Lincolnshire’s

ALFRED -
PICCAVER

by POLLY ZINRAM
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OST towns across Europe tend to look the same
M these days. Motorways, modern four square office

buildings or blocks of flats deface their time
honoured streets and squares. Here and there islands of
past glory remain, a solitary building, sometimes a whole
street. Maybe enlightened town fathers preserve them,
maybe they are forgotten, but one is pleased to see them.
Sometimes a building has been destroyed during the
violence of the last war or through the unforgivable
excesses of present day terrorists and somebody amongst
the powers that be has enough vision, or dreams, to
make the building arise out of its own ashes like the
mystical Phoenix.

GUTTED BY BOMBS

In the case of the Vienna State Opera, gutted by
bombs during the ending phase of the war, the new
government of the newly created Republic agreed that
their Opera house had to be reborn. Reconstituted, re-
built and refurbished as it had been in all the years of
its glory and splendour. Without the gross acoustic faults,
though. It was always said in Vienna that the architect
who originally designed and built it committed suicide.
The atrocious faults of acoustics and vision on the ill-
famed third ring or gallery were well know to habitués.
Only ‘out-of-towners’ would be stranded on a seat behind
a pillar from which the stage was firmly invisible. Or
people who but rarely went to the Opera. Or im-
pecunious opera lovers who brought their scores and
studied them, not caring for the beautiful scenery, the
magnificent acting, the incomparable singing.

In Vienna where the life of the Opera was interwoven
into everyday life, where bitter quarrels, passionate
partisanship for one singer or another—was indeed a
subject discussed amongst school children, full accord
was reached on the subject of rebuilding. Even the bitter
political battles of the 1930’s were temporarily forgotten
and it was decided to reconstitute the gutted building
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exactly as it had been, red plush, gold, crystal chandeliers,

lovely tapestry even in the smoking room—and to have
a worldwide opening.

FIDELIO N )

This opening with Beethoven’s ‘Fidelio’ was indeed
a grand occasion, almost reminiscent of the great days
of the Vienna Congress. It was live broadcast around
the world and not only local politicians forgot their
quarrels and bitterness, personalities of any walk of life
and from the four corners of the globe gladly accepted
or fought for invitations.

And also invited to this grand State Opening of the
K. und K. (Imperial and Royal) Opera House of a
Republic, were the great singers who had left Vienna
for racial or political reasons. Most of those were named
Kammersaenger Or Kammersaengerin, denoting the
honour of being able to sing in front of the Imperial
Family no longer resident in Vienna. It is an honour
like being knighted over here. It is conferred on singers
of outstanding merit, whose names have become house-
hold words and whose popularity lives on sometimes for
decades.

One such who was a Kammersaenger, who was and is
remembered with love and respect, who was adored,
admired and adulated, was in fact a Lincolnshire man.

His name was Alfred Piccaver, born 5.2.1884 in Long
Sutton. He was the son of a Chemist who emigrated to
America when Alfred was still a young boy. Thus he
started his working life as an electrical engineer at
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Above: Alfred Piccaver with Marieth Johanny.
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Edisons in New York. During the day he stood at his
workbench, singing, his evenings he spent at the Metro-
politan Opera House. There he heard the great Caruso,
there he clapped until his hands ached.

The director of the Met. was impressed with the young
Englishman’s voice and helped him to obtain a grant to
enable him to take singing lessons. 1907 found Alfred
Piccaver in Europe where he was given an audition by the
musical director of the Prague Opera House who engaged
him to sing in Romeo and Juliet by Gounod. Although
his lyrical, gentle and mellow tenor voice attracted great
attention from the first, Piccaver knew he yet had to
learn a lot. He therefore left Prague and went to Italy
where Caruso's teacher, Rosaria, trained the wonderful
voice.

WENT TO VIENNA

Piccaver had to sing to earn a living and to pay for
his lessons, he therefore sang with the Italian Battistini
Stagione and went with them to Vienna. The years was
1910. He sang the part of the Duke in Rigoletto by Verdi,
and never looked back. It is said that his hands trembled
when he signed the first contract they gave him, but he
stayed in Vienna until 1937. Right through the first world
war he stayed and sang, in front of the Emperor and
all the high ranking officers and people. His first marriage
was unhappy, but his second marriage was very happy
and his life in Vienna too was full, successful and happy.

His range was practically unbelievable. His incompar-
able voice triumphed as Cavaradossi, Radames, Don Jose,
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Bajazzo, Lohengrin. He sang in Manon, in Butterﬂy, in
the Magic Flute, Arioine and André Chenier. He and
Lotte Lehmann sang in the European Premiere
Puccini’s ‘Girl from the Golden West’.

Whether he partnered Lehmann or Selma Kurt,
Jeritza or Rosette Anday one thing was sure—the
applause, the acclamation, the enthusiasm of the
audience knew no bounds. Pl-cca-veeerrr, Pi-cccaaa..
vecerr came the shouts and the stamping of feet anq
clapping of hands. Little bunches of flowers rained ongg
the stage.

of

HARD WORK

It was hard work, Piccaver remembered when he
returned to Vienna after an absence of 18 years, from
1937 to 1955, during which time he had lived in Putney
in London. There he gave lessons in music and singing,
He thought he had sung in Vienna more than 3,000
times. Smilingly he admitted that he had had an up.
signed clause in his contract that allowed him to cancel
a performance if it interfered with an international foot-
ball match or boxing bout. He said he used to go and
whistle on his keys with great fervour on those occasions,

Some months ago a young man who had studied with
Piccaver in his London days gave a talk on the Third
Programme about the great tenor and told that Piccaver
had been in a void in London where the tradespeople
could not pronounce his name, whereas in Vienna the
policeman seeing his car would stop the traffic in order
to let him pass. When ‘“Teddy’, as he was affectionately
known to his colleagues on the Vienna State Opera,
returned as an honoured guest to the already mentioned
State opening, he liked it so much that he stayed and
never returned to his house in London. He never san
again. Indeed the story goes that he invited all his friends
and former colleagues, and that included the stagehands
too, to his house in Putney, when the Vienna State
Opera gave a series of performances at Covent Garden
in 1954. In the course of the evening ‘“Teddy’ Piccaver
went to his piano and sang the famous great tenor aria
from Carmen. He sang it so beautifully and faultlessly
that his guests had difficulties not to weep.

STATE FUNERAL

When he died in Vienna a few years after his return
he was given a state funeral. The streets were lined
with people who still remembered him with great love
and with some who had only heard about this giant of
the golden age of the Vienna State Opera. I think that
the whole of the government of the day attended and
the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra played the funeral
march from Beethoven's Eroica Symphony. The man
from Long Sutton in Lincolnshire found a special place
of rest in Vienna and a special niche in the hearts and
memories of two generations of Opera lovers.

I was in Vienna in May of this year and tried to follow
in his footsteps. I hunted down the facts and dates s
I gave them and brought back some very poor copics
of articles that appeared throughout the years in
Viennese newspapers. There were so many that I could
not hope to collect all of them because my stay was very
limited indeed. There are some very faded photographs
of the great singer, one as a football player during some
charity match between artists, and one at a ball, as
usual surrounded by adoring ladies.

Vienna of course was a strange place, one cannot
expect anything else after an absence of some $o years
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Jy the great foursquare Opera House has remained
ony h as 1 remembered it. No, not even that. The

ay they cannot obtain tickets. Only tourists
able to procure them upon showif!g their passports.
did not risk this and ordered our tickets months and

months in advance.

HEER PERFECTION
The evening did not let me down. It was beautiful,

singing, the music, the stage sets. Sheer perfection.
%e,e 01%1 magic seemed to awake and to take me back
girl 1 patiently queued almost all

when as 2 very young I ’
day for the coveted standing place in the fourth gallery.

We, who went as often as we possibly could afford it
gnancially, not going to school, and getting away with
staying out Jate, would never, never have made the
mistake of going to the third gallery with all its known
faults. Or to the Stehparterre, a small enclave at the back
of the Parterre. We, considered ourselves as great
connoisseurs, We knew when to clap, when to hold our
breath. It was us who were outraged if anyone dared to
clap one bar too soon or anyone dared not to cheer
after a particularly fine sung aria. It was us who raced
round to the stage door after a ‘great’ performance and
ave our idol a terrific reception and send off in one.

We were always early up there in the fourth gallery,
because we were let in early so as to settle. Thus we
could see the empty house, the gradual lighting up of
the great chandelier, the many small lights along the

lleries. We saw the audience arrive and take their seats.
Then one by one the members of the orchestra woul
come in and start tuning their instruments. Then the
great moment came when the iron curtain was raised and
lowered in sight of the audience. A law this, after a truly
catastrophic fire that destroyed the Ringtheater and
daimed hundreds of victims. Then the lights would dim,
the conductor would come to be given a great reception
and with the first sound of the orchestra we would freeze
and breathlessly watch and listen and enjoy.

It was wonderful. It still is wonderful. The voices, the
stage sets, the orchestra. And there are films made of it
these days, mainly from the Salzburg Festival, but of
course the ensemble is the same. The Opera in Vienna
closes for the time the singers are in Salzburg. These
days there are many English singers amongst the great
ones. Jon Vickers, Elizabeth Harwood, Janet Baker, to
name just a few.

I saw the film of the Rosenkavalier made in Salzburg;
it is one of several films that are shown on Sunday after- a8 %
noons at the Festival Hall in London and I believe in o Pz KAMMERSANGER
Edinburgh too. 1 o ALFRED

It would be lovely if enough music and opera lovers PICCAVER
in Lincolnshire could band together and maybe hire
a cinema in Lincoln, Louth or Boston, any largish town
would do and arrange special performances a few times
annually. It would open a source of great pleasurc to
themselves and others I am sure.

Would somebody undertake it?

EHRENMITGLIED
DER WIENER STAATSOPER

Above right: Alfred Piccaver in Carmen.

Right: Memorail to Kammersanger Alfred Piccaver 1884-1958.
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