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The History of an Autographed Photo
By Enrique Gilardoni

Otniel Sobek’s original autographed picture of
Jussi as Pinkerton

Vienna, Austria, 1937.
n that cold morning of February 23,
Otniel Sobek woke with a strong
idea in his mind. He had collected
autographed photos of the main singers
who appeared in the Vienna State Opera,
but lacked the one of that young Swedish
tenor that had already been presented
there the year before singing Il trovatore,
Aida and La bohème. Such was his success
(despite he sang his roles in Swedish while
the rest of the cast did it in German), that in
1937 he was again hired to sing nothing less
than eight operas: La bohème, Il trovatore,
Madama Butterfly, I pagliacci, La fanciulla
del West, Faust, Un ballo in maschera and
Rigoletto.
Otniel didn’t miss any of these presentations, and he had already obtained from
that tenor called Jussi Björling, more than

O

one autograph that he treasured in a small
autograph album, where artists like Bruno
Walter, Gina Cigna, Alexander Kipnis,
Lauritz Melchior, and many others, signed
their signatures.
Jussi, probably neglecting the
promotional aspect of his career, did not
carry photos to offer them autographed
to his fans, as his colleagues used to do.
However, Otniel was far from giving up.
Despite his young almost 16 years, he
had a deep operatic knowledge, because
his mother had taken him to the famous
Vienna State Opera since he was a child,
explaining to him all the details of that
wonderful world.
That night Otniel would see Jussi
in I pagliacci, and decided to find a
photograph to have it autographed by
Jussi and add it to his already large
collection. In the morning, he went to
the magazine shop near his home, and
after searching among several, he found one
with comments about the Madama Butterfly, that six days before Jussi had sung with
the great Czech soprano Jarmila Novotnà.
“Eureka!!!” Otniel thought when he realized
that the publication included a photograph
showing Jussi personified as Pinkerton, and
bought the magazine.
At home he carefully cut the photo and
pasted it on a cardboard that he took to the
theater that night. Despite being a relatively
short opera, sung by great singers: Margit
Bokor as Nedda, Alexander Sved as Tonio
and Anton Dermota as Beppe, it seemed
interminable to Otniel, because he had the
fixed idea of his meeting with Jussi after the
performance.
When the time arrived, Jussi appeared,
and a crowd of fans forced him to take
refuge in the “Bar of the Artists”. Such was
the enthusiastic harassment that the tenor
was forced to stand on one of the bar tables
to autograph the programs of the insistent
admirers.

Otniel was slowly approaching the
pedestal table where Jussi was standing.
When he proudly presented him his work,
Jussi felt somewhat surprised by his young
admirer and giving him a knowing smile,
signed with a pencil his signature and
year on the printed photo attached to the
cardboard. He didn’t suspect certainly, the
story that fate had reserved for this simple
picture which at that time was the precious
achievement of young Otniel.
Just over a year later, the imminence
of World War II determined that Otniel and
his mother had to emigrate from Austria,
settling in Argentina.
Buenos Aires, Argentina, 1960-1970
The young Swedish tenor who sang in Vienna in 1936 and 1937 had an exceptional
career, being considered among the greatest
singers of all time. He died at his summer
residence on Siarö Island in the Stockholm
Archipelago on September 9 of 1960, at the
early age of 49.
In the mid 50’s I became interested in
opera and in 1957 at the Teatro Colon in
Buenos Aires I had the occasion to see one
for the first time: La traviata. The impact it
had on me, that wonderful spectacle, determined that I became an opera addict.
I attended opera performances whenever I could and tried to enrich my knowledge
by all possible means like listening, reading and, most importantly, absorbing the
wisdom from those who had the privilege
to listen and appreciate the great singers of
the past, usually at the Teatro Colon, which
with its almost perfect acoustics is one of the
greatest opera houses in the world.
It didn’t take me much time until I
discovered Jussi Björling, who became
immediately among my favorites. The news
of his death produced a great impact on me.
In the following years, my operatic training
was consolidated as I was connected to
people from the opera environment like
Ricardo Turró and Juan Andrés Sala. My admiration for Björling reached such a point
that I felt prompted to investigate the man
who was behind that great voice.
In 1970, Dr. Gustavo Bigourdan, who
conducted a radio program entitled Lyric
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World and knew of my predilection for
Björling, asked me to prepare a tribute
program for the 10th anniversary of his
untimely death. The material I prepared
was enough to complete two programs of
two hours each, and covered all the singer’s
career from the beginning to the end
including, of course, the presentations in
Vienna in 1936 and 1937.
A couple of weeks after the broadcasted programs, Gustavo gave me a letter from
a listener, thanking me for the excellent
programs, but also remarking an error: the
1936 Aida was sung by Maria Nemeth and
not by Gina Cigna, as I had commented.
If we had had then the magnificent
chronological work subsequently carried
out by Harald Henrysson that mistake
would not have happened. And certainly, I
would not have received this letter, which
concluded with the offering for our use
of the author’s abundant material. Under
the signature was his printed name: Otniel
Sobek and phone number 542-2940.
Assaulted by curiosity I called this
man as soon as I could and in a short
conversation we agreed that the next day
he would come to my office on the 15th
floor of Olivetti Building, the location of the
“Engineering Group South” offices of The
Coca-Cola Export Corporation.
Otniel arrived punctually and as soon
as I faced him I realized that I was in the
presence of a real character. His way of
speaking had a strong Germanic accent, but
he expressed himself with absolutely correct
Spanish. After an introduction in which
he told me his impressions of the Vienna
of the 30’s, we entered the operatic subject
and in particular the performances of Jussi
Björling in Vienna. Suddenly he handed to
me an envelope he had in his pocket with
a gesture as asking me to see what was
inside. Opening it, I found the photo of Jussi
personified as Pinkerton with a signature in
pencil saying “Jussi Björling 1937”. Obviously it was the same that 33 years before the
young Otniel had obtained in Vienna from
the great Swedish tenor.
With Otniel’s authorization, I took a
photocopy of it, but copying machines back
then, were not comparable to the current

ones, and the photocopy turned out pretty
blurred. But at least, it was something I had
left as a souvenir of my first encounter with
Otniel Sobek.
Guayaquil, Ecuador, 1992 and
Indianapolis, USA 1993
I continued in the 70’s investigating opera
in general and Björling in particular. When
in 1976 I was transferred to Santiago, Chile,
I subscribed to the British magazine Opera,
where one day I found published a notice of
The Jussi Bjoerling Memorial Archive, based
in Indianapolis. I contacted them and got a
response from Mr. Jack W. Porter. I immediately associated, receiving information on
the material that was available to be sold to
their members.
Among our correspondence, Porter told me that he planned to travel to
Ecuador, interested in visiting the Galapagos Islands and since Ecuador was one
of the countries of the Andean Division of
Coca-Cola, of which I was the Technical Director, we agreed on meeting there on one
of my trips. This happened in October 1992.
Shortly before traveling, I tried to communicate by phone with him, to confirm
whether he had received a fax I sent him,
requesting to bring me a copy of A Jussi
Bjoerling Discography. I thought I had a
wrong number since I heard an answering
machine of a church reporting the schedule
of masses and confessions.
Finally the day of our meeting in
Guayaquil arrived. I had taken for him
some courtesy bottles of good Chilean wine.
Our meeting explained to me everything.
The phone number was fine. Jack Porter
was a Catholic priest and was traveling with
a younger priest named Bill. Porter brought
the discography that I had asked him and
also gave me several Jussi CD’s. I never
completed my opinion about Porter because
there were many aspects of his personality
that I did not understand. It was not even
clear for me his relationship with Bill.
In May 1993, I was invited to attend
the Indy 500 and took the opportunity to
visit Jack Porter in Indianapolis who was
the priest of a large church called St. John’s.
On my visit I told him that I was planning a
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Jussi sculpture, Borlänge city center

trip to Europe in September and within the
places to visit was going to pay my first visit
to Sweden. I asked him to connect me with
someone there who could inform me about
Björling related topics.
He suggested me to contact Harald
Henrysson, co-author of the discography,
but that under no circumstances should I
tell him that Porter had recommended me,
because that would close the doors for me.
I was unaware at that point, that there was
a tremendous conflict between Porter and
Henrysson.
I contacted Harald without revealing
the source of my contact and very kindly he
offered to assist me in Björling matters.
Stockholm, Borlänge and Säter, Sweden
1993
The beautiful city of Stockholm was the
scene of my first meeting with, my today
good friend, Harald Henrysson. On that first
day of meeting, we had scheduled a visit to
Borlange distant about 150 miles North. I
traveled with my wife and a dear friend and
had rented a car. Harald sat beside me in
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Enrique at the grave of Jussi Björling

the front seat and the trip seemed short to
us with all of our talk. At one point, I briefly
told him about the meeting I had with Otniel Sobek in 1970 and showed him the poor
photocopy of the photo Otniel had shown
me. I was driving and I noticed that Harald
was petrified staring at the photocopy. I said
to Harald, “Why are you mute?”
And he replied, “You won’t believe this,
but the day after tomorrow, when you come
to my house in Stockholm, I will show you
the thousands of Jussi’s pictures that I have.
This is the only one I know showing him in
one of his performances in Vienna in the
years 1936- 1937!!! May I take a photocopy
of it?”
We arrived to Borlänge before noon.
Harald led us first to visit a statue erected in
the city center showing Jussi singing.
From there we went to the Jussi Bjorlinggården Museum where was gathered
and exhibited all material related to Jussi.
It was a small house that was built with the
wood recovered from the demolition of the
house where Jussi was born. Obviously the
quality of construction was inadequate to
preserve the objects there exhibited.
Harald had asked for the key to enter,
as the museum was closed that day, but
a misunderstanding made the key not
available to us, and with great frustration
I made several turns around the museum
trying to spy as much as I could through
the windows and even through some cracks
between the timbers.
After a frugal lunch we went to the Stora Tuna cemetery where we not only visited
Jussi´s grave but also the different graves in

which several of his relatives rest.
Starting back to Stockholm we stopped
in Säter, where Harald’s mother lived. After
tea, we took a picture and continued the
trip to Stockholm without Harald who
stayed in Säter. That was the last photo taken of Harald’s mother, who died soon after.
Two days later I visited Harald at
home. It was something like a Björling museum with files and stacks of newspaper and
magazine clippings, countless photographs,
78’s, LP’s, and CD´s. Harald told me he was
working on the project of a new museum to
replace the Bjorlinggården Museum, which
was closed when I was in Borlänge.
From then on I have maintained regular contact with Harald and I have absorbed
as much as I could from his knowledge on
the great Jussi Björling.
Buenos Aires, Argentina, 1993
At the beginning of December I always find
myself in Buenos Aires, as the first Saturday,
since 1954, the high school classmates of
the famous Otto Krause Industrial School,
get together for a dinner.
I took the photos taken in Sweden
three months earlier, intending to show
them to my friend Ricardo Turró, great musicologist and, how it couldn’t be otherwise,
a great admirer of Jussi. I gave him copies of
some pictures that he received gratefully.
While in Buenos Aires, it came to my
mind how interesting it would be to meet
with Otniel (whom I had only seen once in
1970), to tell him the story of Harald seeing
the photocopy of Otniel’s photo of Jussi. I
found his telephone number in the phone

book, which contained only one Otniel
Sobek, and called him, convinced that
some young fellow would inform me that
the grandfather had died or something like
that. A cavernous, deep voice answered the
call. “Hello.” I spoke, “I would like to speak
with Mr. Otniel Sobek.” And he replied, “He
is speaking.”
Suddenly I didn’t know how to begin
the dialogue. After a short hesitation, I
tried: “Look. 23 years ago you wrote a letter
to Radio. . .” “Yes,” interrupted Otniel, “I
remember. It was on Björling.”
I could not believe that things had
been so easy for me. Otniel perfectly remembered our first meeting and we agreed
to meet again for coffee. I found him as I
imagined, as if time hadn’t passed for him.
I told him I lived in Chile since 1976 and he
said he frequently visits this country, which
he liked a lot. After giving him some copies
of the photos I had taken in Sweden, I gave
him my phone number and asked him to
call me when he next visited Chile.
Santiago, Chile, 1994
One night in mid-March the telephone
rang in my home. It was Otniel Sobek, who
was visiting Chile. As he was returning to
Buenos Aires in the afternoon of the next
day, we agreed to have lunch together at an
Italian restaurant called Da Carla. I took
the liberty of inviting a dear friend, the
musicologist Juan Dzazopulos, also a great
admirer of Jussi and with whom in the
previous year we successfully made a series
of four lectures on Jussi Björling on Mount
Carmel Cultural Center. I didn’t want Juan
to lose the opportunity to know a character
like Otniel.
Lunch proceeded kindly with opera
the theme and Jussi the central character.
Both, Juan and I, were feeling tremendously
honored to be sharing the table with an
eyewitness, and perhaps the last living witness of the last La fanciulla del West sung by
Jussi, or the only Butterfly he sang outside
Stockholm.
At one point, while we were enjoying
a delicious lasagna, Otniel took an envelope from his pocket and holding it in his
hand, said, “Enrique, I want to give you this
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Plaque at Trinity Church, Örebro - remembering the first performance of the Björling boys

a singing competition: the
“Jussi Björling Tenor Competition.” There would also be a
gala dinner to be attended by
the members of the Björling
family.
Through Harald, I made
reservations for my wife and
myself to attend all the events.
Our trip to Sweden would start
in Gothenburg. In my desire
to know as much as possible
on the Björling subject, Harald
Enrique, Otniel Sobek and Bertil Bengtsson, April 2000
put me in touch with a person
very knowledgeable in the
because I am sure it couldn’t be in better
area, who would guide us in Gothenburg. That
hands than yours, but I give it to you with
person was Bertil Bengtsson who came to the
the condition that when you reach a point
hotel where we stayed to start the city tour.
in your life when you suspect that any time
Bertil could, because of his age, have been my
you can start your journey of no return, you
son, but in his youth I was surprised by his
leave it in the hands of someone who knows
deep knowledge of singers of the past.
who was Jussi Björling.” And he gave to me
He took us to see the newly opened
the envelope which I opened. It contained
Opera House and in front of the same, the
nothing more and nothing less than the
square that bears the name of Jussi. We also
famous photo that Jussi had autographed on
visited the old theater where Jussi sang,
in Vienna that February 23, 1937.
and the Concert Hall where, on August 5,
The tremendous emotion that seized
1960, exactly five weeks before he died, he
me prevented me from finishing my lunch.
gave his last concert accompanied by an
I do not remember what words I used to
orchestra conducted by his mentor and
thank him for his generous gift, if there
close friend Nils Grevillius. It was to be the
are any. From then on I was practically the
last time the voice of the great tenor was
custodian of this Holy Grail.
recorded, since the only two recitals he gave
afterwards, were not recorded. Bertil was
Gothenburg, Örebro and Borlänge,
very kind to us, and with undisguised pride
Sweden, 1994
I showed him the autographed photo of
The proposed new Björling Museum that
Jussi. After contemplating it a moment, abHarald was working on became reality, and
sorbed, he exclaimed, “This is priceless!!!”
on October 22nd it would be inaugurated.
We departed with the idea of meeting
The titanic work done by Harald came to
Bertil again in Borlänge a few days later.
materialize amid great expectations, beAmid the car ride to Stockholm we
cause in conjunction with the inauguration
made a stop in Örebro, because I wanted to
of the museum itself, they had organized

visit the Trinity Church where on December 12, 1915, a 4 year old Jussi, and his
brothers Olle and Gösta, 6 and 3 years old
respectively, gave their first public recital
accompanied at the piano by their mother.
In the front of the imposing church, I found
a plaque, making reference to this recital.
In Stockholm we returned the car and
on the morning of Friday 21 we arrived
by train to Borlänge and that evening we
attended a school in whose auditorium took
place the semifinals of the competition of
tenors. The 25 selected from the 125 who
applied from different countries, were
competing to be among the 5 finalists who
on Sunday would compete to be the winner.
Each participant was accompanied by
piano, and had to sing two opera arias and
a song. I was extremely impressed by the
young Welsh tenor Gwyn Hughes Jones.
The opening of the museum took place
on Saturday, attended by members of the
Björling family, except Ann-Charlotte. I had
the occasion to greet all of them, and since I
was the most remote attendee, I was interviewed for the radio. The gala dinner, attended
by 1,200 guests, took place that Saturday
evening, and to my surprise, the positions that
Harald booked for us, corresponded to the
table where the Björling family members were
seated. Could I ask for more?
On Sunday morning everybody went
to the cemetery of Stora Tuna for a service
in the church where Lars Björling sang. In
the afternoon was the great event in the
Arena Kupolen where the final competition
of tenors took place, in which my favorite
participant got the second place.
Jacksonville, Florida, USA, 1996
By some means, I learned that Andrew
Farkas, who had written the definitive
biography of Enrico Caruso, was now to
write Jussi’s. Because I felt compelled to
contribute in some way to this project, I got
in touch with him and supplied him with
information duly documented, which was
included in the book.
Naturally, I mentioned the famous
photo autographed in Vienna and he asked
me, at his expense, to send him a photo of
it, plus the negative, made by the best pho-
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Bertil, the gifted Sobek/Björling photograph, and Enrique

The framed gift of the Sobek/Björling
photograph

tographer of Santiago. Probably all the recommendations I gave to the photographer,
to not lose that original and to give me the
negative along with some copies, made that
the price charged for his work was dispro-

ANDERS BJÖRLING

portionate. Since at that time I frequently
traveled to Atlanta, on a trip back I made a
stop in Jacksonville, Florida. There I had my
first personal encounter with Andrew, who
graciously was waiting in the airport upon
my arrival. And I gave him the negative and
copy of my photo.
As we moved in his car to the place
where we had lunch, I was explaining to
him that it was not really a picture, but it
had been clipped from a magazine and
pasted on cardboard. I could see that it
was not good news for Andrew because I
felt in him a wave of disappointment at my
comment. In the restaurant I took from my
portfolio the envelope containing the photo
and handed it to Andrew, who opened it
without many expectations and after a few
moments contemplating it he said, “This is
fantastic. Wonderful!! How much do I owe
you?”
My reply was, “Absolutely nothing
Andrew. Take it as my modest contribution
to your project of writing the biography of
the great Jussi.”

“Thank you very much. Not only it will
be published in the book, but the origin of
where it comes from, will be recognized,”
was his response to me.
The friendly meeting ended at the
airport, where Andrew left me to continue
my journey back to Chile.
But this story didn’t have, at least
for me, a happy ending, but probably it
did for the biography that Andrew was
writing. When Andrew was about to finish
it, he received a call from Sweden from
Lars Björling, Jussi’s son. “Hi Andrew,”
Lars speaks. “Hi Lars. What’s new?” spoke
Andrew.
“I tell you that in the attic of the house,
we found in a drawer of the desk that
belonged to my father, several documents,
photos, letters, etc. that nobody knew they
were there.”
Andrew instructed, “Lars, please,
immediately take photocopies of everything
you found and send them by courier to me
to Jacksonville. Urgent!”
The material found was priceless for
Andrew’s project and determined that many
of the texts that were ready to be submitted for printing had to be rewritten under
the new information available after the
discovery.
Unfortunately, for me, among the
things found, there were several authentic
and good quality photos of Jussi’s presentations in Vienna, and obviously they chose
to publish those of better quality. So Otniel’s
photo was relegated and it didn’t appear in
Jussi, as it was the name of the book.
The irony of this story is that the photo
definitely published on the book, shows
Alexander Sved and Jussi in a scene of I
pagliacci of February 23, 1937, precisely the
very performance at the end of which, the
young Otniel obtained the desired autograph of his idol.
Santiago, Chile and Buenos Aires,
Argentina, 2000
From my first encounter with Bertil in 1994
our friendship was permanently consolidated. We met again in Sweden in 1996 and
reached a point in 2000 that I invited him
to come to Chile for a tour in the scenic
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south, and then we would go to Buenos
Aires where, sponsored by the Embassy of
Sweden, I was going to give a lecture on Jussi Björling in the auditorium of the YMCA.
As I was already retired, I had all the time
in the world. Bertil’s stay lasted one month,
within which we didn’t stop talking about
opera in general and Björling in particular.
That long coexistence, allowed me to
get to know him very deeply, and slowly I
was convincing myself that he would be the
ideal candidate to, complying with Otniel’s
command, leave in his hands the autographed picture that was under my custody
at that time.
The reasons that made me think he
was the candidate were, first and foremost,
he had a deep knowledge about Björling,
and second, but very important for me, he
was young (Bertil was born in 1962) so for
many years he could be the guardian of this
treasure.
After the tour through southern Chile,
we traveled to Buenos Aires. The conference
was successful and the next day I invited
Otniel to a luncheon, which I attended
with Bertil. It was a very pleasant meeting
and we shared anecdotes and experiences.
Toward the end of lunch, Bertil got up to
go to the toilet. When we were left alone
with Otniel, I told him, “Otniel, Bertil is
the candidate I chose to leave in his hands
the Björling photo you gave me. Would you
agree with that?”
“Congratulations for the excellent
choice,” he said patting my shoulder,
while Bertil returned to the table without
knowing that I already had Otniel’s approval
to transfer him the photo. As we left the
restaurant, Otniel invited us to his nearby
apartment. While we heard 78’s recordings
of Björling that Otniel treasured, we took a
photo of the three of us.
St. Peter, Minnesota, USA, 2001.
Since its founding, I became a member of
the Jussi Björling Society-USA and until
today, I have participated in all the conventions that regularly they organize, the first
being that of Washington DC in 1999. The
second was held in St. Peter, Minnesota late
in June 2001, and the sessions were held

Enrique, Otniel Sobek and Ricardo Turró

in the magnificent facilities of Gustavus
Adolphus College, owner of the splendid
Jussi Björling Recital Hall. Attendees stayed
in the college dorms.
I knew in advance that Bertil was going
to attend the convention, so I thought it
would be a good opportunity to give him
the picture, especially since his birthday was
on June 29. Then, before traveling to USA,
I had the photo properly framed. Since
Anders Björling, the eldest son of Jussi and
Anna-Lisa, lived near the university, he and
his lovely wife Janet, were kind enough to
invite all participants for a cocktail at their
home on June 28.
That invitation changed my mind and I
decided to anticipate in one day the delivery
of the gift. Then, while we were having
some drinks in the beautiful garden, I called
all participants and, with Bertil beside me,
I explained to them that the following day
would be his birthday and I had brought a
gift very, very special for him. I had decided
to anticipate the delivery so that it will take
place in the home of a Björling. And I handed him the package containing the picture.
If Bertil suspected what was in the
package, I have no doubt he is a great artist,
because he proved to be properly touched.
This scene was captured in the photograph
taken by Anders Björling, expert photographer.
That June 28, 2001 was the day when
the mandate of Otniel was fulfilled. First,
I had the immense satisfaction of having
received this gift from an exceptional and
unique person – my dear friend Otniel
Sobek. Second, I have been for several

years, the custodian of this relic that for
many people may not have any value, but
those who vibrate with these issues consider
it to be invaluable. And third and finally, that I had enough inspiration to have
chosen such a suitable candidate as my dear
friend Bertil Bengtsson, who seems to be
tailored to fulfill the mandate that Otniel
imposed on me. That picture is now in a
special place at Bertil’s home.
The generosity of Otniel Sobek was
something that characterized him throughout his life. In 2007, from his collection of
autographed photos of the singers he heard
in Vienna in the ‘30s, he got rid of all of
those who shared the stage with Jussi, to be
donated to the Björling Museum, which today are in a special showcase, which evokes
that stage in the career of the great singer.
I continued to get together with Otniel
every time I travelled to Buenos Aires.
Another photo shows us with musicologist
Ricardo Turró with the magnificent Teatro
Colón as background. On one of my visits my
call was not answered. I thought he would be
on a trip, something usual in him. The same
happened on the following visit. On the next
trip I went to his house and my suspicion
was confirmed when his neighbor and friend
Susana Cano confirmed that he had died on
January 12 of 2013, at the age of 92.
We have the hope that Otniel has
already encountered Jussi and has told him
everything that happened with that photo
from February 23, 1937 when he signed his
autograph standing on a table in the “Bar of
the Artists” of the Vienna State Opera. n
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