




PEDRO LAVIRGEN, (1930-2023)

Pedro Lavirgen was born in Bujalance, Córdoba, on 31st July 1930. He was 

the ��h of seven children of Antonio Luis Lavirgen Martínez and Marce-

lina Gil Romero. His father had a workshop which made basketwork and 

other goods from esparto grass.  His  employees varied in number between 

about �ve and 150, depending on the season and the amount of work. 

Antonio was sometimes a waitir in a café in the evenings.

   Pedro’s early childhood was happy- he has recalled that he was always 

singing- but the shadow of the Civil War was growing. When the war 

started enmity between neighbours soon became evident. Bujalance was  

in an anarchical area, and  Antonio had strong le�-wing beliefs. Very soon, 

in fear of his family’s safety, he decided that they should take refuge in the 

hills. So, with the essentials of their wordly goods loaded on a horse-drawn 

cart, they walked o� into the countryside. �is was the beginning of a long 

period of su�ering and misery for the family.

   Pedro’s youngest brother, still a baby, almost died from malnutrition. 

�ey were able in due course to �nd refuge in a deserted hillside cottage, 

“La fuente agria”. 



�ey went from time to time to the nearest village to buy what little food 

they could a�ord, and they o�en went hungry. �ey were all ill much of 

the time because of their appalling living conditions.

   Like all children, however, Pedro and his brothers and sisters made the 

best of things as o�en as possible, and played in the countryside. But soon 

there occurred the event that would profoundly change his life.  he had 

an accident, fell badly, and injured his le� knee. Because of their primitive 

living conditions, and the Civil War, suitable medical and orthopaedic 

treatment was just not available: rudimentary bandaging was not enough. 

In due course the leg, still in�amed and painful, was contracted, and tu-

berculosis developed in the knee.

   When peace was restored in 1939, the family was able to return to 

Bujalance, though many of ther old antagonisms remained. Pedro’s knee 

was no better, but he was able to go into a hospital run by the monks of 

San Juan de Dios, where he spent three and a half years.  He was  still 

unable to read. He at last had an operation on his knee performed by the 

surgeon Mr. Francisco Calzadilla in January 1941, and with the good care 

of the monks, he was eventually able to walk better, but now with with a 

permanently sti� leg.



However, Pedro was profoundly weak and seriously anaemic; food was 

of variable quality in all such institutions, and he had, like all his family, 

su�ered malnutrition during their period of refuge.

   He gradually regained his health and in due course he became a member 

of the parish choir under the guidance of Ladislao Senostain, who soon 

promoted him to be soloist. Pedro has  spoken of the emotional con�ict 

that he has felt between allegiance to his family and le�-wing sympathies 

on the one hand, and the religious, protective conservatism of the monks 

to whom he has remained eternally graetful. It was evident that he was 

temperamentally suited to intellectual pursuits: his disability, though now 

relatively mild, precluded more vigorous activities.

   He was eventually able to become part of the normal school system at 

15, and developed into an exceptional student, obtaining the Bachillerato. 

He also achieved a teaching quali�cation.

   Pedro went to Madrid in February 1954, where he taught young children 

for six years. While there, he auditioned successfully for a place in the 

Spanish National Radio Chorus. �is had some members at the time who, 

like Pedro, had great careers ahead: Teresa Berganza and Isabel Penagos. 

For a time he juggled teaching and choir activities;



but in due course the later won. He become a chorister in the Teatro de 

la Zarzuela. At the same time he studied music at the Conservatoire, and 

stagecra� at the Dramatic Art academy. It was during this period that he 

met a distiguished singing teacher, Miguel Barrosa, who had been a tenor 

in Italy for about 20 years. Barrosa did much to develop pedro’s voice; and 

a�er three years as a chorister, his big chance came. He was in Zaragoza 

in July 1959, singing in “Marina” at the Teatro Fleta. �e principal tenor 

became ill, and at short notice on the 12th of July, Pedro stepped into the 

demanding role of Jorge. He had a resounding success, and soon a�er-

wards he sang Roberto in “Bohemios”. In 1960 Jose Tamayo invited him to 

become principal tenor in the “Amadeo Vives” Lyric Company and sang 

“Fernando” in “Doña Francisquita” in many towns. In December 1962 he 

sang this role in the Teatro de la Zarzuela in Madrid, to such great acclaim 

that he was awarded the singing Prize for 1962 in Spain.

   �ere was perhaps a little hesitancy on the part of theatre managements 

to engage a tenor who did not always conform with the traditional picture 

of the lithe, active romantic hero; but his determination and outstanding 

vocal qualities soon overcame possible reservations. �ere was perhaps a 

parallel in his personal life. 



Pedro has recalled that when he was gradually regaining increased mobility 

a�er his knee operation, and when he was obliged to sometimes be a pas-

sive observer of life, none of the local girls took any notice of him- except 

one: Francisca Baena, from Bujalance. From this there grew a truly happy 

and enduring marriage.

   With his accumulated triumphs in zarzuelas, it was only a small step into 

the operatic roles which suited his unique combination of beauty of tone 

and dramatic incolvement. In 1964 he went to Milan in order to further 

advance his already extensive knowledge of opera. On 12th September 

of the same year he made his �rst appearance at the Gran Teatro del 

Amonastro. On 12th December 1964 he made his �rst appearance at the 

Gran Teatro del Liceo, Barcelona, as Don José in “Carmen”. �is was the 

�rst of many appearances there; he created a record:  he is the only artist to 

have sung at the Liceo during 19 consecutive seasons.

   Other notable debuts followed. A�er his debut at the Vienna State Opera 

in “I Pagliacci” in April 1966, he sang there for 12 consecutive seasons. 

One of the most signi�cant debuts was his �rst performances at the Metro-

politan Opera, New York, in “Tosca” in November 1968. As a consequence 

of these appearances the doors of a number of other North American 



Opera houses were opened to him, including Hartford, Philadelphia and 

San Francisco.

   �ere followed more than 20 years of rich and varied appearances 

world-wide;  Between 1978 and 1995 he combined his singing career with 

teaching at the Real Conservatorio in Madrid. One of Pedro’s most notable 

late appearances was on 10th Maestranza in Seville in which he was of 

nine of Spain’s most illustrious singers. Some years ago a singing compe-

tition was established in his name; he has a great interest in fostering the 

careers of young singers, and the contests have attracted participants of 

many nationalities.

   Pedro Lavirgen’s voive had tremendous power, capable of rising to a 

crescendo which was a sheer torrent of glorious, golden, dramatic sound, 

allied to a profound commitment, utter involvement in the life of the char-

acters whom he was portraying. It was no coincidence that he treated with 

equal success the entry of Jorge in “Marina” and of the eponymous hero 

of Verdi’s “Otello”, both requiring enormous vocal strength. For similar 

reasons I have seen simple but very true remarks like “he is Canio”. His 

voice was also able to adapt to a mezza-voce re�ecting quite tenderness, 

as for example in the closing scene of “Norma”, and in the duet between   



Dolores and Rafael in “La Dolorosa”. Both the power and the sensitivity 

are typically to be heard within the duet in “Bohemios”.

   He was perhaps a little too generous; the power and the tone in the 

upper part of his voice began to lose their sheen rather earlier than we 

should have liked.  However, he was always true to himself. Asd he has 

aid “If vocal music does not come to life and move whoever may listen to 

it, it is of not value”. Pedro has also underlined the need for absolute 

dedication: “A singer needs a voice, but above all musical and interpretative 

talent, a great sense of occasion and an absence of personal problems, since 

much sacri�ce as well as travel and long absences are necessary”.

  He achieved sustained success in his very considerable repertoire, and 

he can rightly be considered both the greatest Andalusian tenor of the 

second half of the twentieth century, and among the greatest international 

tenors in the dramatic and spinto repertoire which he made his own.

DAVID SUGDEN




















































