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• Celebrate the Unity of italy with 
a night at the opera

• inSpiring roman women
• hot new exhibitS

• Marathon Madness
• great performanCeS:

momix, i live yoU, CoSe Jazz feSt 
and more



  ROME

Viva Verdi! 
Opera,  Verdi and the Risorgimento

-by Tiffany Parks

This year marks the 150th anniversary of the Risorgimento, the political 
unification of Italy. Until 1861, the peninsula had been made up of a number of small 

city-states and individual kingdoms, as well as the Papal States. 
In addition, the country was under the control of various foreign powers. On 17 March 

1861, for the first time, Italy became one unified country under King Victor Emanuele II and 
Italians at last had a national identity. This year will see many exhibitions and performanc-

es in Rome that celebrate the ideals of the Risorgimento, but no art form represents the 
Italian identity more than opera, and no composer more than Verdi.
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The name Verdi is synonymous 
with Italian opera. Sure, there are 
dozens of other Italian composers, 
nearly as well loved, from Puccini 
to Bellini, Rossini to Leoncavallo, 
but to your average Italian, none 
hold a candle to Giuseppe Verdi. 
Plain “Joe Green” in English, Verdi 
showed musical talent from an 
early age and spent nearly his 
entire adult life composing operas, 
many of which are of the most 
widely performed across the 
world today.
 
But it is not only about his music. 
The stories of his operas often 
touch on subjects of national 
identity and freedom, most par-
ticularly in the case of his master-
piece, Nabucco, which tells the 
story of the Hebrew subjugation 
and eventual exile by the Baby-
lonian King Nebuchadnezzar. 
The famous chorus of lament 
“Va, pensiero” has become a 
sort of national anthem to Ital-
ians, who immediately identified 
with the plight of the displaced 
Hebrew slaves, as much of Italy 
was under foreign domination 
at the time of the opera’s pre-
miere. When the chorus was 
first rehearsed, the stagehands 
stopped working and broke into 
spontaneous applause and on 
opening night, audience mem-

bers demanded an encore, 
despite that fact that this 
was expressly forbidden 
by the government at the 
time.
 
When Italy was finally uni-
fied in 1861, Verdi became 
a fervent supporter and 
hero of the Risorgimento. 
His name was found scrawled on 
walls all over Italy, in bold capital 
letters. But, despite his own fame 
and importance, his name had 
become an acronym for some-
one more important: Vittorio 
Emanuele Re D’Italia, the first 
king of unified Italy.
 
But Rome wasn’t always an epi-
center of Italian opera. On the 
contrary, it has always lagged 
behind the other great houses of 
Milan, Venice and Naples in qual-
ity and innovation. Rome’s lack 
of standing in the Italian opera 
community could in part date 
all the way back to the Counter 
Reformation of the 16th century, 
when the Catholic Church was 
fighting against the Protestant 
Reformation and Rome was 
obliged to adhere to harsh 
restrictions placed by the Coun-
cil of Trent (1545-1563). The coun-
cil put constraints on all areas of 
life, including what type of music 

was appropriate, particularly in 
Rome, being as it was the capital 
of the pope’s realm.
 
Opera, that most secular of all 
arts, with its dramatic scenes 
of love, betrayal, murder and 
suicide, didn’t stand a chance. 
As the art form developed and 
flourished elsewhere on the Ital-
ian peninsula throughout the 
16th and 17th centuries, in Rome 
it was entirely prohibited. It was 
not allowed to be performed 
until the 19th century, and its 
current state opera house was 
not built until 1880. It was the 
premiere of Tosca—Puccini’s 
famous opera that takes place 
at some of Rome’s best-known 
landmarks—in 1900 that finally 
put Rome on the opera map. But 
with an opera tradition trailing a 
good 300 years behind that of its 
neighbors, Rome’s opera com-
pany has often failed to meet the 
standards of other major cities.
 
But this could all be about to 
change as just last December, 
celebrated opera conductor 
Riccardo Muti—former La Scala 
director and one of the world’s 
greatest living Verdi experts—
took the helm of Rome’s Teatro 
dell’Opera. With Muti as musical 
director, the quality and pres-
tige of opera in Rome is clearly 
on the rise, and the company 
is expected to contend on the 
international level. Don’t miss the 
opera event of the decade when 
Muti lifts the baton to Verdi’s 
eternally resonant Nabucco in 
celebration of 150 years of the 
unification of Italy from 12 to 24 
March. Visit www.operaroma.it 
for more information and tickets.
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