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‘I believe that singing a beautiful repertoire is in itself
a world without bitterness, without violence — a world
! where the greatest achievement is to make beauty.’

- Singher,
master singer

By Hillary Hauser
News-Press Staff Writer

The greatest compliment Mar-
tial Singher ever got was from a
fan of the Paris Opera, who
stopped the great baritone in
the street and asked for a look
at his face. '

“Excuse me,” the stranger
said. “I have been a subscriber
to the opera, two times a week
for 10 years, and I don’t know
what you look like.”

Reflecting on the incident at
the Music Academy of the West,
where Singher now teaches, he
remembered the incident with
pleasure.

For him, it meant he had so
successfully submerged himself
in his operatic roles that he was
unrecognizable in real life.

This is Singher the actor, who
calls his own life “non spectacu-
lar” while his'stage life is a uni-
verse unto itself.

Photographs of Singher in ac-
tion reveal the depth of his sub-
mergence into character: Iago,
Pollux, Hamlet, Orestes,
Pelleas, Escamillo stare out
‘from tragic souls through
Singher’s intense, luminescent
eyes. :

World baritone

Martial Singher (pronounced
SanGUERRE) is one of the
world’s leading baritones of the
operatic stage. Since 1968 he
has lived in Santa Barbara. In

_addition to teaching at the Mu-
sic Academy, he also teaches at
UCSB. P

‘Singher’s summer classes at-
the Music Academy attract
crowds who must squeeze into

i Abravanel or Lotte Lehmann
: halls to hear him coach singers
in their art.

Typically, he lets the singers
perform, then asks for repeats
of certain sections.-He has been
known to ask for more passion,

more charm, more everything.
He'll illustrate what he wants by
singing some passages himself.
If Singher is happy with the
changes in the singing, he’ll

. look out at the audience, smil-
- ing in wonderment and content.

The most important thing a
teacher can impart to his stu-
dents, Singher said, is “the hap-
piness of submitting yourself to
the music that’s written.”

“Then, it’s finding the original
thought of the composer,” he
continued. “After that, every-
thing else will come with it.”

The words are equally import-
ant to the music, Singher said. A
student rattling off the spoken
words of an aria before per-
forming it will undoubtedly be
asked for more heartfelt
repeats of the written text.

Singher’s voice has an elegant
quality that is as much, or more,
poetry as it is singing technique.

Singher doesn’t believe in
trademarks, such as white
handkerchiefs, and he has no
magic formulas either for star--
dom or for singing.

He believes too much is made
of technique.

“The idea of years of tech-
nique is extremely ridiculous,”
Singher said. “The first quality
of a good singer is common
sense, not complicated con-
cepts. Several of the greatest
singers I have had the pleasure
of working with were very sim-
ple-minded people.” o

The most difficult students
have been those who are “too
intellectual, who devise systems

for themselves,” Singher said.

Singher was born in the
Basque region of France on
Aug. 14, 1904, and his childhood
was full of music — largely from
his singing father. He got his
start in theater by performing
for his parents after dinner. He
also sangin a Catholic church —

soprano, until he lost his voice
at 13.

At 20, he began to sing tenor
roles, “defeating myself, for I

~ was not to be a tenor.” At 21, he

enrolled at the Ecole Normale
Superieure de St. Cloud, and
two years later, the Paris Con-
servatoire.

Here, he studied opera, voice
and opera comique.

Paris opera

In 1930, Singher was given a
contract with the Paris Opera,
where he made his debut as
Athanael in Massenet’s “Thais.”

The Paris Opera loved him,
however, and Singher stayed 10
years with the company — play-
ing Iago, Rigoletto, Amfortas,
Wolfram, Mercutio and many
other parts. In January, 1940, he
married Eta Busch, whose fa-
ther was the great German con-
ductor Fritz Busch.

In 1941, the Singhers fled Eu-
rope, and two years later, the
baritone made his debut with
the New York Metropolitan Op-
era, singing the role of Dapper-
tutto in the “Tales of Hoffman.”

The critics stood up and took
notice: “Incomparable ele-
gance,” they said. “Vocally im-

.peccable and dramatically su-

perb.” “A performance of
breath-taking artistry.”

Singher said the most exciting
moment of his career was his
debut of Pelleas at the Metro-
politan because “it was an op-
era that hadn’t won the favor of
the public, but was a great, pop-
ular success.”

__One of his embarrassing

" moments occurred in Amster- -

dam, where he was backstage in
his undershorts and was intro-
duced to Princess Juliana and
the Court of the Netherlands.
‘Singher stayed with the New

“York Metropolitan until the

1958-59 season. His last per-
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Martial Singher, a baritone who has been applauded at the world opera houses,
returns the compliment to one of his Music Academy students.

formance was to sing four parts
in “Tales of Hoffman” — three
roles in addition to his original
Dappertutto. :
For the next four years,
Singher performed in recitals
and orchestral concerts, and in
1963, he retired from the con-
cert stage on doctor’s orders.

Singhersaid if he had talive .

his life over again, he’d live it
the same way.

“Life was made for me the
way it happened,” he said. “It’s
the way things are organized
from somewhere — fate. I don’t
think I was qualified to do any-
thing better.”

After his retirement, Singher
served on the faculty of several
music institutions, including the
Curtis Institute of Music, the
Peabody Conservatory, the As-
pen and Marlboro music festi-
vals, and the Julliard Summer
School of Music.

In 1962, he was invited to

serve as head of the Music
Academy’s vocal department,

_opera producer and director.
- After commuting from the East

Coast for about six years, the
Singhers moved here perma-
nently, in 1968. He said Santa
Barbara reminds them of the
Basque country of his child-
hood.

Two of Singher’s roles at the Metropolitan Opera ih New
York were, left, Golaud in “Pelleas et Melisande” in 1953,
and the high priestin “Samson et Dalila’ in 1958.

Singher said he feels §atisf‘ac-
tion.

Since retiring from his direct-
ing posts at the Music Academy
in 1981, Singher has devoted his
time to teaching master classes
and coaching individual stu-
dents.

Singher will celebrate his
82nd birthday on Thursday.

Reflecting on his career,

tiful repertoire offered to me is
in itself a world without bitter-
ness, without violence — a
world where the greatest
achievement is to make beau-
ty,” Singher said.

“I believe that singing a beau-
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