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For my darling wife Nula, whose love for Verdi the man, as much as his music, was a constant inspiration.
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Giuseppe Verdi, the greatest of all Italian operatic composers and a patriotic advocate of Italian independence, was born a Frenchman. The village of Le Roncole, in the Po valley, where he was born, had been annexed by Napoleon a matter of months before his birth.


If his nationality at birth comes as a surprise, we might be no more certain of the date on which Verdi was born, nor of the house in which he was born. We might consider these facts to be beyond doubt – but Verdi himself disagrees with us.


The entry in the register of births, dated 12 October 1813, records Carlo Verdi reporting the birth of a son at eight o’clock in the evening of 10 October. The baptismal certificate is dated 11 October, and records that the baby was ‘born yesterday’.


Both official documents seem to agree, therefore, that the baby was born on 10 October 1813. Verdi himself, though, stated later in life that his mother always told him he was born at nine in the evening of 9 October 1814. Clearly exasperated at repeated requests for more information once he had achieved fame, he wrote to a local official, ‘Which of the dates is correct, I do not know, nor do I care to know.’1 He appears to have accepted later that the year was indeed 1813, but he stuck to the 9th as the date of his birth.


The confusion might have arisen because in old Italy (during the early nineteenth century before the country was unified) it was customary to count a new day as beginning at sunset. What was the evening of the 9th to Verdi’s mother could well be the start of the 10th to the authorities. Verdi himself was in no doubt. He took his mother’s word for it and throughout his life he celebrated his birthday on 9 October.


History has trusted the evidence of multiple official documents, rather than Verdi’s personal belief. International celebrations marked the bicentenary of his birth on 10 October 2013, with productions of his operas in the great opera houses of the world.


When it comes to identifying the house in which Verdi was born, there is similar confusion. His grandparents leased a grocery store and inn in the centre of Le Roncole. They traded in a wide range of goods – from coffee, cured meats and spices to wine and possibly brandy and liqueur as well. The entry in the birth register describes Verdi’s father as an innkeeper and his mother as a seamstress.


In time Carlo took over the business and the family retained the lease until 1830, when Verdi turned seventeen. The Church authorities, who owned the building, stipulated that the lessees were to occupy the house; it could not be sub-let. When the lease expired the family moved into the house that has come to be regarded as the composer’s birthplace and was destined to become a national monument. However, there is no documentary evidence that the Verdi family lived there any earlier than 1833.


Later in life, Verdi told family members that the house that even in his lifetime was preserved as his birthplace was not actually where he was born. He apparently added that the actual dwelling in which he was born had been burned down by Russians.


But the house his grandfather had leased had not been destroyed by fire; in fact parts of it are still standing to this day. And when foreign armies did march through Le Roncole, demolishing buildings as they went, there is no evidence that Russian soldiers were among them. The Verdi biographer Mary Jane Phillips-Matz, however, reports that it was a local legend in Le Roncole that several Russian soldiers had been killed by local people and buried at night at the roadside. As late as the 1960s, she writes, when a tree was weighed down with fruit, local farmers would say, ‘There’s a Russian buried there.’


Considerable uncertainty, then, about both the date on which Verdi was born and the house he was born in. I suspect that is what Verdi himself would have wanted.


I feel I have come to know Verdi well during the writing of this book. He was a man who rejected adulation, had a certain contempt for formality and officialdom, and was truly happy only when he was pursuing one of his two passions: agriculture and music. Even with music, it was only when he was in the process of composition that he was really at peace with himself. Whenever he had to deal with all the layers of authority involved in the staging of an opera, he reverted to his curmudgeonly self.


It seems to me entirely in character that he should take delight in casting doubt on apparently established facts or legends, particularly when people purported to know more about his early life than he himself did.*


So lovers of Verdi’s work can surely feel (almost) justified in celebrating his bicentenary on 10 October 2013, while visitors to the national monument that proclaims itself Verdi’s birthplace can be in (almost) no doubt that they are in the right place.
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In 1813, Le Roncole belonged to France. It was situated in the province of Parma, which was annexed to the First French Empire established by the newly crowned Emperor Napoleon. The man we know as Giuseppe Francesco Fortunino Verdi was born French and baptised Joseph Fortunin François.


A week later, Napoleon – still reeling from his disastrous invasion of Russia – suffered a devastating defeat at the Battle of Leipzig, fought over four days from 16 to 19 October 1813. Russia, Prussia, Austria and Sweden joined forces on the battlefield and outnumbered the French emperor.


Following this defeat, Napoleon was forced to abdicate and was exiled to the island of Elba. There followed an almost farcical exchange of territory as the victorious alliance sought to divest the French empire of land it had seized.


Not so farcical, though, for the people living in the area that matters most to our story. The province of Parma was overrun by troops of the anti-French alliance. On 11 February 1814 the French prefect who had been put in control of the city of Parma handed it over to the Austrians. Three days later French soldiers retook the city. Two weeks after that they lost it again. Not until after the Battle of Waterloo in June 1815 would the people of the province be able to call themselves Italian.


The whole province, including Le Roncole, was overrun with soldiers of the anti-French alliance. Boots trampled through the village while Carlo Verdi attempted to run his grocery store and tavern, and his wife Luigia nursed their newborn son.


Late in life, when Verdi was seventy years old, he gave an interview to a German writer, who described him pointing up at the old bell tower of the Church of San Michele Arcangelo (where he was baptised and played the organ as a boy), and telling his interviewer that his mother had hidden there, with him as a five-month-old babe in her arms, as soldiers brought terror to the village:




During this whole time, she hid herself up in the middle of the tower, which was reached by one single ladder, terrified that I with my cries could betray our hiding place. Luckily, though, I slept almost all the time, and when I awakened I smiled contentedly.2





We have only Verdi’s word for the story, recounted a lifetime later. It is certainly true that soldiers rampaged through Le Roncole, and perhaps it is not too fanciful to imagine Luigia scurrying the short distance to the church and taking refuge there.


I particularly like the last sentence. It is easy to imagine Verdi, an old man, famous throughout Europe, his eyes twinkling as he persuaded a German interviewer that his placid nature as a baby saved both him and his mother from certain death.


Let us not forget, though, that Verdi was not averse to gilding the lily. In old age he was more than ready to stress his humble and poverty-stricken childhood. He described himself as a simple peasant from Le Roncole, rough-hewn and ignorant, shoes slung round his shoulders to save wear on the leather.


In reality both sets of his grandparents were relatively well-off as grocers and innkeepers, and his father carried on the family tradition. Carlo Verdi leased just over forty acres of land around Le Roncole, and was frequently absent from home tending the land or buying provisions. They might not have been wealthy, but the family was certainly not as poor as Verdi later made out. Furthermore, both godparents to the new arrival owned property and land. Carlo’s younger brother Marco also ran a grocery store in Le Roncole. Between them, Verdi’s father and uncle had substantial holdings in and around the village.


Giuseppe was born to Carlo and Luigia Verdi after almost nine years of marriage. His birth fell just a day or two – depending on whether he was born on the 9th or 10th! – before the wedding of his uncle Marco.


There was thus a double celebration in Le Roncole with the two brothers throwing a lavish party to celebrate, attended by locals, friends and the clergy who had officiated at the wedding and the baptism.


It is said that one of Verdi’s godfathers hired a band of local musicians to play as the infant was taken back to the family home after he was baptised. We have no reason to doubt it. The future composer thus heard music for the first time at one (or two!) days old.


A second baby, a girl, was born to Carlo and Luigia Verdi on 20 March 1816, though you would be hard put to it to find much reference to her in biographies of her brother. He rarely spoke about her in later life, except to family members, and the earliest mention of her is in the first biographical sketch of Verdi, written by a boyhood friend of his by the name of Giuseppe Demaldè.


Demaldè uses the most general language, describing her as a ‘handsome girl, with excellent manners and beautiful hopes for the future’, and writes that there was a strong bond between brother and sister.3


Bizarrely the baptismal certificate refers to the baby as a ‘child of male sex’, given the names Giuseppe Francesco. This was corrected only on her death. She grew up as Giuseppa Francesca (Giuseppe and its female equivalent being traditional Verdi family names).


A later biographer, Carlo Gatti, suggests that Giuseppa was mentally disabled or incapacitated in some way, quoting his source as Verdi’s niece, whom he interviewed. There have been suggestions she suffered brain damage as a result of meningitis.


Certainly her life was a short one, and we know almost nothing about it. Her death at the age of seventeen robbed Verdi of his only sibling, at a time in his young life when he needed as much support from family and friends as he could get.


But that lies in the future.


[image: Illustration]


Giuseppe Verdi – ‘Peppino’ to his family – could hardly be said to have been born either in the right place or at the right time for a future career in music. Or, indeed, into the right family.


There is no suggestion of any musical talent in the Verdi family in immediate or preceding generations. An ancestor of Verdi’s mother married a niece of the composer Alessandro Scarlatti, but there is no direct line to Verdi. If the boy were to develop a gift for music, it would not be down to genetic inheritance.


As to time and place, neither were particularly propitious to a burgeoning musical talent. Music was largely the preserve of the aristocracy. Composers relied on patronage and commission. That was how Mozart made a living, and if Beethoven was breaking away from that tradition, he was still prepared to compose for money when the opportunity arose.


It was largely thanks to great musical names such as Mozart and Beethoven, Haydn and Bach, that the geographical focus of musical excellence lay primarily north of the Alps. Vienna was indisputably the musical capital of Europe. Salzburg, the birthplace of Mozart; Bonn, the birthplace of Beethoven; Munich, Augsburg, Mannheim, Leipzig, Dresden, and numerous other cities, mainly in German principalities, were the places where music flourished, with resident orchestras and a wealth of players.


In one musical genre, though, Italy outshone them all. Opera. No other country could match names such as Bellini, Donizetti, Cherubini, Rossini. Just as so many German towns and cities had their resident orchestra, so any Italian city worth its salt had an opera house, or at least a theatre where opera was regularly performed.


It was no accident that when Leopold Mozart wanted his son Wolfgang to win commissions to compose opera, he brought him to Italy. Together father and son toured the country no fewer than three times, performing from Milan in the north to Naples in the south, and sundry points in between.


This was the one point that would seem to be very much to Verdi’s advantage – a future composer of opera born in the country that was the home of opera. In addition, the Po valley lay conveniently between two cities that could boast a fine operatic tradition.


Milan, around seventy miles to the north-west of Le Roncole, had had an opera house since 1778. La Scala remains to this day the most prestigious opera house in Italy. Just twenty or so miles to the southeast, Parma – known as the Athens of Italy – had its own theatre dating back more than a hundred years, which would be rebuilt as an opera house in the mid-nineteenth century.


Though both opera houses would go on to play a large part in Verdi’s life, neither was of much concern to the residents of Le Roncole. Milan was a full day’s coach ride away, Parma a journey of several hours. Neither company felt the need to send its singers out to perform in remote towns and villages. It is safe to say the residents of Le Roncole had never heard the work of Italy’s great operatic composers.


Music existed, though, as we saw with the local band accompanying the newly baptised infant back to the family tavern. And growing up in a tavern exposed the boy to all forms of local music, from folk songs to fiddlers.*


Describing his childhood, Verdi himself spoke of being in ecstasy when he heard an itinerant musician playing in Le Roncole. His mother told a friend that when her son heard the sound of a hand-organ, he pestered her until she let him go outside and stand near it. Demaldè recalled that his friend was hypnotised by the sound of any musical instrument.


In later years Verdi’s relationship with his parents was not always good, and he would describe his childhood as difficult, spent in poverty and obscurity. But his parents in fact deserve more credit than that.


“Verdi spoke of being in ecstasy when he heard an itinerant musician playing in Le Roncole.”


Carlo Verdi was determined his son should have a good education. He hired a local schoolmaster to teach Peppino Latin and Italian privately when the boy was just four – further evidence his parents were not as poor, nor his childhood as poverty-stricken, as Verdi was later to claim.


At the age of six, Peppino was enrolled in the village school, which was run by the same teacher who had taught him privately. By a fortunate coincidence, for which the world can be forever grateful, this schoolmaster, an aged gentleman by the name of Pietro Baistrocchi, was also the organist at the Church of San Michele.


In a further stroke of good fortune, Baistrocchi recognised Peppino as a clever and intelligent boy, and was keen to encourage him in whatever pursuit took his interest. It is therefore almost certainly thanks to Baistrocchi that when Peppino expressed a desire to play the church organ at San Michele, Baistrocchi allowed him to do so.


We have no direct evidence of it, but we can safely assume Baistrocchi was hugely impressed, and reported the fact to Peppino’s parents, because they then did something quite remarkable.


They acquired a spinet, a small keyboard instrument, for their eight-year-old son. It is possible they bought it, or borrowed it on some sort of long-term loan, from Baistrocchi, who at an advanced age and in ill health no longer played it and wanted to see it put to good use.


It was a beautiful instrument. A keyboard of four octaves set in a wide wooden case. Now we have, for the first time, direct evidence of just what a skilful keyboard player young Peppino was. The spinet needed restoring. This was undertaken by one Stefano Cavaletti, who left an inscription inside stating that




I, Stefano Cavaletti, have remade these keys and leather jacks and have adapted the pedals that I added as a gift; just as I have remade the keys free of charge, seeing the aptitude shown by the young Giuseppe Verdi for learning to play this instrument, which for me is payment enough. Anno Domini 1821.4





Verdi himself said later in life he did his first lessons on the spinet, that he appreciated the sacrifice his parents made to acquire it for him, and that having it made him ‘happier than a king’.5


This spinet became Giuseppe Verdi’s most treasured possession. It stayed with him for the rest of his life. It had pride of place in his home, and is today in the Verdi room of the La Scala museum.


Young Peppino was now clearly recognised in his own village as a boy of remarkable musical talent. It is no surprise that Baistrocchi allowed the boy to assist him in church services, playing the organ, singing in the choir and possibly even coaching the singers.* Soon he was playing alone for Sunday service in Baistrocchi’s absence.


It was during this time that a notorious incident occurred, which has become part of Verdi legend. It is a riveting story and throws light on Verdi the man. Throughout his life Verdi was sceptical of religion. His wife described him as an atheist, and he had a lifelong and overt antipathy towards priests.


It is possible the seed for that was sown in the Church of San Michele, packed for Sunday Mass. Peppino, aged around seven, was not at the organ, but assisting the priest, one Don Giacomo Masini. At a crucial point in the service, listening intently to the music coming from the organ loft, he failed to hear Masini calling for the water and wine to be passed to him.


Masini, angry that the boy was not paying attention, gave him a swift kick. Peppino lost his balance and fell down the altar steps. Humiliated in front of the congregation, he gave back as good as he got.


‘Dio t’manda na sajetta!’ (‘May God strike you with lightning!’) he shouted at the priest.


God was clearly listening. Eight years later Peppino was due to sing in the choir at Le Roncole’s other church, La Madonna dei Prati, at half-past three in the afternoon on the Sunday of the Feast of the Nativity of the Virgin.


On his way across the fields, he called in on friends, possibly for lunch. While he was there, a violent storm blew up, of the kind local people were used to on the open plain of the Po valley.


He arrived at the church to find his nemesis, Don Masini, sitting outside, his thumb pressed against his nose as if he was taking snuff. But his face was blackened and terrifying. God had indeed struck him with lightning.


The event was a local tragedy. Lightning killed four priests, two members of the choir, a mare, a dog and a puppy, and there was widespread mourning, as well as prayers to the Holy Virgin imploring her protection from storms, hail, lightning and earthquakes.


The only source we have for the tale (apart from the deaths from lightning, which were documented) is Giuseppe Verdi himself. But the story of how he was humiliated in church and cursed the priest is one he would tell for the rest of his life.


One can imagine friends and relatives at Sant’Agata, the villa that was his refuge for half a century, settling back with fixed grins on their faces as the famous composer, in old age, would regale them once again with ‘Have I told you about the time I cursed the priest . . .?’, almost certainly ending the story with ‘Just imagine if I had not stopped off to see friends. I would have been outside the church when the lightning struck.’ In which case the history of music would have been rather different.


By the time Peppino reached the age of ten, he had outgrown the village in which he had been born. It was evident to all that in one area, at least, he had an ability that no one, trained musicians even, could match.


Credit is due to his father for recognising that his son needed further education, and for being prepared to lay out funds to pay for it. As Mary Jane Phillips-Matz has pointed out, Carlo could quite easily have put Peppino into one of the fields as a labourer, or used him as an extra pair of hands in the tavern. This was a time when very few children even attended school and most country people were illiterate. It once again suggests that when Verdi later described his childhood as being spent in ‘poverty and obscurity’ and his youth as ‘very hard’, he was guilty of a certain amount of exaggeration.


In 1823, at the age of ten, Giuseppe Verdi was sent away from home to be educated in the town of Busseto. It was, as things would turn out, the best possible development that could have happened to him.





__________


* Quite extraordinarily, as we shall see, in later life he misremembered the dates – wilfully or otherwise – of the tragic events that were to befall him as a young man.


* A decade earlier, and to the north, another future musician, Johann Strauss the Elder, was hearing music in the same way in his father’s tavern on the banks of the Danube Canal in Vienna.


* Echoes of the young Beethoven, who at the age of thirteen was appointed assistant court organist to his teacher Gottlob Neefe.
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Giuseppe Verdi was a rather withdrawn, isolated boy, lost in his own world. We know this because many of his contemporaries were keen to offer their assessment of him once he achieved fame. Consider this description:




[He was] quiet, all closed within himself, sober of face and gesture, a boy who kept apart from happy, loud gangs of companions, preferring to stay near his mother or alone in the house. There lingered about him an air of authority; and even when he was a boy, the other children pointed him out as someone different from the rest of them; and they admired him in a certain way.





This description came from boys who knew him as a schoolmate, offering their opinions many decades later, when the man they had known as a child was universally admired. Their opinions obviously benefited from hindsight. But such a vivid description offers a real insight into the character of this young musical prodigy.


We can clearly picture a boy who kept himself apart, who did not join in with other youths of his age in schoolboy pranks and games. While the others were letting off steam, Giuseppe no doubt preferred to go to San Michele and practise the organ. There was a separateness there, a seriousness that set him apart.


No doubt the boy was joshed by his schoolmates, until they attended Sunday Mass and witnessed for themselves what he was capable of on the organ. Small wonder they ‘admired’ him. One can imagine them giving him something of a wide berth. ‘Different from us,’ they might well have said. Giuseppe must have been aware of this, and so the apartness would have grown still more marked.


We can imagine a shy, reticent boy, at the age of ten – at the time his life was about to change – blessed with an extraordinary talent that marked him out as different but that at the same time confined him to his own world.


If Giuseppe felt any trepidation at being about to leave his family, and the village he had been born in, perhaps he also felt some relief that he could now indulge his ‘differentness’. He knew he was unlike those he had grown up with. Time to spread those musical wings.


The town of Busseto lies just three miles from Le Roncole but it seems a world away, now as it did in Verdi’s time. Situated between the bustling cultural centres of Milan and Parma, it might easily have been squashed into insignificance. But since the Middle Ages it has boasted a tradition of art, music, literature, philosophy and architecture.


When Carlo Verdi decided his son needed to further his education away from Le Roncole, no discussion was necessary as to where that should be. Busseto was the obvious choice. Apart from its tradition of culture and learning, it lies less than an hour’s walk from Le Roncole.


Shortly before Giuseppe left Le Roncole, his early teacher and benefactor Baistrocchi had died. Giuseppe was his natural successor as organist at San Michele. This necessitated playing at Sunday Mass, and he would be able to make the journey home to Le Roncole easily each weekend without the cost of transport.


Later in life Verdi would complain about this. Pleased though he may have been to get away from the confines of Le Roncole, he nevertheless was having to study away from home, lonely enough in itself, but added to this was the fact that when he should have been concentrating on his studies he had to make the arduous trek to Le Roncole every weekend to perform his church duties.


He told an interviewer many years later that on one occasion, on a winter’s day in frost and snow, he fell into a deep ditch, ‘where I would probably have drowned if a peasant woman on the path had not heard my cries and pulled me out’.6 There could well be some truth in this, though I suspect those twinkling eyes might have betrayed a certain embellishment in the telling.


Giuseppe moved into lodgings with a few worldly goods and his beloved spinet. He enrolled in the local school for boys, the ginnasio, and there encountered the first of three men in Busseto who were to have the most profound effect on him.


The school was run by Don Pietro Seletti, who ensured Giuseppe received instruction in Italian grammar, Latin, humanities and rhetoric. Seletti was something of a polymath. He had written academic works on Greek and Hebrew, was a historian and astronomer, ran the well-stocked local library, and would go on to found an academy of Greek language and literature.


“He was no longer Peppino; he was Verdi the musician, keyboard virtuoso and composer.”


But of more relevance is the fact that Don Seletti was an amateur musician who played the viola in the local church orchestra. His initial inclination was to steer Giuseppe towards the priesthood. It was not long, though, before the boy demonstrated where his talent lay, and Seletti had the good judgement to realise the nature of his true vocation.


Through Seletti, Giuseppe was brought to the attention of Ferdinando Provesi, organist at the Church of San Bartolomeo, and director of Busseto’s music school. Provesi was a highly talented musician, a composer of operas, Masses, symphonies, songs and cantatas. Young Giuseppe Verdi could not have fallen more firmly on his feet.


It was not long before Giuseppe was actually teaching his fellow pupils. If there were any lingering doubt as to just how talented the boy was, it was dramatically dispelled when an elderly gentleman engaged to play at a special church service withdrew.


Seletti, clearly confident of the boy’s abilities, asked Giuseppe to take his place. He played with such virtuosity that all those present were stunned. Afterwards Seletti asked Giuseppe whose music he had played. Giuseppe, blushing, replied, ‘My own, Signor Maestro. I just played it as it came to me.’7


It was Giuseppe Verdi’s first public performance in Busseto. He was no more than thirteen years of age.


He also began to compose around this time, and compose prolifically. In a letter written many decades later, he stated that:




From my thirteenth to my eighteenth year . . . I wrote a wide variety of music, marches by the hundred for the band, perhaps hundreds of little works to be played in church, in the theatre, and in private concerts; many serenades, cantatas (arias, duets, many trios), and several religious compositions, of which I remember only a Stabat Mater.8





Given that few of these ‘hundreds’ of pieces have survived, we can assume a degree of exaggeration on Giuseppe’s part. But the fact remains: in his teenage years he was not only performing music, he was writing it as well.


A year or so after that first public performance, he made his debut as a composer. He wrote an overture for Rossini’s Il barbiere di Siviglia, which was performed by an opera company visiting Busseto. The audience was enraptured. Applause and ovations were ‘long and extremely noisy’.9


Small wonder that before he reached the age of twenty, he was renowned in all quarters of the highly cultured and sophisticated town of Busseto as a young man of quite exceptional musical talent. He was no longer Peppino; he was Verdi the musician, keyboard virtuoso and composer.


Busseto boasted its own Philharmonic Society, in which Provesi was a leading light. Through Provesi, Giuseppe Verdi became involved with the Society. One of the venues in which the Society’s orchestra performed was the salon of a handsome town house owned by one of the leading citizens of Busseto, Antonio Barezzi.


We do not know exactly when and how Verdi met Barezzi, though we can safely assume it was at a musical performance in Barezzi’s house. The relationship he would develop with the older man would alter the course of his life.
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A portrait of Antonio Barezzi painted ten years after his death shows a formally dressed man in old age, wearing a black bow-tie, a starched white dress shirt with studs, a low-cut waistcoat sporting a gold watch chain, and a black evening suit. He has immaculately combed grey hair, parted on the left, an elaborate and perfectly coiffed moustache, heavy eyebrows, dark eyes and a serious unsmiling expression.


Barezzi was a wholesale grocer and distiller, and had grown wealthy on the success of his business. Of the utmost significance to the young Verdi, he was also dedicated to music. He was competent on several instruments, among them the flute, clarinet and ophicleide (a forerunner of the tuba). Demaldè described him as a ‘manic dilettante’ of music.


Barezzi played in the orchestra of the Philharmonic Society, as well as making his salon available for rehearsals and performances. It was inevitable that he would sooner or later meet the young musician who was making such a name for himself in Busseto. Inevitable, too, that Verdi would meet Barezzi’s eldest daughter, Margherita, a fine singer who was seven months younger than him. It was not long before he began to teach her, accompanying her on the piano.


Nor was it long before a mutual attraction developed. His friend Demaldè wrote later that such was Verdi’s shyness in front of other people that no one realised he and Margherita had fallen in love. It would be some time, though, before the romance was allowed to flourish, and a number of setbacks would have to be overcome first.


Verdi’s natural shyness was compounded by a fierce independence of spirit, something that would mark him out throughout his life. In Busseto he was the country boy, the outsider. Beyond his talent for music, there was little about him to attract attention. He moved in a very small circle of boys of his own age, and with the exception of Demaldè, who would be the first to write an (unfinished) biography, his ‘apartness’ prevented any really close friendships from developing.


One quality Verdi most certainly did not lack: confidence in his own musical ability. Perhaps to distance himself from the people of Busseto, perhaps to prove to them his worth, he applied for the post of organist at a church in a small town close to Le Roncole. He was sixteen years of age. He was turned down. It must have been a huge blow to his self-esteem, but it was nothing compared to what lay ahead.


Just a few months later he received the devastating news that his father, who had failed to keep up the rent on the family home and lands in Le Roncole, was to be forcibly evicted with his wife and daughter. Carlo Verdi had overstretched himself, and was already in arrears when he renewed the lease.


His petition to remain, and his promises to clear the debt, fell on deaf ears – the deaf ears of the local bishop to be precise, who prevailed on the court to issue an eviction order. On 11 November 1830 the Verdi family moved out of the house they had lived in for nearly forty years – the probable birthplace of their son – and took up a tenancy in the tavern that today claims that distinction.


At this point Antonio Barezzi became more than just an admirer of the young musician; he became Verdi’s protector and benefactor. He took Giuseppe Verdi into his own house and gave him a room. This marked the beginning of a relationship that both individuals would treasure, Verdi expressing his gratitude to the older man until his dying day.


Barezzi gave Verdi a comfortable and spacious bedroom-cum-sitting room off the landing on the first floor of the house, with a bed at one end, and a sofa, two armchairs and several upright chairs at the other. The window was hung with heavy curtains, and the walls covered with French paper. On the plaster over the door Verdi himself wrote, ‘G. Verdi’.*


I have seen it written that neither Barezzi nor his wife were aware of the mutual attraction that had developed between their daughter and the young musician, but that is surely not credible. It is more likely that not only were they aware of it but that they did little to discourage the two young people. Barezzi, with his passion for music, might even then have been eyeing up Verdi as a potential son-in-law.


For the immediate future, though, Barezzi had other plans. He could see better than most that Verdi, now eighteen years of age, had outgrown Busseto. There was nothing in the town for the young man to aspire to. Barezzi knew that there was only one path for this remarkably talented musician to take. He needed to go to the cultural capital of northern Italy, Milan, and study at the Milan Conservatory.


No doubt encouraged by Barezzi, Verdi’s father applied to a charitable institution in Busseto for a four-year scholarship for his son to study music in Milan. When it seemed as if the application would fail, it was Barezzi’s agreement to subsidise the first year that probably did the trick. Once again Verdi had reason to be grateful to his benefactor. All that lay between Verdi and the conservatory was the entrance exam; with his innate musical talent that would be a formality.


Giuseppe Verdi, approaching his nineteenth birthday, was about to leave the town where he had lived for almost ten years. The big city awaited him. This, surely, was where his extraordinary musical talent would be discovered, encouraged and nurtured; where he could attend opera at La Scala and meet those with influence in the world of music. He would fit into the milieu there with far more ease than he ever had done in Busseto.


But that was not how it was to be. Things were to go wrong for him from the start.





__________


* The room was preserved in its original state well into the 1960s.
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Milan in 1832 was still for the most part a medieval city. It was enclosed by a series of walls, with gates set into them, unchanged since the Middle Ages. Medieval houses stood alongside Roman ruins.


There was another side to the city, though. Austrian rule, which still continued in northern Italy, had left its mark. Ornate buildings bearing coats of arms, with wrought-iron balconies and inner courtyards with fountains, created enclaves for the wealthy. These mansions boasted salons. Newly wealthy Milanese, growing rich on the boom in trade that followed the collapse of the Napoleonic empire, patronised artists, writers, musicians, as the aristocracy in Vienna had done for decades past.


Fashion was as important to Milan two centuries ago as it is today. Wives of wealthy merchants competed to hold the best salons, dressed in the latest styles. Milan was emerging from years of war and occupation, and was beginning to rival Paris and even London.


Everywhere there was noise: street vendors shouting their wares, carriage wheels and horses’ hooves clattering on cobbles, and the sound of bells. Churches, monasteries and convents stood on almost every street.


In one important respect Milan was unrivalled throughout Italy. It housed the opera house of La Scala, which had stood for more than half a century and was able to seat upwards of three thousand people. Such was the natural love of Italian audiences for opera that La Scala had become Europe’s pre-eminent operatic venue very soon after it was built.


Six tiers of boxes accommodated the aristocrats and the wealthy. But standing below them and seated above them were the true opera aficionados, ready to make their opinions known swiftly and decisively. From that time to this, reputations have been made and lost on the stage of La Scala.


It is easy to imagine Verdi standing and gazing at the building that would go on to play such a large part in his life. But there were plenty of hurdles ahead for an eighteen-year-old boy from the provinces who had yet to impress anyone in the big city.


In order to make the journey to Milan, Verdi had been issued with his first passport. It described him as having chestnut-brown hair, grey eyes, a high forehead, black eyebrows, an aquiline nose, a small mouth, a thick beard and pock-marks.* His profession is given as ‘studente di musica’.


Lodgings had been found for him in the home of a Bussetan, Giuseppe Seletti, the nephew of Verdi’s first schoolteacher in Busseto. It was an unfortunate choice. Seletti took an instant dislike to the teenager. There was a rumour at the time that he might have lent Verdi’s father money and the debt remained outstanding. He was known as a prickly character, and the likelihood is he simply resented having this young man foisted on him.


Verdi’s first task was to apply for entry to the Milan Conservatory. Once he was established as a student, his time would be fully taken up with study – best for him, and best too for his landlord.


As soon as he could Verdi formally applied for a place at the conservatory. In his application he acknowledged that at eighteen he was four years over the age limit, but asked that his musical talent be judged sufficient to allow him a dispensation.


On a hot day in late June, Verdi appeared before a panel of four: the head of the conservatory, and professors of composition, violin and piano. He presented some of his own compositions, and performed a well-known piano piece by a Viennese composer. In the second part of the exam he composed a four-part fugue.


A week later he was told he had failed. In the first place he held his hands incorrectly over the keyboard, and at the age of nearly nineteen that would be difficult to correct. Although his compositions showed some merit, the professor of composition expressed the opinion that Verdi would turn out to be a ‘mediocrity’. The word was underlined in the report.


It was the most devastating blow. Verdi’s confidence in himself as a musician, specifically as a composer, was irreparably damaged. That is not an exaggeration, because Verdi never got over it. He kept the letter of rejection on his desk at Sant’Agata for the rest of his life. Across the envelope he had scrawled, ‘In the year 1832 22 June Giuseppe Verdi’s request to be admitted to the Milan Conservatory was rejected.’


Sixty-five years later he reacted with fury when it was proposed that the Milan Conservatory should be named after him.†


Perhaps the rejection was something of a blessing in disguise. Had Verdi been accepted, he would have had to wear a uniform, conform to rules and regulations, and spend all his time within the walls of the conservatory.


He might have emerged a thoroughly competent musician, but if he was to write opera – the creative seeds of which were soon to take root – then he needed to learn about more than just music. He needed to experience life.


That he was about to do with some gusto.
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It was recommended by the conservatory that Verdi should take private music lessons, and this he began to do with a certain Vincenzo Lavigna, whose name they suggested. They at least got that right.


Lavigna was a composer of opera and had himself enjoyed recent success at La Scala. Now in his mid-fifties, he had decided to turn to teaching. Verdi could not have asked for a better teacher, nor Lavigna a better student.


Lavigna belonged to a vanishing world. He had been in the music business all his adult life, had seen musicians come and go, and knew the music scene in Milan. And he enjoyed passing on his knowledge to a younger man, a younger man with obvious musical talent.


The first thing Lavigna did was to ask to see some of his pupil’s compositions. He professed himself impressed. Later he was to say he found it quite unbelievable that Verdi had been refused entry to the Milan Conservatory.


Within a short time Lavigna realised that Verdi was exceptionally gifted, and did all he could to encourage him. It was exactly what the young musician needed to restore his battered confidence.


Lavigna arranged for Verdi to have a subscription to La Scala, and enrolled him at a music library so that he could bring scores home. Together teacher and pupil would study them. Often Lavigna would invite luminaries from the musical world to come to his home, where the talk was of music and theatre.


Verdi was immersed in a world he wanted so much to become a part of, meeting a wide spectrum of personalities from musicians to singers, writers, agents and impresarios. No wonder that, to the end of his life, Verdi talked fondly of the older man whom he credited with giving him his first real introduction to the world of music.


As for his introduction to the world outside music, which as a young man on the brink of his twenties Verdi was more than ready for, he began to indulge himself in a way he would not have been able to had he been a student at the conservatory.


Artistic life revolved around La Scala, which itself was a stone’s throw from the cathedral, the other main attraction in the centre of the city. Between the two a new galleria of fashionable shops had opened. Cafés, restaurants, bookshops abounded. Musicians who befriended Verdi at Lavigna’s showed him the sights, took him out to eat and drink, accompanied him to the opera house and concerts.


The boy from the sticks, rejected by the conservatory, was being educated in big-city life, artistic and social. He was indulging himself, and loving it. In February 1834, in the galleria just a few paces from La Scala, a tumultuous masked ball was held. Six thousand people joined in, elaborately dressed and wearing masks. Thousands of lanterns lit the walkways. Men and women caroused and flirted. Venice had come to Milan. The festivities went on all night, ending at eight the next morning.


“I found him rude, uncivil, proud, and acting like a scoundrel in my house.”


Giuseppe Seletti on Verdi.


It is inconceivable that young Verdi and his musical friends did not partake of what was on offer – which was most certainly not to his landlord’s liking. It was now that Seletti allowed his resentment of the young man he was housing to bubble over. On 22 June 1834, two years to the day since Verdi’s rejection by the conservatory, Seletti sat down to write a letter to Antonio Barezzi, Verdi’s benefactor back in Busseto.


It is a quite extraordinary letter, full of venom and bile. Could Verdi really have merited Seletti’s character assassination, because that is what it is? It is worth quoting at length:




You, who live with the delusion that Verdi is another Rossini, will be mortified to hear me speak of him in these terms; but you must understand that being a good musician does not make him an honest man; and even if Verdi were to turn out a thousand times better than Rossini himself, I would still say that I found him rude, uncivil, proud, and acting like a scoundrel in my house. I write this to you because he is not yet your son-in-law; and when he becomes that, I will keep my mouth shut rather than lie to you about him . . . I cannot tell you how much damage he has done to my family, because it is [too indecent] to write about . . . Don’t ever speak to me again about Verdi, nor ask me to do anything for him. Just his name alone is too disgusting to me. I pray to God that I may forget him for ever.





Rude, uncivil, proud, a scoundrel and dishonest. Something had set Seletti off, and we can guess what it was. Seletti had a daughter, Dorina, with whom Verdi was deliberately and publicly flirting. He even went so far as to take Dorina back to Busseto with him and flaunt her, when everybody knew he was all but engaged to Margherita.


That one incident aside, there were mitigating circumstances for Verdi’s behaviour. Still smarting from the conservatory’s rejection, the following year he received dreadful news from home. His sister Giuseppa, about whom we know so little, had died at the age of just seventeen.


News also reached him from Busseto of the death of his old benefactor and teacher Provesi. He was Provesi’s natural successor as organist and music director in Busseto, but still in the midst of his musical studies he was not ready. It was too early.


“Verdi had acquired a taste for life in Milan. He saw his future there, not in the provincial town of Busseto.”


I suspect, though Verdi never actually said so, that he was not overly disappointed when the post of Provesi’s successor went to someone else. He was in Milan, the cultural and musical capital of northern Italy, and just now, unexpectedly, he was about to make his mark.


Through Lavigna he learned that a local music society was planning to perform Haydn’s late oratorio The Creation. Lavigna suggested he go along to rehearsals to gain experience.


As he recounted many years later to a French biographer, the keyboard accompanist was absent on a crucial day, and he offered to step in. So successful was he that he was asked to direct the chorus and accompany on the keyboard for the actual performance. The performance itself met with such an enthusiastic reception that it was repeated, this time in one of the grand salons of the aristocracy, in front of the cream of society.10 Verdi’s name was now known in extremely high places.


More importantly for the history of music, Verdi was commissioned to write an opera. But what should have been a fairy-tale beginning to the illustrious career that we know was soon to come in fact fizzled out. Verdi was dissatisfied with the libretto he was given, entitled Rocester. He toyed with it for some time, eventually abandoning it.


However, he was also commissioned to compose a cantata in honour of the Austrian emperor, which received a performance in the palace of a Milanese count. Verdi now most definitely had acquired a taste for life in Milan. He saw his future there, not in the provincial town of Busseto, which he had never liked anyway.


Unfortunately for him, that was not the way Busseto saw it, and in particular his supporter and benefactor Antonio Barezzi. Barezzi had been bankrolling Verdi all the time he was in Milan, and now he put his foot down.


Barezzi wanted Verdi to return to Busseto, where he and a number of musical colleagues were prepared to challenge the appointment of Provesi’s successor, on the grounds that he had been selected without being examined, and without Verdi being allowed to compete for the post.


Verdi had no choice but to return to Busseto and do as he was told. He was nowhere near ready to support himself in Milan. He needed gainful employment. That was more likely to come in Busseto than in Milan.


Once Barezzi and his colleagues launched their challenge, all hell broke loose in Busseto. That is no exaggeration. The town was split down the middle, with one half supporting Verdi, the other his rival Giovanni Ferrari. There were arguments, vitriol was flung, and so were fists. There were actual fights in the streets between the two factions. The people of Busseto took their music seriously.


Verdi went through the motions, but it has to be said that he did little to advance his own cause. He made it clear to anyone who would listen that he disliked the town, and had no wish to stay there any longer than was necessary.


He also formalised his relationship with Margherita Barezzi, telling her that he would marry her and they would move to Milan together as soon as the opportunity presented itself. She, taking her lead from him, left her father in no doubt that her future lay with Giuseppe Verdi in Milan.


Poor Barezzi must have wondered why he ever took on young Verdi in the first place. He had harboured two clear desires for the musical prodigy: that he should bring musical glory to Busseto, and that he should become his son-in-law. It now looked as if he could not have both. Which of the two he would have preferred, had he been given the choice of only one, we cannot know. What we do know, with the benefit of hindsight, is that in the long run he would regret nothing.


Months dragged by. It was only when Verdi announced – probably with a certain element of bluff – that he was applying for a post in Monza, seventy miles north east of Milan, that things began to happen.


A classic compromise was found. Ferrari was allowed to retain the post of organist; that of music director was thrown open to competition, as had been originally agreed. Ferrari decided to save face by not even applying. Verdi duly got the job. He did not just get the job; he stunned his examiner, who declared he was a good enough musician to be a maestro in Paris or London.


At last Verdi had status in the musical world. He had secured an appointment he did not want in a town he did not like. What is more, he was tied to a nine-year contract. That was a considerable commitment, and not one he had any intention of fulfilling.


Busseto, and Barezzi, must have thought they had finally secured the long-term services of their most talented young musician. Verdi had other ideas, but for the time being he kept them to himself.


What his contract did ensure, though, was a steady, if modest, income, and that allowed him to become a married man. On 4 May 1836, Margherita’s birthday, Giuseppe Verdi, maestro di musica, married Margherita Barezzi. He was twenty-two; she was one year younger. Verdi’s father Carlo was at the ceremony, along with Margherita’s parents, but his mother was too ill to attend.


Barezzi threw a lavish party at his house opposite the town square in Busseto, attended by the entire Philharmonic Society, with the newlyweds seated at the head of the table.
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