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Introduction




In a letter published in The Times (London) on 8 April 1853, a gentleman signing himself ‘C.T.’ reported that he had been refused admission to the Royal Italian Opera, Covent Garden, ‘because the cut of my dress coat was not what it ought to be according to the ideas of the doorkeeper’. With scarcely disguised indignation, he goes on to say:




I put on my evening suit, with clean linen and everything necessary to have admitted me to any resort of ladies and gentlemen… and according to respectable witnesses at the door (who tendered me their assistance if I would bring forward the case) there could be no objection to it.





After protesting for twenty minutes or so (‘and finding all expostulation in vain’), C.T. agreed to leave, retrieved his coat and went round to the box office to ask for the seven shillings he had paid for his ticket. Here, ‘the same person who sold it to me refused to refund the money, on the ground that it had been accounted for to the Theatre.’ Meanwhile, he noticed several people entering the theatre ‘in frock coats and great coats, and others positively dirty’. ‘To my certain knowledge,’ he says, the attire he wore that evening would have gained him admission ‘to any part of any opera house’ between London and Naples. ‘I returned home,’ reports C.T. deeply disgruntled, ‘without seeing Masaniello.’


That was not the end of the story, for the next day he confronted the manager of the Covent Garden theatre, Frederick Gye, asking for his seven shillings, plus a further five for cab hire. Mr Gye, he reports, ‘again referred me to the ticket office, although he could not object to my coat’.


‘What redress is there, Sir,’ asks our correspondent in a final flourish, ‘but the County Court, where I shall, perhaps, obtain my own after loss of time and temper?’


*


Many books about the history of opera concentrate on the traditional trio of composers, works and performers. My shelves – like those of every opera lover – are packed with them (and a quick glance at the Notes will reveal how indebted I am to some of the best). But in addition to being an art form, opera has always been a social, economic and political phenomenon, and elements of each lie between the lines of that indignant letter. The appropriate dress code, the price of a ticket, the behaviour of fellow audience members, the supposed omni-competence of a beleaguered manager, the threat of legal action – all are part of the story. Then there is the work C.T. never got to see. Auber’s Masaniello (or La Muette de Portici) is a stirring piece about a Neapolitan political uprising; when performed in Brussels in 1830 it was said to have aroused local patriotism to such a pitch as to have contributed directly to the achievement of Belgian independence. In The Gilded Stage,we explore the broader context in which opera has been created, financed, produced, received and perceived. It is not the operatic stage itself and what goes on within its gilded confines that we concentrate on. Here, our focus is as much on the demand as the supply, not just the production of opera but also its consumption: the many chains of connection linking opera houses and impresarios, monarchs and money makers, art, artists and audiences.


Sometimes, I am tempted to start a campaign to abolish the word opera altogether. After all, it simply means a work. But for many it has become heavily loaded with resonances of grandeur, wealth and ‘elitism’ (another word I would like to banish). In my campaign I suspect I would have the ghosts of some of the greatest composers on my side. Monteverdi called Orfeo, first performed just over 400 years ago,a Favola in musica: a fable set to music. So far as I know, nobody at the time used the word opera to describe an art form that, in effect, was an attempt to combine all the arts, as the ancients were believed to have done and as an ambitious production of a movie or musical might aspire to do today: a Gesamtkunstwerk, to use the term associated with Wagner. He would be on my side, too.


Opera is certainly the most complex of all the performance arts, the form that attempts to reconcile the greatest number of contributory elements. The longer the chain, the greater the risk of weak links, and opera lore is replete with legendary tales of catastrophes, amusing in retrospect but doubtless appalling when (and if) they actually occurred. Part of the appeal of opera, indeed, is that, as with tightrope walking or motor racing, there is a constant sense in a live performance that something might go wrong. Or spectacularly right. From the start, it was the sheer ambition of opera, the attempt to integrate so many art forms into one transcending arch of aesthetic achievement, that made it so attractive to those who encouraged, commissioned, composed, performed and patronized it. In this sense, opera might be thought of as one of the crowning artistic legacies of the Renaissance.


In The Gilded Stage, we follow the story of opera as it spread from the cities of northern Italy through Europe, America and the wider world, becoming a global business in the digital age. The book makes no claim to be a comprehensive history of opera, rather a sequence of ‘scenes’ from a rich and colourful story. Thus, our historical helicopter lands in a succession of times and places across the operatic map, sojourning for a while in each before taking off again for another. Many of our way stations provide the immediate environment in which some outstanding operatic composers lived and worked. But the helicopter refuels, too, in locations germane to our story not on account of particular composers or works but because of the resonant operatic culture that developed there. Thus, our journey takes us from Renaissance Italy to the Paris of Louis XIV and Frederick the Great’s Berlin. Later, we note how the post-Napoleonic settlement, intended to bestow a sense of political stability, came to be undermined by an eruption of cultural nationalism across much of Europe. By the middle of the nineteenth century, attendance at the opera houses of London or Paris might have represented the acme of fashion; but soon the most significant productions were as likely to be staged in Munich or Milan, Bayreuth or Budapest, Prague or St Petersburg.


Nor was opera a European monopoly. The more cultured among the American Founding Fathers encouraged and aped European tastes, while Mozart’s librettist and Rossini’s first Count Almaviva help take our story to New York and thence to New Orleans and Mexico. We catch glimpses of opera, too, alongside the bravado and bawdiness of the Australian and American frontiers as mining millionaires flaunt their flamboyant and anomalous claim to culture (much as the rubber barons of the High Amazon would later signal their parvenu wealth by erecting an opera house in Manaus). By the late nineteenth century, a typically ‘Anglo-Saxon’ patron of the New York Metropolitan Opera, that archetypal product of Gilded Age America, might have caught a French work sung by a Czech, Polish and Italian cast led by a German conductor at what came to be affectionately dubbed the ‘Faustspielhaus’. Twenty years later, one might have heard Caruso singing Puccini in Havana or Toscanini conducting Wagner in Buenos Aires.


Even Caruso and Toscanini could scarcely have imagined the global reach of opera by the end of the twentieth century. For opera lovers, its worldwide popularity was undoubtedly a cause for celebration. Some, however, felt that the presentation of opera was in danger of becoming too democratized, its jagged edges filed down for mass consumption, exploited and commodified by people primarily concerned to make money out of it. Others sensed opera becoming a museum art appealing to a well-heeled social group contentedly revisiting old masterpieces rather than writing, producing or attending new ones. One reading of operatic history, indeed, might be said to reveal its rise and fall over the course of a 400-year trajectory. Or, perhaps, the gradual democratization of culture as serious music theatre, like artistic endeavour in other fields, struggled to widen the social base of its audiences while at the same time maintaining aesthetic standards. We consider such questions before moving on to one more: where does opera go from here? The book will end with some speculation about possible futures in an era of instant international communications, global finances and interactive digital technology. And we conclude – like Madama Butterfly – on an unresolved chord.


*


In writing this book, I have tried to take account of two rather different historiographies. First, there is a large and growing volume of excellent scholarly material on the history of opera, often by people trained as musicologists. Much of it tends to be fairly close-focused, with books and articles concentrating primarily on composers and their works and performers. Second, there is an even larger corpus of material on social history, an approach to the past that was in its infancy when I first encountered it but which has grown and flourished in the decades since. It will be no surprise to toilers in both fields if I say that, until recently, wire fences and closed gates rather than well-trodden pathways often marked the boundary between the two. Of course, the standard traditional biographies of the great operatic composers have routinely mentioned something of their family background and historical environment: Mozart’s extraordinary childhood, for example, or Verdi’s prominence in Risorgimento-era Italy. One could nevertheless read otherwise excellent composer biographies by the fistful and search in vain for anything more than cursory consideration of the wider context of their subjects’ lives and work.


Those trained as historians rather than musicologists could be just as territorial. ‘That’s not my field,’ says the Bismarck scholar pressed for a view on Frederick the Great or the Medievalist when asked about the Renaissance. The Americanist will deny expertise on the history of France, the French historian on that of Russia. This is partly a question of intellectual integrity; none of us is omniscient and we all have to defer to experts in ‘fields’ not our own. Perhaps it also reflects deeper attitudes, however, about the proper nature of historical study. Two or three generations ago, history as taught in the academy tended to concentrate on the great political, diplomatic and constitutional events of the past and the men (for they were mostly men) who effected them. Much of this was to change during the 1960s and 1970s, when, concomitant with the new radicalism of the times, the historiographical barometer swung towards the story of ‘ordinary’ people whom history had hitherto tended to marginalize or ignore.


Today, social history has been augmented by the emergence of cultural history; here, historians have learned much from anthropology and have brought to the fore such issues as gender, ethnicity and ritual. ‘Culture’ has thus come to mean many things. What it does not mean to most historians, however, is precisely what it probably signified to their grandparents: painting, architecture, literature and ‘classical’ music. Just as music history often gives short shrift to the wider context in which composers composed and performers performed, so social or cultural history tends to avoid consideration of the ‘high’ arts. Perhaps there is a vestigial class bias at work here, as historians intent on elevating the role of ‘ordinary’ people disdain to consider such ‘elite’ pastimes as opera – while opera historians prefer to concern themselves with ‘great art’.


In recent years, the fences have begun to be breached and the pathways better trodden than before, thanks to the efforts of a number of notable and courageous pioneers. This book is an attempt to build on their work and to pull together into a single volume some of the essential elements of a large story. It is not an encyclopedia, however, and individual readers will doubtless, according to taste and interest, find this or that location, period or personality given too much or too little attention. Sometimes the historical helicopter lands in a particular time or place that demands close and detailed coverage. Elsewhere, relatively flimsy coverage might result from paucity of data. We simply do not know enough about (for example) life at the Mantuan court when Monteverdi’s Orfeo was first produced, or even with absolute certainty where in the palace it was performed. How widely known would Handel and his music have been in early Hanoverian London, or Mozart and his in Habsburg Vienna or Prague, and what sort of people played in their orchestras and sang in their choruses? Did the Italian immigrant community in late nineteenth-century New York provide a substantial proportion of the audience at the new Metropolitan Opera? Perhaps; but there are no accurate data to substantiate or contradict what must remain a hunch.


So the scope and scale of this book have necessarily been restricted by both editorial considerations and the limitations of available evidence. But if it is necessarily an exercise in historical synthesis, it will not, I trust, read like one of those interminable chronicles that recount ‘one damn fact after another’. On the contrary, I have tried to remain aware throughout of the need to keep hold of the big picture, the broad themes that inform the overall narrative. Five themes in particular run through much of the book.


The first is political. When a Gonzaga or Wittelsbach duke or a Bourbon monarch promoted opera, the aim was usually to impress someone (a rival ruler, perhaps), while ‘popular’ opera could often be more subversive. Mozart quit the secure employ of an archbishop to freelance in and around the court of an emperor where he encountered his finest librettist, a Venetian Jew who ended his days in Martin Van Buren’s America. Napoleon appeared at the opera to show himself to ‘the people’ whose cause he was supposedly fighting in foreign lands. In the wake of the French Revolutionary wars, much of central Europe gradually became immersed in a rising tide of cultural nationalism, a theme that many of the producers and consumers of opera embraced and which survived well into the twentieth century – notably and notoriously under the Third Reich. In our own times, public debate about the supposed elitism or popularity of opera has sometimes taken a fiercely political turn.




Alongside politics is finance. It is impossible to talk about an art form that aspires to combine all the others – and is therefore liable to be the most expensive – without discussing money and management. Detailed financial information, except for more recent times, is often scanty. Thus, there is only sporadic evidence, and that largely anecdotal, about the wages paid in earlier times to operatic comprimari or to the members of choruses or orchestras. We do know something about the sums paid to celebrated soloists and, here and there, the cost of buying a box at the opera for a season or the cost of tickets for individual performances (when these were sold). The foot soldiers are an all-important part of our story, but it is the finances – and debts and deficits – of the field marshals that the historical record tends to preserve. Opera has rarely managed to be self-financing, and if there is one issue that recurs like a rondo theme throughout our story, it is the question of who pays. Or, rather, who picks up the deficit. The story of opera is therefore in part that of a succession of dukes and monarchs, risk-running impresarios, syndicates of bountiful bankers and industrialists, grants from local or central governments, and latterly of various ingenious, more or less tax-exempt schemes to raise money from sponsorship and private donation.


In the course of the book, many different currencies are mentioned, from Venetian ducats via French francs and Italian lire to modern British pounds and US dollars. There is no way these could realistically be converted for comparative purposes into a single currency comprehensible to modern readers. Rather, I have tried to give an idea of monetary values by quoting, alongside (say) a prima donna’s fee or the price of a theatre ticket, the typical daily wage of a worker at the time or the cost of a loaf of bread or restaurant meal.


Opera is a social phenomenon, too. The shift in the nature of the operatic audience, or at least the broad outlines of that shift, is easily plotted; it parallels other historical changes as power and money moved from the aristocracy, church and higher soldiery to the emergent bourgeoisie and, latterly, to a wider social spectrum. This shift is evident in everything from the physical shape of the opera house itself (for example, the relative absence of boxes and other social distinctions in most modern opera houses), to the way audiences behaved and dressed at the opera and such matters as pricing policy, the style of playbills and programmes, and the food and drink on offer. Equally remarkable is the changing social status of those in the operatic professions – especially, perhaps, among talented women singers to whom opera at times offered a rare opportunity for substantial social and economic improvement.


Alongside these social changes, we also note changes in technology that transformed the nature of opera. From earliest times, opera flaunted magical stage effects as Eros flew overhead, Jove or Juno descended from the heavens or the plot’s wicked miscreant was dragged, Don Giovanni-style, down into a fiery hell. ‘Scenes’ and ‘machines’ were as much remarked as the music or drama. Indeed, the latest scientific wizardry often featured, sometimes in parodic form, in operatic plots (such as the caricature of Dr Mesmer in Così fan tutte). We will talk of candle, gas and electric lighting, of gauzes and swimming machines and of the arrival of laser lighting and surtitles. Our story also includes the development of new means of spreading the word (and sounds and sights) of opera beyond the confines of the theatre: music publishing and copyright laws and the successive invention of photography, recording, film, TV, video, and the latest satellite and digital technologies.


Finally, of course, opera is an art form, and this book is therefore, to some degree, a cultural history. Here, several great arcs are discernible, each of which parallels broader historical trends. The first concerns the people who actually make opera happen. The singer has always been important, and our story is replete with the supposedly extravagant behaviour, funding and achievements of operatic superstars. But everyone else’s relative weight on the scales of significance has shifted radically as our story lurches from what might loosely be labelled as ‘patrons’ opera’ (from the Gonzaga dukes of Mantua to the Austrian Emperor Joseph II), to ‘composers’ opera’ (from Gluck and Mozart to Puccini and Strauss), to ‘conductors’ opera’ (the Mahler/ Toscanini era), to ‘producers’ opera’ in more recent times. Who, or what, is the principal attraction when you decide to go to the opera?


Then there is the changing nature of the art itself. Broadly speaking, two strands weave their way in and out of our narrative. The first, which we encounter in the courts of late-Renaissance Italy, in Handel, Wagner, Verdi and Benjamin Britten, is what we might dub ‘serious’ opera, usually through-composed and dealing with heightened emotions, situations and characters. The other, a more ‘popular’ style of music theatre with catchy tunes and vernacular dialogue, emerges in everything from Venetian commedia dell’arte, The Beggar’s Opera and The Magic Flute to Viennese operetta, Gilbert and Sullivan, and beyond. In earlier times, opera goers liked to attend something new, rather like today’s cinema audiences. By the early twentieth century, however, it was becoming clear that they preferred to revisit a standard repertoire of acknowledged classics, an emerging ‘canon’ to which few new works were subsequently added. Running alongside this fundamental change has been the way operatic plots and productions have altered focus over the centuries from high authority and quasi-mythical heroes towards ordinary people and ‘victims’. The music of operas, similarly, has tended to shift from stylized aria and recitative towards more integrated music drama, thence perhaps to psychodrama and, in parallel, the popular ‘musicals’ of recent decades. Ah, but are these ‘operas’?


Maybe opera is simply the word we apply to a music drama produced in what we call an opera house; if Sweeney Todd is mounted at Covent Garden, it is ipso facto an opera.* Some would argue that what distinguishes opera from other forms is that it is aimed to be sung, live, with a properly focused ‘operatic’ voice capable of projecting without electronic amplification. We all know an operatic voice when we hear it: Bryn Terfel has one, Elton John does not. Perhaps it is safer not to attempt too rigid (or too loose) a definition; opera, like the proverbial elephant, is something most of us recognize when we come across it but would be hard-pressed to describe precisely to someone who had not. So I am not urging a broad, all-embracing new definition of opera; just suggesting we should avoid too narrow a one.


That said, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that opera, at least as widely construed, is an art form which reached its acme during the long nineteenth century, from around the time of Mozart to the death of Puccini. In which case, this book might be said to document the rise, decline and fall (and possible demise) of an elite art form. According to this reading, opera has become at best a museum art, a kind of old-fashioned religion re-enacted inside great temples before a dwindling audience of the devout. Or perhaps we have been chronicling the democratization of opera, the gradual diluting, or ‘dumbing down’, of a once great art form to the point where any appeal it has beyond the narrow world of the cognoscenti is necessarily derived from the imposition of hype, shock and bogus sex appeal. If, on the other hand, you are of the ‘glass half full’ disposition, it seems to me that, despite death agonies more protracted than those of Gilda or Tristan, opera is resolutely refusing to die. On the contrary, there are, as I will try to show, potent signs of a revival in this most protean of all art forms.









PART I




Down the Road from Arianna to Zauberflöte


c.1600–1800










CHAPTER  I




The Birth of Italian Opera


Anna Renzi was Venice’s prima donna, one of the leading singers of her day, a ‘sweet siren who gently ravishes the souls and pleases the eyes and ears of the listeners’, according to one of her admirers, the dramatist and poet Giulio Strozzi. A portrait of Renzi shows an elegantly, expensively dressed young woman. Her richly coiffed hair is bedecked with flowers and jewellery, and her slashed two-tone bodice, tightly gathered in at the waist, is edged with a delicate filigree lace collar and cuffs. In Renzi’s hand is a sheet of music, but her eyes are looking out knowingly and confidently at the viewer. A ‘woman of few words’, says Strozzi, ‘but those are appropriate, sensible, and worthy for her beautiful sayings’.


As a young man, the English diarist John Evelyn had visited Venice in June 1645 as part of the Grand Tour he was undertaking. During Ascension week, Evelyn went to hear Renzi in an opera about Hercules in Lydia. He was duly impressed (though he thought ‘an eunuch’ in the cast ‘surpassed her’), and he attempted to describe the attraction of the new art form:




This night… we went to the Opera, where comedies and other plays are represented in recitative music, by the most excellent musicians, vocal and instrumental, with variety of scenes painted and contrived with no less art of perspective, and machines for flying in the air, and other wonderful notions; taken together, it is one of the most magnificent and expensive diversions the wit of man can invent… The scenes changed thirteen times… This held us by the eyes and ears till two in the morning.





Opera was one of the entertainments presented in Venice as part of Carnival, a winter-time festivity that in theory ran from the day after Christmas until Shrove Tuesday but which in practice came to be extended in both directions. Here were gathered every kind of freethinker: sexual libertarians, disillusioned priests, rich young Grand Tourists like Evelyn, and a stream of louche actors and musicians from all over Italy seeking work, money and audiences in the city most likely to provide them. During Carnival-time, the wearing of masks guaranteed anonymity to their wearers and broke down social (and sexual) barriers. So long as you kept out of trouble with the city authorities, your life was pretty much your own. Evelyn, revisiting Venice in January 1646 ‘to see the folly and madness of the Carnival’, noted ‘the women, men and persons of all conditions disguising themselves in antique dresses, with extravagant music and a thousand gambols, traversing the streets from house to house, all places then accessible and free to enter’. Here, ‘the comedians have liberty, the operas are open… and the mountebanks have their stages at every corner’. Evelyn records that the ‘diversions which chiefly took me up [were] three noble operas, where were excellent voices and music, the most celebrated of which was the famous Anna Rencia [sic]’, whom he and his companion later invited to supper.


Unlike Florence, Mantua and other northern Italian city-states, Venice was a republic, in many ways an exceptionally liberal, independent-minded one. In 1606, the entire city was, in effect, excommunicated by the papacy for its religious toleration (including towards Protestants). If something was attractive, the Venetian instinct was to flaunt it, perhaps to sell it. The city had long been an essential stopover for wealthy tourists from all over Europe seeking a frisson of danger. In 1594, Thomas Nashe, a contemporary of Shakespeare, published a vivid account in which his characters meet a pimp in Venice who leads them to a brothel, ‘Tabitha the Temptresses’. Tabitha apparently maintained a house of such elegance and refinement that, like ‘any saint’s house’, it contained ‘Bookes, pictures, beades, crucifixes [and] a haberdashers shop… in every chamber’. Tabitha’s whores had not a hair out of place, says Nashe, while on the beds there was ‘not a wrinkle’ to be found and the pillows were as smooth as a ‘groning wives belly’. Nashe’s young men had no complaints. ‘Us for our money,’ he concludes, ‘they used like Emperours.’ At Carnival time, Venice exploded into a riot of license and danger. Evelyn described the way Venetians would ‘fling eggs filled with sweet water, but sometimes not over sweet’, while they also had ‘a barbarous custom of hunting bulls about the streets & piazzas, which is very dangerous, the passages being generally narrow’. Here, by the waterways of La Serenissima, visitors found an exuberant crossroad between cultures where the legacy of the Renaissance met that of Byzantium, art met commerce, East met West.


For all its flamboyance, Venice was also in decline. The Imperial armies that routed Mantua in 1630 brought plague to Venice a year later, killing a quarter of the city’s population of some 150,000 over the next couple of years; fifteen years later, Venice embarked on two decades of recurrent warfare with the expansionist Ottomans, a campaign that drained the exchequer and culminated in humiliating defeat for the Republic in 1669. Deeper, longer-term trends also pointed to inexorable decline as foreign trade gradually diminished and the great trading routes Venice had once dominated were superseded by new roads to the East. Poverty became widespread while the men running the city responded with ever more petty rules and regulations. The Most Serene Republic, it became evident to anyone prepared to peer out beyond the civic mask, was in terminal decay. ‘My eyes are very pleased by Venice,’ commented the French political philosopher Montesquieu; ‘my heart and mind are not.’
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In this 1610 engraving from Venice, singers, actors, masquers, jugglers and a snake-charmer perform outside St Mark’s. Many smaller piazzas would have witnessed similar scenes, especially during Carnival: a socially mixed crowd enjoying open-air, multimedia entertainment. Cover the piazza and you have the essence of the early opera house.


Yet, throughout these years, Venice continued to face the world with a broad smile, or at least the fixed semblance of one. Not only during Carnival but throughout the year a sequence of festivals and processions packed the calendar in a triumph of show over substance. Art and artifice acted as an addictive drug, a way of neutralizing traditional moral codes, a permanent diversion from uncomfortable realities. Life imitated art and became something far more comfortable: theatre. Venice was itself the most theatrical of cities, its very fabric providing the greatest spectacle of all: there was theatre on the canals, in the piazzas, in churches, in homes, and people would walk, talk and dress with a vivid sense of theatricality. Above all, this was a city of public theatres, often built by noble families on their vacant city properties, in which travelling troupes of players could usually be sure of a paying audience made up of not just the aristocracy but, potentially at least, of all ranks of society. Performances would typically contain a spoken comedy, interspersed with elements of song and dance and, if the spectators were lucky, some clever stage trickery of the kind that impressed Evelyn. Back in the 1590s, when Thomas Nashe was writing, there were two such public theatres in the vicinity of San Cassiano alone, a short walk west of the Rialto. One of them burned down in 1629 and was promptly rebuilt with brick and renamed the Teatro S. Cassiano. After a further fire and rebuild, it was here at the Cassiano, from 1637, that something like operatic life as we know it today was inaugurated: a form of publicly promoted musico-dramatic entertainment available on a regular or recurrent commercial basis in purpose-built theatres before a paying public.


At the time, the leading musician in Venice and the man in charge of music at St Mark’s Cathedral was the seventy-year-old Claudio Monteverdi. Few Venetians would have known that, thirty years before, in the confines of a Renaissance court in Mantua, their maestro di cappella had also composed perhaps the earliest genuine masterpiece in operatic history: Orfeo.


*


The origins of opera can be dated back a lot earlier still. Throughout history, many societies, often inspired by religio-political motives, have tried to link drama, spectacle, music and movement, and scholars have found fragmentary evidence of some of the words, instruments and stagings used in (for example) Pharaonic Egypt, the amphitheatres of ancient Greece, or the streets and churches and the courtly jousts and banquets of medieval Europe. We have little knowledge of the actual music sung or played in these quasi-ceremonial music dramas, however. In any case, it was probably not until Renaissance times that serious, systematic attempts were made to integrate and to stage all the elements of story and song, words, dance and music. Thus the roots of what we call ‘opera’ can realistically be traced no further back than the stage jigs and courtly masques of the sixteenth century, the intermedi performed between the acts of plays in the Renaissance courts of northern Italy, and that popular semi-improvised Italian theatrical entertainment, the commedia dell’arte, which featured much-loved stock characters such as the lovers Harlequin and Columbine, the miserly old Pantalone and the sad but comic Pulcinella.


In the 1570s and 1580s, a number of well-connected Florentine cultural figures used to gather at the home of the military leader and humanist intellectual Count Giovanni de’ Bardi, where they would discuss the essentials of music and drama. Among the regular members of the Bardi Camerata were the musicians Giulio Caccini and Vincenzo Galilei (father of the astronomer Galileo). Galilei wrote a treatise arguing for a ‘dialogue between ancient and modern music’: a revival, in effect, of what he believed to have been the aesthetic ideas of the ancient Greeks and Romans, most notably the complete integration of music and poetry. After Italy had suffered ‘great barbarian invasions’, lamented Galilei in his Dialogue, ‘men had been overcome by a heavy lethargy of ignorance… and took as little notice of music as of the western Indies’. Nowadays, he asserted, ‘there is not heard the slightest sign of modern music accomplishing what ancient music accomplished’. Neither the novelty nor the excellence of modern music ‘has ever had the power of producing any of the virtuous effects that ancient music produced’. Today’s musicians, Galilei thundered, ‘aim at nothing but the delight of the ear, if it can truly be called delight’. One of Galilei’s concerns was about the ways in which texts were set to music. ‘The last thing the moderns think of,’ he sniffed, ‘is the expression of words with the passion that these words require.’ And he took particular objection to the fashion for polyphony, in which a number of musical lines run alongside each other, advocating instead the clarity of a single vocal line. This, he thought, was how the music of the ancient world had been able to make so powerful an impact.
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Italian commedia dell’arte, with its stock characters and story lines, fed directly into what later became known as opera. Its influence is still evident in Rossini’s Barber of Seville, Donizetti’s Don Pasquale and the play-within-a-play in Leoncavallo’s I pagliacci.


Galilei’s views were not original to him, and he and his colleagues were swimming with an already powerful tide. Throughout the Renaissance, there had been an attempt, especially but not only in northern Italy, to revive what came to be regarded as the superior culture of the ancient world and to place the individual human being centre stage. Architects, painters and sculptors, poets, historians and philosophers all aspired to build upon the supposedly humanistic principles underlying surviving Greek and Roman models. The Greek Parthenon and Roman Pantheon, the sculptures of Pheidias and Praxiteles, the works of Aristotle and Virgil – all served as inspiration in the era of Leonardo, Michelangelo, Raphael and Machiavelli. For one cultural form, however, there were no ancient models, and that was music. Philosophers, including Plato, had reflected on the nature and impact of music, and there were plenty of surviving pictures of ancient musicians and music-making and descriptions of musical occasions. But the music itself had vanished. This only served to present a greater challenge to those, such as the Bardi circle, interested in the revival of the ancient arts and learning.


Renaissance art and scholarship received encouragement and funding from some of the wealthiest and most powerful political figures of the day. The munificence of Lorenzo de’ Medici (‘The Magnificent’) helped make Florence a leading cultural centre, while it was the Vatican that commissioned St Peter’s and the Sistine Chapel. In Ferrara, the ruling Este family had long been accustomed to putting on elaborate banquets at which musico-dramatic presentations would be performed for the delectation of guests between the many courses. Here, and in Mantua, courtly entertainments would also often feature elegant, classically based pastorals in which the drama would be set to music and include dance sequences. In Florence, the Medici would mark opportunities for political display such as dynastic weddings with not only gentle pastorals but also more impressive (and expensive) forms of stage entertainment and, between the acts, a series of extravagant, multimedia intermedi. In 1589, the celebrations of a marriage linking the houses of Tuscany and Lorraine culminated with a series of intermedi played in the entr’actes of a drama called La pellegrina. Devised by Bardi and calling upon the talents of several prominent members of his circle, these included not only spectacular scenic effects but also sequences of richly textured vocal and instrumental music and a ballet. ‘Through the depredations of time,’ we read in a pamphlet by one who was there, ‘we have lost the ability to perform such things with the musical modes of antiquity.’ However, although ‘presented to the accompaniment of our modern music’, it was evidently to the credit of the composer (Luca Marenzio, who wrote the music to the second and third intermedi) that he apparently did ‘his utmost… to imitate and re-create the music of antiquity’.


Such intermedi – still, theoretically, mini-performances between the acts of a play – could overshadow the play itself. Some complained about this: one did not go to a show for its intermission features. ‘The wondrous show – alas! – of the intermedi,’ complained ‘Comedy’ in a line by the sixteenth-century Florentine poet and playwright Antonfrancesco Grazzini. However, if pastorals could be so popular and intermedi so potent, some wondered why not extend them. It was thus a natural step to argue, as Vincenzo Galilei did, that music should be played throughout a full-length dramatic performance. Further, Galilei argued that the music should reflect the emotions seen on stage. As in ancient Greece (it was presumed), singers should be given words and music both clearly embodying the feelings they were required to express. To underline the emotions, said Galilei, not only should one melody be played or sung at a time, but the music should follow the natural inflections and rhythms of speech. Galilei composed illustrations of how these principles might work in practice. His compositions have not survived. Some of Caccini’s have, however, and are among the earliest embodiments of principles that, with variations, have tended to lie at the very root of what later generations came to call ‘opera’.
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The Florentine Intermedi of 1589 were an early attempt to recreate what was believed to be the ancient world’s integration of music, drama and staging. One featured Apollo’s descent from the clouds to defeat the dragon Python.


It would be misleading to suggest that intermedi or pastorals simply gave way to the new form. On the contrary, there was at first little substantive distinction between the genres. But it is perhaps not altogether fanciful to date the origins of opera as we have come to understand it to around the year 1600 and, more specifically, the celebrations in Florence in October that year of the marriage of Maria de’ Medici to the King of France, Henri IV. The festivities marking the event were highlighted by a performance of a work called Il rapimento di Cefalo in which most of the music was by Caccini. Less noticed at the time, perhaps because it took place in the confined space of the Pitti palace, was Euridice, with text by Ottavio Rinuccini and music mostly by Jacopo Peri (with some unwelcome additions by Caccini). This is the first opera for which complete music has survived, perhaps the first ‘opera’ of all. Rinuccini, although not using the term, seems to have implied as much in his dedication to Maria de’ Medici, where he wrote (almost as if it were a matter of accepted fact) that ‘the ancient Greeks and Romans, in representing their tragedies on stage, sang them throughout’ – something, he added, that nobody had done since because modern music was so inferior to that of the ancients.


If the aesthetic origins of opera can be traced to earnest Renaissance theorizing about the Greeks and Romans, the historical context in which it first developed leads us into rather less elevated social and political considerations. Beneath the celebratory surface of the nuptials of 1600, there were severe off-stage squabbles between some of the artists. Thus Peri and Caccini competed over which singers the other could use, while the man who directed Euridice, the musician, dancer, choreographer and diplomat Emilio de’ Cavalieri (another member of the Bardi circle), was excluded from the principal musical offering, the Rapimento, and left Florence in disgust for his native Rome. As for the wider political stage, the high hopes some held of this dynastic marriage were to be repeatedly frustrated over the years that followed. Henri IV was assassinated and Maria (now Marie) became the incompetent Regent of France. Ousted by her son, Louis XIII, she realigned herself unsuccessfully with Catholic Spain and by the time she was painted by Rubens in the early 1620s had become something of a frumpy has-been.


Nothing of this was of course visible to the army of notables who attended the spectacular marriage celebrations in 1600. And if the law of unexpected consequences lurked above those Florentine festivities, it was in at least one respect to uncharacteristically benign effect. For before long, the tender new art form, incorporating elements of drama, poetry, music, dancing and acting, took firm root. The creations of Peri, Caccini and the rest involved the painting of scenery, too, and the production of costumes as well as the engineering of ambitious stage machinery, all topped by a style and quality of solo singing never heard before. The results were variable and there was no single word to describe them; each was simply a ‘work’ (or opera in Italian) inspired by the lofty and probably unachievable ambition of integrating all the arts.


One of those present at the wedding festivities in Florence in 1600 was Vincenzo Gonzaga, Duke of nearby Mantua, and he doubtless attended the performance of Euridice with his long-term secretary, the poet Alessandro Striggio. A few years later, the Duke’s chief musician, Claudio Monteverdi, collaborated with Striggio to produce a far greater work on the same theme.


*


It is February 1607 and we are in the richly panelled room of a Renaissance palace. The room is long and narrow, not particularly large – maybe fifteen metres by eight – and is part of the ground-floor apartment of the widowed sister of the Duke. On this particular occasion, it has been decked up as a temporary theatre, with a curtained dais at one end faced by a pair of comfortable armchairs, a few more basic wooden chairs, and several rows (or raised rings) of seats or benches which are beginning to be filled up by eager, elegantly dressed young men. The room is lit by the naked flames of torches and candles, which give it a warm, wan look, and sufficient light for the more enthusiastic to wave across to each other in lively anticipation of the show they have come to witness. Word has spread that the performance will be rather special, with the actors singing their parts. Suddenly the chit-chat diminishes to silence. The Duke and his entourage enter, take their seats to the accompaniment of a musical fanfare and the show begins.


Was this how things seemed to those who attended the first performance of Orfeo in the Gonzaga palace in Mantua? Probably, though there is no documentary evidence enabling us to be sure. Of one thing, however, we can be certain: those present, including the work’s creators, Striggio and Monteverdi, as well as the Duke, would have been astounded to be told that, four hundred years later, their Favola in musica would have come to be regarded as the first work of consequence in a new artistic genre universally known as ‘opera’.


*


While Duke Vincenzo was alive, Mantua regained something of the artistic pre-eminence it had once achieved under his celebrated sixteenth-century predecessor Isabella d’Este. In Isabella’s day, many regarded Mantua as the finest city in the world and the ducal palace with its vast sequence of gardens and courtyards the largest building. Mantegna had been retained by the Mantua court, and the architect and theorist Alberti. In 1588, according to the Venetian Ambassador, the city had a population of some 40,000 (of whom one in five were Jews). By the early 1600s, Mantua had suffered a degree of economic and political decline. But it was still one of the largest and wealthiest cities in Italy and the Duke one of the peninsula’s most munificent patrons of the arts.


As a young man he had spent much time in neighbouring Ferrara, where his sister was married to the Duke. With their encouragement, the Ferrarese court had become a magnet for Italy’s leading artists and poets; it was here that the young Vincenzo befriended the poet Torquato Tasso, who was to spend some of his last years in the Gonzaga court in Mantua. Ferrara was famous, too, for the high quality of its music, especially its virtuoso concerto delle donne known to history as the ‘Three Ladies of Ferrara’. It was in his sister’s court in the early 1580s that Vincenzo developed his aesthetic tastes and his lifelong passion for the performing arts. He was also always a frequent visitor to Florence. Here, the theatre-loving Vincenzo would have seen some of the latest intermedi, including perhaps those of 1589 which involved virtually all the major figures associated with the birth of opera.




Vincenzo became Duke of Mantua in 1587, and immediately set about improving the artistic quality of his court. He established a musical ensemble and went on to extend his collection of artworks and the palace that housed them. He brought the Cremona-born Monteverdi to Mantua, and invited the Jewish composer Salomone Rossi to incorporate traditional Hebrew chants into his work as director of instrumental music. Every Friday evening, the Duke held concerts in the palace and he also encouraged, paid for and attended theatrical entertainments. In many ways, Monteverdi was fortunate to be working for such a master. Without the patronage of Vincenzo Gonzaga, and the active encouragement of his son and heir Francesco, Monteverdi would not have been able to undertake an ambitious, through-composed music drama in the new style. It was only through the patronage of Renaissance princes such as Duke Vincenzo that ‘opera’ came to be established.


Monteverdi had already been working in the Gonzaga court for seventeen years when Prince Francesco proposed he collaborate with Striggio to write Orfeo.The 39-year-old composer was by now at the height of his powers, a man of considerable renown whose fame had spread far beyond the confines of Mantua. His books of madrigals had been reprinted many times. But Monteverdi was still a paid hand, a servant like the Duke’s head cook or butler and, like them, he had to dance attendance on his princely masters. In Monteverdi’s case, that meant producing music for regular concerts and also for a seemingly endless procession of ‘special’ events and courtly entertainments. Monteverdi found this exhausting: he is overworked, he says in his letters, underpaid and underappreciated. Before 1607 was out, Monteverdi’s wife became ill and died and the strain seems to have caused his own health to deteriorate further. Monteverdi went to his home town of Cremona to recuperate (his father was a physician). While there, he was summoned back to Mantua.


Monteverdi could not bear the thought, he wrote at the start of a long letter to the courtier who was, in effect, his line manager. If the Duke insisted on his returning:




I assure you that unless I take a rest from toiling away at music for the theatre, my life will indeed be a short one…


If fortune favoured me last year by making the Lord Duke invite me to assist with… musical events, it also did me a bad turn… by making me perform an almost impossible task, and furthermore it caused me to suffer from cold, lack of clothing, servitude, and very nearly lack of food… without my being in the slightest degree favoured by His Highness with any public mark of esteem…


If fortune has done me a favour by letting me have so very many opportunities of being commissioned by His Highness, it has also caused me this loss, that the Lord Duke has always spoken to me about hard work, and never about bringing me the pleasure of something useful…
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This title page for Marinoni’s Fiori Poetici commemorates the death of Monteverdi in 1643 and is filled with a display of contemporary musical instruments.


There is more in this vein. Looking back over his years, Monteverdi concludes that the ‘fortune’ he had found at the Gonzaga court more often than not felt like ‘misfortune’ – literally so, since he was often out of pocket. In this, he was not alone. Duke Vincenzo, who as a young man had loved hunting both beasts and men, had squandered a substantial part of the ducal legacy on military campaigns. Yet, despite his depleted treasury, he continued to support a household of some 800 people and – ever more indulgently – his love of the arts. Perhaps it is we, more than Monteverdi, who have cause to be grateful.


We should be grateful, too, to the Duke’s two sons, Prince Francesco Gonzaga and his younger brother Ferdinando. Ferdinando was something of an intellectual and an accomplished musician, and it was perhaps to rival his brother’s growing reputation that Francesco, heir to the Mantuan throne, commissioned his father’s finest artists to devise a work for performance at court during the 1607 Carnival season. If so, the rivalry appears to have been perfectly friendly and fraternal. At one point, as the performance date approached, Francesco wrote to his brother, who was in Florence, asking if he could help arrange the temporary loan (‘for a fortnight at most’) of a good castrato singer. Ferdinando, it seems, was happy to oblige.


Monteverdi’s ‘fable set to music’ was given just two performances (there was some talk of a third), and then no more until it came to be revived 300 years later in the early twentieth century. At the time of its creation, nobody had any thought of building a repertory or of creating a canon of works that would be performed again and again. Nor were court operas intended to make a profit. They were provided in order to entertain those present: ephemeral extravaganzas, propaganda for the prince who promoted them and produced in order to celebrate a dynastic marriage, a military victory or to impress the rulers of rival duchies or principalities.


*


Orfeo may have arisen out of an existing tradition. Yet even at the time it was recognized as something of a novelty. On the eve of its unveiling, one Mantuan courtier, Carlo Magno, wrote to his brother that the following evening there was going to be a play that promised to be unusual because ‘all the performers speak musically’; he would probably be driven to attend ‘out of sheer curiosity’ – unless (he added) he could not get a seat for lack of space. The performance, it must be remembered, took place in a room in the Gonzaga palace – not what we would recognize as a theatre – before a courtly audience of no more than a few score people. Many or most were members of the Accademia degli Invaghiti. Such academies were, in effect, intellectual clubs of sophisticated, aristocratic culture lovers. The members who attended Orfeo would have felt very much at home with its constituent elements. Any educated aristocrat in late-Renaissance Mantua would have been expected to have some musical aptitude. As the author and diplomat Baldassare Castiglione had written in his book The Courtier eighty years before, any man worthy of the name ‘Courtier’ should, besides ‘understanding and being able to read music’, also be capable of playing various instruments. Such a man would also have learned to dance, so that the members of the audience assembled in the Mantua palace in February 1607 would have been well equipped to appreciate the skills of Monteverdi’s and Striggio’s performers. They would also have known the Greek myths (the story of Orpheus and Eurydice being one of the most popular) and been familiar with such basics of classical theatre as the interpolation of dance sequences between scenes, the Chorus commenting on the drama, the Aristotelian unities of time, place and action, and the solemn, cathartic conclusion. They would have understood the power of myth as allegory and been interested to see how librettist and composer had attempted to integrate their respective contributions into the evening’s entertainment. Renaissance art had long taken its themes from religious and mythical subject-matter and most early composers of opera, like other artists, believed themselves to be telling moral tales via the aesthetic principles of the ancient world. Thus, while Monteverdi and Striggio were doubtless keen when writing Orfeo to demonstrate how the Mantuan court could outstrip a work based on the same story produced a few years earlier for the Medici in Florence, they were typical of their time in drawing upon the mythologized history of the ancient world for their theme. Monteverdi, indeed, went on to create operatic treatments of the Ariadne and Ulysses sagas and crown his career with the cautionary L’incoronazione di Poppea (The Coronation of Poppea).


For the most part, therefore, he and Striggio would have had a knowledgeable and discriminating audience. Anyone invited to attend a high-profile entertainment put on by the Medici or the Gonzagas would have expected to see a costly multimedia entertainment created and performed by the finest artists and designed to appeal to both the intellect and the senses. The story might be an affecting rendition of a familiar ancient myth, perhaps with a pastoral theme, whose performers would have been expected to be able to act, sing and dance. As for scenery and stage effects, these would be the most spectacular that the latest technology and a deep ducal purse could obtain: clouds and sunbeams that carried gods across the heavens, winds and waves that evoked turbulent lakes and oceans, the smoke and fire of hell. To the assembled members of the Accademia degli Invaghiti, then, Orfeo would have been an eagerly anticipated piece of musical theatre of a kind not infrequently produced in the courtly palaces of northern Italy at the time.


One of the major detective mysteries of recent musicological research concerns the identity of the room in the Mantua palace in which Orfeo was performed. The regular Friday evening concerts evidently took place in the Sala degli Specchi, the Hall of Mirrors (but which room was this? The one visitors see today is a grand salon in eighteenth-century decor). Orfeo does not seem to have been performed there but in ‘a room in the apartments which the Most Serene Lady of Ferrara [that is, Duke Vincenzo’s sister, the widow of the Duke of Ferrara] had the use of’ – maybe on the ground floor beneath what is now the Sala Pisanello. To date, the room has still not been definitively identified.


Orfeo was evidently a great success. Or at least Duke Vincenzo considered it so, according to his son Francesco, who wrote to his brother that their father had ordered it to be given again a week later, this time with women in the audience. In 1609, Orfeo was published (with a different ending, causing much perplexity to subsequent scholars). Publication was not an indication that there was a lucrative potential market for Monteverdi’s masterpiece. Rather, it was undertaken for the greater glory of the Gonzagas: an opportunity to furnish a lavish souvenir of a grand and costly event, a glossy programme to remind people what spectacular entertainments the Mantuan court was capable of providing. Publication – like the commissioning of the work in the first place – was as much a political as an aesthetic statement.
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Monteverdi’s Orfeo was first performed in a room in a palace in 1607. Two years later it was published, but its next full performance was nearly three centuries later.


To this day, the great palace in Mantua and the nearby Palazzo Te overwhelm the visitor with superb paintings, sculptures and tapestries, including an entire room frescoed by Mantegna, while to music lovers, of course, this was the home of the father of opera. But the Gonzagas could be hard taskmasters and, after the death of Duke Vincenzo, Monteverdi at last quit their employ for Venice to take charge of music at St Mark’s. In 1628, the Gonzagas tried to solve their recurrent financial problems by selling many of their treasures to England’s new king, that avid collector of art Charles I. Shortly thereafter, Mantua, like much of the Po Valley, was drawn into the wider European catastrophe of the Thirty Years War and in 1630 the city and its treasure houses were sacked. By that time, Monteverdi was safely in Venice.


*




Venice’s Teatro Cassiano belonged to the Tron family and it was they who reconstructed the theatre after the fire and agreed to lease it to a pair of visiting musicians from Rome. Francesco Manelli and Benedetto Ferrari arrived in Venice in 1636 and were given employment by Monteverdi in the choir at St Mark’s. Monteverdi was entrusted not only with the composition and performance of liturgical music in Venice’s principal church but also with maintaining the quality of music-making in the city as a whole. In Manelli and Ferrari, he had engaged a pair of highly entrepreneurial artists. Within a year of their arrival, they had obtained permission to open the rebuilt S. Cassiano as a public opera house.


Their first production, L’Andromeda, for which Manelli wrote the music and Ferrari the text, proved popular and they came back the following year with another opera. Soon several other Venetian theatres had been adapted, sometimes by the aristocratic families that had built them such as the Vendramin or the Grimani, to become opera houses. Hitherto, opera had been a predominantly courtly entertainment created to mark a specific occasion. In Venice, for the first time, operas began to be composed and performed in order to entertain a paying public in buildings designed for the purpose. The works themselves, as before, were new (it would be a long time before the idea took hold of a ‘canon’ of established operas), but for the first time the venues and the dates of performances came to be decided according to commercial rather than political criteria.


The new trend was unmistakable and brought Monteverdi back to an art form that he had earlier done so much to develop. He revived Arianna to inaugurate opera at the Teatro S. Moisè in Carnival 1639/40, and later that season produced Il ritorno d’Ulisse in patria (The Return of Ulysses) at the Teatro S. Cassiano. Monteverdi’s great culminating achievement, L’incoronazione di Poppea, was produced for the Carnival season at another of the ‘new’ Venetian opera houses, the Teatro SS. Giovanni e Paolo, which was owned by the Grimani family.


*


Any historian (or opera lover) looking back at the cultural world of late-Renaissance Florence, Mantua or Venice might be forgiven for experiencing a frisson of excitement at what was, in effect, the birth of a great art form that has given pleasure from that day to this. Something similar, moreover, was also beginning to emerge in a region whose rulers, paradoxically as it might seem, traditionally placed the strictest constraints upon what was permissible on the theatrical stage: papal Rome. As home of the papacy, the Eternal City had long attracted men of money and power. It had also given work to some of the greatest artists. Bramante and Bernini, Michelangelo and Raphael worked here for the church, as did Palestrina. No religion, moreover, laid greater emphasis than the Roman Catholic church on theatricality, with its colourful costumes, crooks and mitres, crosses and incense, communal incantations, dramatic readings, paintings, processions and the awe-inspiring buildings in which much of this was housed. And at its centre: music, the art that, above all perhaps, provided a route to the Almighty as the ethereal voices of the renowned papal chapel choir soared high above the stave to heaven.


The Catholic authorities in Rome had long been aware of the value of secular theatrical performance outside the church itself and some had positively encouraged and promoted it; the Jesuits put on public performances of plays in Rome throughout the seventeenth century. There were limits to what the ecclesiastical authorities would sanction, however. Any music or drama had to be appropriately uplifting in content and style, and, as in the church itself, women were normally barred from performing. But if God was omnipotent, the ecclesiastical authorities were not. Thus, they exercised little control over the rich and varied theatrical fare regularly promoted in the magnificent homes of Rome’s secular aristocracy who – unlike their counterparts in Florence or Mantua – were not constrained by the dominant presence of a single, central secular political authority. Rome was, in fact, the scene of a great deal of musical and theatrical activity, and of their combination in the new fashion, when, in 1623, the Jesuit-trained Cardinal Maffeo Barberini was elected Pope Urban VIII. He was to reign for twenty-one years until his death in 1644.


The Barberini family were well known as generous patrons of the arts, and the new Pope soon showed how none of this had to stop just because he had ascended the throne of St Peter. In an extreme example of papal ‘nepotism’, Urban went on to make his brother and two of his nephews cardinals and a third the Prefect of Rome. The family accumulated great wealth and power, some of which they placed in carefully chosen artistic projects which they rightly assessed would redound to their credit. One of the Pope’s new nephew-cardinals, for example, went on to build the great Barberini palace in the via delle Quattro Fontane and to found the Barberini Library, later acquired by the Vatican. And the Barberini encouraged the growth of opera in Rome, sometimes pastoral, sometimes epic, always spectacular. Only men and boys (and castrati) were permitted to perform, and subject-matter had to be appropriately uplifting. Thus, as early as 1632 the enormous theatre in the Barberini palace presented a work based on the life of Saint Alexis (Il Sant’Alessio) for which sets were designed by Bernini and the libretto was written by Giulio Rospigliosi, a young priest serving Urban VIII who would himself later become Pope. Performances in the Barberini palace must have been breathtaking to hear and to behold: huge, costumed concerts before grandiose baroque scenery, all enlivened by the latest magical stage effects before audiences said to have been up to three thousand or more. For Sant’ Alessio, reported one who was present, there were four main scenes, the first representing ‘the city of Rome with its palaces’, the second Hell ‘from which emerged a quantity of devils’, the third the saint’s tomb or mausoleum, and the fourth ‘a glory of Paradise where one saw St Alexis with a quantity of angels’. It was one of the finest spectacles ever produced in Rome, he reported, going on to note that the entire hall ‘was draped in red, blue, and yellow satin with a canopy above of the same material’.


[image: image]


Productions of opera in the Teatro Barberini in papal Rome could be truly grandiose, whether they dealt with the epic or (as here in La Vita Humana, 1656) the pastoral.


Where Urban and his family led, others followed, so that Rome became, if fitfully, an important centre of activity during the pivotal early years of operatic history (an importance it was to recapture briefly during the sojourn there in the 1660s and 1670s of that eccentric but influential émigrée, ex-Queen Christina of Sweden). Rome was also to play an important, if negative, role a little later in our narrative as a wholesale migration of talented performers (especially women and castrati) helped nourish the growth of opera elsewhere.


*


It would be disingenuous to suggest that the history of opera ‘began’ in Mantua in 1607 or in Venice or Rome a few decades later. But Monteverdi’s court opera Orfeo can reasonably be seen as the earliest major example of what came to be dubbed opera seria, and it was in the public theatres of mid-century Venice that many of the rules of the opera ‘business’ were first tried and tested. And it was the figure of Monteverdi, above all, who bridged these two nascent operatic worlds. One of the musicians Monteverdi engaged at St Mark’s was a boy soprano from Crema. As Francesco Cavalli grew up, his musical talents were recognized and nurtured by Monteverdi and in his twenties he was organist at the church of SS. Giovanni e Paolo, later moving to St Mark’s itself. He also married a wealthy widow, thus guaranteeing a degree of financial independence. Cavalli wrote a string of operas for S. Cassiano with the librettist Giovanni Faustini, producing altogether some thirty operas for the Venetian theatre. He took over the Cassiano from the Manelli–Ferrari company for a while (the theatre was later run by Faustini’s brother Marco), and he also continued to collaborate with his mentor, Monteverdi. Most of Cavalli’s own operas have long been forgotten (though the Early Music revival of the past thirty-odd years has familiarized opera lovers with La Calisto). But as a man of both musical and entrepreneurial talent, Cavalli holds a crucial place in operatic history as the art form gained rapid popularity not only in Venice but all over Italy and beyond. So do the Faustini brothers – especially perhaps Marco Faustini, possibly the first important impresario in operatic history.









CHAPTER 2




The Opera Business, Italian Style


An operatic impresario such as Marco Faustini was what we would now call a manager, the person who would lease a theatre from its owners, run it for a season and hope to make a net profit. If you hold the magnifying glass closer, what you tend to see is a man forever juggling and struggling as his attention is demanded by a succession of casting decisions, rebellious instrumentalists, recalcitrant carpenters and scene-shifters, temperamental prime donne and, always, the problem of how to balance artistic and financial considerations, maximize audiences and, somehow, pay his artists. In the Venice of Marco Faustini, the finances of promoting opera were precarious in the extreme. Sometimes external forces would intervene: in the mid-1640s when Venice embarked on war with the Ottomans, Venetian opera theatres closed down for a couple of seasons (though there seem to have been some opera performances outside Carnival-time). More often, problems arose from a musical score that was not ready on time, a malfunctioning stage set, a show that did not prove popular at the box office or – most frequently, perhaps – an artist who went sick (or claimed to be). In February 1654, towards the end of the 1653/4 season, the singer Anna Felicita Chiusi received a stern letter from the two impresarios in charge of the Teatro S. Apollinare, where she was supposed to be appearing. Chiusi, it seems, had asked to be paid the rest of her wages. The management were unmoved:




If you do not come to perform for the rest of the Carnival as you are required, for whatever reason and under whatever pretext, we are informing you that you are responsible for all damages and expenses that in any way come to us as a result of your failings.





Chiusi wrote a spirited response saying she had been ‘gravely ill’ and had informed the management of this, adding that ‘if you do not pay me what I am owed immediately, I will pursue those avenues of justice available to me’. She was not the first opera singer, and far from the last, to try and extract money from management by threatening court action.




Anna Renzi was one of a number of celebrated Venetian prime donne to come from Rome, where, as we have seen, there was a vigorous musical culture but one that, officially at least, excluded women from any but the most devout form of stage performance. The journey from Rome to Venice in the seventeenth century was hazardous and expensive (and took nearly a fortnight), and the hiring impresario would have had to pay the travel and accommodation costs of any ‘foreign’ singers he engaged, and, perhaps, those of the singer’s spouse and servant. A prestigious singer such as Renzi might, however, be put up free of charge in one of the palaces of the local theatre-loving nobility, a form of subsidy that lifted a major financial burden from the shoulders of the impresario.


A surviving contract for the 1643/4 opera season gives some indication of Renzi’s celebrity and power. It also hints at the growing impact of opera. In the contract, the impresario Girolamo Lappoli offers Renzi a fee of 500 silver Venetian scudi, payable in four instalments. This was the equivalent of 750 ducats, vastly more than the 100-ducat annual salary of a top soloist at St Mark’s Cathedral. St Mark’s was a powerful magnet for any music-loving visitor to Venice, especially while Monteverdi (who died in 1643) remained its music director; but opera, only recently introduced, was rapidly becoming popular.


In her contract of December 1643, Renzi was required to attend rehearsals, but only those that took place in the theatre ‘or in the house where the Signora Anna is residing’. Furthermore, she was provided with a box in the theatre which she could use throughout the season. If ‘Signora Anna’ is taken ill and unable to complete her agreed run of performances (‘che Dio non voglia’ – ‘God forbid’ – says the contract), Renzi will be paid half the agreed fee; if the season is pulled off for any other reason, the impresario who runs the theatre is obliged to give Renzi her entire fee.


A sizeable proportion of every impresario’s budget went into paying star singers, especially the leading ladies, the great virtuose; it was they above all whom audiences flocked to see, and their income and bargaining power rose accordingly. During the 1658/9 opera season in Venice, singers’ fees accounted for 42 per cent of all production costs. Between 1658 and 1668, the composer’s fee received by Cavalli, high by the standards of the day, remained constant; meanwhile, the singer Giulia Masotti earned four times as much as the composer in 1666 and nearly six times as much three years later. Another prima donna, who had earned 350 ducats in 1658, considered 600 ducats too little in 1665.


The presence of a top singer could go a long way towards guaranteeing a successful season, but poor singing could bring about its wreck and leave the management with a sizeable end-of-season bill. In which case, someone – the impresario, the box-holders, the nobleman who owned the theatre or a named ‘guarantor’ – had to pick up the pieces. Marco Faustini, like many an operatic manager from his day to ours, could find himself besieged by employees demanding to be paid and having to resort to ever more ingenious delaying tactics. Sometimes, a prima donna would be allowed to keep her costume in lieu of money. When Chiusi was in dispute with the Apollinare management about her fee, she tried to cling on to her gold brocade dress as collateral before being ordered by the courts to return it.


Some well-known soloists were from Venice itself, or the Veneto area, often permanent or temporary transfers from the church, a career move that continued well into the eighteenth century. Others came from all over Italy, attracted by Venice’s vigorous and potentially lucrative theatrical culture. An impresario like Faustini would have developed an intelligence network throughout the peninsula and beyond. One of his correspondents, having attended a performance in Verona to hear a singer in whom Faustini was interested, wrote that she ‘displeased me so greatly that she became insupportable’. Another writes from Rome of a particular singer that she is ‘a most singular virtuosa, but her voice is very small and for your theatre she does not seem to me to be suitable’.
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An elaborate stage set designed by Giacomo Torelli for Venice’s Teatro Novissimo in 1643. Visitors to the opera often commented on the visual excitements on offer more than on the musical and dramatic ones.


If the star singers, especially the women, were highly paid, everything else in this most complex and costly of art forms was of necessity cheese-pared. Less important singers, often recruited from St Mark’s for the season and keen to augment their meagre ecclesiastical salaries, would typically earn less than a tenth of the fee given to the prima donna. Numbers of participants were kept low. Thus Cavalli’s Venetian operas were written for an appreciably smaller instrumental ensemble than Monteverdi would have had in mind when writing for his Mantuan masters half a century earlier. During the 1651/2 season at Venice’s S. Aponal theatre, Cavalli played the keyboard in an opera orchestra consisting of as few as half a dozen players. Sets and stagings could be expensive and elaborate, while the thirteen scene changes noted by Evelyn were not exceptional. ‘Every scene in the drama,’ wrote the theatrical memoirist Cristoforo Ivanovich in 1681, ‘is expected to entail a change of scenery, and the invention of the machines must be extravagant. These are the reasons why expenses grow heavier every year.’ A shrewd impresario could offset costs by reusing sets, props and costumes in other productions. Furthermore, a popular show might be repeated as many as twenty or more times during the season; it had to be if the impresario was to have any chance of amortizing his costs. When Marco Faustini took over the Cassiano theatre for the 1657/8 season, he presented a new opera that played twenty-five times to an aggregate audience estimated at over 7000. There are modern parallels here: not with the way most modern opera houses do their business but with the production of a Broadway or West End musical, when a new work is mounted to great fanfare, repeated for as long as it continues to attract audience revenue – and is then closed. As with the modern musical, Venetian opera provided as many flops as hits.


Nowadays, we tend to revere the memory of the composers of operas but tend to forget the names of the people who wrote the text, the libretto (or ‘little book’). The reverse was often the case in earlier times. In Venice, the musical composer was normally a contracted professional while the librettist was often a member of the professional or political classes, perhaps a young nobleman, who wrote plays as a spare-time occupation. Giacomo Badoaro rose to become one of the most influential figures on Venice’s governing body, the Council of Ten. In the preface he wrote to his text for Monteverdi’s Venice opera, Il ritorno d’Ulisse, Badoaro wrote that ‘the world knows that my pen fights to defeat boredom, and not to earn glory’. Nicolò Minato, at the time a busy lawyer, wrote in the foreword to one of his opera texts that ‘I have robbed myself of some hours of sleep to give you this drama’, adding: ‘I swear to you that the sun has never seen me with pen in hand.’ Francesco Melosio claimed in a preface in 1642 that ‘I write out of mere whim [per mero capriccio]’, a phrase also used by Giacinto Andrea Cicognini, in his preface to Cavalli’s Giasone (1649), who added that his whim ‘has no other aim than to give pleasure’. Paradoxically, the very fact that the librettist – unlike the composer – was not usually a professional could render him all the more important and enable him to pull the political, artistic and sometimes the financial strings. It was his text that the composer was contracted to set to music, he who established from the outset what scenery, costumes, dances and the like would be required, he who arranged for his ‘little book’ to be published and marketed. In the candle-lit auditoria of Venice, it was the libretto as much as the transient show on stage that many seem to have relished and some still retain signs of wax drippings. People collected their libretti much as enthusiastic opera goers today make a collection of their programmes; one Venetian doctor had over seventy of them in his library.


The composer was simply one of a number of paid artisans whose skills contributed to the overall production of opera. Most were (like Cavalli) composer-performers who also sang, played the keyboard, taught music, all the time moving in and out of both the liturgical and theatrical worlds, and, among other things, set libretti to music when contracted to do so. The more successful found salaried jobs: several overlapping ones if they were lucky. The prolific Venetian opera composer Pietro Andrea Ziani worked as organist at a convent, published both sacred and secular music, and also sang for a while in the chapel at St Mark’s before obtaining a senior court post in Vienna. A composer like Ziani or Cavalli might have been recognized as especially talented, and he would typically have been paid a sum for his score and further money for helping perform it. But the printed libretti of Venetian operas often did not even mention the name of the man who had written the music. Understandably, perhaps, since the actual music performed on any given night might have included work by other hands. Thus the band might play an interlude illustrating a war scene or divine anger written by someone else popular at the time. Or perhaps a new singer found a particular number lying awkwardly on the voice and the original composer was unavailable. In this case, the impresario might commonly commission a more manageable aria from someone else. Nobody took offence at this. In 1665, the opera composer Antonio Cesti, one of whose works was due to be produced by Marco Faustini, wrote to the impresario suggesting whom the impresario might like to approach, ‘should it be necessary to delete, add, change, or do anything else with the music’. By the later years of the seventeenth century, any well-known prima donna – the person the audience had come to see – would be likely to interpolate into her performance one of her favourite arias from another work in order to show off her vocal prowess to best advantage. As opera became popular not only in Venice but all over Italy, singers would carry these ‘suitcase arias’ from one engagement to the next and, if they sang them well, nobody objected. This practice continued until well into the nineteenth century (and into our own times in, for example, the party scene in Johann Strauss’s Die Fledermaus or the lesson scene in some productions of Rossini’s Barber of Seville).


Theatres in Venice were small and audience numbers low by modern standards. This was partly a function of the way they were financed. Venetian opera houses did not contain the copious grand circles and dress circles of today, but were ringed with boxes; the Cassiano contained three tiers of boxes and the SS. Giovanni e Paolo four, with in each theatre a total of over 150 boxes in all. For those people who could afford one, a box at the opera provided a social centre, a home-away-from-home which they could rent for the season and in which they could hold court and entertain their friends night after night if they wished. One of the first things an impresario would do, therefore, on taking over management of an opera theatre, would be to solicit sizeable sums from the local plutocracy in return for permanent or seasonal ownership of a box. In 1653, when the Teatro S. Luca was being rebuilt after a fire, its manager increased the annual box fee from 20 to 25 ducats and asked the box-holders for two years’ rental in advance (when he tried to raise the fee eight years later to 30 ducats, he met with resistance and had to climb down). The social importance attached to owning a box at the opera is illustrated by a letter from 1672 sent to the Doge by John Dodington, the official British Resident in Venice, in which he asks the ‘Most Serene Prince’ to obtain opera boxes for him in two of Venice’s leading theatres. ‘I do not ask for them for my own satisfaction or taste,’ says Dodington, with what we might regard as astonishing frankness:




seeing, as I declare, that I do not love music. As regards poetry, I do not esteem it, and I do not understand the theatre. The only reason I ask for this favour is so that I may keep up appearances: my most recent predecessor had boxes, and all the other residents currently at this court have them.





In many ways, the archetypal opera house as we know it – the horseshoe-shaped auditorium ringed with boxes – has its origins in Venice. Its original inspiration may have been the amphitheatre of ancient times, but in its more modern reincarnation opera house design derives from the piazzas in which street theatre would have taken place. Imagine a small, more or less enclosed Venetian piazza with a performing troupe in the middle. Watching it is a crowd of passers-by while, above, a second more privileged audience looks down, semi-visible, from the privacy of the surrounding balconies. Cover the piazza with a domed roof and you have the rudiments of an opera house.


A further respect in which Venice was midwife to the birth of public opera is that individual members of the public could buy tickets, or bollettini, for a particular night’s performance on a ‘first come, first served’ basis. It would be disingenuous, however, to suggest that opera became a form of mass entertainment. Even a large Venetian theatre could not normally accommodate an audience of more than a few hundred and figures suggest that, except perhaps on the opening night of a new work or the last night of the Carnival season, theatres were far from full. Cavalli’s La Calisto was first shown during the 1651/2 season at the S. Aponal, a theatre with a capacity of about 400;it ran for only eleven performances with audiences on two of the nights barely reaching more than fifty. Furthermore, members of Venice’s working classes would have been most unlikely to attend the opera, if only because the price of even the cheapest ticket was often the equivalent of more than a day’s wages, while wealthy box-holders would often sit in on the same opera night after night. At a generous estimate, therefore, aggregate attendance might have reached no more than about seven or eight thousand over the course of a successful season, representing a small and utterly unrepresentative proportion of the city’s overall population, which in 1655 was estimated as 158,000 and swelled during Carnival-time.


So one must not exaggerate the popular significance of publicly performed opera. Audiences would still have been predominantly drawn from the nobility and wealthier citizenry and the art form remained, as it always has been, something of an acquired (and expensive) taste. The question remains as to why, when this art form began to reach out to a new, wider audience, it succeeded in doing so first of all in Venice. Several partial explanations suggest themselves.


In some ways, commercial opera was a direct by-product of the Venetian Carnival. Artistically, Venice with its long-established tradition of popular theatre provided a fertile seed-bed for the budding new form, while much traditional theatrical fare (including aspects of commedia dell’arte) translated easily into early opera. There were social reasons, too, why opera began to take root in seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Venice. By now, as the grand triumphs of earlier Venetian history faded into distant memory and a new, more commercially minded nobility came to replace the old, the formal social hierarchies of earlier times became loosened. At the opera house (as on the piazza or the gondola), masks were designed to disguise personal status and individuality, offering opportunities to contravene social norms with a degree of guaranteed impunity unthinkable in ducal Florence or papal Rome. One of the attractions of the Venetian theatre, in other words, was that, during Carnival at least, it provided a forum for licensed licentiousness in a public environment in which, paradoxically, privacy could be preserved.
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In Venice, theatregoers could buy tickets from a box office much as their successors do today.




Economically, opera benefited from the fact that members of the Venetian nobility obtained pride and prestige from building and owning a public theatre (in sharp contrast, again, to the practice in Mantua or Florence). The Grimani family, for example, relished the chance to open their theatres to a wider public: the Teatro SS. Giovanni e Paolo was built by Giovanni and Paolo Grimani specifically for public performance of opera, and the family went on to own no fewer than four Venetian opera houses. In addition to the goodwill this produced, the noble family owning an opera theatre also stood a fair chance of earning a tidy sum from rentals. In 1661, Andrea Vendramin earned some 5000 ducats from property and leases, one thousand of which came from the lease of his family’s theatre, the S. Luca. Sometimes an opera season incurred a net loss; Cavalli’s early attempt at theatre management came to a painful end in 1644 when he had to hand back the Cassiano, still owned by the Tron family, with substantial unpaid debts. But if a deficit had to be underwritten from time to time by noble owners and patrician box-holders, it seems they were not necessarily averse to having to subsidize further their own entertainment. As a French commentator reported in 1683, the nobility of Venice patronized the great opera theatres more for their divertissement particulier than for any financial profit that might accrue, since income from opera ‘did not normally furnish half the expense’. This pattern – of wealthy economic magnates pouring money into an essentially non-profitmaking enterprise – provides yet another example of how the early history of opera in Venice set the course for much that was to follow.


All this helped nurture the emergence of commercial opera. It was also both effect and cause of the continued erosion of the once almost unassailable authority of the church. Indeed, during much of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, throughout Italy as a whole, there was a tussle for musical supremacy between these two institutions, church and theatre, as singers, instrumentalists and composers found their allegiance swinging from the one to the other. Cavalli (like his mentor Monteverdi) began his career as a church musician, a maestro di cappella, yet he moved increasingly into the composition of opera, the form for which he was most celebrated in his lifetime and remembered today. The conflict between the spiritual and commercial is spectacularly illustrated in the lives and careers of some of the castrati.


*


It was in order to sing ‘like angels’ that castrated boys were brought into Italian church choirs. In Rome, the papal choir had long aspired to music that evoked heaven and as women and girls were banned from church performance the most obviously angelic voices were those of prepubescent children. But boys’ voices broke. Hence the gradual acceptance, and later the full-scale promotion, of the adult castrato singer, a practice that began at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (precisely around the time the first operas were being composed), reached its peak in the eighteenth century and finally died out in the nineteenth. We have no way of knowing quite what the voices of the great eighteenth-century castrati sounded like or appreciating the impact they had upon their listeners.* The immense fame and fees of singers like Senesino and Farinelli suggest a phenomenon comparable to that of such celebrities of a later age as Caruso or Pavarotti.


The Catholic church did not officially condone the practice of castration, nor was it the first institution in history to accept it. However, some early Christians had had themselves castrated in order, as they thought, to ensure a life of chastity and abstinence, an ideal that retained a powerful hold among many believers in seventeenth-century Italy. By that time, castration was generally illegal unless carried out with the express agreement of the boy concerned. But a number of recorded instances suggest the decision was reached consensually between the boy and his father and, in some instances, a singing teacher; all would have known of the career opportunities castration could make possible. Sometimes the initiative seems to have come from the boy himself. In 1613, a young orphan in Rome was reported as having wanted to have himself castrated so that he could serve the Duke of Mantua; later, two boys worried about losing their vocal prowess if their voices broke petitioned the Duke of Modena for financial help in getting themselves castrated. The celebrated singer Luigi Marchesi was said to have been castrated on his own insistence and against his parents’ wishes. Often the operation was performed when the child was no more than about eight or nine, so the suspicion must remain that it was usually the parents of a talented young son with a good voice who made the decision in the hope of using the lad’s vocal abilities as a possible route out of poverty.


Castration may or may not have led eventually to a successful career as a singer. The more immediate benefit for a boy from a poor family was that, with luck, he might be taken under the wing of a kindly tutor, or a church institution, and receive board and lodging and a rudimentary education – with music and singing as a principal subject of study – that would probably not otherwise have been available. In Naples, there were four highly regarded charitable institutions expressly set up by the church to care for the poor and orphaned and to bring them up as devout Christians. Here, young castrated boys from poor families were sent and trained in what was regarded as the ‘conservation’ of the great traditions of the church and its music. These conservatori provided early homes for many of the great operatic castrati, all of them trained initially to perform music for the greater glory of God.




Daily life in the conservatoires, as in any religious institution at the time, was highly disciplined. Typically, a boy would be required to get up before daybreak, sing the praise of the Lord while getting dressed and washed, then attend chapel. During the day, the boys would wear the distinctive cassock and surplice of their particular conservatoire and be expected to behave at all times in a dignified fashion. Meals were taken communally but in silence, followed by a half-hour of ‘recreation’. There is some evidence that the young castrati (or ‘eunuchs’) tended to be treated with greater care than the other boys, for these frail children, their mutilated bodies acquiring a pathetic semblance of adult maturity, were angels in the making. At one of the Naples conservatoires, the Santa Maria di Loreto, it was noted in 1699 that ‘due to the dampness of the place the voices of the eunuch students are somewhat lacking in strength’ and they were subsequently provided with thicker winter underwear. At another, the Sant’Onofrio, the young castrati were sometimes served richer food than the other students, while the steward at the Poveri di Gesù Cristo noted that he had bought seventeen rolls of provolone ‘for the eunuchs’. The English music historian Charles Burney described a visit to the Sant’Onofrio in 1770. By then, the tradition of training castrati at the great Neapolitan conservatoires was past its heyday. However, what Burney found confirmed the impression of many who had preceded him. He noted that boys ate, slept and practised in the same overcrowded rooms and was evidently taken aback by the cacophony that resulted. Out of thirty or forty boys who were practising, he wrote, scarcely two were playing the same piece. There was one haven of quiet. There were, says Burney, sixteen castrati in the college, ‘and these lye by themselves in a warmer apartment upstairs than the other boys for fear of colds, which might endanger or injure the voice’.


It has been estimated that there were probably never more than a few hundred castrati singers at any one time, and that numbers probably started declining from around 1750. Yet the practice of castrating young boys for a life of church music was to have an immense effect upon the world of opera. This was not its intention, but it was a major consequence. Throughout the later seventeenth century and much of the eighteenth, opera composers and audiences in Italy and beyond relished the exquisite, unearthly sound of the castrated male singer. No church chorister ever received anything like as much public adulation or financial recompense as a celebrated opera singer; in London, in the 1730s, Senesino and Farinelli could command fees of up to £1500 per season.


The fascination with castrati went beyond the merely aesthetic, however, as popular speculation became widespread about their supposed sexual capacities. Many castrati were believed to have had intimate relationships with women. Caffarelli boasted of them, Siface was assassinated by the brother of his beloved, while the young soprano Caterina Gabrielli was said to have been transformed into a great beauty by her love affair with yet another castrato, Guadagni. How far these relationships were fully sexual, only the participants would have known. If they were, one attraction might well have been the knowledge that there was no danger of pregnancy: ‘faithless woman,’ said the castrato Tenducci to his erring wife when she became pregnant, ‘you can see that this child is not mine since I cannot give to anyone what I do not possess myself.’
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Castrati Senesino and Berenstadt are portrayed as hugely overgrown pre-pubic boys flanking the Italian prima donna Cuzzoni.


Interest in the castrati fed into a wider fascination at the time with the ambivalent wonders of nature and of science, with the real and the apparent, with masks and masquerades, sexual titillation and ambiguity, and an apparently insatiable appetite for ‘curiosities’ and the freakish. In Vienna, when Mozart went to live there, crowds would visit the Schönbrunn Palace gardens, where the chief attraction was an elephant. A few years earlier, in 1767, the crew of HMS Dolphin had returned to England after circumnavigating the globe and were widely reported to have encountered a tribe of nine-foot-tall ‘Patagonian giants’. Some of the castrati, too, were portrayed as absurdly and grotesquely overgrown: large-scale little boys with the powerful chest cavities of the mature singer yet with residues of pre-pubescent puppy fat and no facial hair. Most of them, wrote the French jurist Charles de Brosses after a visit to Italy in 1739:




grow big, and as fat as capons, their hips, rump, arms, throat and neck as round and chubby as a woman’s. When you meet them at a gathering, it is astonishing, when they speak, to hear a little child’s voice emerging from such a colossus. Some are very pretty: with fair ladies they are smug and conceited and, if rumour is to be believed, much in demand for their talents, which are limitless.





They were popularly reputed to be selfish, temperamental and unreliable, not unlike the ‘diva’ of more recent times. There was doubtless some truth to this image, but it was also something of a caricature. When Burney encountered the elderly Farinelli in Bologna in 1770, he found a tall, thin, courtly gentleman clearly modest about past glories. They met initially in the library of the great musician and teacher Padre Martini; ‘what he is doing will last,’ said Farinelli, adding that his own achievements were ‘past and already forgotten’. Later, over dinner in the singer’s elegantly furnished home, Farinelli waved aside Burney’s desire to write about his life and career but was very helpful in furnishing Burney with detailed information about Domenico Scarlatti. Later, in Naples, Burney met another of the great castrati, Caffarelli, by then a very youthful-looking 63-year-old (and still singing). Caffarelli, notorious in earlier years for his overweening arrogance, was ‘very polite and entered into conversation with great ease and cheerfulness’, asking courteously after various English acquaintances.


Many castrati with successful careers in the opera theatre nevertheless retained their links to the church, doubtless out of a mix of genuine piety and as a kind of pension plan. Caffarelli, for all his international réclame, remained on the books of the Naples royal chapel for most of his life. Guadagni, having been dismissed from his church choir because of his unauthorized theatre engagements, made great efforts to be reinstated, finally being readmitted eighteen years later. Antonio Maria Giuliani, a relatively minor figure who lived in Modena, sang in (and later directed) the cathedral choir for many years; but he also took occasional jobs on the opera stages of Venice and elsewhere and worked as répétiteur in the Modena opera house.


As opera spread across Italy and beyond, however, the musical attractions and opportunities of the church showed signs of decline. In Venice, something close to forty members of the St Mark’s choir also appeared in the city’s opera theatres between 1660 and 1725. In Rome in 1728/9, the papal chapel found itself recruiting three castrati all of whom had spent the previous few years on the opera stage. A document from Rome in the middle of the eighteenth century complains of the multiplicity of theatres here and elsewhere in Italy who offer castrati ‘excessive salaries’ so that ‘these singers no longer set much store by the Papal Chapel’. Lesser chapels around the peninsula found it even harder to recruit the singers they needed. During the 1740s and 1750s, that in Loreto had to grant repeated leave to its singers (including seven castrati) to enable them to take up operatic engagements, while by 1779 the chapel of S. Maria Maggiore in Bergamo could only hope to recruit a young castrato to its choir if it agreed to release the singer for the entire Carnival period with full pay.


The decline in the authority of the Catholic church may have coincided with the rise in the popularity of opera and, in particular, of the castrato singer, but its causes went much deeper. The Counter-Reformation, launched in Italy in the sixteenth century to oppose the spread of Protestantism in Europe, had largely run its course, while Enlightenment rationalism was making increasing inroads into the traditional faith. By the later decades of the eighteenth century, the church began to experience some difficulty finding high-quality recruits not only for its choirs but also for the priesthood itself. Yet, in some degree, Rome was the architect of its own decline: the ecclesiastical ban on women appearing on the theatrical stage or in the pontifical chapel had helped lead directly to the emergence and celebrity of the castrato. Opera’s gain was thus the church’s loss. By the later eighteenth century, if Burney is to be believed, ‘all the musici in the churches… are made up of the refuse of the opera houses, and it is a very rare thing to meet with a tolerable voice’ in any church in Italy.


*


If Venice saw the beginnings of commercial opera and Rome was responsible for the earliest forays by castrati into opera, the most important centre of music-making in Italy for much of the eighteenth century was Naples. Naples was by far the largest city in Italy – bigger than any other European city except London and Paris – and richly cosmopolitan. Greek, Roman and Byzantine rule had each left their mark; since medieval times Naples (and therefore much of southern Italy) had fallen under the hegemony of a succession of rulers, culminating with the great Spanish Habsburg Emperor Charles V. The Spanish continued to govern under a series of viceroys until the early eighteenth century, when they were replaced by the Austrians. Austrian rule was never secure, and in 1734 a Bourbon prince, the son of a Spanish king and an Italian duchess, ousted the Austrians in their turn and reestablished Bourbon hegemony throughout southern Italy as King Charles III. One of the first projects he initiated was the building of a huge opera house as an adjunct to the royal palace. Inaugurated on the monarch’s name day in 1737, the great theatre was named the Teatro San Carlo, a vast edifice whose richly embellished royal box, at the apex of the horseshoe, had the capacity of four ordinary boxes and was three storeys in height. In this impressively regal house, audiences of over 2000 would attend ‘serious operas’ (opere serie) that, in the allegorical form of Greek gods or Roman Emperors, would tend to mirror the power structure of the people observing them.


The city was not new to opera in 1737. As in Florence, there had been experiments linking drama and music in Naples as early as the sixteenth century. And it was in the smaller theatres of Naples that traditional commedia dell’arte had led to what became known as opera buffa in which the stock characters would sing and speak their drama in language, and rudimentary stage settings, that were identifiably local. Publicly performed opera was first produced in Naples in 1650, only a few years after its introduction in Venice. New operas were normally showcased each season in the Viceroy’s private theatre and then transferred to the adjacent public theatre, the S. Bartolomeo. It was to supervise the new season in the S. Bartolomeo that the 24-year-old Alessandro Scarlatti, born in Palermo and educated in Rome, was summoned by the Viceroy in 1684.


Scarlatti stayed for most of the rest of his life writing numerous operas himself as well as adapting Venetian works for the Neapolitan stage. It was in considerable part through his example and leadership that the city came to vie with Venice as Italy’s foremost centre of opera. For the rest of the eighteenth century, Naples remained an irresistible magnet to every musician of ambition or prominence, especially those who were to make their names composing opere serie. When the Saxon-born George Frideric Handel was a young man, he spent three years honing his lyrical gifts in Italy, composing a dramatic cantata when in Naples in 1708 (Aci, Galatea e Polifemo) which included a bass aria requiring the singer to leap operatically from a top A to low D, a range of two and a half octaves. A little later, another leading young German composer, Johann Adolf Hasse, lived in Naples for a few years, soaking up all he could learn from Scarlatti. In later life, after Hasse had settled in Dresden, he met de Brosses, who asked him what he thought of French music. ‘The famous composer, known as il Sassone [the Saxon], nearly choked with anger,’ reported de Brosses, and he quoted Hasse as adding: ‘God keep me from ever seeing or hearing any music other than Italian, because no other language can sing, and there can be music only in Italian.’ For good measure, Hasse was particularly rude about French music, considering the French language full of hard, unsingable sounds ‘detestable in music’.


It was to Naples, too, that the Rome-born Pietro Metastasio, the century’s most influential librettist of opera seria, initially came to work before later moving to Vienna, while in May 1770 Mozart, then aged fourteen, was brought to Naples by his father for a month. Mozart père wrote home that, despite un-seasonably cold weather, Wolfgang was keen to get a tan. Wolfgang, meanwhile, wrote to his sister that the Naples opera house was beautiful, but he had noticed that the King ‘has had a rough Neapolitan upbringing and in the opera he always stands on a stool so as to look a little taller than the Queen’.


From the moment it opened, the Teatro San Carlo quickly established itself as a major tourist attraction to all with an interest in music. ‘[T]he royal theatre in Naples,’ gushed de Brosses in 1739, shortly after its inauguration, ‘is of a prodigious size, with seven ranks of loges served by corridors and a deep, spacious stage fit for large-scale constructions in perspective.’ He described King Charles III and his wife as just about the ugliest royal couple ever to rule Naples. But they were, it seems, much loved and their opera house was a stupendous success.


*


De Brosses admitted to some shame when he saw the number of opera houses in Italy; in the whole of France, he confessed (not quite accurately), ‘there is no real auditorium except the one in the Tuileries which is hardly ever used’. Lord Stanhope, on a visit to Milan in 1733, noted that opera ‘is the chief entertainment of all the strangers here’, partly no doubt because, unlike other forms of theatrical entertainment, the fact of its being performed in a foreign language was regarded as of negligible importance. Letters and memoirs by upper-class gentlemen visiting Italy on the Grand Tour frequently mention visits to the opera. The French author and cleric the Abbé Coyer attended a performance at the San Carlo which was ‘interspersed with marches, battles and triumphs, all carried out on a grand scale’ – and all the more impressive because the King’s own horses were used. Another visitor to the Naples opera observed with breathless admiration that ‘the men fight as though at war… These are not wretched men picked up on street corners, as happens in Paris and London, but real soldiers trained in military skill.’ The fare on offer in Turin was equally impressive. When an English Grand Tourist, Edward Thomas, visited the Teatro Regio in 1750 a few years after it opened, he thought its performances the finest in Europe, going into raptures on account of both ‘the music and the machinery’. It was the sheer grandeur of the place, and of its productions, that most impressed. ‘You might see cities taken by storm and elephants on the stage,’ he wrote, ‘with their castles and as it were whole armies drawn up.’ Sometimes there might be ‘above 40 dancers together with a chorus of above 200 persons in gorgeous apparel’. Thomas Brand, a ‘bearleader’ (that is, someone who accompanied a rich young aristocrat and helped manage his tour), reported in 1783 that the Turin house was ‘immense’: ‘In the ballets, in triumphal entries and other great shows, there are sometimes 70 horse manoeuvring upon the stage at a time, real horse of the Piedmontese cavalry: and there is room in the house for 3,200 seated spectators.’


Size, however, wasn’t everything. Many reported on the sheer quality of operatic entertainment in Italy. As early as 1709, Lord Charles Somerset went to Bologna, where he visited the opera and thought the performance ‘extraordinarily delicate and fine’. He noted that locals esteemed it merely ‘of the middle rank’, from which he deduced that ‘the excellent music of this country excel[s] any that we can pretend to’. It would, he concluded, be ‘the highest vanity for us in England to compare the best of any of our new operas to that which was counted but indifferent among the Italians’.


Other visitors reported that Italian singers had a tendency to shout. Burney put this down in part to the sheer size of some of the theatres, which were so big, he said, that ‘in order to be heard thro’ space and noise [the singers] seem in a perpetual bawl’. There were other criticisms, too. One dissatisfied visitor to Naples saw ‘a miserable thing they called an opera buffa’, while a tourist in Florence noted sourly that the management was in the hands of people ‘whose only interest is to get money’.


[image: image]


Early opera was often enlivened by exotic, imaginative or outrageous costume designs, such as this one for a coral fisher for Cavalli’s The Marriage of Thetis and Peleus.


Many foreign visitors were particularly illuminating about the behaviour of audiences. When David Garrick visited the Turin opera in the 1760s, he was taken aback not only by the general noisiness of the crowd but by the way the players would move out of character to exchange words with members of the audience. Samuel Sharp wrote in 1767 that ‘it is so much the fashion at Naples, and, indeed, through all Italy, to consider the Opera as a place of rendezvous and visiting, that they do not seem in the least to attend to the musick, but laugh and talk through the whole performance, without any restraint.’ A few years later, Burney found the ‘inattention, noise and indecorum’ of the Italian operatic audience ‘quite barbarous and intolerable’ – another reason, he thought, why singers sometimes had to ‘bawl’ to be heard. Burney contrasted this, perhaps a little unrealistically, with what he described as the ‘silence which reigns in London and Paris’, which he approved of as ‘an encouragement to the actor as well as a comfort to the hearer’. Visiting the opera in Florence in 1788, Charles Abbot enjoyed the splendid ‘scenery and dresses’ but noted that ‘the company paid very little attention to the performance except at particular airs’. The buzz of conversation, he added, ‘actually prevented us very often from hearing the singers, though we were seated within three rows of the stage’.


To some extent the behaviour of Italian opera audiences, so often berated by educated foreign visitors, arose from the fact that opera had been made commercially available in Italy earlier than elsewhere. As a result, even in a court theatre like the San Carlo, it was common practice for people to stroll in after the performance had begun, to chat audibly, wave to friends across the auditorium and to eat, drink, smoke and perhaps play cards or chess. Chess, noted de Brosses, ‘is perfect for filling the emptiness of… long recitatives, and music for breaking one’s excessive concentration on chess’. ‘The hour of the theatre,’ wrote the British visitor William Beckford, with all its ‘mobbing and disturbance… is the happiest part of the day, to every Italian, of whatever station; and the least affluent will sacrifice some portion of his daily bread, rather than not enjoy it.’


Few attended to the opera in a reverent frame of mind in order to appreciate what we might consider ‘great art’. Rather, the opera was a little like a modern jazz club: somewhere sophisticated to go to with friends, while away a long evening and, in passing, enjoy the highlights of whatever entertainment was on offer. It was not actually bon ton to listen to the opera, said de Brosses, except to the ‘interesting places’. As at a jazz club, or a palm court orchestra in an old-fashioned café, one might applaud an individual musician for a particularly virtuoso showpiece. Indeed, one might (as at a pop concert) get caught up in the excitement and sing along, or at least hum along, with the principals or, as at a spectacular musical today, gasp and maybe applaud at exciting musical or dramatic moments. However, for the most part, opera (opined the Abbé Coyer) ‘is for conversation, or for visiting box to box’. People do not listen to most of the music, he said, but they do go into ecstasies ‘for arias’. Not, be it noted, for old favourites, as in today’s opera houses. ‘No one wishes to see an opera, a ballet, a stage set, or an actor that was seen the previous year,’ wrote de Brosses, a view endorsed by an anonymous visitor to Turin in 1782 who noted that ‘the music is never attended to by the people of the country unless [it is] a new opera and the first representation perhaps – or a favourite air by a favourite singer’. When the celebrated castrato Senesino returned to Naples, reported de Brosses, ‘people cried: “What’s this? We have seen this actor before; his singing will be old-fashioned.”’ On the other hand, a new work might attract many of the same people night after night, the theatre serving them as a kind of club. As de Brosses noted dryly, the fondness Italians had for going to the opera was ‘more remarkable for the constancy of their attendance than for the attention they bestow upon it’.




Typically, the audience would be stratified. This did not need to be legislated; ticket prices would generally see to it that attendees knew their place. On the ‘parterre’, or ground level, were rows of benches on which people – all men in some theatres – would sit: assorted intellectuals, priests, military officers and other middle-rank functionaries, plus perhaps the composer and librettist of the piece and their friends. A painting of the newly opened Teatro Regio in Turin shows the bewigged occupants of the front few rows of parterre benches. Some are watching the performance (in one case through a telescope), others are chatting to their neighbours, looking around or passing the time reading quietly. A young girl is selling oranges, someone else drinks, while an armed guard ensures that order is preserved. De Brosses compared the parterre benches in an Italian opera house to those in a church: ‘one sits on them’. There the similarity ended, for:




the din of cabals in favour of the actors, of applause while a faction’s favourite is singing (sometimes even before he begins), of echoes responding from the very highest loges, of poems dropped or shouted in praise of the singer is unceasing; an ear-splitting noise so unpleasant, so indecorous, that the first rank of loges is made uninhabitable by it.





It could be even noisier behind the parterre benches. Here, having to stand, would be a gaggle of jostling servants, the people who had to convey their noble masters to and from the theatre and, in general, be prepared to satisfy their every whim. In Venice, this was where the gondolieri would congregate. The upper reaches of the house would take the form of a series of horseshoe levels, the higher semi-circles tending to be frequented by people preferring not to be seen, such as young blades with their mistresses. As for the first-level boxes immediately above the parterre, plus those a tier or two higher in the biggest houses, these provided the domain of the rich and powerful.


Although the social levels were carefully stratified, they were not exclusively so and there was considerable interchange between them. A young man from the parterre might pay an obligatory social call to a grande dame in a first-level box before joining his girl in the obscurity of the higher reaches of the house. In Venice, the racier aristocrats in the boxes, doubtless masked, would sometimes spit on the common people below and see if they could score a direct hit; this practice, it seems, was met not with surly resentment but with high-spirited repartee and ‘pulling very funny faces’. Gladstone noticed this spitting as late as the 1830s (when his wife left Naples because of the stink).


*


In winter time, when it was costly to keep draughty homes warm, the Italian opera theatre provided all possible creature comforts for those wealthy enough to afford it. In some of the grander opera houses the seasonal rent for a box could cost five times the annual income of an average citizen. The French travel writer Jérôme de Lalande commented that the boxes were so comfortable that their owners might spend ‘one quarter of their lives there’. This was where one saw friends, entertained, did business, passed much of one’s leisure time and caught up with all the gossip. Every lady’s box, wrote William Beckford, ‘is the scene of tea, cards, cavaliers, servants, lap-dogs, abbés, scandal and assignations; attention to the action of the piece, to the scenes, or even to the actors, male, or female, is but a secondary affair.’


Across the candle-lit auditorium, people would survey the audience through opera glasses or lorgnettes, wave to acquaintances and take note of who was wearing what or squiring whom. Every now and then the King or Viceroy or maybe a victorious general might turn up, in which case one would turn towards the VIP box, smile, applaud and hope to be seen doing so. For a little more privacy, or obscurity, it was always possible to withdraw to the back of the box, behind the curtain, to indulge in a discrete tête-à-tête. Even indiscretions had their etiquette. During the 1748/9 season in Parma, the 23-year-old Casanova proposed taking his lady friend Henriette to the opera every night. When Henriette asked coyly whether that was not excessive, Casanova explained that they would get themselves talked about if they were not to be seen at the opera. Indeed, they would probably have to leave town. Very well, said Henriette, but take a private box as little exposed as possible. Casanova did his best to comply, taking a box up in the second tier, but warning Henriette that, as the theatre was small, ‘a pretty woman could not fail to be noticed’. Henriette, having perused the ‘list of foreigners then in Parma’ and satisfied herself that none were known to her, agreed to run the risk and attend, but did so that first night ‘without rouge and without a candle’ – and resolutely used her opera glasses to look at the stage all evening and nowhere else. ‘No one seemed to be curious about us,’ reports Casanova, ‘so we went home well satisfied, in the bosom of peace and love.’


*


As the eighteenth century progressed, ecclesiastical establishments in Rome, Naples and elsewhere faced increasing difficulties. Venice, meanwhile, continued its dizzy decline as a European power while consolidating its reputation as a flamboyant leader in the arts. Here, Tiepolo painted his spectacular canvases, Goldoni and Gozzi brought subtlety and intrigue to theatrical comedy while the idea of publicly performed opera, pioneered in Venice, spread across Italy and, indeed, north of the Alps into Central Europe. What had begun as an elegant divertissement for the nobility, and continued to provide a forum for the display of power and wealth, was also by now firmly established as a popular form of commercial entertainment, its clientele in some places reaching far down the social scale. Every city had its opera house. Many had several. Most of the great Italian houses best known to history date from the eighteenth century: the Argentina in Rome (1732), the San Carlo in Naples (1737), Turin’s Teatro Regio (1740), the Teatro Comunale in Bologna (1763), Milan’s La Scala (1778) and the Fenice in Venice (1792).


The French Revolution, which broke out in 1789, would transform everything it touched, including the history of opera. Five years after the opening of La Fenice, Venice was occupied by French troops and the great Venetian Republic brought to a precipitate and ignominious end. In Rome, castration was outlawed and the Pope banished. As for the great city of Naples, it remained the capital of a kingdom; it was just that the King was Napoleon’s brother-in-law and one of his generals.
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