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Foreword

The reasons to visit Italy are many. Nature was generous with the verdant Italian peninsula surrounded by the clear blue waters of the Mediterranean, but the creativity of its inhabitants has endowed it with such an abundance of cultural resources that its attraction reaches even the most sophisticated traveler, especially those enchanted by bel canto and with opera as a passion.

Now, with Italian Opera Houses and Festivals, while spending your days in Italy, you can fill your evenings with the most rewarding musical experiences you can imagine. Or you can do just the opposite: spend most of your days visiting as many Italian opera houses as you can manage and indulge in only a few of the many other Italian attractions. Just think, sleep in late after a night at Milan’s La Scala Theater, awake to a perfectly prepared cappuccino and croissant, and spend a relaxing day leisurely wending your way to your next city and opera house, with another great opera to enjoy. Then do it all over again and savor different surroundings, flavors, climates, and music.

When traveling to Italy to visit its prestigious theaters and opera houses, you will enjoy the pleasure of meeting a distinguished public largely composed of Italian music lovers. I don’t know of a better way to get to know the locals! Your Italian might improve while discussing the merits of the singers with real connoisseurs or considering the famous maestro’s tempo with your hotel’s bartender. Italians love opera and they flock to opera houses all over the country. The Arena di Verona, where the summer opera season attracts the largest portion of its audience from abroad, still has no more than 50% foreign attendance. As an added bonus, you will discover that the regular opera season is definitely not high tourist season. This means less crowds and more comfortable accommodations.

Opera buffs embarking on a visit to Italy often ask, “Where do I begin?” and “Which is the most important opera house in Italy?” Actually, it would be difficult to say which is the most important. Truth be told, you needn’t bother trying to find the most important theater. Opera houses in Italy are all important, especially to their faithful public. Just pick the theater that happens to be presenting your favorite opera or an opera you’ve always wanted to see and go from there. Let this book be your guide, trusting in the expert suggestions and up-to-date hints that Karyl Charna Lynn has crammed into it. Your exploration will be not only easy but fun and rewarding as well.

This guide, the product of Karyl’s expertise, patience, love, and dedication to the Italian opera scene, is extremely useful to planning your visit to any of the numerous splendid opera theaters located in every region of Italy. It provides information on the opera houses’ histories and will also help you book seats. No matter where your artistic interest may lie—in the Italian opera houses’ regular season, in one of their special annual festivals, or in a quick look at their impressive interiors (often with adjoining museums)—Italian Opera Houses and Festivals will assist you with your travel choices before you leave home, accompany you while visiting Italy with its richness of information, and with its careful attention to detail, keep your special memories alive long after your return.

—Martin Stiglio, a director at the Italian
Cultural Institute
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Preface

Opera houses in Italy are more than concrete, stone, glass, and wood with beautiful decorations. They are symbols of the world’s greatest art form, which was born there. Italian opera houses are living, breathing entities, each with its own distinctive character. Every one is unique. In no other country will you find so many breathtakingly beautiful theaters. Some are hidden behind nondescript facades, especially in small villages and towns, while others are extensions of splendid exteriors. I have tried to give a taste of their different personalities by re-creating political, architectural, and performance histories with accounts and opinions from Italian newspapers, journals, and books of the time, most of which have never before been translated into English.

From the 17th century to the present, opera houses were built to give cities or towns importance and dignity. The grandeur of the theater indicated the prominence of the area. Theaters became the focal point of the city’s cultural, political, and social life. They were a home away from home, places of elegance and peace, a refuge from the turmoil of everyday living. Many of the opera houses were paid for by the nobility who bought boxes in the theater. They were known as the condomini or palchettisti and treated their boxes like their second home, eating, drinking, and gossiping while the heroic feats and exploits of the mythological heroes and gods, kings, and emperors unfolded on the stage. When the castrati disappeared from the stage at the beginning of the 1800s, the theater became a place to express human passions, feelings, and emotions. It reflected the mood of the populace. As the century progressed, it became the hub of political activity. The name of the famous Italian composer Giuseppe Verdi was made into an acronym representing Italy’s longing for freedom from the foreign powers who occupied the country until 1860: Vittorio Emanuele, re d’Italia (Victor Emanuel, king of Italy).

Opera in Italy enjoyed a culture all its own during the 1700s and 1800s. It was an experience different from that in any other country that apparently some foreigners did not understand, as evidenced by the impressions of a French and a German composer. Hector Berlioz described it in Voyage musical en Allemagne et en Italie: “The Italians were not at all interested in the poetic aspects of the music, but ready to consume a new opera like a plate of spaghetti.” Otto Nicolai wrote to his father, “Moreover the opera is always composed in two acts, between which is presented a ballet, which has nothing to do with the opera and lasts two hours such that after the ballet, one has forgotten the first act of the opera. . . . Frequently one act of one opera is given with one act of another making a real mess.”

Opera in Italy is still in a class by itself—an experience unequaled anywhere else, vastly different in some ways from the 18th and 19th centuries but similar in others. The emotion, flavor, and passion remain, not felt in any other country in the world. In some ways it is akin to a private conversation between the singers and audience, who react warmly and vociferously to glorious performances and violently to poor. Italians’ behavior at the opera is similar to well-dressed spectators at a professional sporting event. They boo, cheer, and scream, but it is the opera singer, conductor, or director, not an athlete, who is the recipient. If the singer misses a high note or is flat, if the orchestra pacing is out of kilter, or if the heavy hand of the director is too visible, jeers and insults ring out, usually from the upper balconies but also from the orchestra section, even the boxes. The Teatro Regio in Parma is most famous for this behavior. The Regio is the house of experts, with a long history of unfinished performances, premature curtains, singers who were afraid to take curtain calls, and audiences so unruly that it was impossible to hear the opera, all because performances didn’t live up to their exacting standards or warring (singer) factions were shouting out their differences. On the other hand, the audiences at the Teatro Ventidio Basso in Ascoli Piceno applaud everything, good or bad, even in the middle of an overture if the conductor pauses too long between passages. The Teatro Sociale in Mantua is an anachronism, still owned and run by the heirs of the condomini, who make it clear that outsiders are not welcome. The 17,000-seat, open-air arena in Verona has a tradition of lighting thousands of candles before the opera, creating a breathtaking sight, and Teatro alla Scala in Milan is so special that there is even an unwritten dress code for ladies: do not wear red because your attire will clash with the red seats, and nothing should distract from the beauty of the opera house. Turmoil at opera houses is front-page news. The lives of the opera singers are fodder for Italian gossip columnists, as the lives of movie stars are for everyone else.

All the 58 principal Italian opera houses and festivals in this book are grouped into several categories. The 12 largest are classified as enti lirici (public opera corporations). All their funding was once public, from the federal, state, and city governments. They received enough money to maintain a permanent orchestra, chorus, and technical staff with as many as 1,000 full-time employees. Near the end of the 20th century, these 12 theaters were required by law to form fondazioni (public-private corporations). This allowed them to solicit and receive private donations and sponsorship for up to 49% of their budgets in addition to public subsidies because the federal government was reducing financial support. Some houses have adjusted well to the change, mainly those with smaller permanent staffs such as the Teatro Carlo Felice in Genoa and the Teatro Reggio in Turin. Others are in fiscal turmoil, like the Teatro del Maggio Musicale Fiorentino in Florence, which is burdened with hundreds of full-time employees who were hired when money was plentiful; now there is little money to pay them but the theaters are unable to fire them because of the strong unions. Unions and opera house politics sometimes disrupt the opera seasons, and management is forced to spend an inordinate amount of time dealing with these problems instead of making artistic decisions. The 24 opera houses designated teatri di tradizione (theaters of tradition) because they have “stimulated local artistic and musical traditions” have not been as hard hit by the public subsidy cuts, since these theaters originally employed only a skeleton full-time staff, with almost everyone else hired on a per-opera or per-season basis. Teatri di tradizione either have formed fondazioni to receive private funding or they become totally supported and managed by the city administration. Of the remaining festivals and regional theaters, a few have formed fondazioni, but most are supported and run by the municipality. The reduction in public spending has resulted in an explosion of coproductions, which previously had been the exception. Opera houses that have formed foundations display a broadening of their repertory with more operas from the 1600s and 20th century and more creative, director-inspired, integrated productions.

Almost all the references used for this book and listed in the bibliography are in Italian. Because of space limitations only the most important are cited, but they are a good starting point for anyone wishing to delve deeper into the subject, for which a good reading knowledge of Italian is necessary, along with a familiarity with the specialized vocabulary of architectural and musical terms. For this book, I consulted hundreds of brochures, articles, papers, books, archival materials, and opera house programs (which, for example, for opening night at La Scala is a 250-page hardcover book) to gather and verify facts, figures, dates, events, operas, singers, and composers, which was difficult and frustrating at times because several “authoritative” sources would offer differing versions. A small glossary of Italian words used in the text appears near the end of the book, either because no English word or words convey the nuances in the Italian, or because I did not translate all the Italian names for the theaters. It also contains other Italian words I used in the text to maintain an Italianate flavor.

Many obscure operas by both famous and unfamiliar maestros have been recently revived, or might be in the future, as several Italian theaters and festivals rediscover the country’s lost operatic patrimony. So that their names and works might be more recognizable, I have included world premieres of obscure operas at various opera houses and names of minor composers. In the text, I have used only the last names of composers due to the sheer volume of them, but I have followed the accepted format with all other names. The composer of an opera is mentioned either with lesser-known works if there is more than one opera by the same name or in a list of operas to avoid confusion. The opera titles are all in the original language, with those in Slavic languages being translated. The grammatical rules of the foreign language regarding capitalization are observed.

The book is organized by geographic region. Each chapter covers the opera houses and festivals in a particular city and journeys back in time by re-creating important events. Every chapter follows a similar format to allow comparison between opera houses and to facilitate searches. Each opens with the first theaters and performances in the city and follows the vicissitudes of the numerous constructions and destructions of the various buildings of both primary and secondary theaters (of which I have included more than a few hundred), including architectural descriptions and operatic performances at the secondary houses, and concludes with an architectural description of the principal theater. The operatic activities of the main theater (which often underwent several name changes) are covered in a separate section to avoid confusion with the performances at the less important theaters. Each chapter concludes with a practical information guide for visiting the opera house, including a recommended hotel almost all of which are within walking distance of the opera house. Brief descriptions of opera-related sites follow, including the birthplaces, dwellings, and museums of Italy’s greatest composers. The chapters of some of the smaller theaters and festivals are not divided into separate sections, due to their brevity. I have visited almost every principal opera house, festival, and hotel included in this book—some only once and others numerous times. For those who can visit, I have tried to make this an indispensable companion for your trip; for those who are unable to make the journey, I hope the vicarious visit will be almost as exciting as a real one.
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Teatro Donizetti, Bergamo

The city of Bergamo is divided into two sections. One is known as Bergamo Alta (upper city), and the other as Bergamo Bassa (lower city). The first theaters in both parts were temporary structures called Teatri Provisionali (Provisional Theaters) that were set up for the performance season and dismantled afterward. In the 1700s in the upper city, the nobility frequented the Teatro della Cittadella, located on the second floor of the Palazzo del Capitano in the Cittadella, the headquarters of the military garrison. In the lower city, until Bortolo Riccardi built an opera house, the theaters took the form of large tents made of canvas and wood, erected on the fairgrounds for the season and then torn down.

Riccardi, who came from a wealthy Bergamo family that had made a fortune in the production and trade of silk, wanted to give the city a permanent theater located on the fairgrounds, but city regulations prohibited the erection of any fixed structure in that area. Riccardi would not be dissuaded. He laid a stone foundation, claiming the wet ground made that necessary, and began construction. After much controversy and delays, the theater called Teatro Nuovo, but also known as Teatro Nuovo al Prato di Fiera and Teatro di Fiera (New Theater on the Fairgrounds and Theater of the Fair), was born. Designed by Gian Francesco Lucchini, the Riccardi offered a small portico in front of the facade and an elliptical auditorium with three tiers of boxes topped by a gallery.

In 1796 French troops entered Bergamo, ending the military jurisdiction of the Republic of Venice over the city. Alessandro Ottolini, the last capitano sent by the Venetian republic, ordered the demolition of the Teatro della Cittadella on January 7, 1797, to prevent large crowds from gathering. Four days later, a fire of suspicious origin destroyed the Riccardi. Ottolini was accused of setting the blaze, but others accused the owners of the Cittadella of starting the fire in revenge for the demolition of their theater. Despite a trial that lasted for many years, the truth was never discovered. The municipality then commissioned Francesco Cerri to build a theater of wood on the second floor of the Palazzo della Ragione in the upper city. The Teatro Cerri, with 74 boxes divided among three box tiers and topped by a gallery, was inaugurated in 1798. It hosted both comic and serious opera until 1807, when it was demolished following a dispute between the theater and the municipality.

Meanwhile, Riccardi had immediately begun reconstructing his theater entirely in brick, and added a second balcony to the auditorium, which Vincenzo Bonomini decorated with chiaroscuro paintings. Lucchini was again the architect. The new Riccardo reopened June 30, 1800, with a play. An anonymous writer praised the theater in Bergamo, o sia Notizie Patrie: “Lucchini knew to select a curve that is harmonious, and perhaps you could not find an equal in any other theater in Italy.” Stendhal, under his real name, Henry Beyle, was in Bergamo in Napoleon’s army as second lieutenant of the cavalry. He described Bergamo’s two theaters as “a very beautiful one in the village that is Bergamo on the plain [Bergamo Bassa, Teatro Riccardi], and the other, built of wood, is on the piazza of the city [Bergamo Alta, Teatro Cerri].”

Near the end of the 1700s, a small performance venue rose up in the lower city, the Teatrino della Fenice, so named because it was constructed where a hotel, Albergo della Fenice, had once stood. It hosted shows until the mid-1850s, when it was adapted for other uses. In 1803 an association of 54 of the richest and most respected families, tired of the fires and vicissitudes at the other theaters, erected their own opera house in the upper city, called the Teatro Sociale, but also known as Teatro della Società. Construction began in 1804 and lasted 4 years, with the inauguration taking place in December 1808. Leopoldo Pollach designed the building, which was decorated by Bonomini, Lattanzio Querena, and Francesco Pirovani. The auditorium offered three box tiers and a gallery. The Società hosted grand opera, including several works by Donizetti and Mayr, featuring well-known singers of the era. The prima assoluta of resident composer Petrali’s Giorgio di Berry took place in 1854. A rivalry arose between the Sociale and Riccardi, but the Riccardo dominated and the Sociale went into decline. It is still extant. Two small theaters were erected in the upper city during the first two decades of the 1800s, Teatrino di Rosate, located on the piazza Rosate, and Teatrino di San Cassiano, situated where an ancient church once stood. They hosted musical and dramatic performances by amateur artists.

In 1835 a new stage curtain, painted by Carlo Rota, was hung in the Riccardi. The theater was very popular, attracting large crowds, who paid for their tickets in Austrian shillings, since the Austrians had thrown out the French. But by 1848, the population had had enough of the Austrians and carried out their own rebellion. That, combined with a cholera epidemic, closed the Riccardi for the 1848 and 1849 fair seasons. The structure was used as a military hospital. The following year, a fire destroyed part of the stage, which was quickly repaired. The Riccardi welcomed Vittorio Emanuele II in August 1859. Gas replaced oil lighting in 1868 and, at the same time, the theater was redecorated. In 1895 the building passed to a citizen association, its members becoming the owners and shareholders, an arrangement that lasted until 1936, when the theater was transferred to the municipality and managed by a civic commission.

To celebrate the centenary of Donizetti’s birth, the theater was renamed in honor of the Bergamo maestro and a statue of the composer was created by Francesco Jerace. It overlooks a reflecting pond in the gardens on the east side of the theater. The facade was also reconstructed to its current appearance under the supervision of Pietro Via. Between 1958 and 1964, the interior was restructured, with Luciano Galmozzi, Peiro Pizzigoni, and Eugenio Mandelli in charge of the project. The Donizetti reopened October 10, 1964, with Lucia di Lammermoor. Two years later, the municipality took over direct management.

The Teatro Donizetti is distinguished by the unusual beige color of its facade. The names of five Donizetti operas, Linda di Chamounix, Don Pasquale, Sebastiano, La favorita, and Lucia di Lammermoor, are etched above the windows on the masonry building, one above each. Ionic pilasters frame the windows, which are crowned by lunettes. Engaged Corinthian columns, masks, and musical instruments embellish the building. The striking gray and rose, 1,154-seat auditorium holds 102 boxes in its three box tiers topped by two galleries. Putti in chiaroscuro and wreaths embellish the balustrades. Massive gilded Corinthian columns of green faux marble flank the proscenium boxes, and the coat of arms of Bergamo rests above the proscenium arch. Mythological scenes decorate the ceiling, the work of Francesco Domeneghini.

Operatic Events at the Teatro Donizetti

The earliest record of a performance at the Riccardi is in 1784, when Sarti’s Medonte, re d’Epiro was staged in the half-finished building, when it had wood and cloth covering the roof. Two years later, Didone abbandonata was mounted, followed by Cimarosa’s I due supposti conti and Giannina e Bernard-one in 1788. Bianchi’s Alessandro nelle Indie was given the next year. Finally, the building was completed and baptized Teatro Riccardi, with Didone abbandonata inaugurating it on August 24, 1791. The theater held regular performances during fair, spring, and summer seasons.

After the turn of the century, Mayr settled in Bergamo and played an important role in the musical life of the city. He was viewed as the teacher and spiritual father of Donizetti. His L’equivoco was offered in 1801, followed by L’Elisa and Ginevra di Scozia. When Bartolomeo Merelli became director in 1830, he invited Bellini to stage La straniera, followed by Norma. Donizetti operas started appearing in 1837. The Bergamo composer was honored 3 years later during a performance of his L’esule di Roma. Verdi paid a visit in 1844 to oversee his Ernani, and during a performance of I Lombardi, a patriotic chord was struck with the “O Signore dal tetto natio” chorus. Verdi returned for the local premiere of Rigoletto. The Riccardi hosted some world premieres of minor composers, including Petrali’s Maria de’Griffi, Pontoglio’s La schiava greca and La notte di Natale, and Podestà’s I burgrave.

Noted artists of the era were guests at the Riccardi—Giuditta Pasta, Giuditta Grisi, Giuseppina Strepponi, Domenico Reina, Erminia Frezzolini, Carlo Guasco, Napoleone Moriani, Angelica Ortolani, and Giovan Battista Rubini. When Giovannina Lucca took over the directorship of the Riccardi in 1879, she brought Meyerbeer’s Étoile du Nord to Italy and offered Donizetti’s unfinished work Il Duca d’Alba, with Matteo Salvi completing the missing sections. Wagner’s operas were introduced during the 1890s. With the dawn of the 20th century, Puccini, Mascagni, Leoncavallo, and Giordano became the favored composers, the operas being mounted along with movies, the new form of entertainment. World War I did not stop the performances, which included the novità assoluta of Liacle, by native son Edoardo Berlendis. Well-known artists continued to grace the stage—Beniamino Gigli, Toti dal Monte, Claudia Muzio, and on the podium, Riccardo Stracciari, Tullio Serafin, and Leopoldo Mugnone. A small number of performances continued during World War II, made possible by the orchestra and artists from La Scala, after their theater was destroyed.

When the municipality took over ownership of the theater, an ambitious program, known as the Teatro delle Novità (Theater of Novelties) was undertaken in which new, unpublished works were given a hearing. This was initiated in 1935 with a work by Gavazzeni, Paolo e Virginia. As musicologist Riccardo Allorto wrote in the program, “The 77 new works presented in Bergamo between 1937 and 1973, with interruptions between 1943 and 1950 and between 1962 and 1966, constitute a patrimony that belongs solidly to our musical civilization, to the Bergamo citizens who wanted and carried out the initiative, and to the musicians who rendered it possible.” The 1948 season, which commemorated the centennial of Donizetti’s death, unearthed some of the maestro’s operas that had fallen into oblivion and was the catalyst for the festival Donizetti e il suo tempo (Donizetti and His Time), born in 1981. The festival brought to light some of his rarely performed works such as Torquato Tasso, Fausta, Gianni di Parigi, and L’assedio di Calais. It takes place every other year, with the nonfestival seasons usually excluding the maestro’s operas. Another special Donizetti celebration was in 1997, the bicentennial of his birth. The season offered a couple of his unknown operas, Don Sebastien and Il furioso all’isola di San Domingo, along with favorites such as L’elisir d’amore and Lucia di Lammermoor and works from other composers, such as I due Foscari, La Cenerentola, and Carmen.

The Teatro Donizetti is part of the Teatri del Circuito Lombardo (Theaters of Lombardy Circuit) that either coproduce or share productions with the Teatro Ponchielli, Cremona, Teatro Grande, Brescia, Teatro Sociale, Como, and Teatro Fraschini, Pavia. Of course there is an emphasis on Donizetti’s operas, especially the presentation of those rarely performed as a recent season showed, with Parisina and La figlia del reggimento, along with Traviata and Andrea Chénier on the schedule.

Practical Information

Teatro Donizetti, piazza Cavour 15, 24121 Bergamo; tel. 39 035 416 0613, fax 39 035 233 488; www.teatro.gaetano-donizetti.com.

The season takes place during October and November and offers four operas with two performances of each. Stay at the Excelsior Hotel San Marco, piazzale Republic 6; tel. 035 366 163, fax 035 223 201, a 5-minute walk from the opera house. Visit the sculpture of Donizetti with the Muse Melopea, next to the Teatro Donizetti, and Donizetti’s birthplace, via Borgo Canale, where the maestro was born on September 29, 1797. The modest house, preserved from Donizetti’s time, is located below street level. Visit the Istituto Musicale, via Arena 9, where the Donizetti Museum is located in a large hall. Opened in 1903, it contains Donizetti’s manuscripts, documents, portraits, and mementoes. A smaller room contains the piano of the composer and other furniture, including an armchair and the bed in which he died. Donizetti’s tomb is in the basilica of San Maria Maggiore, in the upper city. A cable car links the lower and upper city.
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Teatro Grande, Brescia

The roots of the Accademia degli Erranti (Academy of the Erranti) go back to a theater society established in 1562 that in 1619 was transformed into an academy. The Erranti sponsored musical programs, among other types. The Republic of Venice, which ruled Brescia at the time, donated some buildings to the academy, which demolished them to construct a new building in 1637. Some three decades later, the impresario Antonio Barzino wanted a performing venue to fulfill his ambition to host operas for 3 years. Constructed under the arcade of the new structure in 1664, the theater was described as “little more than a tiny playhouse for oratorio, heated by warming pans and illuminated by oil lamps and candles.” There were three boxes supported on wooden columns, one for the Venetian authorities, one for city authorities, and one for the board of directors of the academy. The members of the Erranti Academy brought armchairs from their homes to sit on. The orchestra section was on the same level as the stage, where the musicians and artists were seated.

What was described as the first true and proper theater was constructed in 1709 on the same site where the Teatro Grande is now located. Paid for by the soci (members) of the Academy of the Erranti, it was very small to keep down building costs. Within three decades, however, the town outgrew the theater, so the academy had to enlarge it. Known as the Teatro Nuovo, it was erected following the plans of Antonio Galli Bibiena and Andrea Seghizzi. Antonio Cugini realized the project, with Antonio Righini in charge of construction. The auditorium was U shaped and held four box tiers topped by a gallery. Every tier held 29 boxes and 4 proscenium boxes. The Erranti had reserved boxes for themselves on various tiers. The middle classes were welcomed in the orchestra level. There was a raised stage that was separated from the auditorium by a curtain. But the space was still heated by warming pans and illuminated by oil lamps and candles. Several modifications and interventions took place, including the addition of a facade with running columns, a small staircase, and the annexation of a foyer, before the structure was demolished.

Liberty was beating her drum and the Academy of the Erranti was dissolved, but the members remained. The Nuovo was renamed Teatro Nazionale by the governor of the Brescian republic, who in 1798 ordered that all the magnificent decorations and ornamentation of gold and silver be removed, creating a simplicity and uniformity consistent with the principles of democracy. This was short-lived, as only 8 years later there was talk of reconstructing the theater “to the peace and glory of Napoleon.” Napoleon himself visited the opera house for a gala evening on July 28, 1796, and again on June 12, 1805. This latter visit lasted only a half hour. After 3 years of discussions, the plans of Luigi Canonica were chosen for the reconstruction of the theater. Native son Giuseppe Teosa executed the decorations.

The Teatro Nazionale was inaugurated on December 27, 1810, with Mayr’s Il sacrificio di Iphigenia. Decorated in the temperate good taste of neoclassicism, there was a certain harmony in the auditorium, giving the impression of the gold background fusing with the gray and light-blue chiaroscuro of the parapets. The tapestry and drapery of all the boxes were a light-blue silk fringed with orange. The space abounded with allegorical pictures inspired by the victories of Napoleon. The painter Lorandi described them as the richest decorations comprising war emblems and symbols of the heroes of the times. But grandest of all was the large medal in the center of the dome where Napoleon himself stood, personified as Mars, crowned with olive leaves by Minerva and with a trembling Discord at his feet. The theater was illuminated by candles in the boxes and a ceiling chandelier for the orchestra level. In 1862 gas lighting replaced the candles and chandelier as part of a major reconstruction and redecoration. An elaborate, ornate neobaroque decor, the work of Girolamo Magnani, replaced the somber, tasteful neoclassical style. Only the royal box retained the original ornamentation comprising the allegory of Night painted by Domenico Vantini and Napoleon’s insignia. Un ballo in maschera reopened the now-renamed Teatro Grande on August 1, 1863.

An imposing structure, the Grande presents a portico of Ionic columns and pillars with alternating bands of white and tan, crowned by a balustrade. Three banks of steps lead into the Hall of Statues where busts of Verdi and native son Girolamo Rovetta reside. The five-tiered, horseshoe-shaped 1,240-seat auditorium glitters with gold, cooled by a sea of red seats. Neobaroque-style decorations embellish the ivory-colored parapets with gilded putti, medallions, and monochrome inserts. Allegorical groups of figures representing Tragedy, Comedy, Music, and Dance ornament the ornately frescoed ceiling, the work of Luigi Campini. Also decorating the ceiling are monochrome inserts depicting various Roman and Greek gods, executed by Magnani.

Operatic Events at the Teatro Grande

During the first decades of the 1800s, operas such as Portogallo’s L’inganno poco dura, Nasolini’s La morte di Mitridate, Nicolini’s Traiano in Dacia, Pacini’s La vestale, Guglielmini’s La spelta dello sposo, and Neri’s Saccenti alla Moda were on the boards. In fact, 328 operatic novelties for Brescia were staged between 1800 and 1971, and in 1804 the world premiere of Orlandi’s Nino was presented. In 1814 the first Rossini opera was performed, Aureliano in Palmira, followed by Cenerentola, La donna del lago, La gazza ladra, Tandredi, Otello, Mosè in Egitto, Il turco in Italia, L’assedio di Corinto, and Edoardo e Cristina. By 1840 around a dozen of the Pesaro maestro’s works had been offered. The first Bellini opera heard was Il pirata in 1829. Over the next several seasons, La straniera, La sonnambula, Norma, Beatrice di Tenda, and I Capuleti e i Montecchi were on the boards. In 1831 Donizetti operas entered the repertory with Olivo e Pasquale. He was very popular, with more than a dozen of his operas gracing the stage, including Belisario, Roberto Devereaux, Fausta, Lucia di Lammermoor, and Poliuto. Also on the schedule were works by the Ricci brothers, Coccia, Vaccai, Persiani, and Mercadante with Clotilde, Zadig e Astartea, Elena da Feltre, I Normandi a Parigi, and Il bravo among others. In 1826 Meyerbeer’s Il crociato in Egitto was mounted followed by his French works Robert le diable and Les Huguenots. Other French operas included Halévy’s La Juive and Gounod’s Faust. A few more prime assolute were staged, including Dominiceti’s La Fiera di Tolobos, Pontoglio’s Tebaldo Brusato, and Burgio di Villafiorita’s Jolanda.

The first of many Verdi operas, Nabucco (Nabucodonosor), arrived at the Grande in 1843. Around a dozen of his works were hosted, including I due Foscari, Ernani, Attila, Macbeth, I masnadieri, Il trovatore, and Giovanna d’Arco. In the top five of the most performed operas in Brescia since 1893, three belong to Verdi: Aida, Rigoletto, and La traviata. As the 19th century drew to a close, French operas were much in evidence, including Carmen, L’Africaine, Samson et Dalila, Thomas’s Mignon, and Massenet’s Le roi de Lahore. The first Wagner opera, Lohengrin surfaced in 1891. Puccini operas and those of the verismo school were very popular. One of the highlights at the Grande was Toscanini conducting Manon, I Puritani, and La traviata during the 1894 fair season and returning 2 years later for La bohème.

Brescia, however, is best known as the place where on May 28, 1904, a revised Madama Butterfly (subsequently known as the Brescia version and the one most performed) found success after its disastrous world premiere 3 months earlier at Teatro alla Scala in Milan. On May 28, Cleofonte Campanini conducted, with Salomea Kruscenisky in the title role and Giovanni Zenatello as Pinkerton. The opera enjoyed 11 performances.

The Grande kept its doors open during World War I, although 1915 and 1916 were short seasons, with only two offerings each: La fanciulla del West, Otello, L’elisir d’amore, and Don Pasquale. Most of the operas between the wars were the well-known Italian works, but scattered among them were some lesser-known pieces such as Wolf-Ferrari’s Il segreto di Susanna and I quattro rusteghi, Catalani’s Dejanice and Wally, Zandonai’s Giulietta e Romeo and Francesca da Rimini, Giordani’s La cena delle beffe, and Mascagni’s Il piccolo Marat and Iris. During World War II, the Grande not only kept open its doors but offered long and rich seasons of works, mainly from the giovane scuola: Adriana Lecouvreur, La gioconda, La bohème, Manon Lescaut, Amico Fritz, and Fedora. It was after the war, with many of Italy’s major opera houses damaged, that the Grande reached its apex, offering memorable seasons and artists such as Maria Callas, Renata Tebaldi, Giulietta Simionato, Magda Olivero, Gianna Pederzini, Mario del Monaco, and Nicola Rossi Lemeni. Difficult times then befell the Teatro Grande. Although it has been unable to regain its glory from the years right after World War II, its lyrical seasons are assured by being part of the Teatri del Circuito Lombardo (Theaters of the Lombardy Circuit), as well as coproducing with the Teatro Verdi in Pisa, Teatro Comunale in Treviso, Teatro Sociale in Mantua, and the Teatro Sociale in Como.

The Grande is still partly privately owned by the palchettisti and partly publicly owned by the municipality. The funding is predominately public, with some private money. The repertory is fairly standard with an occasional novelty. Recent offerings include La bohème, Le Comte Ory, Norma, and a double bill of Togni’s Barrabas and Margola’s Il mito di Caino.

Practical Information

Teatro Grande, via Paganora 19/A, 25100 Brescia; tel. 39 030 297 9311, fax 39 030 297 9342; www.bresciainvetrina.it/bresciaarte/teatrograndebrescia.htm.

The season runs from October to December with four productions and two to three performances of each. Stay at the Hotel Master, viale 72; tel. 030 399 037, fax 030 370 1331. Situated in a quiet, peaceful location, the Master is a 15-minute walk from the theater.


THREE
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Teatro Sociale, Como

In 1712 there existed in the Palazzo of Broletto a small wooden theater where the lower classes enjoyed the vulgar humor of commedia dell’arte. This annoyed the nobility of Como, who had to travel to Milan to enjoy melodrammi, although some of the aristocratic palaces had rooms where operas could be hosted. The nobility of Como wanted a theater more suitable to the dignity of the city and took the initiative to create one. In 1763 the Marquis Giorgio Porro Carcano and Count Marco Paolo Odescalchi met with authorities, and the following year another theater came into existence, inside dozens of small arcades topped by a large loggia. It was inaugurated for Carnival 1764/65. The operas of Paisiello, Galuppi, and Cimarosa were the ones most often performed, which “pleased the eyes more than the mind.” It was closed in 1808, after the nobility decided they needed a larger, more modern theater with the turn of the century.

The site chosen was on the ruins of a medieval castle known as Torre Rotonda. The nobility formed the Società dei Palchettisti for the purpose of erecting the theater and hired architect Signor Cusi for the project. Francesco Bollini was the contractor in charge, assisted by Innocenzo Bossi. Construction began in February 1812. The Società had put in the contract that the theater was to be completed by August that same year, an impossible deadline to meet. The speed with which the building proceeded resulted in some construction disasters. Part of the ceiling of the entrance hall to the orchestra section collapsed, not once but twice. The first incident claimed three victims, and the second caused several injuries. The cause of the problem was traced to frigid winter temperatures during the construction of the ceiling that prevented a solid bond between the materials. It was determined that the portion of the ceiling still remaining should be demolished and reconstructed in warmer April weather. The prefect agreed, “in regard for public security and past example,” and ordered the entire ceiling demolished and reconstructed, prohibiting the opening of the theater. A couple of days before the opening, another architect, Cavalier Giuseppe Zanoja, was sent by the government to make an on-site inspection. He reported that there were irregularities in the side portico of the facade that faced the arena and that the architraves were not capable of supporting the weight of the floor, already indicated by cracks in them. He also reported that the construction was very poor and did not conform to the original design, which introduced additional dangers.

Finally, on August 28, 1813, Portogallo’s Adriano in Siria inaugurated the Teatro Sociale, with the evening dedicated to the “ornatissima Società dei Palchettisti” (most honored Association of Box Holders) whose money made the opera house possible. The evening was described in Il Teatro di Sociale di Como: “For over an hour the public impatiently crowded the entrance, and then, almost in a fury, crowded the orchestra, boxes and the gallery. . . . Although the lighting was not very bright or luxurious, they admired the symmetry and the spaciousness of the auditorium, dimensions of the stage, and the architectural curves of the three levels of boxes and the gallery. . . . The governor’s box was much praised with its beautiful caryatids which extended their arms to support the enclosure. The boxes, which tended to compete [with each other] in luxury, ornamentation, hangings, and tapestry, were also admired.” Ironically, on the morning of the inauguration, the design of the opera house was severely criticized in a three-page letter in the weekly journal of Como, Giornale del Lario, written by Foscolo under the pseudonym Didimo Chierico.

In 1843 the Direzione Generale di Polizia (General Director’s Office of the Police) published regulations governing the use of the theater: “The new method of lighting [boxes] with liquid hydrogen and other systems of heating was forbidden; in the case of mourning of a palchista, it was forbidden to close the box for more than three days; it was forbidden to smoke at any time or place in the theater.”

By the early 1850s, the city had outgrown its theater. On May 23, 1854, an enlargement project was approved and work began with the engineer Rospini in charge. Thirty-eight boxes were added, for a total of 98, with 24 boxes on the first three tiers and 26 in the fourth tier. Gaetano Speluzzi supervised the interior decorations, with Croff executing the work. The ceiling was repainted by Pagliani and executed by Speluzzi with a theme involving the Arts and the Muses: Melpomene, Talia, and Euterpe with myrtle and a crown in their hands descend from Mount Olympus to crown the Arts. The Sociale was reopened December 28, 1855. The following year, a new rule was adopted that underlined that all the owner-members were “equal among themselves” and confirmed that the purpose of the Società was “to promote lawful and honest entertainment worthy of the culture and splendor of this city, with performance of comic and tragic works in music.”

A frequent problem in Italian opera houses, including the Sociale, was keeping order during the performances. This prompted the management to post rules in December 1860: “It is forbidden to enter the theater in an evident state of inebriation or dress in an offensive or disrespectful manner; it is forbidden to bring dogs; it is forbidden to stand in the auditorium or hallways in a manner that would obstruct circulation. . . . Anyone breaking the rules will be expelled from the theater, arrested and subjected to the maximum punishment.”

When Cusi conceived the Sociale, he had also included plans for an open-air arena to extend from one side of the opera house. With a U-shaped orchestra seating section, surrounded by amphitheater-type seats, flowers, and trees, the arena was eventually completed and used for outdoor summer performances of such diverse types of entertainment as plays, gymnastics, and equestrian shows. In 1930, because of an economic crisis, the Sociale could not host the opera season, so it unfolded in the arena. The arena was subsequently modified for the projection of cinema by transforming the seating sections into one large, rectangular, graded space. Movies began to be shown at the beginning of the 1900s and continued to the 1970s. Meanwhile in 1938, Carlo Ponci realized a new stage that was placed on the facade of the Sociale facing the arena. It was described as looking like “a box in armored cement that completely hid and disfigured Cusi’s original facade.” After performances stopped, the stage became storage space, and the old arena itself was used as a parking lot.

With the dawn of the 20th century, the opera house was once again too small to accommodate everyone who wanted to attend performances, so in 1908 two proposals were presented. The first offered the possibility of more seating in the Sociale by replacing the center boxes on the fourth tier with gallery seats and creating a second gallery. The second proposal suggested construction of another theater that could host all types of entertainment but reserved the Sociale for the traditional opera season. Although the first proposal was easier and far less expensive, the box holders believed that opening up their theater to “such a large public would destroy the fundamental origins of the theater.” So another theater, a politeama, was constructed. Designed by Federico Frigerio, it was inaugurated on September 14, 1910, with La bohème.

During the second half of the 1900s, the theater was in crisis, plagued by the indifference of its palchisti and the huge expense necessary for its restoration to guarantee the stability and security of the structure. In addition, the public was more interested in movies and television. The result was reduced profits and inferior performances of the standard repertory. The Sociale was regarded as a museum, a testimony of the past. It lacked good artistic direction. Finally, the building was closed at the end of the 1960s for restoration. But after it reopened, its operations did not last long. In May 1984, the local paper announced that “the Società Palchettisti had decided yesterday to close the theater for an undetermined time because of the instability of the structure.” The climate was described as being like Hamlet, one decided not to decide. Among other things, there were discussions requesting the municipality to acquire the building, pointing out the anachronism in the box holders owning the theater in the 1980s. But the palchettisti did not want to give up control and finally agreed to the project proposed by Mario Bernasconi, and the theater was properly repaired. As the century drew to a close, the facade was renovated. With the dawn of the new millennium, over the course of several years the interior is being completely overhauled, thanks to an agreement between the Società Palchettisti, Associazione Lirica e Concertistica Italiani, the Lombardy region, the Como province, and the municipality.

A massive, six-Corinthian-column pronaos anchors the monumental neoclassical facade of the structure. Masks of Comedy and Tragedy flank a lyre that embellishes the tympanum on the dentil-delineated pediment. Shuttered windows line the three levels of the building. The 900-seat, elliptical auditorium of ivory, gold, and red holds five tiers. The allegorical fresco decorating the ceiling dome is populated with Muses and putti, crown wreaths and lyres, and horns evoking Apollo. The coat of arms of Como is displayed above the stage. The original stage curtain, painted by Sanquirico, shows the eruption of Vesuvius and Pliny the Elder dying from a cloud of gas and vapors.

Operatic Events at the Teatro Sociale

The repertory of the theater’s early years saw works by Mosca and Portogallo, with one of Rossini’s early works, Demetrio e Polibio, appearing during the inaugural season. The music of Rossini played an important role in the theater’s repertory, including La Cenerentola and Tancredi. The opera season began in August with two or three productions repeated around 30 times. Ferdinando I and his consort were present at the reopening of the Sociale in 1838, with performances of Ricci’s Un’avventura di Scaramuccia and La sonnambula. Ricci’s Chiara di Rosemberg and Graffigna’s Un lampo di fedeltà were staged in honor of the visit of the crown prince of Russia. The composer in those years who left the strongest mark was Bellini with I Capuleti e i Montecchi and Beatrice di Tenda. Other operas by the Ricci brothers and minor composers of the early 1800s graced the stage before Verdi’s works entered the repertory. First came Attila, followed by Rigoletto, Il trovatore, I due Foscari, Macbeth, La traviata, Nabucco, and I masnadieri. Verdi’s operas were the most performed at the Sociale. Other popular composers included Donizetti with Don Pasquale, Lucrezia Borgia, and Lucia di Lammermoor.

In the 1870s and 1880s, the operas of the French composers Gounod, Meyerbeer, and Bizet were on the schedule with Faust, Les Huguenots, Robert le diable, and Carmen. The seasons of the 1890s were marked by the works of the giovane scuola: Mascagni, Leoncavallo, Ponchielli, and Puccini. A writer of the era described the audience’s response: “L’amico Fritz, which was new for Como, was given a good and pleasing execution, but the first evening, the public was confused about the music and maintained a cold and reserved demeanor for the first two acts. . . . Carmen, however, had a very unhappy execution, and lasted only a couple of evenings.” The world premieres of Cipollini’s Il piccolo Haydn and Ferroni’s Ettore Fieromosca took place in 1893, but the Como prima of La bohème was an even more major event, as described by a chronicler of the day: “At the first performance, which took place January 25, 1896, there was a full house of extremely elegant people. The orchestra was filled; not an empty seat, not an empty box; the gallery was overflowing. All the daily newspapers and theaters of Milan had sent special critics. All the professors of the Milan Conservatory were present. The principal musical authorities including Verdi and Massenet had sent letters and telegrams of good wishes to the conductor.”

With the dawn of a new century, the works of Giordano and Wagner were welcomed to the Sociale, along with those of Belioz and Massenet. Mascagni came twice to the opera house, for his Iris and then to conduct Amica. The 1913 season marked two centennial celebrations. A special evening was devoted to Verdi’s music, commemorating the 100th anniversary of his birth, with the unveiling of a specially commissioned marble bust of Italy’s greatest composer by the sculptor Fontana. Operas by Mascagni, Lualdi, Ferrari, Giordano, and Puccini played prominent roles in celebrating the 100th anniversary of the Sociale itself. World War I forced the closure of the opera house, after a performance of Werther. It reopened for the carnival season in 1919. The centennial of Bellini’s death was commemorated during the 1935 season with productions of some of his operas, including La sonnambula. The Sociale remained open during World War II, hosting programs to commemorate the 40th anniversary of Verdi’s death and the 50th anniversary of the world premiere of L’amico Fritz. Singers such as Mafalda Favero, Giulietta Simionato, and Mario del Monaco graced the stage. After Milan’s famous opera house Teatro alla Scala was destroyed in August 1943, the 1943/44 season took place at the Sociale.

After the war, Giordano attended a performance celebrating the 50th anniversary of his Fedora. In 1951 Beniamino Gigli sang in Manon Lescaut and Tito Schipa in Cilea’s Arlesiana. A few novelties for Como appeared in the following years, including Casella’s La giara, Zandonai’s Francesca da Rimini, and Mortari’s La scuola delle mogli. The 100th anniversary of Puccini’s birth was commemorated in 1959 with Turandot. When the theater reopened after a renovation, some unusual works were on the boards, such as Morini’s La vindice, Soresina’s Tre sogni, and Hazon’s Agenzia matrimoniale. There were more novelties after the second restoration in the 1980s, including revivals of two 19th-century world premieres, Cipollini’s Piccolo Haydn, Ferroni’s Ettore Fieramosca, along with Monteverdi’s La favola d’Orfeo, Rameau’s Platée, and Bottacchiari’s Severo Torelli. As the 20th century drew to a close, the seasons and productions were traditional with La bohème, Andrea Chénier, Così fan tutte, and Rossini’s La gazzetta on the boards. Since January 1, 2002, the Associazione Lirica e Concertistica Italiani has managed the opera house with a noticeable broadening of the repertory and less-conservative productions. It is part of the Teatri del Circuito Lombardo (Theaters of Lombardy Circuit) with Teatro Ponchielli in Cremona, Teatro Donizetti in Bergamo, Teatro Grande in Brescia, and Teatro Fraschini in Pavia. Recent offerings have included La traviata, L’elisir d’amore, Werther, El retablo del maese Pedro / El amor brojo, Lyubov’k tryom apel’sinam (Love of Three Oranges), and Il ritorno di Ulisse in patria.

Practical Information

Teatro Sociale, via Bellini 3, 22100 Como; tel. 39 031 270 171, fax 39 031 271 472; www.teatrosocialecomo.it.

The season runs from October to March, offering seven operas with one and three performances of each. Stay at the Grand Hotel di Como, via per Cernobbio, 22100 Como; tel. 031 27 01 71, fax 031 271 472. Convenient to the theater but a long walk, the Grand Hotel is near the lake.
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Teatro Comunale Amilcare Ponchielli, Cremona

The Teatro Rangoni, also called Teatro Ariberti, opened in 1670 and was the first performance venue in Cremona. Built by the volition of Marquess Giulia Rangoni and her husband Giovanni Battista Ariberti, it was located where the Teatro Filodrammatici stands today. The first documented season took place in 1676, with the presentation of Cesti’s Il Tito and Boretti’s Marcello in Siracusa. Enone gelosa followed in 1698. The impresario Giacomo Cipriotti organized some of the opera seasons. The Ariberti remained active until 1717, when in a state of disrepair, it was donated by the family to a religious order.

In 1747 Giovanni Battista Nazari decided to give the city a real and proper theater “for the dignified and honest entertainment of the nobility and citizens of Cremona” in place of the temporary venues being used since the closure of the Ariberti. Named after and managed by its owner, the Teatro Nazari was inaugurated with an opera buffa on December 26, 1747. A local architect, Giovanni Battista Zaist, designed the theater, which was constructed of wood. It held four tiers of 25 boxes each, 2 of which were proscenium boxes, and 1 center box, which could be completely closed off, shielding its occupants and their activities from view of those in the auditorium. This permitted them to enjoy only the most interesting parts of the opera (without anyone else knowing). The auditorium was shaped like a U, widening slightly as it approached the stage. The late-baroque decorations in white, ivory, and gray were accented by gold lines. Giacomo Guerrini painted the curtain with an image of Hercules on Mount Beta dying in the flames of a funeral pyre, with soldiers and women surrounding him, expressing their admiration and sorrow at his death.

The Nobile Associazione (Noble Association, or Box-Holder Association) purchased the theater in 1785, renaming it Teatro della Società. The Associazione dei dodici cavalieri (Association of the Twelve Cavaliers) managed it. To keep order in the opera house, strict regulations were issued as the century drew to a close that prohibited games of chance in the boxes and foyers and forbade the playing of encores, to “avoid tiring the singers and have the performances run too late.” In July 1805, a fire broke out during a performance of a comedy. Although it caused limited damage, the result was that the local authorities began deliberations about constructing a more solid and secure opera house, in the then fashionable neoclassical style. But before any definitive actions were taken, the Teatro della Società burned down. It happened toward midnight on September 11, 1806, during a performance of a melodramma, Il fanatico in Berlina. The condomini decided to rebuild immediately and selected Luigi Canonica to design the structure. Instead of keeping the name Teatro della Società or calling it Teatro dell’Associazione, the Società elected to rename it Teatro della Concordia. The opera house was inaugurated on October 26, 1808, with Paër’s Il principe di Taranto and Marinelli’s Il trionfo d’amore, the latter having been specially commissioned for the inaugural. On the frieze above the portico, “Sociorum Concordia Erexit” was inscribed.

The Giornale di Milano described the theater as having a portico with four Ionic columns that dominated the facade, and between the columns were three niches, each occupied by a bust of a famous dramatic Italian poet: Metastasio, Goldoni, and Alfieri. In the auditorium, the balustrades of the box tiers were decorated with chiaroscuro ornamental designs on a gold background. On the parapet of the highest tier were lavish decorations of vines and leaves; on the fourth, bacchanal with bacchantes, satyrs, and fauns; on the third, ornate acanthus leaves and olives; and on the second, Iphigenia of Euripides and Oedipus of Sophocles. The center box, reserved for the authorities, was adorned with the Eagle of Jove and the box itself luxuriously decorated with Jove, Themis, Mars, and their symbols. On the proscenium boxes were medallions of Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes, and Menandro. Corinthian columns with capitals decorated with olive leaves, imitating those of the Temples of Giove Statore in Campo Vaccino, flanked the proscenium. The curtain, painted by Sanquirico and Legnani, showed the Patriotic Genius guiding the Performing Arts to the Temple of the Concordia to be coronated and the motto “Concordia alit Artes.” On the ceiling of the auditorium, a curtain was painted with various symbols alluding to Phoebus and the Muses that opened in the middle, showing the head of Apollo, radiating in gold. On the frieze that circled the ceiling, there were medallions holding the heads of the principal Greek and Latin poets, painted in chiaroscuro that imitated stucco, on a background of gold.

On January 6, 1824, flames again consumed the structure with only the perimeter walls remaining. Rebuilt in record time by architects Luigi Voghera and Faustino Rodi following the plans of Canonica, the Concordia reopened September 9, 1824, with La donna del lago. The interior decorations, executed by Sanquirico in the neoclassical style, were described as being in gray tones, in a classic geometric style that was austere but “appropriate to the dignity of the place and its guests.”

Another theater, known as the Teatro Ricci, was constructed in 1859, opening the following year. It was very popular with the Cremonese. Attracting a less elite clientele, it offered everything from horse shows and vaudeville to operetta and opera. The popularity of the Ricci had an adverse effect on the finances of the Concordia, which by 1874 were so dire that it could not mount its usual carnival opera season or the festive balls. The municipal administration was in crisis and without public support; there was not enough money for the theater to function. It was eventually reopened, but the financial situation remained precarious, aggravated by natural disasters, the political turbulence of the times, and the social unrest of the 1880s with its strikes and violent demonstrations. The name of the opera house was changed to Concordia-Ponchielli in honor of Cremona’s native son Ponchielli in October 1892. But not all the palchisti were in agreement with this double name, which prompted the local newspaper, La Provincia, source of the original proposal, to suggest an alternative, Teatro Sociale Ponchielli, but it was never considered. It was not until 1907 that the opera house was officially renamed Teatro Ponchielli.

Meanwhile, the Teatro Ricci was destroyed by fire in December 1896. Reconstructed by architect Achille Sfondrini, it was named the new Politeama when it opened, since it offered a wide range of popular entertainment that attracted an increasingly larger audience, compared to the traditional programming at the Concordia-Ponchielli. To avoid further competition, an agreement was made between the two theaters, but the Concordia-Ponchielli did not respect it, scheduling Fedora, Puritani, and Carmen in 1900, during the Politeama’s opera season. This caused a large drop in attendance at the Politeama, whose management then denounced the new president of the Box-Holder Association, Agostino Cavacabò. When Verdi died in January 1901, the Politeama managed to get even for this slight. The sister of Verdi’s wife, Barberina Strepponi lived in Cremona, and while all the members of the association were in Milan for the funeral, the Politeama managed to get permission from Verdi’s sister-in-law to name the theater Politeama Verdi in his honor. The palchettisti of the Ponchielli were not pleased.

During the 1900s, the Ponchielli was made less elite when the fourth box tier was converted into a gallery and a family circle was added, but it was not until 1930 that an orchestra pit was created in the auditorium. In 1935 the condomini proposed selling the theater to the municipality, because it was full of debt, most of which was uncollectible, including 200,000 lire from co-owners in arrears. Instead, it was decided to expel those in arrears and assess remaining co-owners 500 lire more per box. It was not until 1986 that the municipality purchased the opera house from the palchettisti, and added Comunale to its name.

The first performance at the Teatro Comunale Ponchielli took place the evening of October 4, 1986, using the most famous violins from the city’s collection: the Stradivari “Il Cremonese” (1715) and the Guarneri “del Gesù” (1734). La Scala’s philharmonic orchestra with Marlo Maria Giulini conducting played Brahms’s First Symphony and Shubert’s Unfinished Symphony. Since 1989 the theater has been completely renovated and restored, adding technically advanced stage equipment and bringing it up to current fire and safety codes.

A colonnade distinguished by four monumental Ionic columns dominates the facade with “Sociorum Concordia Erexit a MDCCCVII” etched on the frieze. The 1,249-seat, horseshoe-shaped auditorium radiates in ivory, gold, and red. The three box tiers, including a center royal box and proscenium boxes, are topped by two galleries. Gilded wood relief ornaments alternating with medallions of the classic poets in burnished silver-plated papier-mâché decorate the parapets. The parapets of the proscenium boxes are adorned with gilded masks. The dome ceiling is an unadorned sky-blue color.

Operatic Events at the Teatro Ponchielli

The opening of the Teatro Nazari saw many operas staged, including Chiarini’s Artaserse and Galuppi’s Vologeso. The programming was classified as cautious but having irregular intervals of experimental pieces such as Galuppi’s Semiramide riconosciuta in the 1750s. The following decade offered opere buffe, with Piccinni’s La buona figliola, Fischietti’s Il signor dottore, Galuppi’s Il filosofo di campagna, and Scarlatti’s La serva scaltra. The 1770s ushered in Valentini’s La clemenza di Tito and Guglielmi’s Il Ruggero. There were also operas of Cimarosa and Cherubini on the boards, until fire reduced it to ashes in 1806.

When it reopened as the Teatro della Concordia, operas such as Ginevra di Scozia, I zingari in Fiera, Elisabetta, regina d’Inghilterra, and Gli amanti comici, as well as nonoperatic events, were on the boards. During the mid-1800s, the Concordia hosted the world premieres of two Ponchielli operas, I promessi sposi and La Savoiarda, along with Buzzi’s La sposa del crociato and Campiani’s Bernabò Visconti. Subsequently, Ponchielli took the post of the theater’s musical director. The operas of the Ricci brothers, Meyerbeer, and Mercadante were in the repertory, but Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti, and finally Verdi indisputably dominated the seasons for several decades, such that for the 1890 carnival season all were Verdi’s, offering Aida, La forza del destino, and Un ballo in maschera but with disastrous results. The box office from the second performance of Ballo collected only 196 lire. With a more diversified season in 1892, including Carmen, Cavalleria rusticana, L’elisir d’amore, Pêcheurs de perles, and a new edition of Ponchielli’s opera Il figliuol prodigy, the season was a success. The theater hosted a couple of prime assolute during the 1880s—Coppola’s Cristoforo Colombo and Il Cid—and from 1893 to the end of the century more than 20 different operas, including the world premiere of Branca’s La figlia di Jorio, graced the stage.

Through good connections, the theater was able to entice Francesco Tamagno to give a benefit concert in April 1902 that was a success and garnered much praise. A change in the political administration allowed an adventurous (for the time) opera season to be programmed for 1903: Tosca, Tannhäuser, and Un ballo in maschera. It was the Tosca premiere for Cremona, and the opera was not well received. It fact, the public reaction was so hostile that the opera had to be pulled from the schedule and Un ballo in maschera performed in its place. But Ballo was also a fiasco, due in no small part to the mediocre tenor, Mario Roussell, although the soprano, Rosa Caligaris, had an excellent voice. So the impresario who arranged the season substituted another Verdi opera, Il trovatore, which happily pleased the public. With the new century, more contemporary fare, such as La Wally, Amica, Loreley, Thaïs, Siberia, Montemezzi’s Giovanni Gallurese, and Pedrollo’s Terra promessa, was on the boards, which caused discontent among traditionalists but pleased the rest.

World War I closed the theater from 1916 to 1920. After the war, the climate had changed. There were still some novelties: Catalani’s Dejanice, Robbiani’s Anna Karenina, and Mascagni’s Piccolo Marat. With the winds of Fascism blowing, the inauguration of the 1925 season took place with Tristan und Isolde. The Fascists made the theater the focal point of political and cultural activities, opening it up to showing films, drama, and musical and literary exhibitions. In 1937 five operas were scheduled, Lucia di Lammermoor, Rigoletto, Iris, Adriana Lecouvreur, and a novelty by the Cremona composer Stradivari, Nozze in Turenna. The 1940 season opened with La Wally, followed by Don Pasquale, Maristella, and La favorita, but the theater was deserted, despite the good offerings. The ticket prices were raised in an attempt to improve the box-office take, but it made the loss even greater, prompting the Fascist leader to threaten to completely suspend the opera season. Although the seasons did continue, they were short and sporadic: summer of 1941, fall of 1942, and spring of 1944. Otherwise, the theater remained closed until after the war. The total expense had been more than 250,000 lire, whereas the box-office take was not more than 190,000 lire.

After the war, the initial responsibility of the theater passed to one of the old condominio, Giuseppe Zanotti, and more traditional repertory took hold, with Verdi, Puccini, Mascagni, Bizet, Ponchielli, Donizetti, Bellini, and Giordano on the program, although an occasional novelty graced the stage: De Martino’s La contessa Kernac, Allegra’s Ave Maria, Pasquale’s Mara, Rossellini’s Uno sguardo dal ponte, and Napoli’s Il rosario and Il malato immaginario. The 1970s offered more popular fare with Nabucco, Il trovatore, and L’italiana in Algeri, as well as delving into the early periods with operas by Haydn and Paisiello. The 1980s witnessed, along with the traditional fare, an unknown work by Ponchielli, I Lituani, among its novelties.

The 1993/94 season commemorated the 350th anniversary of the death of the Cremonese composer Claudio Monteverdi with L’incoronazione di Pop-pea. A decade later, the Ponchielli began a Monteverdi project, in cooperation with the other Theaters of the Lombardy Circuit, to honor the famous Cremona composer, who was the first great figure in the history of opera, by mounting his first opera, L’Orfeo. Meanwhile, as the 20th century drew to a close, the seasons’ offerings included one lesser-known work, for example, I due Foscari in 1999. By the beginning of the 21st century, the Monteverdi project opera had become the unusual, lesser-known work. Recent offerings included Il ritorno di Ulisse in patria, Werther, La traviata, Andrea Chénier, and L’elisir d’amore.

The Ponchielli is a member of the Theaters of Lombardy Circuit, which includes Teatro Donizetti in Bergamo, Teatro Grande in Brescia, Teatro Sociale in Como, and Teatro Fraschini in Pavia. These five theaters share their productions and offer similar, sometimes even identical, schedules. There are also coproductions with other Italian and European theaters and festivals.

Practical Information

Teatro Comunale Amilcare Ponchielli, corso V. Emanuele II, 52, 26100 Cremona; tel. 39 0372 022 001, fax 39 0372-022 099; www.teatroponchielli.it.

The season takes place from October to December with five operas and two performances of each. Stay at the Continental, piazza della Libertà 25, 25100 Cremona; tel. 0372 434 141, fax 0372 454 873. A 10-minute walk from the theater, the Continental offers an excellent restaurant. Visit the Violinmakers Quarters: in the Palazzo del Comune, Hall of Violins, there is the Civic Collection of old instruments; in the Palazzo Fodri, there is the Cremonese Violinmaking Centre; in the Palazzo Affaitati, there is the Museo Stradivariano; in the Palazzo Raimondi, there are the International School of Violin-making and Organological Museum; Stradivari’s home and his tombstone are in the public garden.
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