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			Introduction

			In the five decades of his career, Luciano Pavarotti travelled to many of the major cities of the world. Whether in the cast of an opera, or for a charity concert or recital, or to take part in a publicity tour for a new recording, he spent a large part of each year away from his beloved Italy. At the end of each tour there was always the thought of Modena to entice him back, for the city never lost its appeal to him and he never ceased to regard it as his home. Was it the countryside, the food, the wine, or the people that continually drew him back? Or was it simply that Modena was part of him, part of his family, and that the thought of moving away would have been as unlikely to enter his head as the thought of renouncing his Italian citizenship.

			The ancient city of Modena, nestles amongst some spectacular scenery in the Emilia Romagna district of Northern Italy. The area is famous the world over for its balsamic vinegar and Lambrusco wine, a wine of which Pavarotti himself was particularly fond. As well as its rich agricultural heritage, the region is also industrially rich, and many of the world’s most celebrated sports car manufacturers have bases and factories there: Ferrari, Lamborghini, Maserati, to name just a few. Not without reason has the town the nickname “The Capital of Engines.”

			The Pavarotti family, unfortunately, had no part in the area’s prosperity. Pavarotti’s father was a baker and his mother worked in a cigar factory. They lived in a two-roomed flat, part of an apartment block built on the edge of the country on the outskirts of Modena. When Luciano was born on October the 12th 1935, in the middle of the Great Depression, he entered into a life of very straitened circumstances - and Gabriella’s birth in 1940 could not have improved matters, not least for five-year old Luciano, who had to move out of his parents bedroom and sleep on a fold-away iron bed in the kitchen… But although the family was poor, Pavarotti was from the start surrounded by doting family members, and throughout his life he maintained that his childhood was an extremely happy one. 

		

	


	
		
			The Early Years

			It was a musical household, and operatic arias filled the apartment when Pavarotti’s father Fernando was home from work. Fernando had a number of records from well known Italian tenors that he played constantly - Martinelli, Caruso, Gigli, Schipa – and it was he who instilled in Luciano a love of Neopolitan songs and the operas of composers such as Puccini, Verdi, Donizetti and Bellini. He also passed on to his son a love of singing, and would have loved to be a professional tenor himself, but he suffered terribly from stage fright. He would later live out his career ambition vicariously through his son, as he witnessed the latter’s success increase with each passing year.

			The family member that Pavarotti was closest to in the early years of his life was his grandmother, Giulia (whom he named his house in Pesaro after, many years later). His parents were out at work during the day and he was left in her care for most of the time. She simply adored Luciano - as he adored her - and she allowed him to be himself, and to enjoy his childhood virtually unrestrained. She had lost a daughter Lucia just before Luciano was born, and Pavarotti was named after this aunt whom he never met. Giulia transferred her maternal instincts on to this newly arrived child, and became in a way another mother to him - his own being away so much of the time. She had a hard life, with little support from a husband who was charming but extremely carefree, and who often didn’t bother to come home at night. It was understandable that she had so much love left to give to the young Pavarotti. But it was not just the women in Pavarotti’s immediate family who mothered him; there were sixteen families in the apartment block that Luciano grew up in. He was the only boy and was very much in demand when meal time came. Pavarotti’s mother used to complain sometimes that her son hadn’t sat at her table for days, and he would often be found at a neighbour’s house, having happily accepted an offer of lunch there.

			The Pavarottis were friendly with a family called Freni who lived in the neighbourhood. The mothers of both these families worked in the same cigar factory, and the lives of their children were interlinked for a short while (Luciano and the Freni’s daughter, Mirella, even had the same wet nurse as babies). They saw each other every day and the families regularly updated each other on any news they might have. But suddenly the Freni’s moved away to another part of Modena and Mirella and Luciano didn’t see each other again for many years. The families still kept in contact from time to time, so that the two were aware of each other growing up, but they didn’t meet again until they were in their early twenties, and by a twist of fate both destined to become world famous opera singers.

			At the age of five or six Pavarotti was already entertaining his family with renditions of “La Donna è Mobile” and other famous arias, all much to their great amusement. He also gave miniature concerts for his neighbours at the fountain behind the apartment block. Pavarotti would often set up a child’s chair in this courtyard and sing his heart out to the accompaniment of a toy mandolin he had. His neighbours must have loved these serenades for they would open their windows and throw down sweets and nuts for him as tokens of their appreciation. Though Pavarotti’s parents could very well see that their son had an undisputed talent and charm, they were divided over whether to encourage it or not. Pavarotti’s mother had absolute faith in him and his abilities, whereas his father was concerned that, given the high percentage of singers who failed to make a living from their art, even a wonderful voice could not in itself be a guarantee of success. For many years Pavarotti viewed his singing just as a pleasant pastime, progressing to singing in the local church choir with his father, and later in the chorus of the Teatro Comunale at Modena.

			Pavarotti was eight when war finally came to Modena. It was 1943, and the British and Americans had begun to bomb the city, considering it a rich target due to the industry that was there. Pavarotti’s father Fernando decided that, along with many other families, it was time to move out into the country. He found lodgings for the four of them in a room rented from a farmer, just outside the village of Gargallo, near Carpi. But even here they couldn’t escape the fighting. (Pavarotti jokingly said that if he had any rhythm at all, he got it from listening to the machine-gun fire at night from this time in his youth.) Food became scarce, and for Italians this was particularly hard to countenance. However, Pavarotti’s father Fernando was a baker, who also made bread for the Germans, which meant that his status grew perceptively during those years. He was also exempt from fighting in accordance with this position. When he rode his bicycle into town each day, he was frequently stopped by patrolling German officers – but apologetically released in acknowledgement of the importance of his profession. One day, however, the Germans didn’t believe him and he was put in prison. For Luciano and his family, this was the worst time in a period of terrible adversity; no one knew for certain what would happen to Fernando. Luckily for them, Luciano’s grandfather knew a fascist official who recognised Fernando in the prison and had him released. Pavarotti was extremely fortunate that no close relatives were killed during the war, but he witnessed death at first hand when he saw the bodies of some of his neighbours lying at the side of the road, victims of the bombing that was being carried out over Modena. He was only nine years old at this time. 

			Pavarotti enjoyed the work that was given him while his family lived on the farm in Gargallo. He was no stranger to farms, there being much agricultural land around the apartment block in Modena, but it was exciting for him to be able to experience this kind of work for himself. He also became aware at this age of his deep and abiding love for animals, and was given, without the morality incumbent in the subject as taught in schools, a sex education second-to-none as he witnessed the love lives of the many farm denizens in all their variety of forms. In later years Pavarotti hankered for a return to this life, as he’d always vowed that when he retired he’d become a farmer. He never really retired though, ill-health precluded his singing on stage, and by then he was too old to work on a farm. But in these years during the war when Pavarottis was still a boy, he found true solace and contentment in working so close the earth. 

			When the end of the war came and Northern Italy was liberated by the Americans, life went on very much as before for the Pavarottis. Luciano went back to playing football with the many children who lived near the apartment block, and his mother back to wondering which family Luciano was having supper with. 

			When the famous tenor Beniamino Gigli came to Modena, Pavarotti was twelve, and particularly excited to meet him, having played his records almost to the point of destruction. He asked at the stage door what time the tenor would be starting his rehearsals, and dutifully returned at the supplied hour. Luciano was allowed in, as it was obvious that this child was serious and not likely to be any trouble. Pavarotti asked the tenor how long he had studied for, and got the reply that he had only just finished – for the day. The lesson was a powerful one and stayed with Pavarotti the rest of his life. No-one could ever have accused Pavarotti of resting on his laurels. His became a life of constant search for new means of expression, and association with and encouraging new young talent.

			Pavarotti began attending the Scuola Magistrale at the age of fourteen, on a five year teacher training programme. He was also quite a committed football player at this time, and had thoughts of turning professional. However, Pavarotti’s mother and father were of the mind that teaching was a more secure profession than football, and encouraged their son along these lines. Pavarotti didn’t want to disappoint his parents, but when he qualified as a teacher and began work as a teaching assistant it soon became manifest that Pavarotti was struggling to impose discipline on his class. While Pavarotti was in the classroom he was very much a fish out of water, but it was while there that Pavarotti met and became engaged to fellow teacher Adua Veroni. He realized then that he would have to start something on the side before he could give up teaching. 

			Pavarotti began to work part-time as an insurance salesman. He had found out that an insurance company had close ties to the school, and that it would be relatively easy to sell insurance to many of the pupils parents, seeing that the company was endorsed by he school. Pavarotti took this idea of becoming a salesman and flew with it, using his innate charm as never before. It wasn’t long before he found that he was making many times as much selling insurance as teaching boys in an elementary school. He quit as a teacher.

			Pavarotti continued as a salesman until 1960, when he found that all the talking he had to do in his job was starting to affect his singing voice. He always maintained that talking for long periods of time was much more of a strain on a singer than singing itself. And though he was by this time making more money than he even had before, he realized that his voice was more important to him in the long run than any amount of money. He with reluctance quit as an insurance salesman. 

			Pavarotti, since the age of nineteen, had been taking vocal lessons from a local respected tenor called Arrigo Pola, who asked for no payment, knowing of Pavarotti’s indigence. As they both liked each other this arrangement continued until Pola had an offer of work singing and teaching in Japan. Before he left however he introduced Pavarotti to his friend in Mantova, Ettore Campogalliani. By sheer coincidence a pupil of this new vocal coach was his childhood friend Mirella Freni, and Pavarotti soon found himself accompanying her on the train to go the sixty-seven kilometres to Mantova. Pavarotti enjoyed these trips and they caught up with all that had happened in the many years since they had been small children together in Modena. Mirella, it turned out was already professional, her first role at the age of nineteen having been Micaëla in Bizet’s Carmen. Pavarotti was somewhat discouraged by this, for at this time he was not overly confident of ever becoming truly successful. Mirella thought otherwise. She explained that she knew Pavarotti and his voice would one day enjoy great popularity. Pavarotti couldn’t see it at the time though, as he up to then had had only one stroke of luck in his singing life. But this little bit of luck was something that would carry him through the next few years, as it had been instrumental in convincing Pavarotti that he could eventually turn professional.  

			In 1955, the amateur chorus that Pavarotti and his father were in were invited to compete in the Eisteddfod in Wales. There were twenty-two contestants, and by all accounts towards the end of the competition the tension was almost palpable, as the results were being announced in reverse order. The worst tension was reserved for the Pavarottis and the chorus, however, as they came in first place. Pavarotti afterwards said that the only disappointment he’d felt, especially after looking forward to coming to Britain for so long, was that after four years of English studies he’d wanted to try out his new language on the natives. But he couldn’t understand a word anyone was saying. Someone politely took him aside – and told him that they were all speaking Welsh.

			Pavarotti, up to his first big break in 1961, had few engagements, with most not paying very well, and some not at all. He even gave up singing for a while after one disastrous performance in Ferrara. But after resting his vocal cords, he found that he was now singing better than ever. He launched into his career with renewed vigour. 

			This before-mentioned break was the winning of the prize for best tenor in a singing contest, the Achille Peri competition; the prize being an engagement in a production of La Bohème, directed by Francesco Molinari-Pradelli at the Teatro Municipale, Reggio Emilia, in Northern Italy. This later proved to be a double whammy, because an important agent from Milan, Alesandro Ziliani, who was a tenor himself, was scouting around for embryonic bankable singers, and had come to hear Dmitri Nabokov, the son of the famous writer, singing bass. He came away with his interest directed at Pavarotti. And this is where things really started to shift up a gear for the singer. Pavarotti was advised by Ziliani to learn some extra roles. The idea was that the more roles Pavarotti had under his belt the more chance he would have of receiving commissions from opera managers. Pavarotti quickly learned tenor roles from Madame Butterfly, La Traviata, Rigoletto and Lucia di Lammermoor. Now he had the five roles, and an agent to represent him. It was the start of his professional life.
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