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1 Introduction

––––––––

Tuscany in 2013, and Italy is in the grip of a major crisis. My girlfriend Sara and I returned from England for a short time to fix up a few things in Italy. We then planned to permanently return to the country we love. Our love of England began long ago, while we were on a driving vacation through Kent, Cornwall and Scotland, where tourists and others feel so welcome. We do not like typical ‘hotel’ tourism, and prefer to move casually between B&B’s and staying with friends we met years before. 

To be honest, the decision to move was difficult. Travel and emigration involve a whole series of difficulties that people would never encounter in their own country. Yet there is a more positive side to living in a new place. That is to be more open-minded to diversity, in order to see the world from a different perspective.

The first year we lived in England, 2012, was also the year of the Diamond Jubilee. This was Queen Elizabeth II's celebration of 75 years of rule. The Olympics took place in the same year, and I realized how Italy is seen from abroad. From cuisine, to culture, through fashion, music, and more. This experience gave me a great deal of pleasure, and as a lover of Lambrettas, I enjoyed seeing them race around the closing ceremony of the Olympics. 

Back in Italy I came to think about a person who is well known throughout the world. It is ridiculous that having always had him close, I never thought much about him. What, or rather who was Giacomo Puccini? While we were waiting to leave and trying to let our house in Italy, I was contacted by Josh, a young musicologist from Florida who was looking for accommodation in the land of Puccini. Josh was studying to become a conductor; however, the main aspect of his character was his great love of Giacomo Puccini.

Our relationship was brief, but thanks to him, I came to understand the value of many things. It's odd that an American was in Italy and, in particular Viareggio, not for a simple seaside holiday, but to live in the place where Puccini once lived. To discover a world of people who love Italy, and who want to study and learn our language. To stay in the land where Puccini created his greatest works.

Here I go off-topic, or rather I ask a small question: how does Italy come to be in a crisis? Tourism should be a powerful resource, a driving force for the economy. In addition, Italian brands are known worldwide. We think of Ferrari, Brunello di Montalcino, and other big names in fashion. Italian food is amongst the most popular, perhaps even the most enjoyed in the world. Many famous British cooks have learned to prepare food according to the Italian school: pizza, pasta, gelato are words that are practically universal.

Let us return to the Maestro, and stories that divulge his secrets. How do I know them? Naturally, I wouldn't be able to write about the Da Vinci Code, or explore the Great Masters. Nor talk about hidden secrets of the Templars and the Illuminati. However, I have a small connection with Puccini. My godmother, Lia Russo, was the wife of composer Nino Russo. He was a big fan of the Maestro, and he went to live in the house next to the villa where Puccini composed many of his works.

This passion led Russo to learn about the world of the Maestro, and to investigate more of Puccini’s descendants, including Simonetta Puccini and Russo’s wife Lia. Currently, these are the last surviving people to hold an irreplaceable store of memories. Simonetta Puccini is the most recent heir, and her dear old friend Lia is the person who over the years passed on many of Puccini’s secrets to me. Without any further study, I believe I could write this memoir with many stories that have never been written until now. This will delight even non-opera lovers, who will discover something new and unusual about the great man.

You are not an opera lover? That wouldn’t surprise me, because neither is opera my favorite genre, or even a world in which I’m overly interested. But when I hear a Puccini melody, I feel myself shiver. My mom always played his records, ever since I was a child.  Thanks to her, I have learned to close my eyes and drift along with the music. 

The passionate combination of musical notes conceals a twist, a common thread that comes to us from the nineteenth century. A common thread that reaches out to us from that distant time. Given the influence of history on our lives, we should not underestimate this influence. However, we should also consider the veil behind which much of modern media is distributed. This veil hides secrets, not just about Freemasonry, but also small pieces of information that will allow you to discover a truer Puccini.


2 Temporal Links

2.1 A Few Dates

How is it that some memories stay in our minds? To untangle this puzzle, we must first look at a few dates. Giacomo Puccini was born in Lucca on December 22, 1858. He died in Brussels on 29 November 1924. In many ways he was the musical heir to Richard Wagner, who was born in Germany on 22 May 1813. Wagner died in Venice on February 13, 1883. Dan Brown, in his most famous book the Da Vinci Code, describes Wagner as an innovator. We will consider this key factor later, but for now we should remember the influence of ‘Wagnerism’ on rock, metal, and even in several current films.

Let's get back to what I mentioned at the start. Maestro Nino Russo was born in Naples in 1908, and died in Pisa in 1976. He met a very young Puccini in Milan, and took part in his Torre del Lago funeral in 1924. At that time Nino was just 16 years old, but he was already well ahead with his studies to become a conductor. More than 20 years later, in 1947, he rented a house adjacent to Puccini’s villa in Torre del Lago with his wife Lia. Today the lake has receded about 50 meters, but at that time it reached to the gate of the villa. My godmother told me that she and her husband loved to spend the summers by the lakeside, and were often joined by Niche, who had been Puccini’s butler. Niche was Puccini’s inspiration for the figure of the waiter in ‘La Fanciulla del West’.

Niche continued to look after the villa until his death on the 29th of November, several years later. Coincidentally Russo died on the same day as the butler who had faithfully served Puccini for so many years. A man who knew more about the famous family than most. So not only had Nino known the Maestro, but he had lived for years close to his butler. A man who knew the smallest details of Puccini’s everyday life. Niche is not to be confused with Pasquale Belladonna, Livio Dell'Anna’s butler. Livio was the brother of Antonio Puccini’s wife Rita Dell'Anna. In the 1990s he inherited a legacy left by Puccini.

We now come to the second link, that between my parents and the Russos. At the end of the sixties my father and mother left Capannori, near Lucca in Tuscany. Both my grandfathers were farmers, and during the years of the cultural revolution, the Lucchese countryside offered little opportunity for young people. Which is why my parents moved first to Massarosa, where they managed a bar. Later they moved to Viareggio, where they managed a new bar and pastry shop that quickly became very popular. Nino and Lia Russo were regulars at the bar, and formed a great friendship with my father and mother. After my birth in 1972, they became my godfather and godmother: they had no children, and said it was nice to have a godson.

I have a few vague memories of Nino dating from my childhood, and even today I often visit Lia. Despite her being 91 years of age, her mind is still lucid. Although unfortunately she has many physical ailments because of her age. She was a tall and beautiful woman: she still has a unique strength that has helped keep her mind alive. Both Lia and my mother always told us that Nino wanted to teach me music: unfortunately he did not make it in time. I never became a musician or a musicologist. Although despite never having studied music, I can still read it, strum a guitar and riffle my fingers over a piano.

At the age of twenty-four, I also composed a few songs, although nothing I would consider to be exceptional. Except for one piece, which was published on vinyl rather than on CD. The era of house music had just begun, and Nino would probably have turned in his grave. Then again who knows, perhaps he would understand. The mental process by which you create something is always the same, whether it's opera or whether it's pop. In his day, Nino was also a modern composer. I have several of his scores that range from slow to beguine, surf and typical Neapolitan songs.

Lia did not know in advance I was writing these memoirs, which I started in the summer of 2013 at the age of forty-one. I never thought to write anything like this, and frankly I have never read those books that appear every year on the anniversary of Puccini’s death. Books that contain the most imaginative stories. 

This book, however, mainly brings together a series of short stories and episodes that occurred in real life, like the stories all grandparents tell their grandchildren. This lends authenticity to these collected thoughts, and I think this authenticity separates this small work from many others that touch on the topic of Puccini.
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