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JOHN McCORMACK – LIEDER SINGER
John Francis McCormack was born in Athlone on 14th June 1884. There were
four sisters and one brother. He is remembered today as one of Ireland's greatest sons,
but in fact his family was of Scottish origin and came to Ireland only five years before his
birth. His education started at the Infants' School of the Marist Brothers when he was
three and a half years of age. He went on to Sligo College, which he left at the age of
eighteen. By this time he had already shown considerable interest in music, having sung
at various school events and learned early of the importance of making words clear. The
burden of his education was made easier for his parents by the several scholarships which
he won. However, he just failed to obtain a scholarship which would have taken him to
University, so it was decided that he would study for Civil Service exams and support
himself by clerical work whilst doing so. He was advised to continue with his singing and
he was taken to Dr. Vincent O'Brien* who gave him a place in the Procathedral Choir at
£25 per annum. Despite strong opposition from his family, which saw the life of a singer
as a very precarious existence, he gave up clerical work for good. That was in 1902.
O'Brien guided him and supervised his development as a singer and such was his progress
that next year he won the Gold Medal in the tenor section at the Feis Ceoil annual music
festival in Dublin. He sang "Tell fair Irene" from Atalanta by Handel and "The snowybreasted pearl" by Robinson. The accompanist at the competition was (Sir) Hamilton
Harty and the judge was Luigi Denza. Strands and connections were already forming: the
contact with O'Brien lasted all his life, indeed O'Brien even conducted the choir at his
funeral; both the music of Handel and his contemporaries, and the songs of Ireland,
became mainstays of his programmes; a friendship developed between McCormack and
Harty; and he frequently sang Italian songs of Denza and his contemporaries. Years later
Harty related how amused he was when he started the introduction to the Handel piece
only to be stopped by the competitor who informed him that he wanted it much slower,
indicating by humming, his choice of tempo. (Incidentally, second in the tenor
competition the following year was one James Joyce with whom later on McCormack also
had very good relations).
A few small engagements in Dublin followed and then he was recruited for the
"Irish Village" in the 1904 St. Louis World Fair. It was on this trip that a romantic
attachment formed, which led to a happy and lasting marriage to a woman who was able
to understand and support an exceptional artist, to cope with his needs and to accept his
iron will and strong temperament.
In both America and Ireland he was advised to go to Italy to study. He was told
that Vincenzo Sabatini (1825-1913) was the right teacher for him. In 1904, before he left
for Italy, he made his first records; two companies each paid him £50. Listening to those
records today it is hard to understand how anyone thought he was worth training, let along
recording. We cannot excuse ourselves by blaming the recording process of the day for in
the cases of many other singers it is abundantly clear that they were worth recording. At
this time also, he heard Caruso at Covent Garden; he was enormously impressed. Early

in 1905 he went to Italy where he seems to have pleased Sabatini by studying hard and
making good progress. In September 1905 he auditioned, using the name Giovanni Foli as
he found that the Italians could not cope with his own name. At the turn of the year he
made his début in opera at the Teatro Chiabrera, Savona, the theatre named after the poet
and librettist, the town celebrated for being the home of the ancestors of Columbus. The
work was L'Amico Fritz and it was performed by a small local company. It should be
borne in mind that this work is atypical of Mascagni: McCormack was singing a light lyric
part, not one of this composer's usual blood and thunder roles. In addition the orchestra
was probably well below average in size and in a small house (the population of Savona in
1906 was 43836).
In March 1907 he made his London début with a concert in the Queen's Hall and in
October, his first Covent Garden appearance as Turiddu, a much bigger part in a much
bigger house. One may well ask how a singer who never had a particularly strong voice
coped with such a part in a house of this size. An answer might be that he had those
abilities which cause each member of an audience to strain for every smallest detail and
nuance; certainly his records cause this reaction in us today.
His career was developing, there were concerts both public and in private houses.
In 1906 the recording studio beckoned and he began an extensive series of recordings for
the Odeon company. At first these were of Irish ballads, but with the start of his Covent
Garden career it was natural that he was asked to perform operatic pieces too.
Other events of those years included performances of Faust in Dublin, a tour of the
provinces with Emma Albani and Busoni, and another with Kreisler. He met Elgar at the
Birmingham Festival. This meeting with Elgar, as we shall see later, did not bear the fruit
that might have been hoped, but a meeting with a much less significant composer did.
Charles Marshall, like most composers, had difficulties getting his works performed.
McCormack immediately took to his "I hear you calling me". He performed it often,
frequently his audiences insisted on it, and within a short while had made two records of
it, one with the composer at the piano and the other with a band. Over the years, as the
recording process improved he made several further versions of it.
In 1908 Adelina Patti and Edouard de Reszke were amongst the stars who
performed at the Albert Hall to mark the Diamond Jubilee of Wilhelm Ganz's musical life
in England. McCormack, by far the youngest to take part, was greatly thrilled to appear
on the same platform as Adelina Patti, and was immensely impressed by what she still had
to offer at sixty-five years of age.
His performances in Naples in 1909 were greeted with polite rather than rapturous
applause; perhaps his voice and were not really to Italian taste. But now he was
appearing at Covent Garden with both Melba and Tetrazzini. The next step could only be
New York. When the call came it was, however, not to the renowned Metropolitan
Opera House but to the Manhattan Opera, set up by Oscar Hammerstein in competition to
the Metropolitan. The competition extended even to mounting a simultaneous Bohème:
Caruso, Farrar and Scotti v. McCormack, Cavalieri and Sammarco. (One family bought
tickets for both performances and swapped places during the interval.) Later on the two
tenors became great friends, and McCormack will tell his own account of this in a later
volume.
After one of his first appearances in New York he was offered a contract by the
Victor Talking Machine Company. He declined as he had a contract already with the

Odeon Company in London. Victor cabled Odeon to enquire if a release fee would be
acceptable. The reply was £2000. Victor then cabled its London associate, the
Gramophone Company, asking if, as was their custom, the fee could be split between
them. The Gramophone Company declined; there may well have been amazement at the
amount requested in view of the poor sales of the recordings it had made of the singer six
years previously. (Sales must have been poor as these records are decidedly rare today,
and in any case McCormack's offer to make more records between whiles had been
turned down).
Victor paid, and the new contract was signed on 10th February 1910. By that date
not only had McCormack already sung two test recordings, subsequently issued, but also
ten others of which five were passed for issue.
Melba invited McCormack to be her leading tenor in a company she was
assembling to tour Australia in 1911; apparently the invitation was issued during a
performance, at a point where the action required them to walk around together. The
season opened with La Traviata and they also appeared together in Roméo et Juliette and
other works. Probably Melba and McCormack were on a par as actors, certainly
McCormack thought so; from a revealing comment reported by his wife it is clear that
McCormack recognised that he was not at his best in this department. Melba had a
reputation for being difficult and there were skirmishes in which she probably learned that
here too they were well matched.
The photographs of later years show McCormack's weight steadily increasing,
corresponding with his large appetite. But in the first part of his career he took plenty of
exercise including boxing, of which he was a keen follower. He smoked, but abstained at
times of the year in which he sang. He drank, but could revert to water when he felt he
should. It was his invariable habit to be punctual and, other than in considerable illness,
he never cancelled.
As Professor Henig has indicated (Symposium 1163), the operatic career was
nowhere near as extensive as has been suggested and, in any case, by the time of the
Great War, was virtually over. Then, for a quarter of a century, McCormack had a very
heavy schedule of concerts to which radio appearances were added in the mid-1920s and
film parts at the end of that decade. And, of course, throughout his career he was in the
recording studio. In his last film, Wings of the Morning, he appeared as himself giving a
recital. It was made in 1936 and was the first British film in Technicolour.
In 1912 McCormack's concert manager, Charles L. Wagner, contrived to let him
hear Edwin Schneider rehearsing with the baritone Clarence Whitehill. McCormack knew
instantly that he wanted to work with him, and so a bond was formed which lasted
twenty-seven years in art and beyond that in friendship.
Schneider wrote in 1948 that he recognised immediately that he was working "with
an innate natural musician who had a tremendous capacity for work... His voice and
marvellous breath control were admirably suited to the long phrases of Handel, Mozart
and Bach."
Lily McCormack recalls that they relaxed too. There were parties at which Kreisler
and Toscanini did coin tricks, Rachmaninov played jazz, McCormack and Melchior
demonstrated weight lifting and Heifetz, in cap and apron, cooked bacon and eggs at four
in the morning.
Apart from recognising in himself an indifferent actor and being perhaps worried by

his increasing girth, McCormack felt opera to be inartistic with its contrived monologues,
in which one character of a sudden leaves the dramatic situation to deliver his innermost
and most confidential thoughts to the world at large, the other members of the cast being
temporarily and obligingly deaf. In addition, he had promised his first teacher, Dr.
O'Brien, never to attempt anything too heavy and he had always in mind the warning of
Maestro Sabatini, that singing over an over-loud orchestra would spoil his voice.
In song too, he could have by him, lest memory slip, his "book of words", a looseleaf assembly prepared afresh by his accompanist for each concert. Most artists have
great fear of memory slips; indeed a memory slip is recalled by the public long after the
musical value of the concert concerned, or of a hundred others, has ceased to be
mentioned. Early in his career McCormack had had a memory slip. His exit from the
operatic stage relieved him of another source of strain, thus allowing yet further
concentration on the matter in hand: music.
As a further benefit, he could sing with closed eyes and be thus undistracted by
movements amongst the audience.
He would not have texts of songs printed in programmes of his concerts. On the
one hand noisy page-turners were a nuisance, on the other, if the audience could not hear
the words then something was badly wrong anyway.
At first he gave fifty concerts a season. This crept up to almost double that figure,
but was then limited to sixty as the singer felt that to do more was incompatible with his
self-imposed standards.
At the end of the 1913 season McCormack decided that America had become his
home and in April 1914 he began the procedure of becoming a citizen of the United
States. His decision was motivated by the reception and friendship accorded him in that
country and not at all prompted by the unanticipated events of the following August.
Nevertheless, as news of his application travelled, there was criticism and resentment on
both sides of the Irish Sea.
Events of August 1914, however, did have an immediate consequence for
McCormack. He had been thrilled to receive a letter from Lilli Lehmann asking him to
appear in the Salzburg Festival in Don Giovanni. That was to have been in mid-August.
He gave a concert in Ostend on August 3rd. Thus on the morning of August 4th he was
singularly well placed for returning to England; Germany had invaded Belgium.
When the United States entered the war McCormack offered to do a country-wide
tour at his own expense to raise money for the Red Cross. In addition he gave many
other concerts for war charities, made records of several pieces suitable for the times and
donated royalties from them to war charities.
In 1922 he became severely ill with a throat infection. There were fears for his life;
one newspaper even reported his death. However, he recovered and continued to sing for
a further two decades.
He returned to London in 1924 for his first appearance there since Covent Garden
closed in 1914. There were various threats, occasioned, presumably, by changes in both
Europe and the circumstances of the singer in the intervening years. In the event, the
concert, in the Queen's Hall, was a total triumph.
Throughout his life McCormack was a devout Catholic. Thus, of the many
honours he received, none pleased him more than to be created a Papal Count. This was
in 1928 and was in recognition of his unfailing acceptance of requests to sing for charities.

Sir Edward Elgar and McCormack had been acquainted for many years and a close
friendship had formed. On one occasion McCormack expressed to Elgar his admiration
for the score of Gerontius. Then and there, it was at a party at which both were guests,
Elgar seated himself at a piano and went through the entire score with McCormack, to the
hushed amazement of the others present. Elgar was very keen on the work being
recorded with McCormack as Gerontius and himself conducting. However, it seems that
the Gramophone Company felt unable to undertake such a huge enterprise in the
economic climate of the time.
John McCormack retired after a concert in the Albert Hall in 1938. With the
outbreak of war, he returned to give many concerts for charity and to give concerts and
broadcasts for troops and factory workers. In 1943 his health declined and forced upon
him an increasingly quiet life. He moved back to Ireland and died there on 16th
September 1945.
McCormack is concerned with a song as a musical whole; he is no pioneer of a
post-war model of interpretation in which each syllable in turn is to be individually
dissected and its innermost meaning picked out with tweezers. Perhaps this is just as well,
for his German accent is scarcely convincing; indeed, some of his detractors held that he
did not understand German anyway. Be that as it may, McCormack's Lieder records will
be treasured when the scalpels are blunt and the tweezers long rusted.
Many of McCormack's earlier Lieder recordings were made with the correct piano
accompaniments at a time when a string band was frequently substituted to help disguise
deficiencies in the recording process. In addition several of them were made at a rather
low level. Thus, even though the best available copies have been used, a few tracks are
less bright in sound than one would like.

Track 4 is probably the singer's first recording in German.
Tracks 4, 8, 9 and 27 were not issued during the singer's lifetime.
Track 7 is an electrical repeat of an acoustic recording.
Track 16 is from a series of experimental recordings made to test transmission systems.
The frequency range is much wider than was normal for the time; contemporary heavy
tone-arms with steel needles would have made it commercially unusable. Of far greater
importance is that it is of a piece otherwise unrecorded by McCormack.
Track 21 is a rarity; for some reason it was issued only in Czechoslovakia.
Track 24 still has the test cut, normally removed from issued records. This version is with
orchestra, that issued, with violin and piano.
Tracks 6, 7, 21 and 24 from Test Pressings, presumably unique, in the singer’s own
collection.

* Vincent O'Brien (1870-1948), son of R. V. O'Brien, organist in Dublin. Studied
at R.I.A.M. Organist at Rathmines, 1885-1888; composed an opera, Hester, produced in
1893; musical director of Palestrina Choir of pro-Cathedral, Dublin, 1902; conductor of
the Dublin Oratorio Society, 1906-1914; musical director of McCormack's first world
tour, 1913.
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