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Foreword 

‘Jews are just like everybody else, only more so,’ quoted Georg 
Tintner to an audience of parents and students, prior to conducting 
a Bruckner symphony at the National Music Camp in Geelong, 
Victoria, in 1979.

Anton Bruckner, Catholic peasant, and Georg Tintner, 
Austrian Jew, are linked forever in the minds of many music 
lovers here and elsewhere in the world, based principally on the 
extraordinary Naxos recordings Tintner made of the Bruckner 
symphonies towards the end of the last century. Bruckner’s music 
is inextricably linked with Tintner’s life.

Tintner, at the age of eight, joined the Vienna Boys’ Choir. 
History records that he was the first Jew to do so. His anti-Semitic 
experiences in the Vienna Boys’ Choir were somewhat amelio-
rated when he discovered the music of Bruckner which, according 
to Tintner’s own accounts, touched him more directly and spoke 
to him more powerfully than the other Viennese masters. Indeed 
the music of Anton Bruckner turned out to be Tintner’s salvation 
in so many ways.

These early years in Georg Tintner’s life introduced him in a 
powerful and frightening way to the concept of man’s inhumanity 
and to the concept of music as a source of nourishment for the 
heart, mind and soul; the sine qua non of life – a phrase I heard 
Georg Tintner use in rehearsals and which has stayed with me. 
In fact most of what I observed of Georg Tintner as a man and 
musician has stayed with me throughout my musical life. I can say 
without fear or favour that I have worked in close collaboration 
with an enormous number of conductors. Two with whom I have 
worked have made a seriously profound impact on me: Carlo 
Felice Cillario and Georg Tintner. Although Tintner never really 
knew it, he was my first and probably only mentor.
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forewordviii

I met Georg Tintner for the first time when we worked 
together on a production of Carmen at the then New South 
Wales Conservatorium of Music in 1975. I had heard of him but 
had not encountered him directly. I was a comparatively young 
Conservatorium teacher whose job it was to prepare the chorus 
for Carmen, cobbled together from voice students, music education 
students and any other student who was interested enough to sing 
in this production which was to be directed by Ronal Jackson, at 
that time Head of the Opera School.

Tintner’s profound knowledge of the score had such a powerful 
impression on me, it changed the way in which I examined music. 
He seemed to be so certain about all musical matters and every 
musical detail, but at the same time was always looking for extra 
musical truths – as if one could never know enough about the 
music. It was clearly the approach of a composer, not a conductor, 
and in his conducting it was as if he was actually composing the 
music. The intensity with which he worked was palpable and the 
ownership of the work he was conducting was never in question. 
He never put himself above the score and one never heard him use 
the phrase ‘my interpretation’, although it was as clear as crystal 
that he had very fixed views and very strong opinions. His work 
on Carmen was exhilarating, refreshing and, to use a very over-
worked word, exciting – genuinely exciting.

I also discovered that Tintner was never afraid to express a 
view and was not celebrated for his tact in dealing with bureaucra-
cies. He was not a diplomat, he was not a bureaucrat, he was not a 
politician and he was not a public servant. For all of these ostensible 
failings and his inability to deal with the political side of music in 
countries which were, and indeed still are, learning how to be 
civilised, he suffered unfairly, not securing musical directorships or 
other positions that often fell to less worthy people. 

Tintner came to Australia bringing with him an incomparable 
background in music. He had been a part of that great epoch of 
music-making which was flourishing in Europe post–World War I 
and was to change irrevocably post–World War II.

This background is directly attributable to the rare and special 
insight he brought to everything he did, not simply because of his 
extraordinary, natural musical talent but also because of his astute 
and highly evolved powers of musical observation which he had 
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been developing from his earliest years as a chorister, coupled with 
the fact that he was passionately curious about all things musical 
and never musically satisfied.

This passionate curiosity kept him eternally youthful as a 
musician and contributed to his monomaniacal pursuit of excel-
lence in musical performance. It also distinguished him from his 
so-called colleagues who often found his eccentricities amusing 
at best and disturbing at worst. How interesting that a parochial, 
under-educated, musically unaware society in which Georg 
Tintner found himself when he arrived in New Zealand and 
Australia, would have the knowledge to be able to pass musical 
judgement on this extraordinary human being; but pass judge-
ment it did. Often the judgement was ill-informed and frequently 
biased. He was, in many ways, a fish out of water. Had he been a 
European guest conductor who flew in occasionally for concerts, 
his treatment in New Zealand and Australia might have been very 
different. As it turned out he was a prophet without honour and 
frequently treated as such.

Tintner was interested in all things musical, from composi-
tion to interpretation and had well-developed opinions on every 
musical matter known to mankind and was not afraid of sharing 
them. Tintner was afraid of no-one and could never understand 
why everybody else didn’t share his feelings about the music he 
was conducting. He knew his players and singers very well and was 
aware of the range of mental acuity and musical comprehension in 
every group with which he worked.

I have no knowledge of Georg Tintner’s work as a composer 
other than that he was one and that, as I have said before, he 
conducted as if he had written the work. It is patently clear that in 
everything Tintner did of a musical nature his profound knowl-
edge of composition informed his approach.

Tanya Tintner’s biography is not only a detailed and compas-
sionate study of a musician but is simultaneously a rich history 
of music, especially in New Zealand and Australia. This book is 
replete with musical, historical and personal detail and is a significant 
literary landmark in the recording of this country’s musical heritage.

Georg Tintner was not like everybody else; he was not like 
anyone else; he was his own man, his own musician and his own 
master – a musical Diogenes.
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x foreword

I’m not able to speak of Georg’s work elsewhere, but New 
Zealand and Australia owe him an extraordinary debt and I shall 
never forget him. Out of Time is a reminder to us all that we once 
had living amongst us a true musical giant.

Richard Gill
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Prologue

Instantly recognisable by his cloud of white hair, Georg was sitting 
nearby with an old friend of mine at a concert in the Sydney Opera 
House. I joined them at interval. ‘I understand you are an authority 
on Bruckner,’ I said to him. ‘I must confess I have absolutely no 
idea what Bruckner is about.’ He beamed at me and said politely, 
‘That’s quite all right.’ We chatted for a while, in spite of that 
inauspicious beginning, and when he heard I was leaving shortly 
for the Bayreuth Festival he asked me to deliver his regards to the 
singing teacher there, Dr Clemens Kaiser-Breme. In Bayreuth I 
tried at the stage door to see Kaiser-Breme, but the guard allowed 
me only to leave a brief note. I was just twenty-two and he clearly 
thought I was a pushy singer. I sent Georg a report by postcard and 
forgot all about it.

Some weeks later I went again to an Opera House concert, 
and as I left I saw on a poster that Georg was conducting Jenůfa in 
the theatre next door. Stage Door’s information board showed that 
it was just finishing. It was late and I was tired, but I owed him 
an explanation; rather reluctantly I decided to wait. After twenty 
minutes or so he came out of the loading bay, with dishevelled 
hair and wearing scruffy, ill-matching clothes. His jacket was a 
couple of sizes too small and his trouser legs were fastened with 
bicycle clips over skinny ankles. He was pushing a bicycle even 
shabbier than his clothing. ‘Hullo!’ he said with a big smile. I was 
surprised he remembered me. I told him I had done my best with 
the message but he brushed the explanation aside, saying instead, ‘I 
would like to meet you tomorrow.’

A little puzzled, I met him the next day in the city and we 
went for a long walk. He stood slightly shorter than I and he 
stooped a little. His eyes were pale blue-grey and very expressive, 
his mouth wide and a little lop-sided. His forehead was high and 
wide, his skin pink and slightly translucent. He was no better 
dressed than the evening before. He looked to be in his seventies, 

Tintner.indd   1 4/02/11   3:35 PM



tanya buchdahl tintner2

but he moved and spoke with youthful vigour. He insisted on 
walking on my left – an Austrian mark of politeness, he explained, 
which he simply must observe. A gentleman always walked on a 
lady’s left because if she were insulted he could draw his sword 
from his scabbard without risk of injuring her. 

At the end of our walk he said he would like to meet me the 
following day. Again we walked again through the city and Georg 
questioned me about my life, wheeling his bicycle all the way. It 
grew late, and there were few buses to where I lived so I hurried 
him along to the stop. A bus was on the point of leaving, and as 
I leapt inside Georg stopped me on the steps. ‘I don’t want this to 
spoil our friendship,’ he said nervously, ‘but I would like to ask you 
something. I want you to marry me.’ The bus driver rolled his eyes, 
slammed the door shut and drove away before I could say a word.

Marry him? I hardly knew him. Who was this impulsive crea-
ture? He had said little about himself; I only knew that he had been 
a member of the Vienna Boys’ Choir – how enchanting! – and he 
had flourished in the long-gone artistic hothouse of Vienna until 
forced to flee from Hitler. He seemed weighed down, perhaps with 
disappointments suffered, and out of place in his surroundings. He 
was exotic and courteous, nothing like unpolished Australians – he 
had even farewelled me with ‘Küss d’Hand, gnädige Frau’ (I kiss your 
hand, gracious lady). 

Eventually I did marry Georg, and we spent twenty-three 
years together. When it was over I realised that I hadn’t known 
him nearly as well as I had thought and I set out to find him. It 
has taken me many years to piece his life together. He himself 
left few clues. He used no appointment books or diaries, kept few 
concert programs and reviews, and only a handful of letters. He 
had no secretaries to preserve his business correspondence, all 
handwritten, and very few of his friends kept (or were willing to 
show me) his personal letters. Almost all I had were the fragments 
he had told me over the years. At least I had the priceless advantage 
of knowing that – apart from dates, about which he was reliably 
unreliable – everything he said was true. I interviewed about 200 
people and surprisingly many said: ‘Marvellous musician, Georg. 
One of the finest musicians I ever knew. He wasn’t treated well – 
never received his due…Mind you, I never really knew him.’
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Part I  
1917–1954
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One

On a beautiful spring day in 1917, in a pretty suburb of Vienna, 
Mizzi Tintner sat in the garden with her newborn son Georg. 
Her husband Alfons, a lieutenant in the Imperial and Royal Air 
Force, was away at the war, floating high above Bosnia in a hot-air 
balloon. He had just been granted his dearest wish: a son, who 
would follow him into the army and become an officer like him. 
He had already converted to Lutheranism to ensure Georg could 
climb higher than he kept to the lower ranks because he was a Jew.

Officially speaking, Jews were not excluded from anything –  
Emperor Franz Josef had decreed so half a century earlier. For 
the first time in 700 years Jews had equal rights: they could own 
property, live where they pleased, attend university, and join the 
civil service and the army. And so they flocked to Vienna from 
all corners of the Austro-Hungarian Empire – from Krakow and 
Dubrovnik, Bregenz and Brasov, Trieste and Lvov – to partake of 
German culture, which they considered superior to all others, and 
to make hay while the sun shone. 

Young Bernhard Steinhof, Georg’s great-grandfather, came 
from Mattersdorf (then in Hungary) in the 1860s. He set up a 
linens business directly opposite Vienna’s main synagogue, and 
as soon as he was established, he found himself a wife. On 28 
June 1868, aged thirty-three, he married nineteen-year-old Adele 
Horowitz, a Jewish immigrant from the east. 

Less than a year later the first of their children was born, on 
31 May 1869: Helene Therese, always known as Therese. Three 
boys followed: Friedrich Karl in 1874, Robert in 1876, and Eugen 
Gustav in 1880. Mathilde came last in 1882, but she died of men-
ingitis the following year. Bernhard diversified into general fabrics 
and linings, and by 1876 he was doing so well that the family 
could move to Praterstrasse 15, the most magnificent residence in 
the Second District – the Jewish ghetto of Leopoldstadt. 
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Therese grew into a beautiful girl, her strong face graced with 
full lips, large, heavy-lidded black eyes and bold eyebrows. By all 
accounts she was a charming and happy girl, with a liberal outlook 
on life. She studied the piano, and became accomplished enough 
to play for the middle-aged Johannes Brahms. ‘Miss, I like your 
playing,’ he said. ‘But I like you much better!’1 Then Therese fell 
in love with her uncle Moritz, her mother’s much younger brother, 
and was determined to marry him. Although marriages between 
cousins were relatively common, this bordered on incest and 
required permission from the highest governmental authorities. 
Eventually it was granted, and twenty-one-year-old Therese mar-
ried Moritz Nathan Horowitz, a bank official, on 12 October 1890, 
the day after Moritz’s thirty-second birthday. Moritz immediately 
joined the Steinhof firm. 

Bernhard and Adele owned a substantial villa in Baden, the 
fashionable spa near Vienna, in the most elegant part of town 
next to the Kursalon. It was here that Moritz and Therese’s first 
child was born, on 6 September 1892: Marie Elisabeth, always 
known as Mizzi. A year and a day later their second and last child, 

Therese Horowitz, Georg’s grandmother, in an undated photo around 1914.
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Clothilde, was born. They became the very picture of a cultured 
and happy – and completely assimilated – family. There was money 
for governesses who taught the girls an assortment of languages, 
and money for sojourns in fashionable places: the Dolomites, the 
Italian lakes, the Tyrolean mountains. Therese often went to the 
opera, and maintained that not even the greatest conductors came 
near to Mahler’s utter fascination. 

The Steinhof sons Friedrich Karl and Robert joined the family 
company,* and as Emperor Franz Josef built up the army the firm 
prospered. Bernhard’s materials were used to line and insulate 
the soldiers’ greatcoats, and in recognition of his services he was 
made a Kaiserlicher Rat (Imperial Councillor). By the time he died 
in 1906, he had made a fortune, and his partner and brother-in-
law (also his son-in-law) Moritz had made one as well. By 1909 
Moritz and Therese had moved to one of Vienna’s best addresses, 
a splendid new building on the Stubenring, the eastern end of the 
Ring. Life was good – as good as any Jew could expect. But it did 
not mean freedom from anti-Semitism. The Jews’ very success 
fanned its coals, and the installation of Dr Karl Lueger as Mayor 
of Vienna in 1897 added fuel. In his thirteen years in power the 
enormously popular Lueger played on the fears of the working and 
lower middle classes, who resented Jewish domination of Viennese 
life and feared losing their jobs to industrialisation, which was 
undertaken overwhelmingly by Jews. Before emancipation began 
in 1848 there were 179 officially ‘tolerated’ Jews in Vienna, whose 
usefulness as bankers and merchants outweighed their undesir-
ability as Jews. Fifty years later that number had increased to 
147,000, just under 9 per cent of the population. Lueger railed 
against Jews in commerce, the arts, finance, law and medicine, 
and especially against Jewish liberals. Many of his friends were 
Jews, but when questioned he gave his famous reply: ‘Wer ein Jude 
ist, bestimme ich’ – ‘I decide who is a Jew’. Lueger’s anti-Semitism 
was politically expedient; he knew his demagogic declamations 
fell on fertile ground. Adolf Hitler, who lived in Vienna as an 
impoverished student from 1907 to 1913, learned much from him.

* Eugen ignored the family firm and became a sculptor, architect and structural engineer instead. He 
studied with Otto Wagner, Josef Hoffmann and in France with Henri Matisse. He also created stage 
designs for his friends Arnold Schoenberg and Maurice Ravel. He taught at Vienna’s Kunstgewer-
beschule before moving to America in 1931, where he taught at various universities, consulted for 
Lockheed, and advised Walt Disney on Technicolor.
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Mizzi (left) and Thilde in a Tyrolean meadow.

Mizzi Tintner, in a photo shortly after her marriage in 1914.
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Around 1912 Mizzi fell in love with the Austrian writer Stefan 
Zweig. He was eleven years older, but they had much in common: 
Zweig was the son of non-religious Jews, and his father was a 
wealthy textiles manufacturer. Mizzi had only a middle school 
education but she was intelligent, a liberal thinker, she loved litera-
ture and was well read. She was also ‘a very charming, truly lovely 
person’, according to her niece Elisabeth, and loved by everyone 
who knew her. Though short of stature, not much over five feet 
tall, her appearance was striking. She had thick dark hair and a 
round face dominated by huge black eyes with a sweet and gentle 
expression. She and Zweig came as far as contemplating marriage. 
But when Mizzi consulted her doctor, he warned her against 
it. They both came from rarefied, artistic families, he said, and 
Zweig, moreover, suffered from depression. With the inbreeding 
in Mizzi’s family he could not guarantee how their children would 
turn out. One or both of them called it off. Zweig moved to 
Salzburg in 1913 and a year later married a fan of long standing, 
Friderike von Winternitz. Mizzi found herself a man who was 
anything but a littérateur: Alfons Tintner, a first lieutenant in the 
K. u. K. Luftfahrtruppen, the Imperial and Royal Balloon Corps. 

The Tintners had been in Moravia, mostly in Austerlitz (now 
Slavkov u Brne), since the 1300s. Georg’s grandfather Ignaz devel-
oped a new stock feed that made him a rich man. He married Rosa 
Tauszky, a notary’s daughter from Holič, and they lived in Brno, 
where six children were born. Around 1879 they moved to Vienna 
and settled in Leopoldstadt, where their last two children were 
born. Although their five boys and three girls all did well, Georg 
was dismissive of his father’s family, referring to them variously 
as ‘peasants’ and ‘much more of a lower social order’ (than his 
mother’s family) – a curious view given that the Horowitzes were 
Jews from the east, seen even by other Jews as inferior. 

Klara, the first-born, married Wilhelm Brünner, who was the 
director of the Dorotheum, the famous Viennese auction house. 
Camilla, the youngest, married a factory director but died of 
diabetes aged thirty-eight. Bertha, the second daughter, married 
Leopold Weinberger who owned the Weinberger und Fischer 
Schirm- und Spazierstockfabrik (Umbrella and Walking-stick 
Factory). One of the Tintner brothers, Arthur, joined the firm, 
eventually took it over and became very rich. Leopold (Onkel 
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Poldi) became the Consul for El Salvador. Rudolf (Onkel Rudi) 
became an architect and the town surveyor for the city of St Pölten, 
the capital of Lower Austria. Early in 1911 he married Johanna 
Ludwig and converted to Catholicism. Their first daughter, 
Elisabeth, was born on 12 September the same year, suggesting 
they had married in some haste. Their second daughter, Rosa, 
was born in 1917, but the marriage failed. It was only in the Nazi 
time, when people pointed out such things, that Elisabeth and 
Rosa discovered to their considerable shock that their father and 
his family were Jewish. 

Friedrich, Onkel Fritz, did best of all. He became a 
Generalstabsarzt, a military surgeon with the rank of general, an 
almost impossibly exalted position for a Jew. He made a number of 
medical inventions during the Great War, most notably a stretcher 
that could be bolted easily into railway carriages and ambulances 
for speedy evacuations. It was used all over Europe by the armies 
of many countries, including those of Germany and Great Britain.

Alfons Tintner, shortly after his marriage to Mizzi Horowitz in 1914.
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Alfons was born in Vienna on 20 January 1881. He was edu-
cated as far as middle school, and at nineteen, after a few years 
working for the Weinberger umbrella firm, he joined the army, as 
many younger sons did. Photographs of him in his thirties show a 
handsome man, moustached and completely bald despite his youth, 
standing proudly in his uniform oozing charm and sex appeal. He 
was also an elegant dancer, and had a reputation as der Löwe in der 
Tanzschule – the hot number in the dance academy. He was such a 
success with women that the army had to transfer him more than 
once because of his affairs with actresses and the like. His face was 
covered in scars from duelling over them. 

He met Mizzi Horowitz by chance. Mizzi was resting on a 
bench during a promenade along the Danube when Alfons and 
one of his brothers walked by. She thought, ‘That is the most 
handsome man I have ever seen’, and burst into tears. Alfons 
walked over to her, and Mizzi did something unthinkable for a 
lady – she stood up. 

There was trouble when they decided to get married. Both 
families were strongly opposed, but despite their best efforts they 
failed to stop it. A few months after the war began Alfons took 
leave from Mostar, where he was posted, and he and Mizzi were 
married on 1 December 1914. They were an unlikely couple, but 
they loved each other deeply, and according to Georg it was an 
idyllic marriage. Alfons gave up philandering forever, and if Mizzi 
ever regretted not having an artistically minded husband, she never 
let on to anyone. 

Mizzi was soon pregnant, and Alfons was convinced the baby 
would be a boy, who would follow in his footsteps as a professional 
officer. He was now a lieutenant, but he knew that, as much as 
Jews had equal rights according to the law, the implementation 
in those post-Lueger days was often very different. He and Mizzi, 
neither of them religious, converted to Lutheranism. It was very 
much a minority religion in Austria, but many Jews converting 
for practical reasons could not quite bring themselves to join the 
Catholic Church, the primary source of Austrian anti-Semitism.

Alfons guessed the sex of his child wrongly. On 21 March 
1916 Mizzi gave birth to a girl, Annemarie Rosa. It was not until 
the following year that Alfons was given the son he hoped for. 
Georg was born on 22 May 1917 at the upscale Loew Sanatorium, 
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Annemarie and Georg Tintner in 1919.

Stubenring 6, the luxury building where Georg grew up. The family occupied the middle floor.
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and baptised at the Garrison church three months later. His name, 
Georg would later point out gleefully, meant ‘country bumpkin’.

Emperor Franz Josef died in November 1916 after a reign of 
sixty-eight years. He was replaced by his grandnephew Karl, who 
tried to save the empire by withdrawing from the war. He failed, 
and both monarchy and empire collapsed in November 1918. 
Vienna was left presiding over a small, remnant country of just 6.5 
million people. Alfons was such a devoted monarchist that he felt 
he could not serve a republic, and resigned from the army on the 
first day of 1919. At least that is what Georg always believed. In fact 
this much-reduced Austria simply retired surplus officers. Alfons 
was granted a pension and the rank of captain, and was promoted 
to the rank of major in 1924. In November 1919 the family moved 
in with now-widowed Therese and Thilde* at Stubenring 6. It was 
not until the middle of 1921 that Alfons found a steady job, as a 
salesman with the Adolf Popper oil firm. 

At first Georg seemed to develop slowly. He was three before 
he began to talk, but when he finally did he spoke in complete 
sentences. At the age of six he began piano lessons with his grand-
mother, who discovered he had absolute pitch. And then, a little 
later, his life changed for good. ‘My rather artistically minded 
mother took me once to a suburban church where the Vienna Boys’ 
Choir, plus an orchestra – I forget whether it was the Philharmonic 
or not – performed Christus am Ölberg, and the whole performance 
and the atmosphere made a tremendous impression on me. I was 
eight years old then. And I said to my mother, “I want to do that 
too”.’2 

The Vienna Boys’ Choir was formed in 1498 to sing in the 
Hofburgkapelle, the Imperial court chapel. Josef Haydn was a 
member, as was Franz Schubert. With the collapse of the monarchy 
in 1918 the choir was suspended, then revived in 1924 by Rektor 
Josef Schnitt. Georg remembered: 

The monarchy was totally discredited after the war, and of 
course the Hofburgkapelle and the boys were all part of the 
establishment of the monarchy, and I’m sure as a reaction 
they abandoned all that. But the Austrians are naturally very 
conservative people and I think they gradually went back 

* Thilde never married. Georg’s explanation was that ‘she was too intelligent’ (for any man to want her).
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to the idea of having them. And Rektor Schnitt was a very 
enterprising businessman…This Vienna Boys’ Choir thing 
suited him very well.3 

He should never have become a priest. He was totally 
unsuited to be a priest. When he was in the womb, his mother 
was very ill, desperately ill, and she vowed to the Almighty 
that if she survives, if it’s a daughter it will be a nun, and if 
it’s a son it’s a priest – which is one of the most wicked things 
to do. You can make plenty of vows for yourself, but not for 
somebody else. So he felt obliged to fulfil his mother’s vow, 
though he would have been a marvellous entrepreneur.4

Georg auditioned with about a thousand other boys. One 
of the examiners was Franz Schalk, the ‘feared and famous’ 
music director of the Vienna State Opera and director of the 
Hofburgkapelle, who was sufficiently impressed by Georg to admit 
him. A later inscription on his (very incomplete) file card noted: 
‘Stimme mittelmäßig, musikalisch hervorragend begabt, absolutes Gehör’ 
(‘Average voice, musically exceptionally talented, absolute pitch’). 
Georg joined the newly formed preparatory class probably early in 
1927, and on 15 September he was formally admitted to the main 
choir as a First Soprano.

The Vienna Boys’ Choir now comprises four choirs, but then it 
was only one group of between thirteen and seventeen boys. They 
lived in spartan conditions in the Hofburg palace, though because 
Georg lived hardly more than a kilometre away he was allowed 
to sleep at home. The boys worked very hard. With private tutors 
they did the usual schoolwork expected of Austrian children. They 
were given the Classical education offered in the elite humanistische 
Gymnasien, comprising eight years of Latin and five years of Greek, 
and as well they rehearsed extensively. 

Voice training in that sense didn’t exist in the Vienna Boys’ 
Choir, and I think that was one of the best things about it. 
The choir in my time sang with their natural voice. That 
doesn’t mean that they could sing as they liked, that was not 
so. But there was no vocal tuition in the narrow sense of the 
word. Mind you, we rehearsed for three hours every day at 
least, and we took it very seriously. But we sang with our 
natural voice, and that is so different from the English idea 
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of boys’ voices where they make all boys sing treble whether 
they have low or high voices, and therefore they have this sort 
of – to me – unnatural nasal sound, which is a different sound 
ideal…We were taught to breathe properly. But there was not 
much emphasis even on that, because you know that children 
do things naturally which adults have to learn. I remember, 
for instance, when people told us, how do you sing these 
horribly difficult things like the beginning of the E minor 
Mass by Bruckner, which is divided into eight parts and very 
chromatic – only then did we realise there was anything 
particularly difficult about it.5 

The choir sang for the Mass every Sunday morning in the 
Hofburg, with the men of the State Opera chorus and the Vienna 
Philharmonic. They sang in the top gallery at the back of the 
chapel, as they still do, sounding like angels on high. 

The choir sat in the balcony, facing the altar, but it would 
have been blasphemous for the conductor to face the players 
because in this case he would have been with his back to the 
altar. So these world-famous conductors sat facing the altar, 
and we could just see their hands the wrong way and we 
couldn’t see their facial expression. Now that may have been 
very pious, but it certainly made it very much more difficult 
for us.6 

They also sang small operettas and operas, fully costumed. 
Mozart’s Bastien und Bastienne was a perennial favourite wherever 
they went. Other regulars were Johann Schenk’s Der Dorfbarbier 
(The Village Barber) and Schubert’s Der Vier-Jährige Posten (The 
Faithful Sentinel), in both of which Georg took the part of a serving 
girl in wig, skirts and apron. They sang the masses of Mozart, 
Schubert and Haydn, and it made a great impression on Georg 
when he found in the back of his Haydn part a comment scribbled 
by Schubert when his voice broke: ‘Zum letzten Mal gekräht’ – 
‘crowed for the last time’. They participated in outside concerts 
where boy choristers were needed: Hector Berlioz’s Damnation 
of Faust under Felix Weingartner, Mahler’s Third Symphony 
under Oswald Kabasta and Bach’s St Matthew Passion under both 
Wilhelm Furtwängler and Willem Mengelberg. When he was 
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about eleven Georg met Erich Korngold. He also shook hands 
with Richard Strauss, and didn’t wash his hand for a week.

By the time Georg joined the choir in 1927, Rektor Schnitt had 
realised the financial and publicity value of touring, and the choir 
travelled the length and breadth of Europe for several months each 
year. In his four years in the choir Georg visited every European 
country except the Baltic states, Belgium and the Netherlands. 
The boys travelled by train, Georg sitting by himself devouring 
the Wild West novels of Karl May. On one trip across Poland there 
were no free seats and they spent the night sitting on their suitcases 
in the corridor before giving a concert the next day. In Sweden 
they sang for the king, who slept through the performance. In 
Athens, in March 1930, ‘we were invited to one of these socialites. 
There was a mandarin tree, and we were allowed to pick our own 
fruit. Mandarins don’t grow in Vienna, and to eat a mandarin  
from the tree! – that was one of my greatest joys.’6 On their first 
visit to Italy, in April 1929, there was an earthquake in Bologna 
and Georg was awakened by women screaming in the streets. 
The high point of that tour was an audience with Pope Pius XI 
at the Vatican, an immensely significant event for the devoutly 
Catholic choir. All the boys kissed the Pope’s ring except Georg, 
who refused. The consequences of this action are unknown, but it 
must have enraged Rektor Schnitt – something Georg should have 
avoided at all costs.
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