CHAPTER VI

The Impresario and his Theatre

WHILE he was staying in Bologna, which is the headquarters of
musical life in Ialy, Rossini was offered commissions from every
single town in Italy which is proud enough to boast a theatee. Jmpresari
were everywhere granted their contracts on the express condition that
they should succeed in commissioning an opera from Rossini. He was
paid on an average about a thousand francs for each work,* and he
compased about four or five operas a year,

Let me explain the inner workings of the thearrical system in Iraly,
A contracor—usually the wealthicst burgher of some perty township,
for chis particular office carries with it considerable social prestige and
not a few other advantages, although it frequently turns out to be
financially ruinous !—undertakes to run the theatre in the town whose
leading citizen he has the honour to be; so to start with, he forms a
company, which consists invariably of: a prima-donna, a tenore,1 a basso
cantante, a basso biffo, a second {ferale) and a third (male) buffo singer.
Next, the impresario engages a maestro (composer) to write an original
opera for him, having always due regard, in the setting of his arias, to
the particnlar characteristics of the voices of the singers who are to
perform them, The fmpresario then purchases a text {the fibretto: always
in verse), which may cost him anything from sixty to eighty francs,
the author being usually some wretched abbé parasitically atrached to
one of the wealthier households in the neighbourhoed; for in Lom-
bardy, where the meanest of petry provincial towns invariably counts
some half dozen landed estates bringing in a hundred thousand Lipres a
year and upwards, the undignified profession of parasite, so brilliantly
satirized by Tercnce, still fourishes in all its glory. Nexr, the impresario,

! The term tenere signifies a voi i i i
Davide is famous fuﬁ%ﬁﬁhemfc&ﬂﬂsﬂang;ﬁm ;Jierﬁuﬁpfm
Generally speaking, epera buffa and opers di mezze caratters aze written for tenors
with a normal veice-range, and such singers, taking their tifle from the warks in

which they most fequently perform, are known 33 tenord df mezzo carattere. The
true tenor generally appeared to best advantage in apera teria.
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himsclf the owner of one of these estates, proceeds to hand over all the
busincss management of the thearre to his agent, who is usnally a
lawryer, and in fact the same arch-scoundrel who manages his personal
business in private life; while he (the impresario) is more properly
occupied in falling in love with the prima donna; at which poine, the
great question which atises to tickle the enriosity of the entire neigh-
bourhood, is whether or not he will offer her his arm in publie.

Thus “organized”, the company eventually gives its first perform-
ance, but not without previously having survived a whole month of
usterly burlesque intrigues, thus furnishing an incxhaustible supply of
gossip to entertain the entire countryside. This prima recita is the greatest
public happening in all the long, dull existence of the town concerned
—s0 momentous indeed, that I can think of nothing in Paris which
could offer anything likc an adequate comparisan. For three weeks on
end, cight or ten thousand persons will argue the merits and defects of
the opera with all the powers of sustained concentration with which
heaven has seen fit to endow them, and above all, with the maxomum
force of which their lungs are capable. This premiére, unless biasted at
the very outsct by some scandal of positively catastrophic dimensions,
would normally be followed by some chirty or forty others, at the
conclusion of which the company dishands, A run of this type is
usually called 2 “season™ {una stagione) and the best season is that which
coincides with the Carnival. Any singers who have not been cugaged
(seritturati), nsually hang about in Bologna or in Milan, where they
have theatrical agents who make it their business to secure them con-
tracts, and to rob them unashamedly in the process.

Furnished with this little sketch of the life and manners prevailing
in the Italian theatre, the reader will now have no difficulty in picturing
the singular existence which Rossini led between the years 1810 and
1816, and which has no equivalent in France. One after the other, he
visited every town in Iraly, spending some two or three months in
cach. As soon as he set foot in the place, he would be welcomed,
banqueted and generally adulated by every difertante in the neighbour-
hood, so that the first cwo or three weeks would be gaily frittered
away in the consumption of gala dinners, spiced with sighs and sheugs
over the unspeakable imbecility of the librettist. Rossini, over and
above the extraordinary and penetrating intclhigence with which he
was gifted by nature, was indebted to his carliest misiress (the countess
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P#*%, in Pesaro) for a thorough training in literary appreciation, which
he had perfected tarough reading the works of Ariosto, the comedies
of Machiavelli, the Fiabe of Gozzi, and the satires of Buratei: and in
conscquence, he was exquisitely sensitive to the nicer absurdities of the
average fibretto. Tu mi hai dato versi, ma non sitvazioni,! is a complaint
which, more than once, I have heard him thunder at some wretched
literary hack, who is thercupon reduced to utter apologetic dissolu-
ton, and retumns a couple of hours later with a penitent sonmet,
wmiliato ofla gloria del pilt gram maestro 4" Ialia ¢ del mondo.

After two or three woeks spent in these and similar dissipations,
Reossini begins to refiuse invitations to bangucts and soirdes musicales,
under the pretext that he must seriously give his attention to studying
the vocal potentialities of his company, With this end in view, he
commandeers a piano, and makes them sing: and on such occasions the
observer may witness the depressing spectacle of a great composer
compelled to distort and mutilate the finest flights of musieal inspira-
tion which have ever been known, for the simple reason that the tenore
cannot reach the notc which some noble vists of crcative imagitation
has suggested, or else because the prima donna invariably sings off pitch
in the course of teansition from one key to the next! Frequently the
only competent singer it the whole company turns out to be the basso,

Finally, three weeks before the premire is billed, Rossini, who is by
now quite suthciently farniliar with the voices of his company, staris
to compose in earnest. He rises late, and settles down to work throngh
a perpetial barrage of conversation maintained by his new-found
Acquaintances, who, despite every protest he can venture to make,
obstinately refuse to leave him in peace for a single instant during the
whole of the live-long day. He dines with them at the local asterig, and
as often as not, sups with them as well; he returns home late at night,
his friends convoying him back ta the very door of his lodgings, all
singing at the tops of their voices some seng which he has improvised
during the course of the cvening; on eccasions, they have even been
known to indulge in an impromptu miserere, to the inexpressible
scandal of all pure and pious church-goers in the neighbourhood. But
eventually be docs manage to retreat ta the peace of his own room, and
this is the hour—often towards three in the moming—when his most
brilliant musical inspirations tend to come upon him. He scribbles chem

" You have provided me with verses, but not with sitationg !
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down, hastily and without a piano, on any odd scraps of paper which
may chance to be handy, and tosses them aside until t}_m moning,
when, amid the roar and hubbub of convivial conversation, he may
find time to “instrument” them (to vse his own favourite cxpression).
He must be picturcd as a spirit of quicksilver agility, asa character of thc
most fiery temperament, perpetually subject to new impressions, per-
petvally on the alere for new ideas; the sort of man for whom nothing
ever seems too difficulr. Thus, latterly, while he was wurkmg on his
Mosé in Egitto, an acquaintance chanced to remark: Since you mn:mi: io
have a Chorus of Jews, why not give them a nas:f? inranarm!l,‘rhe sort of thing
you hear in a synagogue? Struck by the notion, Il'{.l;!f-_im.l promptly sat
down and composed a magnificent chorus, which in fact de_:cs open
with a most curious barmonic combination strongly reminiscent of
the Jewish synagoguc. To the best of my knowledge, there is only one
thing which reduces this ever-brilliant, ever-fertile, ever-active genius
to a state of tter paralysis, and that is the importunate presence of some
pedantic purist, ie whose conversation fattery alternates with an airing
of theories, and who is only happy ifhe can overwhelm his victim with
compliments decked out in academic verbiage, On such occasions,
Rossini’s temper tends to get the better of him, and he launches mllt
promptly into a string of sarcasms which, generally speaking, are ke ly
to be more remarkable for their grotesque imagery and encrgetic
phrascology, than for their stylistic perfection and classical purity of
diction. In Iraly, where there are no idle and d:.r;ﬁamﬁd courtiers to
while away their time by “purifying the language”, and where no one
would dream of considering his dignity and position rather I:]:lﬂnﬂlﬂ‘:?l}"
enjoying himself, the number of things which are accounted “coarse” or
“in bad taste™ is infinitely small; and so it comes zbout that we have the
peculiar colonrfulness of a poet like Mond—poetry which is certainly
noble, and which can even be sublime, but which is yet alth:}usnﬂd
leagnes removed from the silly scruples and dimnid prndfnm of the
Hitel de Rambouillet or irs modern equivalents. If you dlﬁu:t to bring
out the contrast, compare the works of M. I'abbé l;)cltllt; the very
meaning of the word noble is different in France and in Ita]}r.

One such pedant, a foll-blown monsignore by tra-:'lr:: whln, i1 order to
badger him with civilitics, had tracked him down right into the very
bedchamber of the inn where he was staying, and had uﬁ'bctwel}f pre-
vented him from getting out of bed, received the following admeonition:
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“Elfa mi vanta per miagloria. . . you are pleased to mention my celebrity;
yet do you know, Monsignor, wherein lies my fundamental claim to
immaortalivy? [will tell you: it is becanse 1 am the handsomest man
alive! Canova has promised me that, one day, he will use me as =
medel for a statue of Achilles " —saying which, Rossini leapt cagerly
out of hed, and stood before the dazed stare of that noble prelate in the
very costume in which Achilles is vsually depicted, and whose public
exhibition, in Italy, is considered monumentally disrespeceful. “Ob-
serve, my Lord, this kp," he went on. “When a man possesses a limb
so exquisitely turned, is be not certain of immorealiey?. . )" The re-
mzinder of the hatangue, | amit; for once launched on a thoroughly
bad joke, Rassini gets deunk with the sound of his awn voice, intoxi-
cated with the wild gusts of laughter which are inspired by his own
grotesque fancies; he scems 1o be inexhaustibly fertile in the invention
of nonsensical inanities, which usually veer rapidly towards the obscene;
and once he is set on that course, nothing in the world can stop him,
The pedantic prelate soon diseoversd that there was no alternacive buc
to retreat,

Compesing, according to Rossing, is mere child's-play; the real
drudgery of the job comes with refearsal, Then begins the agony, for
on such distressing occasions the poor musestro has to endure the rorments
of the damned, as, one by one, he hears his most inspired ideas, his most
brilliant, his suavest cantilenas, distorred and distigured in every key the
human voice can embrace. "It is quite enpugh,” Fossini maintains, “'to
make one want to boo oneself out of the profession for good and all.”
Invariably, after cach rchearsal, he falls into a fir of black depression,
urterly disgusted with music which, only the previons day, had seemed
delightful.

MNevertheless, these rehearsal-sessions, painful as they must be forany
semsitive young compuoser, are to my mind symbolie, for they reflect
the triumph of Italian musical sensibility. On such occasions, gathered
together around some evil, broken-backed piano in a decrepit shanty,
known as the ridoito, belonging to the local theatre'of some unspeakable
lietle provincial town—say Reggio or Velleeri—I have watched cighe
or ten fourth-rate, down-at-heel opera~singers proceeding 1o rehearsal,
invariably to the accompaniment of a full concerto for saucepans and
roasting-jack from some neighbouring kitchen and, under such appal-
ling circumstances, both experience and express the subtlest and the most
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intimately moving emotional nuances of which the art of music is
capable; and it is precisely on occasions such as these that we cold
Northerners must stand amazed to see a plain set of ignorant dolts, all
tatally incapable of picking out a simple waltz on the piano, or of
telling the difference between ome key and the next, singing and
accompanying by instinct alone, and with such magnificent brie, music
which is new, original and completely unfamiliar to them, and
which, in fact, the maestro himself composes, alters and re-arranges
before their very eves while they are actually in caurse of rehearsal.
They make countless mistakes, of course ; but in music, mistakes which
are due to over—nthusiasm are soon forgotten and forgiven—as quickly
as the lover forgives his mistress fanlts which arise from loving too well.
I, personally, was completely fascinated by these sessions; however, T
have no doubt thar M. Berton (de I'Institud) would have found them
scandalons|

No teuly honest observer, venturing inta Italy from abread, could
dare for one instant to deny the hopeless absurdity of presuming to
train singers or composers elscwhere than under the shadow of
Vesuvius.? In this land, which is the very homeland of beauty, the child
at the brease is lulled 1o sleep with singing; nor are the songs it hears
mere nursery-thymes like Mulbrouck s'en va-t-en guerre or C'est amour,
I'ameur. Beneath 2 burning sky, oppressed by an inexorable ryranny
under whose dark shadow all speech is perilous, joy and despair alike
find cxpression far more naturally through the complaint and burden
of 2 song than through the writing of a letter. The only subject of con=
versation is music; the only opinions one dare hold, or express with
the lease semblance of fire and frankness, are opinions which concern
tnusic. Everybody without exception, however, does read and write
onte thing, namely, satirical sonnets composed in the local dialect,? and
dirccted against the Governor of the city; whereupon the Govemor,
aiven the first opportunity, retaliates by locking up every poet in the
neighbourhood, on a charge of carbonarism. This is liceral fact, com-
pletely devoid of exaggeration; 1 could quote a score of names and
cases, if it were prudent to do so, All the same, reciting satirical sonnets
aimed at the Governor or the King is jar less dangerous than discussing

1 Tit repere imperia poprios, Fonne, memente, Viggzil. . N
¢ Eg. Senset, by . . . {Reggio); Count Prind's Vision iddilan, 1816); Safincel
Puoeng, by Borare [Venice), ete.
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political theory or arguing about historical problems. For should the

abbé ***, or the Cav. di M***, or whomsoever the police may happen
to be employing as their local informer at any given moment, return
to the Chief of Police (who, in most instances, is an intelligent man,
usually a renegade liberal), and report to him the bare bones of some
argument which he claims to have overheard, and which seems to hang
together more or less adequately, and to offer some semblance of
rational logic, this very fact furnishes all the evidence that is required,
and the case against the victims is complete; for the informers, the abbé
**% the Cav, di M™*, etc, are so fanmastically and inconceivably
uneducated, that it is manifestly impossible that they should have
invented any such argument out of their own heads! The sequel is
inevitable: the Prefect of Police summons you into his presence, and
gravely accuses you “of having conspired against my master the
Governor by having presumed to talf™

~ On the other hand, since the sin of dabbling in satirical sonnets of a
topical character is practically universal; and since the subject-matter in
general does not usually transcend the known (limited) intellectual
ahiliry of the informer to grasp its rudimentary outlines; it follows that
anybody may reasonably plead calwmny in his defence.

When we last saw Rossini, he was busy directing rehearsals of his
latest apera to the accompaniment of an abominable piano in the ridotto
of some wretched theatre in some third-rate town such as Pavia or
Imola. I it is true that this dismal litde penthouse is the revered sanc-
tuary of unadulterated musical genius, the very holy-of-holics of pure
aesthetic enthusiasm, devoid alike of bombastic pretensions and of any
sense of the absurd, it is likewise troe that this same unmentionable
piano is the focal point about which the most fantastical ambitions and
the most inglorious squabbles, fired by the most naive and the most
utterly outrageous vanity, arc shamelessly unleashed. In the midse
of all which, of course, it is not unknown for the piano itself to dis-
integrate, having been physically battered to smithereens, each separate
smithereen then becoming a missile for hurling at the head of some
detested rival ! Tstrongly advisc any traveller in Italy who has any claim
to be considered a genuine lover of art to witmess this noble spectacle.

* Peccmno in el che dite. "The citizens under my jonsdicdon are guilty of
potentally seditions aceivities; the fact that you have been wlking proves it/"—
this acousation is historically true, and dates from 1819, '
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The private lives of the company (it goes without saying) furnish an

inexhaustible supply of gossip for the entire community, whose

eventual pleasure, or the contrary, during the most exciting monch out

of all the months in the year, must depend wholly upon the success or

Failure of the new opera. When a town falls under the spell of this

intoxication, the rest of the world may roll by unnoticed; moreovet,

during these anxious crises of uncertainty, the réle tltli;:rh;ilimplrlesmia is

most exquisitely gratifying to his vanity, for be is, lirerally, the Most.
[mpﬁﬁt Pﬂszgat in all the land. I have known skinflint bankers
happily fling away a round sum of fificen. hundred golden louis, and
write off the deficit as money well lost in the purchase of so flattering
an cminence. The poet Sografi has written a charming lirele play in one
act, bascd on the adventures and the vanitics of an operatic company
of this type; among the characters involved, I remember especially
German tenor without a word of Italian, who provides the most up-
roarious comedy, and the whole thing is worthy of Regnard, or even
of Shakespeare. The entire set-up, In the lifc and the flesh, is so utterly
outrageons, so fantastic the sight of these Italian opera-singers, all drunk
with the divine fire and the passion of music, squabbling like children
aver the prerogatives of their immortal vanity, that the dramatist’s
main concern must have been to dilute the extravagance of his raw
material, to water it down by three parts at least, and somchow to
comstrict it within the narrow limits of truth, probability and nature,
rather than to 3dd touches of artificial dramatization. The most faithful
of portraits, sketched with the severest eyc to realism, must necessarily
have appeared nothing but 2 caricaturc of the most fantastic -
probability.

Marchesi (the famous Milanese male-soprano), during the lavter pare
of his stage carcer, refused point-blank to sing at all unless his first
entry in the opening scene of the opera were made cither on hotseback,
or clse on the top of a hill. Furthermore, whichever alternative was
eventually agreed upon, the cascade of plumes which surmounted his
helmet was required to be at least six feet high, In our own tme,
Crivelli still refuses to sing his opening aria, unless the librettist agrees
to provide him with the words felice agnora, which are particularly
convenient for the execution of certain series of roulades.

But we are in danger of forgetting all about our lirtle Italien town-
ship, which we last beheld tense with anxiety, one might almost say
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possessed. with fremzy—the frenzy which heralds the great day of the
premiére of its own specially—composed opera.

The critical evening arrives at last, The maestro takes his seat at the
piano; the auditorium is stuffed to bursting-point. The crowds h_avr.:.
come pouring in from every town and village within twenty miles
radins; enthusiasts bivouac in their open carriages in the middle of the
streets; the inns have been overflowing ever since the previous day,
and the customary Iralian courtesy of these establishments is showing a
tendency to wear a bit thin. Everyone has downed tools long ago. As
the hour of the performance draws near, the town secms like a deserted,
hollow shell; the passions, the wavering hopes and fears, the entire life
of a whole thriving population is focused upon the theatre. ‘

As the overture begins, you could hear a pin drop; as it bangs its
way triumphantly to an end, the din bursts with unbelicvable violence.
Tt is extolled to high heaven; or alternately, it is whistled, nay rather
howled into eternity with merciless shricks and ululations. There is no
parallel in Paris, where cautious vanity anxiously eycs a neighbouring
vanity beside it;! these are men possessed of seven devils, determined at
all costs, by dint of shrieking, stamping and battering with their cancs
against the backs of the seats in front, to enforce the triumph of their
opinion, and above all, to prove that, come what may, none but their
opinian is correct; for, in all the world, thete is no intelerance like th_at
of a man of artistic sensibility. If cver you chance to meet, in artistic
company, an individual who scems fair-minded and reasonable, change
the subject quickly; talk to him about history, or about political
cconomy, or about some related topic; for whereas there is cvery
possibility that he may one day turn out to be a distinguished magis-
trate, a fine doctor, 2 good husband, an excellent academician, or
indeed whatcver you will, he can never become a true connoisseur of
music or painting. Never.

Each aria of the new opera, in its turn, is listened to in perfect silence;
after which, the cataclysm is let loose once more; and the bellowing of
a storm-tormented sea is nothing but the feeblest comparison. The
andience makes its opinion of the singers on the one hand, and of the
composer on the other, distingtly audible. There are cries of Brave
Davide! Bravo Pisaroni!, or on other occasions, the whole theatre will
echo with daemonic shrieks of Brave maestro! Roossini rises from his

* pll first-nights are grim and chilly ar che Thédre Lowvoiz.
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scat at the piano, his handsome fice assuming an unwonted expression
of gravity. He bows thrice, submitting to storms of applause, and
deafened by a mast unlikely variety of acclamations, for whole sen-
tences of adulation may be Hung at his unresisting head; after which,
the company proceeds to the next item.

Rossini always appears in person at the piano for the firse three
nights of each new opera; but, at the conclusion of this statutory
period, having received his salary of seventy sequins (about cight
hundred francs) and attended 2 grand farewell dinner given in his
honour by all his new friends {that is to say, by the entire population
of the town) he at length drives away in a vettura, his bags up beside him
stuffed more tghtly with music than with personal belongings, only to
begin the same procedure all over again at the next port of call, perhaps
forty miles distant. Normally, on the evening of the premidre, he writes
a fetter to his mother, sending her, for her own use and for that of his
old father, two-thirds of the meagre salary which he has been paid.
When all is said and done, he is lueky to have as much as eight or ten
sequins in his pocket; yet it needs no more to make him the happiest of
mortals, and if heaven but grant him on the road to fall in with a fool,
the urge to play practical jokes grows supremely irresistible. On one
occasion, when he was deiving in a vetnira from Ancona to Reggio, he
pretended to be a music-master possessed of the birterest undying hatred
towards Rossini, and spent the whole journey singing the most execrable
tunies {which he invented on the spur of the moment) to the words of
his own most famous arias—tunes which he then praceeded to hold up
to getteral scorn and ridicule as examples of the “so-called master-
picces” of that “vnmentionable toad Rossini”, whom certain tasteless
individuals were imbecile enough to call a genius !* Incidentally, noth-
ing was further removed from mere vanity on Rossini’s part than his
thus turning che conversation into musical channels; in lraly, thereisno
subject with greater popular appeal, and conversation, after a brief
reference to Napoleon, reverts inevitably to this one obsessing topic.





