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Ernest Ansermet and the Suisse Romande recorded the big three Tchaikovsky ballets for Decca, 
including this Sleeping Beauty in 1959, and while Gennadi Rozhdestvensky and the BBC 
Symphony Orchestra (BBC 3001 Artium LPs) remain first choice in this work, Ansermet is very 
persuasive. Unlike so many he doesn’t go in for big accelerandi and rallentandi, or grandiose 
gestures, and seems content to let this glorious music speak for itself. The Introduction has power 
and delicacy, with very imposing brass and plaintive strings. In the Pas de six series of short 
dances that conclude side 1, each number is beautifully characterised and the deliniation of line 
and rhythm exemplary. When the famous Rose Adagio arrives, anyone expecting a big sentimental 
wallow will be disappointed; Ansermet takes a flowing tempo and sticks to it. He doesn’t equal 
Rozhdestvensky’s wonderful sweep and sense of spectacle, but then again, nor does anyone else. 

The least successful parts of the performance are the concluding Sarabande, Mazurka and 
Apotheosis, which are too straight-laced and under-powered, and there are other passages when a 
greater sense of fantasy and characterisation wouldn’t have gone amiss, the orchestral playing is 
sometimes rather provincial and there are ensemble lapses, but all-in-all this is an enjoyable 
performance.   

Sound

Balance: 5
Inner balance: 5
Detail and clarity: 5
Dynamic range: 5

From the beginning of the stereo era until the arrival of CDs, Decca produced benchmark sound 
and this performance is a superb example of their art. I borrowed a first label copy of the original 
LPs (pristine copies of which can cost over 500 Euros) and the comparison very much favours (in 
what is a massively subjective area) the Speakers Corner discs. The image is marginally more 
forward, but the sense of depth and perspective has been retained. Having visited Air Studios (see 
forthcoming features) and talked to the mastering engineers, Tony Hawkins and Ray Staff, I know 
that the solid-state Neumann head cutting amps they use, have had their power supplies 
separated, and this, along with an output of 500 watts RMS per channel (peaking at 1000 watts) as 
opposed to the original tube 300 watt amps used by Decca, has led to improved bass control and 
speed, which is apparent in every bar. The strings have bloom and weight, the brass cut through 



thrillingly, there is superb definition, clarity and presence, and the dynamic range is better. Only the 
woodwind are superior on the original LPs, having greater body.

The only drawback is presentational. These discs – while a lot cheaper than the originals – are 
expensive, and it is unfortunate that the synthetic padding square insert is too thick to allow the box 
lid to close properly. 

  


