seem that he was happy with the concert performances 

of the excerpts, and never wished to revise the opera to see if it would be better received a second 

time.  With Scharwenka’s death in 1924, the opera fell into obscurity. 

 As quoted in The Neue Berliner Musikzeitung, Mataswintha “follows along Wagnerian lines 

and while not expanding on them does continue them in a highly flattering manner in as far as the 

composer does not fall into a creative swoon and force out unmelodic floods of sound, but truly 

engulfs the ear with waves of beautiful melodies that can even touch the heart.”349  William James 

Henderson’s commentary from the New York Times was to the point when he wrote that:  

 … There are no places in Mataswintha where the imagination may pause in the contemplation 
of pure, sculpturesque beauty, as in the love song of Siegmund… the essentially lyric element is 
deficient in this score.  It is all musical bustle, hurry, push, aggression.  It lacks contrast; it lacks 
broad elementary tints… The technics [sic] of his art Mr. Scharwenka knows thoroughly, and he 
handles the orchestra with a firm hand.  But, if the truth must be told… Mataswintha is not an 
inspiration.  There is no echo in it of an overflowing imagination.  It is admirably made, and it 
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commands respect.  But it does not melt or thrill, and one goes away from the opera house with 
only the conviction that he has heard the result of earnest effort on the part of an aspiring 
composer.350 
 

Scharwenka wholeheartedly embraced Wagner’s style and used it as a template for his own work, 

as Wagner had embraced the styles of composers who preceded him.  Wagner composed Rienzi 

in the mold of Meyerbeer’s work, and Der fliegende Holländer in the tradition of Weber before 

he solidified the music drama genre for which he would be remembered.351 

 Simply stated, the style of music drama that Wagner brought to the stage included the 

adaptation of Germanic legend, epic poems or historical accounts set to continuous music.  

Wagner uses Leitmotifs, musical motives representing characters, situations, and plot elements, 

composed in a manner that allows them to be easily combined as the dramatic action unfolds.  

 Scharwenka adopted this plan of attack, and given the model, it should have been more 

successful.  He chose an historical topic, related in a highly respected historical novel, set to a 

solid libretto.  He composed continuous music with the use of leitmotifs to show interaction and 

reflect the dramatic development of the plot.  But it wasn’t Wagner.  It was more of what the 

public was used to, and in the case of the burgeoning supply of new works, the public wanted 

innovation.  If they wanted to see a Wagnerian music drama, they would go to a production of 

Die Walküre, or any other work composed by the master. The public seemed content with what 

they had and didn’t necessarily want more of the same.  Henry Edward Krehbiel wrote in his 

book Chapters of Opera: 

Under the circumstances it may be the course of wisdom to avoid an estimation of the opera’s 
merits and defects and to record merely that it proved to be an extremely interesting work and well 
worth the trouble spent upon the production.  Under different circumstances it might have lived 
the allotted time upon the stage, which, as the knowing know, is very brief in the majority of 
cases.352 
 

_______________ 
350  Henderson, Review “Mataswintha,” p. 8. 
351  J. Peter Bukholder, Donald Jay Grout, and Claude V. Palisca, A History of Western Music eighth edition (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 2010, p. 693. 
352  Krehbiel, Chapters of Opera, p. 263-264. 
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 In reviewing Scharwenka’s work in Mataswintha, his songs, and his church music, one can 

observe that his style follows the conventions of the period.  His work is accessible to the ear and 

the mindset of the listener, but that’s where it ends.   



 123 

 His obituary in The Musical Times reads: 

 Xaver Scharwenka, who died in December 1924, at the age of seventy-four.  He was 
universally considered one of the leading pianists of his time.  His tone, it is said, was beautiful 
and his interpretations in every school of pianoforte music were those of a musician.  As a 
composer he won prominence with his four Concertos, and his opera Mataswintha, but the public 
knew him by his Polish Dances, which could be described as the C sharp minor Prelude of their 
day.  To pianoforte students his name is everywhere familiar on the covers of ‘editions’ and books 
of studies.353 
 

 Is the course Mataswintha took after its premiere a loss to the musical community?  I think 

not.  Scharwenka provided a work that was enthusiastically received, decidedly a successful first 

effort, but it was obvious that it was not a work that bore repetition. It serves as a work that shows 

a fine composer’s versatility and ability to work in the compositional footprint of Wagnerian 

music drama, but not with the same results.  In his research document, Michael Mihalyo quotes 

Charles Rosen stating that, ‘the history of music proceeds by revaluation.’354  I believe that 

Mataswintha is a work with some merit, a curiosity, perhaps, certainly worthy of study and 

perhaps exploration for an historical performance, especially by the Scharwenka enthusiasts in 

Germany, but not worthy of inclusion into the standard repertory. 

_______________ 
353  Xaver Scharwenka, Obituary in The Musical Times, Volume 66, No. 985 (March 1, 1925), p. 268. 
354  Michael P. Mihalyo, Jr., The Life and Keyboard Works of Franz Xaver Scharwenka, p. 117. 
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