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Edith Mason
in the title role
of Flotow's
Martha, one of
her Chicago
successes in
the 1920s

Edith Mason was
the Windy City's
longtime favorite
soprano.

P EDITH MASON'’S VOICE, a lumi-
nous lyric soprano, ascended
with extraordinary elegance
to pristine high pianissimos
and sculpted legato phrases.
Like Mason herself, her singing
lacked any trace of affectation,
and her portrayals of opera’s
most soulful heroines went
straight to the hearts of her lis-
teners. Mason was an American
original, whose offstage person-
ality exuded an infectious, inex-
tinguishable zest for life. The
majority of her performances
on disc are sweetly sentimental
material that reveals nothing of
her famous humor and feistiness.
The recording companies missed
a great opportunity. |

Born into a well-to-do St.
Louis family in 1892, the young
Edith Barnes dreamed of being
what she called “a singing and
acting woman.” Once her tech-

nique and style were perfected

by her teachers in Europe, there
‘ ;s ; was no stopping her. Within

a few years, the soprano (who

had married painter Norman

L Mason in 1913) enjoyed success
in Nice and Monte Carlo and
0 ZC a 0 made her Met debut, as Sophie,
[ ] in the first of her ninety-three

performances with the company.
A particular thrill was sing-

ing Micaela in Carmen at the
Met, opposite her idols, Enrico
Caruso and Geraldine Farrar, in
1916 and 1917. |
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Also in 1917, Mason first sang
at Ravinia Park. The soprano
was a hit and returned from
1918-20, attracting huge audi-
ences to what were soon known
as “Mason nights.” Those suc-
cesses notwithstanding, Chicago
operagoers’ love affair with
Mason really began with her
triumphant 1921 debut with the
Chicago Opera Association, as
Cio-Cio-San. With that company
and those that followed (Chicago
Civic Opera, then Chicago Opera
Company), Mason starred in
twenty roles in 122 performances
spanning two decades. She was
acclaimed in New York and
internationally, but Mason felt
she truly belonged in Chicago,
and the feeling was mutual, both
during her performing days and
long after. With a larger voice
than most light-lyric sopranos,
Mason confidently took on

Mason felt she truly
belonged in Chicago.

many full-lyric parts as well. A
captivating Violetta and Mimi,
she also shone as Desdemona,
Flotow’s Lady Harriet and
Rimsky-Korsakov’s Snow
Maiden. Her artistry, as well as
her quintessentially American
unpretentiousness, endeared her
to everyone.

In Mason’s era, Chicago’s
opera stars were extensively cov-
ered in the press—not only their
performances but their social
events, family lives and travels.
Archived issues of the Chicago
Tribune yield a comprehensive
view of Mason on- and offstage.

One report from 1934 covers
a court case brought by Mason’s
dressmaker, who produced some
short, excessively tight gowns
that the star singer refused to
pay for. The headline? “Edith
Mason Tells the World She’s
No Sylph.” At the height of her
career, Mason weighed 175
pounds, and admitting to being
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too plump for those gowns
didn’t bother her. “The more
I weighed, the better I sang,”
she recalled years later.
Mason’s romances drew a
lot of attention. While still
married to Mason, she met
conductor Giorgio Polacco,
who also was married. The
liaison aroused consider-
able gossip; their spouses
eventually divorced them,
and the lovers married in
1919. (“Opera Romance,”
the Ttibune
crowed, report-
ing on the union
between “pretty
Edith Mason and
the temperamental
Venetian conduc-
tor.”) In 1929, the
couple—by then
parents of a daughter,
Graziella—divorced,

the Tridune’s
celebrated arts critic
Claudia Cassidy. She
and Mason—both
spirited, opinion-
ated and, of course,
totally devoted to
opera—must have
been quite a duo.
Mason was a
singularly gener-
ous, open-hearted
human being, and
one can imagine”
what a wonder-
ful hostess she
must have been;
in one of her many
Tribune columns covering her
summers in Europe, Cassidy
wrote of the Raglands having “a
family party for three genera-
tions of friends named Giuriati.”
Late in life, for health reasons,
Mason relocated to San Diego,
where she died in 1973. But
the soprano, who gave Chicago
the best of her glorious art-
istry, never lost her love for the
Windy City. As Ragland told the
Tribune, “Chicago was always
her first place.” m

and Mason mar-
ried Chicago surgeon
Maurice Bernstein.
Months later, he publicly
denied a rift between
them, but the marriage S
was annulled, and by 1931 ==
Mason had remarried Polacco. From top:
Following another divorce six M,;:‘,fm-1 and fenos
ario Chamlee
years later, Mason married at Rockefeller
Chicago stockbroker William E. g?i?lt?nrvtshzigggg
Ragland. the diva on deck
In 1938, after fourteen
Chicago seasons, Mason retired
from opera; she returned for a
final Bohéme three years later
only because Ragland had never
heard her onstage. The soprano
frequently presented a much-
admired lecture, “Reminiscences
of a Prima Donna.” Even in
retirement, her time abroad was
always of interest, especially
her trips to Italy, where she and
Ragland had a villa at Cortina
d’Ampezzo in the Dolomites. One
of their most frequent guests was

Roger Pines, a regular contributor
to OPERA NEWS, teaches at
Northwestern University’s Bienen
School of Music.
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