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CD 1 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756 – 1791) 

[ 1 ] Le nozze di Figaro, K492, Overture 3:51

SAGA XID 5028  Mtx STXID 5058A Rec. c1958

Johannes Brahms (1833 – 1897) 

Symphony No. 4 in E Minor, Op 98  40:18

[ 2 ] I. Allegro non troppo  11:59

[ 3 ] II. Andante moderato  11:37

[ 4 ] III. Allegro giocoso - Poco meno presto - Tempo 1  6:15

[ 5 ] IV. Allegro energico e passionato - Più allegro  10:18

File from original tape, Rec. June 6, 1958

Edvard Grieg (1843 – 1907) 

Piano Concerto in A Minor, Op. 16  31:07

Eileen Joyce (piano)

[ 6 ] I. Allegro molto moderato  13:35

[ 7 ] II. Adagio  6:56

[ 8 ] III. Allegro moderato molto e marcato – Quasi presto - Andante maestoso  10:32

SAGA 5027  Mtx 5027B, Rec. 1958

The Royal Danish Orchestra

As for Evolution by Finn Høffding, the precise origin of this recording remains elusive.

EMI issued an LP in association with The Society for the Publication of Danish Music,

featuring three different pieces, only one conducted by Frandsen. It seems likely that

Danish radio supplied the original recordings, which probably date from the late 1950s.

© Claus Byrith, 2022
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The Fourth Symphony of Brahms and the Piano Concerto by Grieg both date from 1958.

I have inherited a record of the Brahms from the first trombone player in the Royal 

Orchestra and he wrote the recording date, June 6, on the sleeve. The Grieg must have

been recorded in the same year, as this was the only year that Eileen Joyce was playing

in Denmark. What we do not know is whether the recordings were made live, or in 

conjunction with concerts. 

Both recordings have been previously issued, the Brahms in mono on the Danish Felix

label and the Grieg on the Saga label, among others. For this reissue, I used a pristine

copy of the Saga LP. Saga also issued a record of Frandsen conducting several overtures,

including the Figaro Overture presented here. The recording date is unknown, but I have

seen the LP presented in a catalogue from 1959. Given the excellent technical standard

of the recording – in stereo – I would date it to 1958 or early 1959.

Gade’s Echoes of Ossian was first issued on the short-lived 10-inch, ‘medium play’ 

format. The playing time corresponded to three 12” 78rpm records, 15 minutes per side.

These 10” records were issued at a lower price and often on correspondingly lower-grade

vinyl than the standard LP format. Despite the sophisticated noise reduction on this

new remastering, listeners will perceive a higher level of surface noise than on the other

recordings. The piece itself was always a reliable seller to native audiences, making it

among the most recorded Danish orchestral pieces until the 1960s. This recording 

appeared twice on Philips 10” records, the second of them not less noisy than the first.

CD 2 

Franz Schubert (1797 – 1828)  

Symphony No. 5 in B flat major, D485  25:14

[ 1 ] I. Allegro  6:27

[ 2 ] II. Andante con moto 9:02

[ 3 ] III. Menuetto (Allegro molto)  4:38

[ 4 ] IV. Allegro vivace  4:59

Columbia Matrices  CCX 1432 – 37 Never issued, Rec. June 1951

J.P.E. Hartmann (1805 – 1900) 

[ 5 ] Hakon Jarl Op. 40 (1844), Overture 9:33

Philips S 06060, Mtx  AA 06060.2R, Rec. 1955

Niels Wilhelm Gade (1817 – 1890) 

[ 6 ] Echoes of Ossian. Concert Overture Op. 1 (1840)  15:59

Philips  S06060, Mtx AA 06060.1R, Rec. 1955
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Finn Høffding (1899 – 1997) 

[ 7 ] Evolution, Symphonic Fantasy, Op. 31 (1939)  16:04

Odeon Moak 10, Mtx XXKX 53, Rec. c1957

Svend Erik Tarp (1908 – 1994)

[ 8 ] Mit Dukketeater. Overture for my marionette-theatre (1949)  3:52

Columbia  DDX 32 Mtx CCX 1441, Rec. June 1951

[ 9 ] The Battle of Jerico, Op 51 (1949) 4:09

Columbia  DDX 32 Mtx CCX 1438, Rec. June 1951

Knudåge Riisager  (1897 – 1974)

[10] Torgutisk Dans, (Torgot dance) (1939)  4:30

Columbia DDX 31, Mtx CCX 1439, Rec. June 1951

[ 1 ]-[ 4 ], [ 8 [-[10] The Royal Danish Orchestra

[ 5 ]-[ 7 ] The State Broadcast Orchestra

John Frandsen, conductor

Producer’s Note

In 1951 Frandsen made a series of 78rpm recordings, fourteen sides in all, of which only

eight were ever issued. The Fifth Symphony of Schubert may have been held back 

because the new LP format was reducing the commercial appeal of symphonic recordings

on noisier shellac pressings, where movements were spread over more than one side. 

Test pressings of the Schubert have survived. But when I was looking for something

quite different in the basement of The State Media Archive, located in the Royal Library

in Aarhus, I stumbled across a pile of unissued HMV and Columbia ‘father’ matrices. 

A father matrix is the closest one can get to the original recording, as the father is

made by metalizing the original wax-cutting. This produces a ‘negative’ pressing, 

where the signal is not engraved in grooves but on ridges. Accordingly, a different kind

of stylus is required to play them, shaped as a reversed V so that it rides on the ridges

of the record. 

In short, I succeeded in making transfers of all these Danish matrices. Danacord issued

several of them on an album featuring the French clarinettist Louis Cahuzac (DACOCD

722-723). The fidelity available from metal ‘fathers’ is far higher than shellac pressings

made from the same matrices. Listeners may like to compare Schubert’s Fifth with the

last three tracks on CD2, which were recorded during the same sessions as the 

symphony but remastered from shellac pressings.
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Riisager were prolific composers with a mainly neoclassical outlook and both influenced

by the Francophone group known as Les Six, though a Nordic tone can, not surprisingly,

be detected in their music as well, especially in that of Tarp. Tarp’s Overture to my 

Marionette Theatre is elegant, light-hearted and very accessible music, and the same

goes for the jazzy Battle of Jericho, both pieces exemplifying Tarp’s ambition – that

most of his music ‘should be easily understood and not too difficult to play’. Riisager’s

Torgut Dance is a somewhat rumbustious piece, rich on primal energy but not devoid of

the cool, polished elegance so characteristic of its composer.

For the benefit of the curious it should be added that the 1951 Columbia sessions 

included another short piece by Riisager (Monument for Kingo) as well as Weber’s 

overture to Der Freischütz. The Philips sessions of 1955 produced not only the two 

overtures by Hartmann and Gade, but also excerpts from Kuhlau’s music for Elverhøj

(The Elf Hill, including the popular overture) and, not least, a truly excellent Nielsen 

Sinfonia espansiva (available on DACOCD 801-830). The Saga material also included

more works than presented here: the Rakoczy March by Berlioz and four more overtures:

the Tragic Overture by Brahms, the Midsummer Night’s Dream Overture by Mendelssohn,

Dvořák’s Carnival Overture and Glinka’s overture to Ruslan and Ludmila.

© Jonas Barlyng, 2022

John Frandsen (1918-1996) is hardly a household name to record collectors outside the

borders of Denmark, and the epithet ‘star conductor’ may, to them, appear somewhat

exaggerated. Danish music lovers will, however, disagree, as Frandsen was in his day

held in very high regard in his home country, and for many years was considered primus

inter pares among Danish conductors, equally at home in the concert hall and the

opera house. 

John Hakon Frandsen was born out of wedlock in Copenhagen on July 10, 1918, to Edith

Frandsen (1898-1978). His father, Hakon Thomsen, was a somewhat older businessman

who emigrated to the United States shortly afterwards, and whom Frandsen never met.

As a boy, Frandsen grew up with his mother in Denmark, and while classical music did

not play a significant role in his early upbringing he seems to have inherited musical 

talents from his mother’s side of the family. She sang in a Copenhagen church and her

brother was a percussionist in the orchestra of the Royal Life Guards. Her brother’s 

son – Frandsen’s cousin – was Poul Lerhøj, a percussionist and timpanist for the Danish

Radio Symphony Orchestra (DRSO), where he later played numerous concerts under

Frandsen’s baton.

In 1930, Frandsen got a free place at the reputable boarding school Herlufsholm 

(a Danish equivalent to Eton College). He had very happy time there, not least because

the school’s music teacher, Niels Rudolph Gade (a grandson of the composer Niels W.

Gade), immediately realized Frandsen’s musical talent and gave him the keys to 
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Herlufsholm Church, where he spent so many fruitful hours playing on the organ that

his admission to the Royal Danish Academy of Music in 1935 was a mere formality. He

graduated as a cantor in 1937 and as an organist the following year, and was appointed

substitute organist at the Copenhagen Cathedral where he functioned up to 1953.

As a conductor Frandsen was largely self-taught. In 1943, during the German occupation,

he had fled to Sweden with his wife who was of Jewish descent, and while in exile he 

accumulated valuable experience as a conductor of a steadily growing orchestra of 

Danish refugees. Further conducting engagements followed after his return to Denmark

in 1945. That year he conducted the DRSO and the orchestra of the Society of Young

Composers and in 1946 took up a conducting post at the Royal Theatre in Copenhagen

which had (and still has) the Royal Danish Orchestra, one of the most prestigious 

Danish ensembles, as its musical body. 

The turning point in Frandsen’s career came the following year when, on October 3, 1947,

he  conducted the Danish premiere of Benjamin Britten’s Peter Grimes to great acclaim;

and the success was all the more remarkable in that Peter Grimes – a complex and 

demanding score – was Frandsen’s debut as an opera conductor. For the next 33 years

until his resignation in 1980, Frandsen was principal conductor at the Royal Theatre,

specializing mainly in Mozart, Verdi, Wagner and Richard Strauss, but conducting a

wide-ranging opera repertoire, and after his resignation returning occasionally as a

guest conductor.

relaxed, lyrical reading with naturally flowing tempi and beautiful phrasing (available on

DACOCD 673-674). The 1955 Frandsen version is a dark, romantic, almost Wagnerian,

performance much in the Høeberg mould, moderately paced with rhythmic elasticity,

occasional rhetorical touches and a weighty, bass-oriented orchestral sound.

As mentioned earlier, Frandsen’s romantic outlook did not prevent him from presenting

the music of contemporary Danish composers. In the late 1950s the Odeon label 

captured Frandsen and the Danish State Broadcasting Orchestra in the premiere 

recording of Finn Høffding’s symphonic fantasy Evolution from 1939. According to the

composer: ‘“Symphonic Fantasy” means a composition for orchestra in one movement

and of the same expansive stringency as a symphony, whether this is with regard to

pathos or humour. I conceive a composition as something like an organism, and I have

called my first symphonic fantasy – composed in 1939 – “Evolution” because it is written

as the development of a germ which, in contact – or even in conflict – with its surroundings,

grows up through various intermediate stages to a definite shape.’ Superbly crafted,

highly atmospheric and obviously Nordic in idiom, Evolution is a suitable companion 

to the Hakon Jarl and Ossian overtures and, like these, worthy of more than just an 

occasional hearing.

Three orchestral miniatures recorded during 1951 Columbia sessions with the Royal 

Danish Orchestra also document Frandsen as a supporter of new music: indeed very

much so, as the works in question all date from 1949. Svend Erik Tarp and Knudåge 
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Frandsen’s work was, however, by no means restricted to the opera house, as he was

very active in the concert hall throughout his career, with a large and varied repertoire

spanning from the 18th century to contemporary composers. He conducted the Royal

Danish Orchestra regularly in symphony concerts and formed strong ties with the other

two leading Copenhagen orchestras – the DRSO and the orchestra of the Tivoli pleasure

gardens (now known as the (Tivoli) Copenhagen Phil). From 1969 to 1980 Frandsen was

also principal conductor of the Swedish Helsingborg Symphony Orchestra. Alongside 

his work as an operatic and symphonic conductor, Frandsen was, from 1948 to 1957,

principal conductor of the Studenter-Sangforeningen (Copenhagen University Choir),

the oldest and most prestigious of Danish male choruses.

As a musician Frandsen was essentially a romantic. He was guided by musical instinct

and feeling rather than by objective, intellectual analysis, and like Wilhelm Furtwängler,

whom he knew and greatly admired, he communicated his intentions to the orchestra

by means of sheer charisma as much as the mechanics of gesture. He was no consistent

performer; his performances of a given piece could vary greatly from one day to another,

depending on his mood and level of inspiration, which inevitably led to a variable 

quality of performance. Generally, his interpretations were characterized by affectionate

phrasing, a warm, rich sonority and, especially in his later years, unhurried tempi. 

Frandsen’s romantic outlook did not, however, prevent him from being an excellent 

Mozartian and an idiomatic interpreter of the sound and unsentimental music of Carl

Nielsen. Nor did he turn his back on the music of his more modern contemporaries.

greatest works for orchestra and a textbook example of the ‘Nordic tone’ so characteristic

of his music. The dark-hued sonorities of the overture, and its fusion of the lyric with the

dramatic, obviously appealed to Frandsen’s romantic temperament, and he offers a

highly inspired performance of the piece. 

Niels W. Gade was, in his day, the leading Danish composer, famous both at home and

abroad. He composed – among other things – eight symphonies, cantatas, concert

overtures and chamber music. In 1841 he was awarded a prize for the concert overture

Echoes of Ossian which was soon after printed by the prestigious publishers Breitkopf &

Härtel as the composer’s opus 1. Echoes of Ossian is a true masterpiece, and it is unlikely

that a greater opus 1 was ever composed by anybody. The musical idiom is akin to the

Nordic tone of Hartmann, with the heroic main theme of the overture being inspired by

a well-known Danish folk tune, and the lyrical second theme having an unmistakably

Danish tinge. 

Echoes of Ossian has always been a favourite with Danish concert audiences, and when

Frandsen recorded the piece in 1955, he followed in the footsteps of three illustrious 

colleagues. Back in the late 1930s, Georg Høeberg gave a slow, dark, and romantic 

performance with the Royal Danish Orchestra. The next recording, made in 1942 by

Thomas Jensen and the Copenhagen Philharmonic Orchestra, is quite different: a fleet

and straightforward performance, perhaps a little short on poetry (available on DACOCD

523-524). Eight years later, in 1950, Launy Grøndahl and the DRSO gave a slightly more
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Frandsen’s career as a recording artist started early. On November 3-4, 1947, a month

after the sensational Danish premiere of Peter Grimes, Columbia recorded him and the

Royal Danish Orchestra in the first recording of Nielsen’s Clarinet Concerto, with Louis

Cahuzac as soloist (available on DACOCD 801-830).

The present set brings together a selection of Frandsen’s studio recordings from the

1950s. CD1 contains material recorded by Saga in the late 50s. It opens with a sparkling

performance of Mozart’s overture to The Marriage of Figaro. Frandsen and the Royal

Danish Orchestra performed this opera more than any other, yet there is no hint of 

boredom or routine. At a mere 3’47” the performance contradicts the general – though

not always accurate – impression of Frandsen as a slow conductor, but it never sounds

rushed, and Frandsen’s flair for the Mozartian idiom is obvious. 

The Figaro Overture is followed by Brahms’s Fourth Symphony, again not a very slow

performance. Interestingly, the timings (11’58”/11’36”/6’13”/10’17”) are very close to

those of Igor Markevitch’s famous recording with the Lamoureux Orchestra from around

the same time (12’03”/11’43”/6’02”/10’08”). Yet the two interpretations are worlds apart.

Markevitch elicits knife-edge precision, sharp attacks, extreme terraced dynamics 

and lean, icy sonorities in a taut and stern reading which focuses on the particular, 

neo-Baroque aspects of the Fourth that separate it from the previous three. Frandsen,

conducting the mellower-sounding Royal Danish Orchestra, gives a less angular, 

warmer, more organic-sounding and, perhaps, more traditionally ‘Brahmsian’ reading

that draws the Fourth closer to its siblings. (Occasional slips in execution – albeit never

so grave as to interfere with the enjoyment of the music – may indicate that the 

recording was made on a tight budget with restricted room for retakes.)

Frandsen’s inborn sensitivity and year-round experience as an opera conductor made

him an ideal accompanist. We hear him in that capacity in the last piece on CD1, where

he conducts the Royal Danish Orchestra in Grieg’s Piano Concerto with the renowned

pianist Eileen Joyce as a soloist. It was taped in 1958 and is one of her last recordings

before her early retirement in 1960.  

CD2 – a mix of Danish and international repertoire – compiles mono recordings made

by Columbia, Philips and Odeon. Recorded in 1951, the Fifth Symphony of Schubert

finds Frandsen and the Royal Danish Orchestra in excellent form. It is a fresh, youthful

and naturally flowing performance, more classical than romantic in outlook, but lovingly

phrased and with no suggestion of haste or emotional detachment. 

Four years later, in 1955, Philips recorded Frandsen and the DRSO in two Danish romantic

overtures: J.P.E. Hartmann’s Hakon Jarl and Niels W. Gade’s Echoes of Ossian. 

Hartmann was a major figure in Danish music life of the 19th century, and his large 

output includes symphonies, overtures, cantatas, operas and other music for the 

theatre as well as works for smaller forces. The Hakon Jarl Overture – written in 1844 for

the revival of a play by the Danish poet Adam Oehlenschläger – is one of Hartmann’s
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