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JULIÁN BIEL [Zaragoza 1870-Barcelona 1948] was a pastry cook and then a
decorator. Whilst paper-hanging in the palace of the Marquis of Villamejor, he
sang, and this led the Marquis to finance his studies with Cotogni in Milan. In
1899, after a year as a chorister, he made his début in Madrid. In 1900 he created a
great impression as Manrico in Bologna and Rome, in 1901 he was Radames and
Don José in Madrid and Vasco da Gama in Lisbon. In the seasons 1901-1902 and
1906-1907 he was successful in Barcelona as Don José, Ernani, Samson and
Turiddu. In 1902 he appeared at La Scala as Manrico under Toscanini, who
reportedly considered him the finest living singer of that part. In 1902, 1907 and
1908 he was greatly applauded in South America. In 1905 he was guest at Covent
Garden singing Don José and Radames. In 1909 at Barcelona he added Siegmund
in Die Walküre to his repertoire, but in the following year he retired. Primitive and
poorly balanced though they are, his few rare records are impressive.
JULIUS BOCHNÍCEK [LAUBNER] [Prague 1871-Prague 1951] received a
thorough grounding in music in Prague from 1886 to 1889 and then joined the
chorus of the Deutsches Landestheater. In 1895 he became a choir trainer first in
Stettin and then in Prague. In 1897 he made his début as a singer. In 1900 he
moved to Pilsen, but next year he returned to Prague. After a further season in
Pilsen he again returned to Prague, this time to the Czech house. From 1902 to
1909 he sang at the Imperial Opera, Budapest. Bochnícek then turned to
conducting and worked at the Prague Varieté Theatre until 1923. He also
composed. Typical of his repertoire were such roles as Faust, Hans (Prodaná
Nevesta), Viték (Dalibor) and Wilhelm Meister (Mignon). The records indicate a
well trained voice of unusual timbre, used in a sensitive and musical manner.
GIUSEPPE BORGATTI [Cento, Bologna 1871-Reno, Lago Maggiore 1950] sang
as he worked as a stonemason. A lady who heard him persuaded him to study,
which he did under Alessandro Busi and Elena Cuccoli in Bologna. After his début
as Faust at Castelfranco, Veneto in 1893 his career flourished, with appearances in
the Italian provinces, in Spain and in Russia. Then, at short notice replacing
Alfonso Garulli, he was in the première of Andrea Chénier at La Scala in 1896.
Very soon he was the leading Wagnerian tenor in Italy, favoured by Toscanini, and
under him in 1899 the first Siegfried at La Scala, in the presence of the Cosima
Wagner and Hans Richter. Also under Toscanini he sang Tristan, Loge and Parsifal
(a concert performance of Act 3). An invitation to Bayreuth was mooted, but
nothing came of it; perhaps language was the problem. Significant among the many
premières and local premières in which he appeared was that of Salome in which he
was Herod. He was also in great demand in South America. His wide repertoire
also included Fedora, Der Freischütz, Mefistofele, La Traviata and Werther. His

operatic career was ended by loss of sight, but he continued to give concerts and to
teach. He was married to Elena Cuccoli. Their daughter was a noted pianist.
LÉON CAMPAGNOLA [Marseille 1875-Marseille 1955] studied singing after his
military service, first in Marseille, first possibly as a baritone, then privately with
Adolphe Manoury in Paris. However, like Ruffo, he claimed to be self-taught.
After some concerts he made his début in opera using the name Derostel at Mons,
Belgium as Gérald in Lakmé. He gained experience and built up a considerable
reputation in Belgian, French and Swiss provincial houses. His début at the Opéra
in 1910 as the hero in Gounod’s Roméo et Juliette was well received, but after
appearing in Paris for a couple of seasons he seems rarely to have returned, being
occupied with a busy schedule in the provinces. He was in America only in 1913,
but not in New York; reviews were good, though without enthusiasm. During the
war he continued his career as a ‘mobilised artist’.
His voice, though not particularly large, and stage manner were appreciated. His
repertoire included Hamlet, Manon Lescaut, Si j’etais Roi, Tosca, Zazà, La Bohème
(Puccini’s and Leoncavallo’s), Faust, Mignon and Carmen, and he was in local
premières of many more recent works. His Huon (Oberon) was well received, but
the florid music of Il Barbiere di Siviglia was held to be somewhat beyond him.
Campagnola retired in 1925. Perhaps he accepted the views of some critics that he
was no longer at his best, perhaps he felt competition of the next generation. It is
interesting that the French branch of the Gramophone Company prepared this less
expensive edition in French just after Caruso’s full-price Italian recording was
issued.
SELMAR CERINI né Steifmann (Walka, Poland 1860-Breslau [Wroclaw] 1923)
first sang in the synagogue of Plonsk at the age of twelve. However, at his parents’
behest he entered the world of commerce. After losing everything in a pogrom he
accepted the post of cantor at Zagarov near Kalisz, Poland. After three years he
went to Breslau (Wroclaw) for auditions by both the Oberkantor and the director of
the opera house. Both advised him strongly to have his voice trained. He studied
in Berlin at the Hochschule für Musik, earning his keep as cantor of a synagogue
there. On leaving the Hochschule he sang at the Stadttheatre, Halberstadt in 1889,
at the Stadttheatre, Stettin in 1890 and at the Opernhaus, Breslau in 1891/2. The
following years he passed as a concert singer. Around 1895 he was appointed
Oberkantor at the Neue Synagoge, Breslau and he remained there until his death.
At the same time he continued his secular career, apparently without upsetting his
congregation. His principle roles were Eleazer, Manrico, Radames and Vasco da
Gama. His son, Hermann Cerini became a noted conductor and pianist.
Cerini’s timbre is, frankly, strange to most ears, but he is musical, has a good style
and ornaments with an excellent trill.
HEINRICH KNOTE [Munich 1870-Garmisch, Bavaria 1953] was trained by
Cantor Emanuel Kirschner in Munich and made his début there in Lortzing’s
Waffenschmied in 1892. As his voice developed he moved from buffo to lyric and
then to heroic roles. Thus when Heinrich Vogl died suddenly in 1900 Knote was

ready to replace him very ably as Lohengrin and Siegfried. In such parts he
received high praise at Covent Garden (1901-1913) and at the Metropolitan Opera
(1904-1908). He was admired in Aïda, Die Königin von Saba, Martha, Il
Trovatore, and Die Zauberflöte. He sang in many European resorts, but returned
always to Munich. He retired from opera in 1932, but continued to appear in
concert. He was in the première of Siegfried Wagner’s Der Bärenhäuter in 1899.
RENÉ LAPELLETRIE [Libourne, Gironde 1884-Bordeaux 1956] was a pupil of
Leopold Ketten in Geneva. His début was in 1908 at the Théâtre Trianon, Paris
and for much of his career he was at one or other of the Paris houses. For two
decades from 1911 he was almost yearly at Vichy. Otherwise he sang in many
French houses, his only foreign appearances being in Vienna (1928), Amsterdam
(1928-1929) and Cologne (1931). His largely French repertoire included Don José,
Hoffmann, Gérald (Lakmé), des Grieux and Julien (Louise), but to these were
added, for example, Alfredo and Cavaradossi. In Benvenuto Cellini (Berlioz) he
was a success (Paris 1919). His career was long, until 1950, but in later years he
was more in buffo and comprimario parts. In retirement he continued to teach at
the Bordeaux Conservatoire, as he had done since 1941. His light tenor voice is
impeccably used and immediately likeable.
RENÉ MAISON [Frameries, Hainault, Belgium 1895-Mont d’Or, France 1962]
studied in Brussels and then in Paris. After his début in Geneva in 1920 and
gaining experience in the French provinces he made his début in Paris at the Opéra
Comique in Alfano’s Resurrection with Mary Garden. From 1926 until 1940 he
was also at the Opéra. He sang from 1927 to 1931 in Chicago, in 1931 and 1936 at
Covent Garden, from 1934 to 1937 at the Teatro Colón and from 1936 to 1943 at
the Metropolitan Opera. In retirement he taught first in Mexico City, then at the
Julliard School and lastly at the Chalof School, Boston. It was Maison who moved
Ramón Vinay from baritone to tenor. With a brilliant sound and fine dramatic
sense he excelled in equally in French, German and Italian roles - Canio, Don José,
Fidelio, des Grieux, Samson and Walther von Stolzing. In 1934 he created the role
of Eumolphe in Stravinsky’s Perséphone, the composer conducting.
PETRE MUNTEANU [Campina, Romania 1916 or 1919-Milan 1988] won first
prize for his year for singing and violin at the Bucharest Conservatory. In 1940 he
was engaged by the Bucharest State Opera, but a year later he left to study Lieder
and oratorio at the Hochschule für Musik, Berlin with Hermann Weissenborn,
teacher also of Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau and Joseph Schmidt. On Romania’s
change of allegiance in 1944, he and his fellow student, Sergiu Celibidache, were
interned. Thus his career really started after the second world war with his début at
La Scala, Milan in Cosi fan Tutte in 1947. His very wide repertoire included: the
St. Matthew Passion, Die Entführung aus dem Serail, the “Choral” Symphony, Das
Lied von der Erde, Arlecchino (Busoni), Wozzeck, Perséphone (Stravinsky). He
sang in many important opera houses and at Festivals in Bregenz, Edinburgh,
Maggio Fiorentino, Prades, Ravello, Sagra Musicale Umbra, Schwetzingen, Venice
and Wexford. On a tour in 1958 he gave over forty recitals in Australia and

appeared in India, Pakistan and Singapore. Munteanu also conducted and
composed, especially chamber music. He read linguistics and literature at
Universita Bocconi in Milan (doctoral thesis on Hugo Wolf), he was a Professor of
the Giuseppe Verdi Conservatory, Milan teaching chamber and symphonic music,
and later he was Director of the Accademia di Canto di Milano. His complete
command of the voice, its evenness over the entire compass, and that it served him
through a long and busy career resulted from sound training and careful use.
JOHN O’SULLIVAN [Cork 1877-Paris 1955] lost his father, a doctor, as a child.
At the age of eight his mother took him and his sister to live with an aunt in France.
In the cathedral choir of Rouen he learned to love the music of Palestrina. A good
baritone voice developed. In 1900, despite financial problems, he was able to study
at the Paris Conservatoire under Masson. In 1900 he left, the course uncompleted.
He sang as a baritone, but as he approached thirty, realised that he was a tenor.
Hence his début as Tannhäuser with the Moody Manners company in London in
1908. As the company’s Tannhäuser and Faust he toured the British Isles. On free
nights he gave recitals, sometimes with the orchestra under Mr. Thomas Beecham.
He sang as Louis Laurier, but on his return to France he resumed his own name.
He was quickly in demand in such places as Geneva, Lyon and Toulouse in a
repertoire now expanding to include such roles as Arnold (Guillaume Tell), Roméo,
Samson and Sigurd (Reyer). In 1914 he sang at the Paris Opéra in Les Huguenots.
Shortly after, however, he enlisted in the British Army Medical Corps, but left in
1915 to begin a long association with Marseille. His North American career, from
1918 to 1920, opened at a New York concert in company with Alda, Caruso, GalliCurci and Martinelli, and continued in Chicago, starting with a much applauded
Arnold. During the ’20s he appeared also in South America. At Covent Garden in
1927 he was not well received. His marked vibrato was not to English taste and a
major row with the conductor led to his dismissal. (He sued and won considerable
compensation.) In 1929 he met James Joyce, himself a thwarted tenor. Joyce tried
passionately to promote O’Sullivan’s career, but mainly counter-productively.
O’Sullivan saw himself as French; two concerts in Ireland apart, he never returned
there. During the second world war, now a citizen of the Irish Free State, he was
able to remain in Paris. He was, despite starting as a baritone, a true dramatic
tenor, his huge voice rising easily to D. That it lasted in major roles until at least
the age of sixty is testimony to sound training and proper use. These tracks are
from test pressings, unissued and presumably unique, made by L’Association
Phonique des Grands Artistes, a small Parisian firm operating from 1906 to c.1909.
ANTONIO PAOLI [Ponce, Puerto Rico 1870 or 1871-Ponce 1946] was of mixed
Corsican/Venezuelan parentage. From 1882 he lived with a relative in Spain. In
1895, after initial studies in Spain, the Spanish royal family provided for him to
study further in Italy. His début in 1897 in Valencia was as Edgardo in Lucia di
Lammermoor and in 1899 he made an auspicious début at the Paris Opéra as
Arnold in Guillaume Tell. Success throughout Italy was immediate, and led to
engagements in both Americas with a company under Mascagni, the first of several

journeys to those continents. His voice, described as a tenor dramatico assoluto,
was particularly suited to heavier roles such as Samson, Manrico, Vasco da Gama
and Otello, and he acted well. After his career, which continued until the late ‘20s,
he returned home and taught, despite illness, until his death. His was clearly a
brilliant voice of power and distinction. He sang the part of Canio in one of the
earliest “complete opera” recordings; this was long reported to have been
conducted by Leoncavallo, but was actually only “recorded in the presence of the
composer”. He sometimes sang as Bascarán, perhaps a family name.
CÉSAR VEZZANI (Bastia, Corsica 1888-Marseille 1951) grew up in Toulon. He
came to Paris in 1907 and his voice was discovered by the soprano Agnes Borgo
(1879-1958). She financed his training at the Conservatoire National from 1909 to
1911 and in 1913 they were married. His début was as Richard Coeur de Lion in
Grétry’s like-named opera at the Opéra Comique in 1911. He sang there regularly
until a dispute with the management in 1914. Thereafter he never sang in Paris.
He and his wife were engaged to appear in Boston, but the outbreak of war made
that impossible. His career continued in the French and Belgian provinces, in
Switzerland, and, during the second world war, Algiers. On stage at Toulon in
1948 he suffered a stroke, which left him paralysed. His best roles were Arnold
(Guillaume Tell), Don José, Eleazar, Faust, Lohengrin, Siegfried (Wagner’s and
Reyer’s) and Vasco da Gama. Why, with such a voice, he did not have a major
international career is unclear, though his Paris career suggests the answer.
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