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MARIO CHAMLEE (1892-1966) was born Archer Chamlee in Los Angeles,
the son of Dr. Samuel Chamlee, a physician. The family was of English descent,
the name long since changed from the rather unwieldy Cholmondely, which for
many was a shibboleth. Mario studied music at the University of Southern
California and, after taking singing lessons from Achille Alberti, made his operatic
début in 1916 as Edgardo in Lucia di Lammermoor in Los Angeles under the nome
d'arte Mario Rodolfi. After some early engagements with touring companies, he
responded to the call to arms in 1917, serving in France with the American
Expeditionary Force. Returning home in 1919, Chamlee married the soprano Ruth
Miller of the Metropolitan Opera Company, whom he had met while appearing
with the Aborn Opera Company. Theirs would be a union of rare happiness which
lasted almost fifty years.
Chamlee sang with the Scotti Grand Opera Company on its cross-country tours
of the United States and Canada, and on November 22, 1920, made his
Metropolitan Opera House début in Tosca with Geraldine Farrar and Antonio
Scotti, enjoying a warm reception. He remained a valuable member of a company
whose ranks included Gigli, Lauri-Volpi and Martinelli, for eight seasons,
departing only after strong disagreements with management over repertory.
Chamlee first sang at Chicago's Ravinia Park in 1921 and appeared with great
success over a number of seasons. He did not, however, sing at the Chicago Opera
House until the season of 1934-1935, after which he sang in San Francisco where
his roles included Lohengrin, and Walter in Die Meistersinger.
In the late '20s Chamlee had an excellent reception in a series of European
engagements which found him appearing at both the Opéra and Opéra-Comique in
Paris, in Lille, Rouen, Bordeaux, Nice, Brussels, at the Deutsche Oper in Prague
and at the Vienna Volksoper. Chamlee was not heard in opera in Great Britain, but
after a particularly successful concert, in London's Royal Albert Hall in 1925, he
was described as "a great tenor" (Daily Telegraph). In May 1936, the singer
returned to the Metropolitan Opera as Jenik in an English language version of
Smetana's Bartered Bride, finally forsaking the operatic stage four years later after
a performance of La Traviata in Seattle with Novotna and Bonelli.
Throughout his distinguished career, Chamlee was a busy concert artist. He
often appeared in joint recitals with his wife Ruth and he also broadcast over the
NBC Radio network. Eventually Ruth and Mario settled down in California,
acquiring a home in the Hollywood hills, where they taught singing to a host of
pupils, among them the soprano Mary Costa and the baritone Theodore Uppman.
Ruth Miller Chamlee, a pupil of Giovanni Sbriglia, one of the great European
singing masters, continued her teaching activities at her home "Casa Chamlee"

almost until her death in 1983 at the age of 90. A gracious and charming lady, the
writer remembers her with great affection.
GIULIO CRIMI (1885-1939) Few Italian tenors have been more naturally
gifted than the Sicilian-born Giulio Crimi. After vocal studies with Maestro
Aderno, the leading vocal pedagogue in his native isle, Crimi made his début as
Turiddu in Cavalleria Rusticana at the Teatro Bellini, Catania on November 30,
1911. The event marked also the first appearance of another young artist destined
for glory on the lyric stage, the baritone Carmelo Maugeri.
For a year or so after his début, Crimi continued to pursue his studies with
Aderno in Catania and in November, 1912 made what is regarded as his official
début at the Teatro Sociale, Treviso in La Wally by Catalani.
His rise to fame was rapid and over the next couple of years he sang to
increasing acclaim at theatres in Verona, Palermo, Florence, Milan, Bologna and
Turin. In the last named, on February 19, 1914, he created the role of Paolo in the
world première of Zandonai's Francesca da Rimini, at the celebrated Teatro Regio,
with Canetti and Cigada.
Crimi's international career commenced in the spring of 1914. He enjoyed
considerable success in L'Amore dei Tre Re and Manon Lescaut during his one and
only Covent Garden season, the last before the Great War. Between appearances in
London, he made his way to Paris to appear with Henry Russell's forces at the
Théâtre des Champs-Elysées, in Manon Lescaut with Kousnezoff and Cigada,
when "his superb voice created a sensation".
After more engagements in Italy, Crimi sang in Madrid in the winter of 19141915, appearing in Mancinelli's Paolo e Francesca and in the local première of
Montemezzi's L'Amore dei Tre Re. His début at La Scala, Milan as Radames in
Aida took place on January 19, 1916 with Raisa and Danise under the baton of
Gino Marinuzzi. His first appearances in Rome followed, after which Crimi
journeyed to South America for his initial season at the Teatro Colón, Buenos Aires
where his début took place on May 28, 1916 in the first Colón presentation of
Verdi's La Battaglia di Legnano. He remained for performances of Aida, Andrea
Chénier, I Pagliacci and the world première of Huemac by de Rogatis (July 22,
1916). Crimi sang the title role, which he also presented to audiences in
Montevideo and São Paulo later in the year.
Crimi made his North American début on November 13, 1916 at the Chicago
Auditorium with Rosa Raisa and another new arrival, the baritone Giacomo
Rimini. That season, the first of three in which he appeared with the Chicago
Company, he also sang in Andrea Chénier, Cavalleria Rusticana, La Traviata, his
first La Bohème, Francesca da Rimini and Edgardo in Lucia di Lammermoor
opposite Amelita Galli-Curci, on a ten city tour with the Chicago forces.
After two seasons in Chicago, Crimi was invited to join the company of the
Metropolitan Opera House, New York, where his début took place on November
13, 1918 in Aida with Claudia Muzio. A month later the tenor appeared in the
world première of Puccini's Il Tabarro and of Gianni Schicchi, creating the roles of
Luigi and Rinucio in a single evening. He presented them to enthusiastic audiences

in South America in the summer of 1919, and in the winter returned to the
Metropolitan Opera for a second season, when his assignments included Dufresne
in Leoncavallo's Zazà opposite Geraldine Farrar. Crimi sang with the Metropolitan
over two further seasons 1920-1921 and 1921-1922.
He travelled to his native Catania in August 1922 performing Don José in
Bizet's Carmen. It was the last time he sang in his homeland.
Crimi returned to the Chicago stage on November 18, 1922 as Avito in L'Amore
dei Tre Re in a stellar cast which included Mary Garden, Georges Baklanoff and
Virgilio Lazzari. After concert engagements in Canada, he was back in Chicago
during November and December 1923 for a series of appearances which marked
the conclusion of his career in North America.
He sang briefly in Rome in the summer of 1924, before travelling to Buenos
Aires where, in the familiar surroundings of the Teatro Colón, he was heard in
Catalani's Loreley, for the first time, and created Camacho in Mignone's short-lived
O Contratador di Diamantes. It was both his last new role, and his last season in
South America.
In December 1924 Crimi returned to La Scala as Don José in Carmen. Over the
next three years his activities were reduced considerably and, apart from a visit to
Paris in 1925, his career was confined to Italy. By this time, a serious heart ailment
was having its effect, and after appearing in Francesca da Rimini at the Teatro
Carlo Felice, Genoa in the season of 1927-1928 he was obliged to retire, still in his
early forties.
Over a career of some seventeen seasons, Crimi sang a repertory of 34 roles in
most of the world's greatest opera houses and created three important roles in
works by Zandonai and Puccini. He recorded exclusively for the Vocalion
company during the period of his North American career. It is generally agreed
that these recordings are less than adequate mementoes of his appreciable gifts.
Crimi settled in Rome as a teacher of singing. His pupils included Gino del
Signore and Tito Gobbi.
CYRENA VAN GORDON (1893?-1964 née Pocock), who became Chicago's
leading mezzo-contralto, was a native of Camden, Ohio. After barely a year of
study in Cincinnati with Louise Dotti, a singer from Colonel Mapleson's preMetropolitan seasons, Van Gordon made her début with the Chicago Civic Opera
on November 22, 1912 as Amneris in Aida under Campanini. She remained with
the Chicago forces for two decades appearing as Ortrud, Erda, Fricka, Venus,
Brangäne, Dalila, Azucena, Princess Eboli and in other leading roles. She sang with
the Metropolitan Opera Company in the season of 1933-1934 making her début,
again as Amneris, on January 1, 1934. The following season she appeared with
Fortune Gallo's San Carlo Opera Company, but only in Chicago.
Like most operatic artists of her day, Van Gordon also took part in extensive
concert tours throughout her career. Finally she taught singing in New York, where
she died in 1964.

CAROLINA LAZZARI (1891-1946) was a first-generation American, born of
Italian immigrants, Joseph and Maria Lazzari (née Ambrosoli). Gifted with an
exceptional natural mezzo-soprano voice she studied singing in New York and in
Italy and made her début at the Chicago Opera House on the opening night of the
1917-1918 season as Giglietta in Isabeau with Raisa and Crimi. She stayed with
the company for just this and the next season, working through a variety of roles in
Aida, Samson et Dalila, La Forza del Destino, Dinorah, Il Trovatore and other
works. Lazzari made a well-received Metropolitan Opera début in Aida in
December 1920 and the following year appeared at the Teatro Colón, Buenos
Aires. But, for all her good reviews, a career in opera seems to have held little
appeal and she soon embarked upon a busy concert career which took her far and
wide throughout the United States, part of the time as a member of the
Metropolitan Opera Quartet with Frances Alda, Charles Hackett and Giuseppe de
Luca.
Eventually she settled in New York as a teacher of singing. Judy Garland was
among her pupils.
VIRGILIO LAZZARI (1887-1953) was a native of Assisi. He sang first in light
opera with a touring company. Then, after three years of study with Antonio
Cotogni, teacher of a host of celebrated singers, including Beniamino Gigli, he
made his début in grand opera in 1914. Early seasons found him in Central and
South America as a member of the itinerant Bracale Opera Company. His
American début was in Springfield, Massachusetts, on October 9, 1916 in Rigoletto
with Max Rabinoff's Boston National Opera Company. Georges Baklanoff was in
the title role and Lazzari enjoyed a personal triumph. He remained for two seasons,
and, following the organization's untimely demise, made his début at the Chicago
Opera House on November 20, 1918 as Ferrando in Il Trovatore with Raisa, Dolci
and Rimini, thus embarking on an association which lasted initially until 1932.
Lazzari appeared at the Teatro Colón in Buenos Aires in 1920, and two years
later began to take on concert engagements. Throughout the '20s he was not only
principal bass at the Chicago Opera House, but also performed regularly during the
summer seasons of opera given in the open-air at Ravinia Park on the shores of
Lake Michigan. He sang in San Francisco in 1926 and in 1947, at the Cincinnati
Zoo Opera and at the Metropolitan Opera House, New York during the period
1933-1940 and again 1943-1947.
His final engagement in Chicago lasted from 1937-1942. Europe saw
relatively little of him once he had settled in the United States, but he did appear at
the Teatro Costanzi in Rome, in Salzburg, in Paris and at London's Royal Opera
House, Covent Garden, where he was engaged in the last season before the War to
appear in Don Giovanni with Tauber and Pinza.
Lazzari was a fine actor and will be remembered particularly for his portrayal
of the blind King Archibaldo in Montemezzi's thrilling drama L'Amore dei Tre Re.
The Chicago star, Mary Garden, first sang the soprano heroine, the ill-fated Fiora,
opposite Lazzari in the season of 1919-1920. During the various performances,
Garden and Lazzari built up enormous drama into their work, particularly in the
Act 2 strangling scene which was always a thrilling experience. In her

autobiography Mary Garden's Story (Simon & Schuster) Garden recounts how at
the end of the scene Lazzari would complain of the scratches on his hands. "Lazzari
killed me", Garden writes, "but what a struggle it was, and how I loved and adored
it! I lived and died every minute of it. What a scrap that was, so real you'd have
thought he had really killed me! Then Lazzari would pick me up, throw me over his
back and carry me off the stage".
Virgilio Lazzari had a long and enormously busy career. He is reported to have
sung more than 120 roles but, unfortunately, recorded very little.
ROSA RAISA (1893-1973) was born Raisa Burchstein in a Polish ghetto.
Eventually she was able to flee Poland and the pogroms which characterized the
realm of the Czars, to settle on the island of Capri where a cousin, Dr. Paved
Vigdorchick, had a dental practice. She studied with Barbara Marchisio at the
Naples Conservatory and in 1912 made her first public appearance in a concert at
the Accademia di Santa Cecilia, Rome, making a great impression. Her début in
opera was at the Teatro Regio, Parma during the Verdi Centenary Celebrations.
Her American début took place in Baltimore on November 14, 1913 with the
Philadelphia-Chicago Company. The occasion was a performance of La Bohème
with Giovanni Martinelli. Two weeks later she made her début in the Chicago
Auditorium and soon became one of the pillars of the company with which she
remained until the '30s.
Raisa returned to Europe in 1914 to appear in London and Paris. On the
outbreak of the Great War she was in Italy and, with the Chicago season of 19141915 cancelled, she accepted an engagement at the Teatro Costanzi in Rome where
she appeared in Zandonai's Francesca da Rimini.
She sang in South America in the seasons of 1915 and 1916. 1916 was also the
year of her début at La Scala, Milan and late in that same year she returned to the
Chicago stage. She was back in South America in 1918 and the following year
appeared in Mexico, where she had a particularly warm reception.
Although her career was centred mainly around the Chicago Company (in 1925
she also sang at Ravinia Park), Raisa found time to return to Italy to appear at La
Scala, in 1924 for the world première of Boito's Nerone; in 1925, for an Il
Trovatore with Anitua, Pertile and Franci; and in 1926 to create Turandot with
Miguel Fleta as Calaf and Toscanini conducting, the world première of Puccini's
last work.
Raisa was virtually in semi-retirement when the Chicago Opera collapsed in
1932, victim of the depression, but next year she returned to Europe to take part in
the première at La Scala of Zandonai's Partita and at the Verona Arena in Les
Huguenots with Giacomo Lauri-Volpi.
During the 1930s Raisa often appeared in concert with her husband, Giacomo
Rimini. Her last performance in opera was in La Juive in Chicago in December
1936, with the re-organized Chicago company.
GIACOMO RIMINI (1887-1952) was a native of Verona. He studied singing
with Amelia Conti-Foroni and in September, 1910 made his début in Desenzano.

Over several seasons he worked his way through a variety of roles in Italian
provincial theatres, and in 1916 appeared at the Teatro Colón, Buenos Aires. He
made his Chicago début on the opening night of the 1916-1917 season in Aida,
with Raisa and Crimi. Rimini remained until the 1930s performing an extensive
and varied repertory which included Zazà, La Nave, Dinorah, Manon, Tannhäuser,
Tristan und Isolde, Les Huguenots, Otello, L'Amore dei Tre Re, Fedora and La
Forza del Destino. In 1925 Rimini and Rosa Raisa, his wife of five years, made
their début during the season of open-air opera at Ravinia Park.
Rimini often journeyed to Europe the '20s. In 1923 he sang at the Verona
Arena, in 1926 he was at La Scala, to create the role of Ping in the world première
of Turandot with Raisa and Miguel Fleta, in 1933 he was once more in Verona, and
he returned to La Scala. The number of his European appearances in the years
before the Second World War reflects the reduced operatic activity in Chicago at
the time. There was also his sole appearance at the Royal Opera House, Covent
Garden with Cigna and the Greek tenor, Lappas, in a poorly received revival of
Verdi's Don Carlos, under Beecham.
Giacomo Rimini died in Chicago in 1952.
ARMAND TOKATYAN (1894?-1960) There are conflicting reports of both
the year and the place of Tokatyan's birth. However, it appears that he was born in
Bulgaria on July 16, 1894, the son of Gabriel and Virginia Tokatyan. The family
was Armenian and eventually settled in Alexandria, Egypt where Armand grew up
and where he is said to have attended the Alexandria Conservatory of Music and to
have sung in Gomidas Vartabed's choir.
During the Great War, Carlo Ragni, a character tenor and stage manager of an
Italian touring company, heard Tokatyan sing in Cairo and encouraged the young
artist to follow him to Italy for a period of study. After about three years in Italy,
Tokatyan made his début in Puccini's Manon Lescaut at a small theatre in
Alessandria, Piedmont and, after further study with Nino Cairone in Milan,
appeared in the same work at the Teatro Storchio in Modena.
In 1921 Tokatyan arrived in Los Angeles and was engaged by Grauman's
Theatre in Hollywood. The following spring, he made his American operatic début
in Birmingham, Alabama on the Scotti Grand Opera Company's sixth and final
tour, as Cavaradossi in Tosca with Alice Gentle and Antonio Scotti. Tokatyan
made his Metropolitan Opera House début in the season of 1922-1923 as Turiddu
in Cavalleria Rusticana and remained at there until 1932. He returned to the house
for the seasons of 1935-1937, 1938-1942 and, finally, 1943-1946.
Between his Metropolitan commitments he sang with the Chicago Opera, in Los
Angeles, in San Francisco, at the Cincinnati Zoo Opera, and over six seasons from
1923 to 1930, at Ravinia Park.
Between 1931 and 1934 Tokatyan also appeared in Europe. In May and June of
1931 he was in Budapest where he received a tremendous ovation on the evening
of his début. His Covent Garden début took place three years later as Calaf in
Turandot with Roselle and Norena.

Tokatyan sang regularly in Central and South America, particularly with the
company of the Palacio de Bellas Artes in Mexico City where he was a popular
figure. There he had his own radio programme, and there also he made his first
full-length motion picture Mujer Contra Mujer, which was shot in 1946.
Tokatyan was gifted with a bright lyric voice of appealing quality. After a long
and successful career, he settled in Southern California and was on the faculty of
the Los Angeles Conservatory of Music. He died in Pasadena in 1960.
Michael Bott
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