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    He made singing sound so easy, swinging to the D above high C and down to the deep register of a baritone, apparently effortlessly. Experts tend to agree, no matter how they rank the other top names, that none of the other great tenors of the twentieth century measures up to Jussi Björling, to the exceptional naturalness of his voice.

    He died some fifty years ago, a few months before his fiftieth birthday. His enlarged heart simply gave out after years under tremendous strain. It laid off in his sleep, just like that.

    I’ve loved listening to Jussi Björling’s voice for as long as I can recall. In the Finland of my childhood he was The Great Singer, without whose voice no Saturday radio request program was ever complete. Jussi was the light of our lives during the barren post-war years when everything seemed to be regulated by our ration books – everything, that is, except music, and the boundless voice of Jussi Björling.

    My grandmother, my mother my aunts, were all great Jussi fans. Some of them had the privilege of hearing him live in the exhibition hall in Helsinki. That must have been in 1955, when he was once again at his best after a period of dramatic private and professional ups and downs, a period of far too much drinking and far too many cancelled performances.

    Grandma and my youngest aunt were swept completely off their feet. It was totally incomprehensible that anyone could sing so beautifully and powerfully in that huge hall with its inadequate acoustics. His voice never sounded forced, there was never so much as a scratch in his timbre.

    They went on about his appearance too, the short, heavyset man who sang with such ease that the only visible physical indication, when he was his most intense, was an occasional shift of his weight from one foot to the other. He just stood there, hands clasped over his portly belly, legs slightly apart. There seemed to be no limits to the sound he could produce, entirely without amplification, accompanied by a solitary pianist. When Jussi Björling hit the first high C, they could have sworn that the roof of the old exhibition hall rose.

    As a child, I was most impressed by the fact that people in my very own family had heard a recital with a singer of world renown. But I was definitely also aware of his beautiful voice. Even as an eight-year-old, I liked listening to him.

    As a teenager, I became a true Jussi Björling fan. My mother and I idolized him together; he was our shared passion.

    By that time, however, Jussi Björling was no longer among the living. When we mourned his death my mother, a professional actress herself, comforted us, saying that God had been good to Jussi, and that only the finest candles burned so briefly. Singing had been his whole life, and he died at the very pinnacle of his career, spared the experience of going downhill, spared the inevitable end of the life of an ageing singer.

    In my mind, Jussi Björling and memories of my mother are intimately intertwined. She indulged in veritable Jussi Björling orgies, and I often kept her company. Björling’s voice was, in fact one of the few deep interests my mother and I had in common; we were very different.

    When we sat there listening to Jussi perform the Puccini aria “Nessun Dorma” on our new turntable, tears streaming down our cheeks, we were truly sharing something. Jussi sang “Nessun Dorma” in a very personal way, more slowly than most other tenors, giving his fabulous legato a chance to peal, and there we sat, two women, sharing an experience in a way that was unusual for us. It was a deeply sensual, even erotic pleasure. Jussi Björling’s voice was extremely male, soft, skin-tingling and potent. What more could any woman ask?

    The years have passed, the decades flown. Today I am far older than Jussi Björling ever got to be. Those long ago evenings and holidays are fading into a distant past, with the smoke hanging heavy over the couch in our beautiful living room in Helsinki, and the wine in mama’s glass disappearing as Jussi sang. I suspect that in addition to her professional appreciation of his voice, my mother had a soft spot for Jussi because she knew he was a drinker. Actors, too, lived a bohemian lifestyle in her day, and she knew something of both his heaven and his hell.

    Indeed, this was all long ago. Periodically, with years of silence in between, I have continued to listen to recordings of Jussi Björling. New technology has made them even more readily available and even more magnificent, and each time I return to them I am surprised by how deeply they move me.

    New generations of vocalists have come and gone since the days of Jussi Björling, in Sweden and on stages all over the world: Placido Domingo, Luciano Pavarotti, José Cura, Roberto Alagna, Ben Heppner, Nicolai Gedda, Rolando Villazon, Gösta Winbergh, and many, many others. There is no doubt about it, they are all excellent. But there is something about Jussi Björling’s voice that touches me in a way no one else’s does. He turns me speechless and tongue-tied; I feel oceans of beauty, and of grief.

    Obviously I am not the only one who feels that way.

    In spring 1999, when Classic CD asked their critics to vote for the greatest vocalist of the waning century, and millennium, Jussi Björling from Stora Tuna, near Borlänge in Sweden beat all the others hands down, in spite of their access to the latest equipment. He also beat the icons, Italians like Enrico Caruso and Beniammino Gigli, not to mention Greek opera diva Maria Callas, known to have been considered Italian opera incarnate.

    When the readers were asked to vote, Björling came in second to Callas. The millennium shift was a time of similar polls by magazines and radio stations all over the world. As a rule, the winner was Jussi Björling, and when he did not win he usually came in second, or very occasionally third or fourth.

    Such polls must be taken with a grain of salt, of course. But I see them as confirmation of my intuitive sense that the strong feelings Jussi Björling awakens in me are not only attributable to my own heartfelt associations, that they are more than a sentimental reminder of the smoke-filled hours when my mother included me in her adult life.

    Nearly half a century after his death, Jussi Björling remains a bright star in the opera and classical music loving firmament, and he still competes easily with most of the great names of later generations. Time and again a prominent young artist or a music teacher rediscovers him, sighing: “What an incredible singer. How on earth did he do it?”

    What was so special about this great Swedish singer who, to all appearances, deviated so markedly from the prototypical heroic Italian tenor?

    This is a difficult question to answer, like trying to express music in words or to use the theory of knowledge to understand love. But adjectives the experts all tend to apply in their attempts to pinpoint the phenomenon that was Jussi Björling are clarity and precision: every subsequent generation has been deeply impressed by the clarity and precision of his voice. Let me try to explain why.

    What lifts Jussi Björling’s voice, raises him above his own time and his own century, with all its shifting preferences and musical styles, is its sheer simplicity, the absence of all affectation.

    If we compare the voice of Jussi Björling with the voices of other great tenors, we quickly see that his is in no way the most powerful, the loudest or the greatest, in spite of being quite sufficiently just that – powerful, loud and great. What it is, above all, is beautiful. Beautiful in an unconventional way, related to his timbre and to the actual nature of his tone. Jussi Björling’s notes are focused, always centered. He makes them resonate and rise without an overuse of force; they are free and uninhibited, like a swallow rising in the summer sky. And in the midst of his infinite, boundless precision, his vocal line flows, polished and yet natural, considered and impressive as the brushwork of a Michelangelo or one of the great nineteenth century landscape artists. In his legato, he interprets the sense and expression of the music in a deeply personal way, with a special feel for the whole and its context.

    Jussi Björling was not a notably intellectual man, and to my knowledge he never formulated his relationship to music in words or theories. But I am convinced that, to Björling, singing was a reflection of his approach to life, and a matter of artistic urgency

    In his youth, Jussi Björling prided himself on his incredible high notes. As he aged and matured, he no longer sang for effect. He sang for life, he sang for all he was worth. His singing is serious, as true and clear as an honest gaze. One young man of my acquaintance put it like this, in asking his mother to turn off Björling’s final recording of Laugh, Pagliacci: “It hurts too much: it’s too real.”

    Jussi Björling lived a very unusual life.

    Like all the other great singers, he sacrificed most of his everyday life to his art. He sang from the age of four in 1915 until August 20, 1960 when he was forty-nine and a half years old and had three weeks left to live. He burned his candle at both ends, burned it so it sparkled and crackled before the flame was extinguished.

    There are four published biographies of Jussi Björling (three of which are only available in Swedish), and an autobiography, written (in Swedish) by a ghost-writer when Jussi was only thirty-four and had already been appointed a Royal Court singer of Sweden. At roughly the same time Jussi’s brother Gösta, also an operatic tenor, published a volume entitled Jussi: boken om storebror (“Jussi: A Book About my Big Brother”).

    Not long after his death his friends published a volume of essays in his honor. Another anecdotal, entertaining but unreliable book was published in the 1970s. Jussi’s wife Anna Lisa wrote a book about her life with him in 1987.

    Strangely, the highly detailed, ambitious biography in English, published in 1996, has not been translated into Swedish. Jussi, a thick tome with detailed source references and excellent footnotes by Andrew Farkas and Anna-Lisa Björling, is the standard work on Jussi Björling’s life. Farkas is chief librarian of the University of North Florida, and has written similar books on others, including Enrico Caruso Jr.’s Enrico Caruso: My Father and My Family.

    The life and lifestyle of the great Swedish tenor has thus already been well documented. I read each of these books at the time of their publication, irrespective of whether my enduring fascination with Jussi Björling was in a latent or a manifest phase. To my bewilderment, although I feel I have read everything there is to read about the very straight professional path and the somewhat more meandering life route of Jussi Björling, I continued to find Jussi Björling the man and Jussi Björling the artist elusive. He dwelt in shadows.

    Many writers have described his adventurous childhood and his youthful years of studies in Stockholm, when he already knew much more about the world than a boy his age should have. Colleagues and fellow students have described him as a singer, an actor, a powerful presence with whom they shared the stage. His wife has written about their marriage and family life as happy (if only it hadn’t been for the bottle). Jussi Björling has been described by many as a man who knew what he was worth professionally but who, in private, was modest, kind, pleasant, not difficult – a “simple” man, and they have not attempted to conceal a slightly pejorative use of that word.

    The questions I have asked myself time and again were: Could Jussi Björling really have been so dull? Was he no more than a particularly satisfactory, well-made singing machine? Can great performances be given to the transcendental joy of hundreds of thousands of people by a man in whom it is impossible to discern any remarkable personality traits at all?

    These questions became something of an obsession.

    Could it have been that there was something so elusive and so fragile about Jussi Björling’s being and his skills as an artist that his biographers and the interpreters of his performances have been reluctant to pinpoint it for themselves and expose it to others?

    It is impossible to write about Jussi Björling without devoting attention to the fact that he drank, at times to great excess. Could something about the combination of national idol and blind drunk have been so difficult for Björling scholars in Sweden – a nation with a more than slightly neurotic relationship to alcohol – that they have failed to analyze his artistic qualities so as not to have to scrutinize his drinking habit? When Jussi Björling stood on the outdoor summer stages, in his white tuxedo performing all the songs the Swedes held dearest, he was, in many ways, idyllic Sweden personified. I can understand that there may have been a great deal of resistance among scholars to penetrating to the essence of his being and his destiny, because it entailed having to deal with the fact that he was sometimes so drunk he would be unable to execute a single note, let alone stand upright.

    The more I read about Jussi Björling and listened to the bright and dark sides of his voice, its wonderful masculinity, its gentle melancholy and dizzying flights, the more insistently his life, destiny, and talents appealed to me. They demanded to be investigated in terms of the contradictions and ambiguities that mark the lives of all great artists, including his.

    Although Jussi Björling may not have been a particularly fascinating personality, he was not a simple one either –is any personality simple? His unique voice was, of course, to a large extent a hereditary gift that was combined with acquired technical refinement. He handled his instrument, the male voice, with exceptional skill, but the musical performances of Jussi Björling were also a product of an incredibly sensitive esthetic awareness, down to the slightest detail. Jussi Björling’s drinking was undoubtedly also to some extent hereditary, “the drink gene” as modern science loves to call the predisposition to overconsumption of alcohol. Still, I’ll eat my hat if his dependence on the bottle wasn’t also a result of all the tough, tender, sweet and sour aspects of his brief life, which nurtured both his art and his desperation.

    I have already described Jussi Björling’s singing as consummate, disciplined, and strictly coherent. The more deeply I press into the huge archive of praise and anecdotes, in which fishing, drinking, binging, and wild living play a prominent role (although often taken quite lightly) the more clearly Jussi Björling reminds me of a desperado, a man who has trouble setting limits and who tends to do everything to excess. When Jussi Björling arm wrestled, he sometimes broke the arm of his opponent; when he played billiards, although he was skillful, he often lost by being too daring. Jussi Björling was a man who ate too much when he was eating, dieted too hard when he was dieting, and drank intemperately, although when he put his mind to it he was able to drink with moderation.

    His widow quite unsentimentally described him as an alcoholic. In Jussi, written thirty years after Jussi’s death, she wrote about him lovingly, yet the reader cannot help but sense more than a modicum of conscious or unconscious bitterness in Anna-Lisa Björling’s memories.

    She described Björling’s drinking as a betrayal of her, his children and his art. This was surely her experience, and she expressed it clearly. But have any writers asked themselves what Jussi Björling himself was experiencing?

    Once when a journalist asked Jussi how it felt to have such a gift, the young Björling replied curtly: “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never given it a thought.”

    No, Jussi Björling probably never really had time to consider the implications of being born with a talent so huge that it was also a burden, of being endowed with a great gift – a ton of gold still weighs a ton. He lived life to the hilt and beyond, had a comet-like career that was exceptionally long in relation to a life snapped short. But although he may not have given it a thought, his life story bears witness to how forcefully his destiny embraced him, with joy, happiness and endless despair.

    I have chosen to depict his destiny from a personal perspective, a perspective that might have been Jussi Björling’s own. His voice moves us dizzyingly and deeply. Jussi Björling touches us in our tenderest spots, teaching us about the vulnerability we share. What he did not possess was the power of the word, this singer with his passionate voice, at once bright and dark.

    And so I have taken the liberty, in this highly personal biography, of attempting to use words to get under the skin of Jussi Björling, known as the Apollo of bel canto.
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