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    In Chapters of Opera, Henry Edward Krehbiel frames the lyric stage as a living conversation between music, drama, and public taste, showing how the art form’s power arises when sound, story, and culture meet and test one another across time, and inviting readers to hear not only voices and orchestras but also the ideas, traditions, and controversies that shape what happens when the curtain rises, so that each chapter becomes less a static summary than a doorway into the ways operas are conceived, interpreted, and received by audiences who bring their own expectations to an ever-evolving theatrical ritual.

This is a work of nonfiction—music criticism and cultural reflection—by the American critic Henry Edward Krehbiel, published in the early twentieth century. Its chapters move within the world of opera houses and rehearsal rooms, attentive to both European legacies and the growing American encounter with the repertory. Krehbiel writes from the perspective of a seasoned observer, situating operas within broader artistic and social currents without sacrificing the immediacy of performance. The result feels at once historical and contemporary to its moment, capturing an art form negotiating heritage and change. Readers approach not a textbook but a critic’s considered map of a vast and resonant terrain.

The book offers a guided experience rather than a linear narrative, assembling discrete essays that balance context with close attention to how opera works on stage and in the mind. Krehbiel’s voice is measured, lucid, and plainly argued, favoring clarity over technical jargon while maintaining critical precision. He writes for the curious listener as much as for the experienced devotee, explaining conventions, illuminating artistic choices, and tracing the interplay between composition and interpretation. The mood is reflective and inquisitive, inviting readers to listen more attentively, to recognize patterns across works and eras, and to consider why certain gestures, stories, and sounds retain their hold on audiences.

A central throughline is the union of words and music: how librettos shape musical character, and how musical design animates poetic intent. The collection considers national traditions and stylistic schools without reducing them to formulas, asking what differentiates them and where they intersect. It attends to the practical realities of performance—voices, ensembles, staging—and connects them to aesthetic outcomes, arguing implicitly that reception depends on craft as well as concept. Underneath these discussions lies a continual inquiry into taste: the shifting standards by which listeners judge beauty, drama, and truth in a genre that must reconcile theatrical immediacy with musical architecture.

Krehbiel’s approach underscores opera’s dual identity as entertainment and inquiry, a public spectacle that also stages ideas about society, emotion, and belief. He explores how operatic narratives draw on myth, history, and literature, then filter those sources through theatrical convention and musical rhetoric. Attention to translation, diction, and expression highlights the delicate balance between accessibility and fidelity. Throughout, the writing links individual artistic decisions to a broader ecology: training, rehearsal practices, and the culture of the opera house. Rather than prescribing a single viewpoint, the chapters articulate criteria for listening and evaluation that enable readers to form grounded, independent judgments.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance lies in its method as much as its subject. Questions that occupy today’s stages—authenticity versus adaptation, tradition against innovation, the role of star performers, and the responsibilities of audiences—appear here in durable form. Krehbiel models how to navigate them with attentiveness to history, generosity toward performers, and a steady insistence on musical-dramatic coherence. The chapters encourage slow listening and careful seeing, habits that deepen enjoyment while sharpening critique. They show how understanding the mechanics of an art can enlarge emotional response rather than diminish it, turning appreciation into a sustained, renewing practice.

Chapters of Opera ultimately offers a companionable education: not a catalogue of verdicts, but a cultivated way of encountering an art that thrives on renewal. By uniting narrative context, performance awareness, and critical criteria, Krehbiel gives readers tools to orient themselves across repertories and eras without foreclosing discovery. The book’s lasting value lies in its invitation to return—to listen again, to watch with fresh attention, and to recalibrate one’s judgments as experience deepens. In an age saturated with instant opinion, its patient scrutiny feels bracing, reminding us that opera’s richest meanings unfold when we meet it with curiosity, memory, and care.
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    Henry Edward Krehbiel’s Chapters of Opera presents a sequence of essays that survey opera’s development as art, craft, and institution. Drawing on historical sources and contemporary performance experience, the book situates operas and their makers within changing tastes, techniques, and theatrical conditions. Krehbiel outlines the evolution of musical styles, the interplay between librettists and composers, and the demands of staging and performance. He places equal emphasis on European traditions and their reception in America, especially New York. The volume aims to guide readers through the repertory’s major currents, clarify terminology and conventions, and document how critics, audiences, and artists shape operatic life.

The opening chapters sketch opera’s origins and early trajectory, from courtly entertainments to public theaters. Krehbiel reviews the Florentine experiments that elevated drama through music, Monteverdi’s establishment of expressive recitative and aria, and the codification of forms that followed. He traces the dominance of opera seria and the emergence of reform ideals, focusing on how composers sought clearer dramaturgy and tighter music-text relationships. The discussion underscores the centrality of the libretto, the rise of specialized vocal types, and the growth of orchestral responsibility. This foundation situates later stylistic debates as responses to questions first posed in the 17th and 18th centuries.

Attention then turns to the classical and early romantic consolidation of operatic language. Mozart’s achievements are described as models of balance between musical invention and theater, integrating ensembles, finales, and character portrayal. The narrative moves into the Italian bel canto period, where Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti refine melodic display within codified scene structures. Krehbiel outlines the conventions of cavatina and cabaletta, the primacy of vocal virtuosity, and the shifting expectations of audiences. He situates Verdi’s early works within this framework and follows their progression toward tighter forms, broader orchestral color, and heightened dramatic focus, setting the stage for later 19th-century transformations.

French opera is presented as a parallel but distinct tradition, framed by institutional contexts in Paris. Krehbiel delineates grand opera’s emphasis on spectacle, large choruses, and ballet, highlighting Meyerbeer’s influence on scale and dramaturgy. Opéra comique’s spoken dialogue and lighter tone are contrasted with works that push toward greater seriousness, illuminating a continuum rather than a strict divide. Case studies point to Gounod’s lyric refinement and Bizet’s dramatic concision, while discussions of exoticism and local color show how subjects and settings shaped musical character. The section emphasizes how French stagecraft and administrative structures affected repertory, performance practice, and international diffusion.

German opera emerges through Weber’s romanticism and Beethoven’s moral drama, leading to Wagner’s redefinition of operatic aims. Krehbiel maps Wagner’s theoretical program, including the unity of the arts, continuous musical fabric, and leitmotivic technique, and considers their practical consequences for singers, orchestras, and theaters. He notes resistance to the expanded role of the orchestra and the recalibration of vocal writing, alongside growing acceptance as staging standards evolved. Summaries of major works illustrate how musical motives carry dramatic import, while accounts of early performances and revivals track the gradual integration of Wagnerian practice into the broader repertory and its influence on later composers.

Beyond styles and schools, the book examines the conditions of performance. Krehbiel profiles vocal categories and the cultivation of style, contrasting the star system’s demands with ensemble ideals. He discusses casting, rehearsal discipline, conducting authority, and the practical limits theaters face in realizing composers’ intentions. Questions of language—translation versus original texts—are weighed against audience comprehension and fidelity to prosody. Production values, including sets, machinery, and choral management, are treated as determinants of reception. The chapter also touches on the economics of impresarios and subscription models, showing how financial structures, public taste, and critical opinion direct repertory choices.

A significant portion addresses opera’s transplantation to America, with New York as a focal point. Krehbiel recounts early importations, fluctuating managerial experiments, and the emergence of stable institutions. He outlines the establishment and growth of a permanent opera season, the interplay between touring troupes and resident companies, and the cultivation of local audiences. The narrative includes the development of orchestral standards and chorus training, the appearance of American singers on major stages, and efforts to present works in English for broader reach. Practical challenges—finance, repertoire balance, and patronage—frame the American scene as both dependent on and adaptive to European traditions.

Later chapters consider contemporary currents of Krehbiel’s time. He surveys verismo’s compressed structures and direct expression, contrasting them with earlier forms, and notes the international circulation of new Italian and French works. Case-based accounts of premieres, first American performances, and notable revivals illustrate how public reception can redefine a piece’s status. The author tracks critical debates about realism, morality, and theatrical plausibility, alongside technological changes in staging and lighting that alter interpretive possibilities. These observations are linked to the broader question of how repertories evolve, as novelty, fashion, and institutional stability create cycles of adoption, neglect, and rediscovery.

The book concludes by synthesizing its historical and practical observations into a picture of opera as a living, collaborative art. Krehbiel emphasizes informed listening, historical context, and respect for theatrical conditions as keys to appreciation. He underscores the balance between tradition and innovation, arguing that repertory vitality rests on understanding past conventions while accommodating new expressive needs. The closing argument presents criticism as mediation rather than prescription, inviting readers to approach operas with curiosity and knowledge. Taken together, the chapters aim to equip audiences, students, and practitioners with a framework to navigate operatic works, institutions, and performances with clarity and confidence.
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    Henry Edward Krehbiel’s Chapters of Opera, first published in New York in 1911, surveys the growth of opera as a civic and cultural institution in the city from the early nineteenth century to the Progressive Era. Written by the New York Tribune’s chief music critic (tenure beginning in 1880), the book is rooted in Manhattan’s theaters and opera houses—Park Theatre, the Astor Place Opera House (opened 1847), the Academy of Music on 14th Street (opened 1854), and the Metropolitan Opera House at Broadway and 39th Street (opened 1883). Its historical setting is the metropolis of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, shaped by immigration, industrial wealth, volatile markets, and expanding mass culture.

A decisive starting point for opera in New York was the arrival of Manuel García’s Italian troupe in 1825. At the Park Theatre, the company presented Rossini’s Il barbiere di Siviglia on November 29, 1825, establishing a template for Italian opera performance in the United States. On May 23, 1826, they gave America’s first performance of Mozart’s Don Giovanni. The troupe featured García’s prodigiously gifted daughter, Maria Garcia (later famed as Maria Malibran). Chapters of Opera treats this episode as the city’s operatic genesis, using contemporary playbills, press accounts, and impresarial records to show how an imported repertoire took root in a rapidly anglicizing, yet cosmopolitan, port city.

The Astor Place Opera House opened in 1847 to provide a refined venue for elite audiences, but it became a flashpoint in the Astor Place Riot of May 10, 1849. A nativist, working-class crowd protesting the appearance of British actor William Charles Macready (and rivalries with American star Edwin Forrest) clashed with militia; at least 22 people were killed and more than 100 injured. In 1853 the building was sold to the New York Mercantile Library and renamed Clinton Hall. Krehbiel situates this episode as evidence that opera and high theater venues were inseparable from the city’s class politics and from broader debates over cultural authority.

The Academy of Music (opened October 2, 1854, on East 14th Street between Third Avenue and Irving Place) became New York’s principal opera venue for decades. Controlled by a limited circle of box‑holders from established families, it offered Italian seasons managed by impresarios such as Max Maretzek. Crucial American premieres followed there: Verdi’s Rigoletto (February 19, 1855), Il trovatore (May 2, 1855), and La traviata (December 3, 1856). Adelina Patti made her New York operatic debut at the Academy on November 24, 1859. After a damaging fire in 1866, the house was rebuilt and resumed its social function as an exclusive cultural citadel. Resentment among newly wealthy patrons excluded from its tiered boxes helped catalyze the founding of a rival institution. Organized in 1880 by merchants and industrialists, the Metropolitan Opera House opened on October 22, 1883, with Gounod’s Faust, conducted by Alfred Neuendorff and starring Christine Nilsson and Italo Campanini. Financial strains under manager Henry E. Abbey prompted a strategic shift to German opera in 1884 under Leopold Damrosch; after his death in 1885, Anton Seidl sustained a celebrated Wagnerian era until 1891, when Italian and French works regained primacy. A catastrophic stage fire on August 27, 1892, destroyed the Met’s scenery and machinery, but the company reopened in 1893 and entered a period of managerial stability under Maurice Grau (1892–1903), followed by Heinrich Conried (1903–1908), who engaged Enrico Caruso and mounted America’s first Parsifal (1903). From 1908, Giulio Gatti-Casazza and the arrival of Arturo Toscanini signaled a new professional standard. Krehbiel, reporting these seasons from the press gallery, makes institutional history the spine of his book, detailing governance by subscriber-box holders, repertoire policies, star engagements, and the social architecture—the famed “golden horseshoe” of boxes—that framed New York’s operatic life.

The American Civil War (1861–1865) reshaped New York’s cultural economy. Opera seasons contracted; European tours were disrupted; benefit performances raised funds for soldiers and wartime relief. The 1863 Draft Riots in Manhattan forced temporary closures as the city convulsed in violence that left more than a hundred dead. New Orleans, previously a national opera center through the Théâtre d’Orléans, declined after Union occupation in 1862, further consolidating New York’s primacy. Krehbiel tracks war‑era repertory adjustments, patronage patterns, and managerial improvisations, showing how the city’s opera houses balanced patriotic sentiment with a continued appetite for Italian and French works despite the national crisis.

The 1848 European revolutions and ensuing German immigration fed New York’s appetite for German musical culture, culminating in a Wagnerian ascendancy at the Met. Under Leopold Damrosch (1884–1885) and then Anton Seidl, the company presented landmark premieres: Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (American premiere, January 4, 1886), successive installments of Der Ring des Nibelungen, and the first complete American Ring cycles (1889). On December 24, 1903, manager Heinrich Conried staged the American premiere of Parsifal, testing the Wagner family’s Bayreuth performance monopoly claims. Krehbiel—an early, influential American expositor of Wagner—uses these events to examine repertory politics, conducting styles, and the cultural debate over “Germanization” versus cosmopolitan balance.

Economic volatility and new technologies also shaped the operatic field. The Panic of 1873 thinned capital for impresarios and curtailed ambitious seasons; the Panic of 1893 again strained endowments and subscriptions, prompting managerial retrenchment at the Met. Transatlantic steamship travel enabled celebrity circuits: Jenny Lind’s sensational American tour (1850–1852, managed by P. T. Barnum) primed a mass audience for vocal virtuosity; Adelina Patti’s 1859 New York debut launched decades of star dominance. With Enrico Caruso’s Met debut on November 23, 1903 (Rigoletto), the phonograph enlarged opera’s reach; his Victor recordings (beginning 1902) created a national listenership. Krehbiel ties these phenomena to the star system, box-office economics, and evolving public access.

As social and political critique, the book exposes how cultural privilege and civic aspiration collided in New York’s opera. Krehbiel dissects the Academy of Music’s hereditary box oligarchy and the Metropolitan’s subscription governance as mechanisms of class exclusion, even while acknowledging their stabilizing patronage. He chronicles nativist and anti-elitist tensions (Astor Place, 1849), anxieties over “foreign” repertories in a nation of immigrants, and the distortions caused by speculative star salaries. Written amid Progressive Era debates on public culture, his account argues—implicitly and sometimes explicitly—for education, institutional professionalism, and broader access, casting opera not merely as entertainment but as a barometer of American urban democracy.
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The making of this book was prompted by the fact that with the season
1907-08 the Metropolitan Opera House[1] in New York completed an existence
of twenty-five years. Through all this period at public representations
I have occupied stall D-15 on the ground floor as reviewer of musical
affairs for The New York Tribune newspaper. I have, therefore, been a
witness of the vicissitudes through which the institution has passed
in a quarter-century, and a chronicler of all significant musical
things which were done within its walls. I have seen the failure of
the artistic policy to promote which the magnificent theater was built;
the revolution accomplished by the stockholders under the leadership
of Leopold Damrosch[2]; the progress of a German régime, which did much
to develop tastes and create ideals which, till its coming, were
little-known quantities in American art and life; the overthrow of that
régime in obedience to the command of fashion; the subsequent dawn and
development of the liberal and comprehensive policy which marked the
climax of the career of Maurice Grau as an operatic director, I have
witnessed since then, many of the fruits of wise endeavor and astute
management frittered away by managerial incapacity and greed, and fad
and fashion come to rule again, where for a brief, but eventful period,
serious artistic interest and endeavor had been dominant.[1q]

The institution will enter upon a new régime with the season 1908-09.
The time, therefore, seemed fitting for a review of the twenty-five
years that are past. The incidents of this period are fixed; they
may be variously viewed, but they cannot be changed. They belong to
history, and to a presentation of that history I have devoted most
of the pages which follow. I have been actuated in my work by deep
seriousness of purpose, and have tried to avoid everything which
could not make for intellectual profit, or, at least, amiable and
illuminative entertainment.

The chapters which precede the more or less detailed history of the
Metropolitan Opera House (I-VII) were written for the sake of the
light which they shed on existing institutions and conditions, and to
illustrate the development of existing taste, appreciation, and interest
touching the lyrical drama. To the same end much consideration has been
paid to significant doings outside the Metropolitan Opera House since
it has been the chief domicile of grand opera in New York. Especial
attention has been given for obvious reasons to the two seasons of
opera at Mr. Hammerstein's Manhattan Opera House.

H. E. KREHBIEL.

Blue Hill, Maine, the Summer of 1908.

AUTHOR'S NOTE TO THIRD EDITION
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For the purposes of a new and popular edition of this book, the
publishers asked the author to continue his historical narrative, his
record of performances, and his critical survey of the operas produced
at the two chief operatic institutions of New York, from the beginning
of the season 1908-1909 down to the close of the season 1910-1911. This
invitation the author felt compelled to decline for several reasons,
one of which (quite sufficient in itself), was that he had already
undertaken a work of great magnitude which would occupy all his working
hours during the period between the close of the last season and the
publication of this edition.

Thereupon the publishers, who seemed to place a high valuation on
the historical element in the book, suggested that the record of
performances at least be brought up to date even if the criticism of new
operas and the discussion of the other incidents of the season—such as
the dissensions between the directors of the Metropolitan Opera House,
the rivalry between them and the director of the Manhattan, the quarrels
with artists, the successes achieved by some operas and the failure
suffered by others—be postponed for the present at least for want of
time on the part of the author to carry on the work on the scale of the
original edition.

It was finally agreed that the author should supply the record for
the period intervening between the appearance of the first edition of
"Chapters of Opera" and the present publication by revised excerpts
from the annual summaries of the activities of the seasons in question
published by him in the New York Tribune, of which newspaper he has had
the honor of being the musical critic for thirty years past. For the
privilege of using this material the author is deeply beholden to the
Tribune Association and the editor, Hart Lyman, Esq. The record may be
found in the Appendices after the last chapter.

H. E. KREHBIEL.

Blue Hill, Maine, Summer of 1911.
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INTRODUCTION OF OPERA IN NEW YORK

Considering the present state of Italian opera in New York City (I am
writing in the year of our Lord 1908), it seems more than a little
strange that its entire history should come within the memories of
persons still living. It was only two years ago that an ancient factotum
at the Metropolitan Opera House died who, for a score of years before he
began service at that establishment, had been in various posts at the
Academy of Music. Of Mr. Arment a kindly necrologist said that he had
seen the Crowd gather in front of the Park Theater in 1825, when the new
form of entertainment effected an entrance in the New World. I knew the
little old gentleman for a quarter of a century or more, but though he
was familiar with my interest in matters historical touching the opera
in New York, he never volunteered information of things further back
than the consulship of Mapleson at the Academy. Moreover, I was unable
to reconcile the story of his recollection of the episode of 1825 with
the circumstances of his early life. Yet the tale may have been true, or
the opera company that had attracted his boyish attention been one that
came within the first decade after Italian opera had its introduction.

Concerning another's recollections, I have not the slightest doubt.
Within the last year Mrs. Julia Ward Howe, entertaining some of her
relatives and friends with an account of social doings in New York in
her childhood, recalled the fact that she had been taken as a tiny miss
to hear some of the performances of the Garcia Troupe, and, if I mistake
not, had had Lorenzo da Ponte, the librettist of Mozart's "Nozze di
Figaro" and "Don Giovanni" pointed out to her by her brother. This
brother was Samuel Ward, who enjoyed the friendship of the old poet,
and published recollections of him not long after his death, in The
New York Mirror. For a score of years I have enjoyed the gentle
companionship at the opera of two sisters whose mother was an Italian
pupil of Da Ponte's, and when, a few years ago, Professor Marchesan, of
the University of Treviso, Italy, appealed to me for material to be used
in the biography of Da Ponte, which he was writing, I was able, through
my gracious and gentle operatic neighbors, to provide him with a number
of occasional poems written, in the manner of a century ago, to their
mother, in whom Da Ponte had awakened a love for the Italian language
and literature. This, together with some of my own labors in uncovering
the American history of Mozart's collaborator, has made me feel
sometimes as if I, too, had dwelt for a brief space in that Arcadia of
which I purpose to gossip in this chapter, and a few others which are
to follow it.

There may be other memories going back as far as Mrs. Howe's, but I
very much doubt if there is another as lively as hers on any question
connected with social life in New York fourscore years ago. Italian
opera was quite as aristocratic when it made its American bow as it
is now, and decidedly more exclusive. It is natural that memories of
it should linger in Mrs. Howe's mind for the reason that the family
to which she belonged moved in the circles to which the new form of
entertainment made appeal. A memory of the incident which must have been
even livelier than that of Mrs. Howe's, however, perished in 1906, when
Manuel Garcia died in London, in his one hundred and first year, for he
could say of the first American season of Italian opera what Æneas said
of the siege of Troy, "All of which I saw, and some of which I was."
Manuel Garcia was a son of the Manuel del Popolo Vicente Garcia, who
brought the institution to our shores; he was a brother of our first
prima donna, she who then was only the Signorina Garcia, but within
a lustrum afterward was the great Malibran; and he sang in the first
performance, on November 29, 1825, and probably in all the performances
given between that date and August of the next year, when the elder
Garcia departed, leaving the Signorina, as Mme. Malibran, aged but
eighteen, to develop her powers in local theaters and as a chorister
in Grace Church. Of this and other related things presently.

In the sometimes faulty and incomplete records of the American stage to
which writers on musical history have hitherto been forced to repair,
1750 is set down as the natal year for English ballad opera in America.
It is thought that it was in that year that "The Beggar's Opera" found
its way to New York, after having, in all probability, been given by
the same company of comedians in Philadelphia in the middle of the
year preceding. But it is as little likely that these were the first
performances of ballad operas on this side of the Atlantic as that the
people of New York were oblivious of the nature of operatic music of
the Italian type until Garcia's troupe came with Rossini's "Barber of
Seville," in 1825. There are traces of ballad operas in America in the
early decades of the eighteenth century, and there can exist no doubt at
all that French and Italian operas were given in some form, perhaps, as
a rule, in the adapted form which prevailed in the London theaters until
far into the nineteenth century, before the year 1800, in the towns and
cities of the Eastern seaboard, which were in most active communication
with Great Britain, I quote from an article on the history of opera in
the United States, written by me for the second edition of "Grove's
Dictionary of Music and Musicians":

Among French works Rousseau's "Pygmalion" and "Devin du Village,"
Dalayrac's "Nina" and "L'Amant Statue," Monsigny's "Déserteur," Grétry's
"Zémire et Azor," "Fausse Magie" and "Richard Coeur de Lion" and others,
were known in Charleston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York in
the last decade of the eighteenth century. There were traces, too, of
Pergolese's "Serva padrona," and it seems more than likely that an
"opera in three acts," the text adapted by Colman, entitled "The Spanish
Barber; or, The Futile Precaution," played in Baltimore, Philadelphia,
and New York, in 1794, was Paisiello's "Barbiere di Siviglia." From
1820 to about 1845 more than a score of the Italian, French, and German
operas, which made up the staple of foreign repertories, were frequently
performed by English singers. The earliest of these singers were members
of the dramatic companies who introduced theatrical plays in the
colonies. They went from London to Philadelphia, New York, Williamsburg
(Va.), and Charleston (S. C.), but eventually established their
strongest and most enduring foothold in New York.

Accepting the 1750 date as the earliest of unmistakable records for a
performance of "The Beggar's Opera" in New York, the original home of
opera here was the Nassau Street Theater—the first of two known by that
name. It was a two-storied house, with high gables. Six wax lights were
in front of the stage, and from the ceiling dangled a "barrel hoop,"
pierced by half a dozen nails on which were spiked as many candles. It
is not necessary to take the descriptions of these early playhouses
as baldly literal, nor as indicative of something like barbarism.
The "barrel hoop" chandelier of the old theater in Nassau street was
doubtless only a primitive form of the chandeliers which kept their
vogue for nearly a century after the first comedians sang and acted at
the Nassau Street Theater. Illuminating gas did not reach New York till
1823, and "a thousand candles" was put forth as an attractive feature
at a concert in the American metropolis as late as 1845. "The Beggar's
Opera" was only twenty years old when the comedians sent to the colonies
by William Hallam, under the management of his brother, Lewis, produced
it, yet the historic Covent Garden Theater, in which it first saw the
stage lights (candles they were, too), would scarcely stand comparison
with the most modest of the metropolitan theaters nowadays. Its
audience-room was only fifty-four or fifty-five feet deep; there were
no footlights, the stage being illuminated by four hoops of candles,
over which a crown hung from the borders. The orchestra held only
fifteen or twenty musicians, though it was in this house that Handel
produced his operas and oratorios; the boxes "were flat in front and
had twisted double branches for candles fastened to the plaster. There
were pedestals on each side of the boards, with elaborately-painted
figures of Tragedy and Comedy thereon." Hallam's actors went first to
Williamsburg, Va., but were persuaded to change their home to New York
in the summer of 1753, among other things by the promise that they would
find a "very fine 'Playhouse Building'" here. Nevertheless, when Lewis
Hallam came he found the fine playhouse unsatisfactory, and may be said
to have inaugurated the habit or custom, or whatever it may be called,
followed by so many managers since, of beginning his enterprise by
erecting a new theater. The old one in Nassau Street was torn down,
and a new one built on its site. It was promised that it should be
"very fine, large, and commodious," and it was built between June and
September, 1753; how fine, large, and commodious it was may, therefore,
be imagined. A year later, the German Calvinists, wanting a place of
worship, bought the theater, and New York was without a playhouse until
a new one on Cruger's Wharf was built by David Douglass, who had married
Lewis Hallam's widow, Hallam having died in Jamaica, in 1755. This was
abandoned in turn, and Mr. Douglass built a second theater, this time
in Chapel Street. It cost $1,625, and can scarcely have been either very
roomy or very ornate. Such as it was, however, it was the home of the
drama in all its forms, save possibly the ballad opera, until about
1765, and was the center around which a storm raged which culminated
in a riot that wrecked it.

The successor of this unhappy institution was the John Street Theater,
which was opened toward the close of the year 1767. There seems to have
been a period of about fifteen years during which the musical drama
was absent from the amusement lists, but this house echoed, like its
earliest predecessors, to the strains of the ballad opera which "made
Gay rich and Rich gay." "The Beggar's Opera" was preceded, however, by
"Love in a Village," for which Dr. Arne wrote and compiled the music;
and Bickerstaff's "Maid of the Mill" was also in the repertory. In 1774
it was officially recommended that all places of amusement be closed.
Then followed the troublous times of the Revolution, and it was not
until twelve years afterward—that is, till 1786—that English Opera
resumed its sway. "Love in a Village" was revived, and it was followed
by "Inkle and Yarico," an arrangement of Shakespeare's "Tempest," with
Purcell's music, "No Song, No Supper," "Macbeth," with Locke's music,
McNally's comic opera "Robin Hood," and other works of the same
character; in fact, it may safely be said that few, if any, English
operas, either with original music or music adapted from the ballad
tunes of England, were heard in London without being speedily brought to
New York and performed here. In the John Street Theater, too, they were
listened to by George Washington, and the leader of the orchestra, a
German named Pfeil, whose name was variously spelled Fyle, File, Files,
and so on, produced that "President's March," the tune of which was
destined to become associated with "Hail Columbia," to the words of
which it was adapted by Joseph Hopkinson, of Philadelphia. On January
29, 1798, a new playhouse was opened. This was the Park Theater. A
musical piece entitled "The Purse, or American Tar," was on the program
of the opening performance, and for more than a score of years the Park
Theater played an important rôle in local operatic history. For a long
term English operas of both types held the stage, along with the drama
in all its forms, but in 1819 an English adaptation of Rossini's "Barber
of Seville"—the opera which opened the Italian régime six years
later—was heard on its stage, and two years after that Henry Rowley
Bishop's arrangement of Mozart's "Marriage of Figaro." At the close of
the season of 1820 the Park Theater was destroyed by fire, to the great
loss of its owners, one of whom was John Jacob Astor. On its site was
erected the new Park Theater, which was the original home of Italian
opera, performed in its original tongue, and in the Italian manner,
though only a small minority of the performers were Italians by birth.

Garcia was a Spaniard, born in Seville. Richard Grant White, writing in
The Century Magazine for March, 1882, calls him a "Spanish Hebrew," on
what authority I am unable to guess. Not only was Manuel Garcia, the
elder, a chorister in the Cathedral of Seville at the age of six, but
it seems as likely as not that he came of a family of Spanish church
musicians who had made their mark for more than fifty years before the
father of Malibran was born. But it is a habit with some writers to find
Hebrew blood in nearly all persons of genius.

The new Park Theater was looked upon as a magnificent playhouse in its
day, and it is a pity that Mr. White, writing about it when it was a
quarter of a century old, should have helped to spread the erroneous
notion that it was quite unworthy of so elegant a form of entertainment
as Garcia brought into it. It remained a fashionable house through all
its career or at least for a long time after it gave refuge to the
Italian muse, though it may not have been able to hold one of its
candles to the first house built especially to house that muse eight
years later. The barrel hoop of the first New York theater gave way
to "three chandeliers and patent oil lamps, the chandeliers having
thirty-five lights each." Mr. White's description of this house after it
had seen about a quarter of a century's service is certainly uninviting.
Its boxes were like pens for beasts. "Across them were stretched benches
consisting of a mere board covered with faded red moreen, a narrower
board, shoulder high, being stretched behind to serve for a back. But
one seat on each of the three or four benches was without even this
luxury, in order that the seat itself might be raised upon its hinges
for people to pass in. These sybaritic inclosures were kept under lock
and key by a fee-expecting creature, who was always half drunk, except
when he was wholly drunk. The pit, which has in our modern theater
become the parterre (or, as it is often strangely called, the parquet),
the most desirable part of the house, was in the Park Theater hardly
superior to that in which the Jacquerie of old stood upon the bare
ground (par terre), and thus gave the place its French name. The floor
was dirty and broken into holes; the seats were bare, backless benches.
Women were never seen in the pit, and, although the excellence of the
position (the best in the house) and the cheapness of admission (half a
dollar) took gentlemen there, few went there who could afford to study
comfort and luxury in their amusements. The place was pervaded with evil
smells; and, not uncommonly, in the midst of a performance, rats ran out
of the holes in the floor and across into the orchestra. This delectable
place was approached by a long, underground passage, with bare,
whitewashed walls, dimly lighted, except at a sort of booth, at which
vile fluids and viler solids were sold. As to the house itself, it was
the dingy abode of dreariness. The gallery was occupied by howling
roughs, who might have taken lessons in behavior from the negroes who
occupied a part of this tier, which was railed off for their particular
use."

This was the first home of Italian opera, strictly speaking. It had long
housed opera in the vernacular, and remained to serve as the fortress
of the English forces when the first battles were fought between the
champions of the foreign exotic and the entertainment which had been so
long established as to call itself native. Its career came to an end in
1848, when, like its predecessor and successor, it went up in flames and
smoke.

Presently I shall tell about the houses which have been built in New
York especially for operatic uses, but before then some attention ought
to be given to several other old theaters which had connection with
opera in one or another of its phases. One of these was the New York
Theater, afterward called the Bowery, and known by that name till a
comparatively recent date. The walls of this theater echoed first to the
voice of Malibran, when put forth in the vernacular of the country of
which fate seemed, for a time, to have decreed that she should remain a
resident. This was immediately after the first season of Italian opera
at the Park Theater. The New York Theater was then new, having been
built in 1826. Malibran had begun the study of English in London before
coming to New York with her father; and she continued her studies with
a new energy and a new purpose after the departure of her father to
Mexico had left her apparently stranded in New York with a bankrupt and
good-for-nothing husband to support. She made her first essay in English
opera with "The Devil's Bridge," and followed it up with "Love in a
Village." English operas, whether of the ballad order or with original
music, were constructed in principle on the lines of the German
Singspiel and French opéra comique, all the dialogue being spoken; and
Malibran's experience at the theater and Grace Church, coupled with her
great social popularity, must have made a pretty good Englishwoman of
her. "It is rather startling," says Mr. White, in the article already
alluded to, "to think of the greatest prima donna, not only of her day,
but of modern times—the most fascinating woman upon the stage in the
first half of the nineteenth century—as singing the soprano parts of
psalm tunes and chants in a small town then less known to the people of
London and Paris and Vienna than Jeddo is now. Grace Church may well be
pardoned for pride in a musical service upon the early years of which
fell such a crown of glory, and which has since then been guided by
taste not always unworthy of such a beginning." Malibran's performances
at the New York Theater were successful and a source of profit, both
to the manager and M. Malibran, to whom, it is said, a portion of the
receipts were sent every night.

Three other theaters which were identified with opera more or less
came into the field later, and by their names, at least, testified to
the continued popularity which a famous English institution had won a
century before, and which endured until that name could be applied to
the places that bore it only on the "lucus a non lucendo" principle.
These were the theaters of Richmond Hill, Niblo's, and Castle Garden.
The Ranelagh Gardens, which John Jones opened in New York, in June,
1765, and the Vauxhall Gardens, opened by Mr. Samuel Francis, in
June, 1769, were planned more or less after their English prototypes.
Out-of-doors concerts were their chief musical features, fireworks their
spectacular, while the serving of refreshments was relied on as the
principal source of profit. Richmond Hill had in its palmy days been the
villa home of Aaron Burr, and its fortunes followed the descending scale
like those of its once illustrious master. Its site was the neighborhood
of what is now the intersection of Varick and Charlton streets. After
passing out of Burr's hands, but before his death, the park had become
Richmond Hill Gardens, and the mansion the Richmond Hill Theater, both
of somewhat shady reputation, which was temporarily rehabilitated by the
response which the fashionable elements of the city's population made to
an appeal made by a season of Italian opera, given in 1832. The relics
of Niblo's Garden have disappeared as completely as those of Richmond
Hill, but its site is still fresh in the memory of those whose
theatrical experiences go back a quarter of a century. They must be old,
however, who can recall enough verdure in the vicinity of Broadway and
Prince Street to justify the name maintained by the theater to which for
many years entrance was gained through a corridor of the Metropolitan
Hotel. Three-quarters of a century ago Niblo's Garden was a reality.
William Niblo, who built it and managed it with consummate cleverness,
had been a successful coffee-house keeper downtown. Its theater opened
refreshingly on one side into the garden (as the Terrace Garden Theater,
at Third Avenue and Fifty-eighth Street does to-day), where one could
eat a dish of ice cream or sip a sherry cobbler in luxurious shade, if
such were his prompting, while play or pantomime went merrily on within.
Writing of it in 1855 Max Maretzek, who, as manager of the Astor Place
Opera House, had suffered from the rivalry of Niblo and his theater,
said:

The Metropolitan Hotel, Niblo's Theater, stores and other buildings
occupy the locality. Of the former garden nothing remains save the
ice cream and drinking saloons attached to the theater. These take up
literally as much room in the building as its stage does, and prove
that its proprietor has not altogether overlooked the earlier vocation
which laid the foundation of his fortune. The name by which he calls it
has never changed. It was Niblo's Garden when loving couples ate their
creams or drank their cobblers under the shadow of the trees. It is
Niblo's Garden now, when it is turned into a simple theater and hedged
in with houses. Nay, in the very bills which are circulated in the
interior of the building during the performances you may find, or
might shortly since have found, such an announcement as the following,
appearing in large letters:

"Between the second and third acts"—or, possibly, it may run thus
when opera is not in the ascendant—"after the conclusion of the
first piece an intermission of twenty minutes takes place, for a
promenade in the garden."

You will, I feel certain, admit that this is a marvelously delicate
way of intimating to a gentleman who may feel "dry" (it is the right
word, is it not?) that he will find the time to slake his thirst.

When he returns and his lady inquires where he has been he may reply,
if he wills it:

"Promenading in the garden."

It is not plain from Mr. White's account whether or not his memory
reached back to the veritable garden of Mr. Niblo, but his recollections
of the theater were not jaundiced like those of Mr. Maretzek, but
altogether amiable. Speaking of the performances of the Shireff, Seguin,
and Wilson company of English opera singers, who came to New York in
1838, he says:

Miss Shireff afterward appeared at Niblo's Garden, which was on the
corner of Broadway and Prince Street, where the Metropolitan Hotel now
stands. Here she performed in Auber's "Masked Ball" and other light
operas (all, of course, in English), singing in a theater that was
open on one side to the air; for Niblo's was a great place of summer
entertainment. It was a great New York "institution" in its day—perhaps
the greatest and most beneficent one of its sort that New York has ever
known. It may be safely said that most of the elder generation of New
Yorkers now living [this was written in 1881] have had at Niblo's Garden
the greatest pleasure they have ever enjoyed in public. There were
careless fun and easy jollity; there whole families would go at a
moment's warning to hear this or that singer, but most of all, year
after year, to see the Ravels—a family of pantomimists and dancers
upon earth and air, who have given innocent, thoughtless, side-shaking,
brain-clearing pleasure to more Americans than ever relaxed their sad,
silent faces for any other performers. The price of admission here was
fifty cents, no seats reserved; "first come, first served."

Last of all there was Castle Garden. Children of to-day can remember
when it was still the immigrants' depot, which it had been for half a
century. Tradition says that it was built to protect New York City from
foreign invasion, not to harbor it; but as a fortress it must have
suffered disarmament quite early in the nineteenth century. It is now
an aquarium, and as such has returned to its secondary use, which was
that of a place of entertainment. In 1830 and about that day it was a
restaurant, but for the sale only of ice cream, lemonade, and cakes.
You paid a shilling to go in—this to restrict the patronage to people
of the right sort—and your ticket was redeemable on the inside in
the innocent fluids and harmless solids aforementioned. A wooden
bridge, flanked by floating bathhouses, connected the castle with the
garden—i.e., Battery Park. North and east, in lower Broadway and
Greenwich Street, were fashionable residences, whose occupants enjoyed
the promenade under the trees, which was the proper enjoyment of the
day, as much as their more numerous, but less fortunate fellow citizens.
There balloons went up by day, and rockets and bombs by night, and
there, too, the brave militia went on parade. To Mr. White we owe the
preservation of a poetical description written by Frederick Cozzens in
an imitation of Spenser's "Sir Clod His Undoinge":

With placket lined, with joyous heart he hies


To where the Battery's Alleys, cool and greene,


Amid disparted Rivers daintie lies


With Fortresse brown and spacious Bridge betweene


Two Baths, which there like panniers huge are seen:


In shadie paths fair Dames and Maides there be


With stalking Lovers basking in their eene,


And solitary ones who scan the sea,


Or list to vesper chimes of slumberous Trinity.



The operas performed in the first season of Italian opera in America
by the Garcia troupe in the Park Theater 1825-1826, were "Il Barbiere
di Siviglia," "Tancredi," "Il Turco in Italia," "La Cenerentola," and
"Semiramide" by Rossini; "Don Giovanni" by Mozart; "L'Amante astuto"
and "La Figlia del Aria" by Garcia.

CHAPTER II
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EARLY THEATERS, MANAGERS, AND SINGERS

The first opera house built in New York City opened its doors on
November 18, 1833, and was the home of Italian Opera for two seasons;
the second, built eleven years later, endured in the service for which
it was designed four years; the third, which marked as big an advance
on its immediate predecessor in comfort and elegance as the first had
marked on the ramshackle Park Theater described by Richard Grant White,
was the Astor Place Opera House, built in 1847, and the nominal home of
the precious exotic five years.

The Astor Place Opera House in its external appearance is familiar
enough to the memory of even young New Yorkers, though, unlike its
successor, the Academy of Music, at Fourteenth Street and Irving Place,
it did not long permit its tarnished glories to form the surroundings
of the spoken drama after the opera's departure. The Academy of Music
weathered the operatic tempests of almost an entire generation, counting
from its opening night, in 1854, to the last night on which Colonel J.
H. Mapleson was its lessee, in 1886, and omitting the expiring gasps
which the Italian entertainment made under Signor Angelo, in October,
1886, under Italo Campanini, in April, 1888, and the final short spasm
under the doughty Colonel in 1896. The first Italian Opera House (that
was its name) became the National Theater; the second, which was known
as Palmo's Opera House, when turned over to the spoken drama, became
Burton's Theater; the Astor Place Opera House became the Mercantile
Library. The Academy of Music is still known by that name, though it
is given over chiefly to melodrama, and the educational purpose which
existed in the minds of its creators was only a passing dream. The
Metropolitan Opera House has housed twenty-three regular seasons of
opera, though it has been in existence for twenty-five seasons. Once
the sequence of subscription seasons was interrupted by the damage done
to the theater by fire; once by the policy of its lessees, Abbey & Grau,
who thought that the public appetite for opera might be whetted by
enforced abstention. The Manhattan Opera House is too young to enter
into this study of opera houses, their genesis, growth, and decay, and
the houses which Mr. Oscar Hammerstein built before it in Harlem and in
West Thirty-Fourth Street, near Sixth Avenue, lived too brief a time in
operatic service to deserve more than mention.

I am at a loss for data from which to evolve a rule, as I should like to
do, governing the length of an opera house's existence in its original
estate as the home of grand opera.

The conditions which produce the need are too variable and also too
vague to be brought under the operation of any kind of law. At present
the growth of wealth, the increase in population, and with that
increase the rapid multiplication of persons desirous and able to enjoy
the privileges of social display would seem to be determining factors,
with the mounting costliness of the luxury as a deterrent. The last
illustration of the operation of the creative impulse based on the
growth of wealth and social ambition is found in the building of
the Metropolitan Opera House, Mr. Hammerstein's enterprise being
purely individual and speculative. The movement which produced the
Metropolitan Opera House marked the decay of the old Knickerbocker
régime, and its amalgamation with the newer order of society of a
quarter of a century ago. This social decay, if so it can be called
without offense, began—if Abram C. Dayton ("Last Days of Knickerbocker
Life in New York") is correct—about 1840, and culminated with the
Vanderbilt ball, in 1882, to which nearly all the leaders of the old
Knickerbocker aristocracy accepted invitations. "During the third
quarter of the nineteenth century," said The Sun's reviewer of Mr.
Dayton's book, "sagacious and far-sighted Knickerbockers began to
realize that as a caste they no longer possessed sufficient money to
sustain social ascendency, and that it behooved them to effect an
intimate alliance with the nouveaux riches." To this may be added that
when there were but two decades of the century left it was made plain
that the Academy of Music could by no possibility accommodate the two
classes of society, old and new, which had for a number of years been
steadily approaching each other.

There was an insufficiency of desirable boxes, and holders of seats
of fashion were unwilling to surrender them to the newcomers. So the
Metropolitan Opera House was built in 1883, and the vigor of the social
opposition, coupled with popular appreciation of the new spirit, which
came in with the German régime, gave the deathblow to the Academy, whose
loss to fashion was long deplored by the admirers of its fine acoustic
qualities and its effective architectural arrangements for the purposes
of display.

The period is not so remote that we cannot trace the influences of
fashion and society in the rise of the first Italian Opera House, if not
in its fall. The Park Theater was still a fashionable playhouse when
Garcia gave his season of Italian opera in it in 1825-26, but within a
decade thereafter the conditions so graphically described by Mr. White,
combined with new ambitions, which seem to have been inspired to a
large extent by Lorenzo Da Ponte, prompted a wish for a new theater:
one specially adapted to opera. The new entertainment was recognized
as a luxury, and it was no more than fitting that it be luxuriously
and elegantly housed. It will be necessary to account for the potent
influence of Da Ponte, who was only a superannuated poet and teacher of
Italian language and literature, and this I hope to do presently; for
the time being it is sufficient to say that it was he who persuaded the
rich and cultured citizens of New York to build the Italian Opera House,
which stood at the intersection of Church and Leonard streets. The
coming of Garcia had filled Da Ponte, then already seventy-six years
old, with dreams of a recrudescence of such activities as had been his
in connection with Italian Opera in Vienna and London. He made haste to
identify himself in an advisory capacity with the enterprise, persuaded
Garcia to include "Don Giovanni" in his list of operas, although this
necessitated the engagement of a singer not a member of the company, and
had already brought his niece, who was a singer, from Italy, and the
Italian composer Filippo Trajetta, from Philadelphia, when his dream
of a permanent opera, for which he should write librettos, his friend
compose music, and his niece sing, was dispelled by Garcia's departure
for Mexico, and his subsequent return to Europe. For the next five years
Da Ponte seems to have kept the waters of the operatic pool stirred, for
there is general recognition in the records of the fact that to him was
due the conception of the second experiment, although its execution
was left to another, who was neither an American nor an Italian, but a
Frenchman named Montressor. Like Garcia, he was his own tenor, which
fact must have eased him of some of the vexations of management, though
it added to its labors. We are told that Montressor succeeded in making
himself personally popular. He had an agreeable voice, a tolerable
style, and was favorably compared with Garcia, though this goes for
little, inasmuch as Garcia was past his prime when he came here. Among
his singers were Signorina Pedrotti, who created a great stir (though,
I fancy, this was largely because of her beauty and the fact that the
public, remembering the Signorina Garcia, wanted somebody to worship)
and a basso named Fornasari.

Signorina Pedrotti effected her entrance on October 17, in a new opera,
Mercadante's "Elisa e Claudio," which made the hit of the season,
largely because of the infatuation of the public for the new singer.
Mr. White gives us a description of her (from hearsay and the records)
in his article published in The Century Magazine, of March, 1882:

Not much has been said of her, for she had sung only in Lisbon and in
Bologna, and had little reputation. But she took musical New York off
its feet again. She had a fine mezzo-soprano voice, of sympathetic
quality; and although she was far from being a perfectly finished
vocalist, she had an impressive dramatic style and a presence and a
manner that enabled her to take possession of the stage. She was a
handsome woman—tall, nobly formed, with brilliant eyes and a face
full of expression. She carried the town by storm.

Like Malibran, and many another singer since, Fornasari made a fine
reputation here, and was afterward "discovered" in Europe, where he rose
to fame. He seems to have been of the tribe of lady-killers, of whom
every opera company has boasted at least one ever since opera became a
fashion—which is only another way of saying ever since it was invented.
But Fornasari had a noble voice, besides his mere physical attractions.
Mr. White, who saw him long years afterward, when he chanced to be
passing through New York on his way to Europe, describes him: He was
very tall; his head looked like that of a youthful Jove; dark hair in
flaky curls, an open, blazing eye; a nose just heroically curved; lips
strong, yet beautifully bowed; sweet and persuasive (one would think
that White got his description from some woman—what man ever before or
since was praised by a man for having a Cupid's bow mouth?), and withal
a large and easy grace of manner.

Montressor's season opened on October 6, 1832, at the Richmond Hill
Theater, which became respectable for the nonce, and collapsed
after thirty-five representations. The receipts for the season were
$25,603—let us say about half as much as a week's receipts at the
Metropolitan Opera House to-day. The operas given were Rossini's
"Cenerentola," "L'Italiana in Algeri"; Bellini's "Il Pirata," and
Mercadante's "Elisa e Claudio," the last winning the largest measure of
popularity. The chief good accomplished was the bringing to New York
from Europe of several excellent orchestral players, who, after the
failure of the enterprise, settled here, to the good of instrumental
music and the next undertaking.

Why men embark in operatic management, or, rather, why they continue in
it after they have failed, has always been an enigma. Once, pointing my
argument with excerpts from the story of all the managers in London,
from Handel's day down to the present, I tried to prove that the desire
to manage an opera company was a form of disease, finding admirable
support for my contention in the confession and conduct of that English
manager who got himself into Fleet Prison, and thence philosophically
urged not only that it served him right (since no man insane enough to
want to be an operatic impresario ought to be allowed at large), but
also that a jail was the only proper headquarters for a manager, since
there, at least, he was secure from the importunities of singers
and dancers. Lorenzo Da Ponte was, obviously, of the stuff of which
impresarios are made. Montressor's failure, for which he was in a degree
responsible (and which he discussed in two pamphlets which I found
twenty years ago in the library of the New York Historical Society),
persuaded him that the city's greatest need was an Italian opera house.
His powers of persuasion must have been great, for he succeeded in
bringing a body of citizens together who set the example which has been
followed several times since, and built the Italian Opera House at
Church and Leonard streets, on very much the same social and economic
lines as prevail at the Metropolitan Opera House to-day. European models
and European taste prevailed in the structure and its adornments. It was
the first theater in the United States which boasted a tier composed
exclusively of boxes. This was the second balcony. The parterre was
entered from the first balcony, a circumstance which redeemed it from
its old plebeian association as "the pit," in which it would have been
indecorous for ladies to sit. The seats in the parterre were mahogany
chairs upholstered in blue damask. The seats in the first balcony were
mahogany sofas similarly upholstered. The box fronts had a white ground,
with emblematic medallions, and octagonal panels of crimson, blue, and
gold. Blue silk curtains were caught up with gilt cord and tassels.
There was a chandelier of great splendor, which threw its light into a
dome enriched with pictures of the Muses, painted, like all the rest of
the interior, as well as the scenery, by artists specially brought over
for the purpose from Europe. The floors were carpeted. The price of
the boxes was $6,000 each, and subscribers might own them for a single
performance (evidently by arrangement with the owners) or the season.
Apropos of this, Mr. White tells a characteristic story:
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