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Valeria Lucentini 

(Universität Bern) 

Overlapping Literary and National Boundaries: the Myth of Italy as Land of Music in 

Travel Literature of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century 

This paper investigates how Italy has been mythologised as land of music in 18th- and 19th- 

century European travel literature. In their writings, travellers devoted enormous energy to 

the phenomenon of “national character”, crossing both literary and geographical boundaries, 

allowing us to consider the interdisciplinarity and the transnationality of this cultural 

construct. Grounded in Utopian tradition, this myth shaped the discourse on music and 

politics since ancient times (e.g. Polybius). During the 18th century, a “mythisches Denken” 

arose (L. M. Gisi, 2007), related both to transnational trends (e.g. Republic of letters, Brossard’s 

République Musicale) and to the rise of concepts such as esprit des nations. In a mutual 

relation with anthropological and ethnographic works, encyclopaedias, histoires universelles 

and philosophical works, the stereotype perpetuated a “new mythology of music” (R. Strohm, 

2004). For example, the original musical language was identified as a geographically 

"southern" phenomenon (J. J. Rousseau, 1761) and the “musicality” of Italians - as well as other 

stereotypical characteristics – based on climate theories. This had the potential to affect 

national pride within the universality of how societies were supposed to develop. The 

importance of music for “Italian-ness” is partly the result of a longue durée literary construct, 

which changed its meaning according to time and space and possibly created a significant 

cultural background for the Italian identity during the emerging age of nationalism. In this 

paper, I seek to understand the development of this myth by taking into account the constant 

dialogue with Italian reactions. On the other hand, I will question the process through which 

this cultural primacy has been associated with a political and nationalistic way of 

understanding 19th- century Italian music and opera. 

 

Jonathan Durrant 

(University of South Wales) 

The Devil’s Trill: Tartini and Paganini in a Disenchanted World 

This paper will argue that a fascination with Italy in the long nineteenth century produced 

ghosts which haunted the disenchantment that Weber argued characterised the modern 

world. Italy attracted hordes of travellers from Western Europe seeking to draw inspiration 

from its culture. They were not, however, working in the crucible of Roman Antiquity and the 



Renaissance; they were playing in a coppiced woodland at the edges of the “great enchanted 

garden.” The mythologizing of the talents of Tartini (posthumously) and Paganini serve to 

highlight a romanticised and somewhat condescending conception of italianità. The pacts 

with the devil believed to have been concluded by the two composers had little to do with 

Italian culture. The early-modern witch persecutions, in which the pact became a crucial 

element of a witch’s confession, barely touched the Mediterranean world, and even when they 

did, judges tended to focus on the idea that the suspects or their accusers might have been 

deluded; and there had been no real appetite for stories like those of Faust or Christoph 

Haizmann. As the Enlightenment began to take hold, its philosophers removed the least 

rational elements of European culture to inaccessible parts of the Continent – the Brocken, the 

Jungfrau, Transylvania – breaking the spell which had once enchanted Western Europe. 

Placed at the metaphorical border of this enchanted garden, Italy offered, through its 

historical and geographical accessibility, the potential to revive the trill of the Devil in a 

spiritually safe and muted form. In doing so, the works by Tartini and Paganini, and the myths 

which grew around them, thrilled European audiences in ways in which their European 

contemporaries could not. This paper will argue that such “ghosts” were necessary to the 

establishment of a disenchanted cultural hegemony in nineteenth-century Europe which was 

at once fascinated and repelled by the irrational italianità it had constructed. 

 

Iara Luzia Fadel Rodriguez 

(Universidade Estadual de Campinas) 

From Rossini to Giménez and Nieto: Opera and Parody in Spain 

During the nineteenth century the most prominent Spanish composers and librettists were 

trying to develop a national opera, influenced by the Romantic movement. An intriguing 

question was: what could be a Spanish Opera? The famous El Barberillo de Lavapiés, for 

example, takes place in the Madrilenian district of Lavapiés, with some typical characters, 

majos and majas, but it was clearly inspired by Rossini’s Il Barbiere di Siviglia – which in turn 

was based in the French comedy of Beaumarchais. Il Barbiere remained in the repertoire of the 

main opera houses in Spain since its debut in 1818, and due to its success it aroused a great 

number of translations in Spanish during the 1840s and the composition of many other plays 

on the same theme – such as El Barberillo de Lavapiés (1874) and El Barbero de la villa (1875).  

Slightly different is the zarzuela El Barbero de Sevilla (1901), a parody of Rossini’s opera, whose 

libretto nevertheless has nothing to do with the work of Beaumarchais; instead, its plot 

depicts the ascension of a young soprano, Elena, hired to interpret Rosina, whereas its music 

quotes the most famous passages of Il Barbiere as well as other operas such as Lucia di 

Lamermoor, La Favorite, Dinorah and Faust. However, this zarzuela is not only composed of 

quotations, Elena’s aria exhibits many bel canto elements in its polonaise rhythm.        

The purpose of this paper is to reflect about El Barbero de Sevilla, since it exemplifies how 

Rossini’s opera crossed geographical barriers and became popular in Spain through the local 



most characteristic genre, the zarzuela. The paper also discusses some aspects of opera and 

operatic life, such as prima donna attitudes and verisimilitude.  

 

Emilio Sala 

(Università degli Studi di Milano) 

Mirroring Identities: The Ideological Ambiguity of Gustave Nadaud’s Le Soldat de 

Marsala (1872) 

Despite the increasingly close interactions between history and musicology in recent years, 

the use of popular songs as a tool of historical inquiry is still a rare bird in both these 

disciplines. Nevertheless, songs allow the emergence of cultural elements of the past that 

might otherwise remain hidden. This paper focuses on a song by the French chansonnier 

Gustave Naudaud (1820-1893), Le soldat de Marsala, and attempts an interpretation of its 

cultural-historical meanings by drawing on the tools offered by the new auditory history and 

anthropology on one side, and musical analysis and performance studies on the other side. 

The chanson’s title refers to the Italian Expedition of the Thousand (1860), and its composition 

has generally been dated to the early 1860s. Yet the song was published in 1872, after the 

Franco-Prussian war and the fall of the Commune. Indeed, Le soldat de Marsala points to a 

sort of ‘cultural trauma’ caused by the tragic events of 1870-71. These are present in the subtext 

as well as in the psychological atmosphere of the song, which tells of a garibaldino who in the 

Marsala plain happens to kill un soldat de vingt ans à peine / qui portait les couleurs du roi. The 

song, I suggest, can only be understood through the cross-cultural perspective of histoire 

croisée. Seen through this lens, Italian and French identities mirror each other, as do the gazes 

of the two enemy soldiers, who recognise one another as brothers.  

 

Daniele Conversi 

(University of the Basque Country) 

Italianità imperfetta: The Canzone napoletana as an Italian National Icon, and Its 

Comparison with Flamenco (1880-1915) 

Opera is widely regarded as the main musical vessel of Italian identity, and several scholarly 

works have dealt with this. I argue, however, that another musical tradition has long posed as 

a potential rival and competitor of opera, namely the canzone napoletana (Neapolitan song). 

Remarkably, no major study has yet appeared on the role of the canzone as a vessel of 

Italianness. This may be unsurprising, given the apparently city-rooted and local dimension of 

this musical genre. However, canzone has generally achieved a much wider reach than is 

ordinarily believed, not only nationally, but also at a cosmopolitan level – the latter 

particularly through diaspora.  

This paper begins by exploring the significance of this wider dimension and identifies the 



canzone as comprising three levels of identity: local/urban/regional, national and universal. 

This multi-layered articulation is then compared with the case of flamenco, another musical 

genre articulated through multiple identities, including ethnic, regional, national and 

cosmopolitan. The two traditions, flamenco and canzone, both emerged in the Parisian-

inspired cafe chantants scene dotting the urban landscapes of both regions. Finally, some 

conclusions are drawn from this comparison: music cannot easily be manipulated as an 

instrument of nation-building and its appearance as a shared vessel of national identity often 

emerges independently from the nation-building efforts of political elites. However, even 

when it emerges in this capacity, a specific musical genre may convey more than one level of 

identity and, indeed, encompass multiple identities - each associated with a geospatial 

dimension of belonging and sometimes not attached to a territorial dimension at all.  

 

Eric Schneeman 

(The University of Texas at San Antonio) 

From Jakob to Giacomo: Meyerbeer’s Italian Operas and Career in the Early 

Nineteenth-Century German Press 

In 1816, the German-Jewish musician Jakob Meyerbeer began his decade-long career as an 

Italian opera composer in Padua.  Meyerbeer quickly established himself as a leading 

composer of Italian opera, and began using the Italian form of his name, Giacomo, to show his 

appreciation for the country’s pivotal role in launching his career.  But when Meyerbeer’s 

Italian operas were staged in Germany in the 1820s and 1830s, the composer and his works 

provoked a mixture of responses from German critics and musicians: on the one hand, many 

of Meyerbeer’s detractors felt that the composer’s adoption of Italian culture represented a 

betrayal of German culture and likened his infatuation with Italian opera to a sickness; 

furthermore, many of these critics’ attacks, especially those of Robert Schumann and Richard 

Wagner, were subtle anti-Semitic commentaries against the composer’s “rootlessness” and 

cosmopolitanism.  On the other hand, Meyerbeer’s supporters, such as Heinrich Heine and 

August Lewald, claimed that the composer’s Italian career was either a youthful dalliance or a 

common practice for German musicians, citing the Italian sojourns of earlier composers such 

as Mozart, Gluck, and Handel.   

Building on the research of Mark Everist, Sabine Henze-Döhring, and Sieghart Döhring, I will 

aim to provide an overview of the reception of Meyerbeer’s Italian career and operas in the 

German press from 1816 to 1837 to demonstrate the manner in which German critics either 

attacked or justified the composer’s work in Italy.  In particular, the purpose of my research is 

to contextualize German critics’ shifting perceptions of Meyerbeer, Italian culture, and Jewish-

German identity within the cultural politics of Germans’ anxiety and apprehension over their 

own national identity crisis in the early nineteenth century. 

 

 



Artemis Ignatidou 

(Brunel University London) 

‘Femininity, Sweetness, and a Mania for Love’: Italian opera and Visions of the 

European in Mid-19th-Century Athens 

The introduction of Italian opera in the newborn nation-state of Greece in the mid 19th 

century caused bitter debates in the country. While the elites were advocating in the 

Parliament and press for its cultural value as an asset of westernization for the small Balkan 

Kingdom, a significant portion of society protested about its impact upon Greek-Orthodox 

moral values and cultural tradition. At the same time, the wide demands for the formation of a 

Greek Theatre Company challenged the artistic value of this frivolous foreign spectacle, while 

arguing for national indoctrination through what was perceived as a quintessentially Hellenic 

art, drama. Nevertheless, amidst extensive debates in the press and a number of comic 

instances at the Theatre of Athens, Italian opera survived and –many claim-thrived in 19th-

century Athens. 

The paper will showcase the diverse perceptions of opera in Athens, to demonstrate the 

conflicting images of Europe it disseminated as an agent of western identity in the country, in 

relation to the importance of the genre for the construction of Greek-European identity in the 

19th century. It will explain the significance of middle-class support for western art-music, and 

contrast the notions of a Greek theatre to Italian opera. Last but not least, it will arrive at 

conclusions about the position of ‘Italian’ and ‘European’ music in a gradually westernizing 

Eastern country with a strong Hellenistic national narrative, and briefly consider the 

importance of the Greek-Italian composers from the Ionian Islands (ceded to Greece in 1864) 

for the cultural reception of the Italian operatic tradition. 

 

Rashna Nicholson 

(Ludwig-Maximilians- Universität München) 

'A Christy Minstrel, a Harlequin, or an Ancient Persian'?: The Case of the First Indian 

Opera 

In 1863 the German, San Francisco and Christy Minstrels graced Bombay’s shores, exposing its 

people for a handsome price to the delights of European and American popular tunes and 

most importantly ‘Burlesque Italian Opera’. Gradually opera become a marker for high culture 

in the subcontinent even if it was an uphill battle to get natives to patronize this strange 

singing. Finally, on 5 November 1870, Bombay’s first native ‘opera’, Rūstam tathā Śohorāb, that 

illustrated the developments in ‘Hīndusthānī music science’ took place under the watchful eye 

of the reformist Parsi journalist, Nasarvānjī Āpakhatīyār at the Grant Road Theatre. Despite 

criticisms that the natives had merely imitated ‘the style of roaring of an Italian opera singer’, 

others commended the performance as ‘a good beginning . . . towards the cultivation of that 

refined art’. Bombay’s theatre world would soon follow the important precedent set by 

Āpakhatiār, and an Indian brand of opera that applied European laws or ‘harmony’ to native 



music would become a staple, not only of the theatre but also of the cinematic medium that 

followed. The centre of locus for Hindustani music thus shifted from the courts of Awadh to 

the bungalows and theatres of Bombay, thus becoming the cultural privilege of the masses. 

This paper traces the Parsi theatre’s role in the creation of a modern South Asian aural culture 

through the indigenization of Italian opera, beginning with Āpakhatiār's landmark 

performance that culminated in the musical form of Bollywood that we are familiar with 

today. 

 

Harry Stopes 

(University College London) 

Emulating Milan: The Manchester audience for Puccini's The Bohemians 

On the 22nd April 1897 Puccini's La Boheme received its first performance in England. This 

milestone took place not in London, but in the industrial city of Manchester where, 

the Manchester Guardian commented, it was received so enthusiastically that the composer 

(who was present) must have thought himself in Milan. In this paper I discuss the reception of 

Puccini in Manchester from the perspective of a social and cultural historian of that city. I am 

interested in how the Mancunian audience understood italianità, using it as a framing set of 

ideas to guide their self-consciously, and uncharacteristically, demonstrative response to the 

work. I propose that this response was shaped by their ideas about how an Italian audience 

would respond: a model of behaviour that they thought they should emulate. I set this 

argument into a wider one about the role of cultural industries, including the opera, in the 

self-image of European provincial cities around the turn of the century. I suggest that elites in 

such cities used occasions such as Puccini's appearance to reassure themselves of their place in 

a wider European order. 

 

Annibale Cetrangolo 

(Università Ca’ Foscari Venezia) 

Bands, opera and exile. 

Music bands were the medium through which opera became known in parts of Italy that did 

not have a lyric theatre. In bigger towns, however, bands played another important role: to 

present in advance sections of operas that had not yet been premiered in the local theatre, and 

to remember them when they had been forgotten by the opera houses. The link between 

bands and the opera house was preserved even outside of Italy, but with another meaning, for 

if within Italy operatic music was associated with a particular genre – music for the theatre – 

outside of Italy opera was considered “the music of Italians". In Argentina, Italians were the 

main protagonists in both military and civil bands. Before the era of mass migration from 

Europe to South America, many Risorgimento revolutionaries had been exiled in Argentina. 

They were cultured people: some founded military bands, playing Italian operatic music in 

Argentine celebrations and composing the most important military marches of the country. 



Without forgetting their birthplace, they became involved and fought for the liberal ideals of 

their adopted nation. Some of these musicians even died in battle fighting for those ideals. By 

contrast, civil bands in Argentina were associated with immigrant communities – above all 

Italians - and they developed to become a tool of social cohesion and self-defence for Italians 

abroad. The purpose of this paper is to show how different types of Italian bands in Argentina 

served new and different objectives, such as the construction of the nation through its official 

representation, or instead as a marker of community within the migrant population . In some 

cases, it was also comparable to the exaltation of Italian imperialism in Africa. 

 

 

 

Alberto Napoli 

(Universität Bern) 

Cosmopolitan Provincialities: Music as a Key to Examine Great Exhibitions in Fin-de-

Siècle Italy 

At the end of the 19th century, great exhibitions of industry and arts represented one of the 

most characteristic media through which national communities showed awareness of their 

role on the international stage. Exhibitions were often designed to launch international 

trading enterprises, but became also theaters for the self-representation of participating 

nations, and contributed to the dissemination abroad of carefully crafted images of the 

hosting community. Music played a central role in shaping such representations; it had to be 

distinctive enough to create enduring memories in the visitors’ minds, but needed also to 

match the standards set by comparable events in the world’s capitals. 

What music was deemed strategic in order to position Italy on this global market? In this 

paper, I will examine how musical initiatives were used to create and export images of Italy 

and italianità, with a focus on participatory practices such as choir competitions and marching 

band performances. I will then discuss the actual effectiveness of such endeavors, showing 

how music had also the potential to disrupt their narratives. 

Peculiar to Italian exhibitions was the predominance of locally based sponsors and patrons, 

which caused a proliferation of pompous celebrations in different cities on the peninsula, and 

created a multifaceted, yet fragmentary image of the nation for the global spectatorship. At 

the same time, this dispersion of events could undermine their international relevance. 

Through the analysis of music publications and articles related to great exhibitions, I will 

investigate how musical activities reflected the dialectics between the nation’s cosmopolitan 

aspirations and its limited resources, and ultimately the dichotomy between Italy’s inherently 

fragmentary identity and standardized international expectations. 

 



Ditlev Rindom 

(University of Cambridge) 

Memorialising Verdi in Milan, 1906 

The production of Giuseppe Verdi's La Traviata (1853) that opened at La Scala in January 1906 

was hailed by audiences and critics alike as one of the greatest triumphs at the theatre in 

recent years. The first complete staging of the opera at La Scala in the mid-nineteenth-

century setting originally imagined by Verdi, the production was both hailed as a glorious 

memorial to Verdi at the fifth anniversary of his death, and also served as an implicit 

statement about Milan's operatic future. The production was later revived in the days 

preceding the opening of Milan's Universal Exposition in April that year, an event dedicated 

to Transport and Labor and that celebrated the completion of the Simplon Tunnel connecting 

Italy and Switzerland via a subalpine tunnel. While the Exposition sought to demonstrate 

Milan's cosmopolitanism and modernity, therefore, the La Traviata production was a 

complex celebration of Italy's recent operatic past: one that brought together Rosina Storchio 

and Leopoldo Mugnone - a singer and conductor increasingly famed for their operatic travels 

to Latin America - to perform Verdi's classic depiction of Parisian decadence, yet did so in 

a staging paradoxically both old and new. 

 

 


