Marketing Music at the Ascension Fair, 1720-1760
Nurturing the Celebration of Ascension

After the loss of Crete and the Pelopponese in the early eighteenth century, Venetian trade in the Aegean withered. Even on the Adriatic, Venice was confronted with new commercial competition from the Hapsburg empire, for the Austrians opened a free port at Trieste in 1720. The three most recent wars against the Turks (ending in 1667, 1699, and 1718) had depleted the coffers of the Republic. It is amazing that Venice was as intact as it was by 1718. Most of the population seems to have had little awareness of the Republic’s rapidly declining fortunes. As the middle class expanded, there was a great rush towards the promotion of Venice as a destination for tourism.

The new tourists the city sought to attract were neither the exalted nobles who were encouraged to visit the city during Carnival but rather the rising merchant class. Some held lands in the Veneto. Many came from outside the Veneto and indeed from outside the Italian peninsula. Such travelers were not, it seems, attracted to Carnival. They were drawn to the round of mercantile fairs that were growing up at every major crossroad of the countryside. 

Mercantile fairs were usually periods of roughly two weeks initiated by the feast of a patron saint. Merchants were as itinerant as comedy troupes, setting out their wares in Rovigo for the feast of San Luca (18 October), in Brescia for the feast of San Lorenzo (10 August), and so forth. Mercantile fairs often included complementary attractions, among them the performance of an opera in a modest theater of recent construction. The association of opera and merchandising is not easy to fathom, but it is clear that the operas were unlike those given in Venice itself. They were often by little-known figures. They were sometimes pastiches. Their casts tended to be very young. They sometimes involved professional musicians from Venice, because fairs collectively were clustered in the warmer months of the year, when the theaters of Venice were typically closed.

The Venetians found themselves in the curious position of having to compete with these many lesser rivals. It is becoming clear that many performers who later enjoyed considerable repute in the centro storico were involved from time to time in these provincial enterprises. Whether they played any role in stimulating interest in what later became known as spring opera is not currently known. 

The spring opera that commenced in 1720 was modeled on provincial models. It continued in some years over the span of 14 days, in other years for 17 days. In either case, because it complemented the Ascension Fair, it was tied to moveable dates of the liturgical calendar. Ascension followed Easter by 40 days, and so its exact date varied over a 35-days period, from early May to early June. 

Theaters (typically only two of them—Sant’Angelo and San Samuele, occasionally with San Salvatore) opened after Vespers on the eve of the feast. Vespers hypothetically began at the midpoint between noon and sunset, but it is clear from details in the perambulations of instrumentalists that Vespers at San Marco (which is the service referenced in discussions of civic protocol) probably started ahead of Vespers services in outlying churches, convents, and monasteries (some musicians played two Vespers service, back to back). 

The day before Ascension (a Wednesday, since Ascension necessarily fell on a Thursday) was one of those days when masking was tolerated after pranzo, but theaters were not permitted to open until Vespers was over (at San Marco). Nonetheless, the atmosphere was a little bit different from the other days of a run. This exceptional pattern of masking (the norm was to allow masking from sunset, or, during Carnival, from “after Vespers,” was shared by other days that initiated mini-seasons (I call them theatrical periods) in theatrical life. The Saturday on which the government was reconvened, which usually fell just ahead of the feast of San Andrea (3 December), was one of them. Another was the feast of Santo Stefano (the day after Christmas). 

On the feast of Ascension itself was that the doge and his councilors sailed in the Bucintoro out into the lagoon, where Venice (i.e. the doge) cast a gold ring into the Adriatic to resolemnize its perpetual marriage to the Republic. Though usually said to date back to the visit of Federico Barbarosa in 1177, the ceremony was first marked on 7 May, 1000, by Pietro Orseolo, the first doge to extend Venice’s reach to the shores of what is now Croatia. A ducal banquet followed. 
Although this public celebration at sea was often noted in accounts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the importance of the feast was significantly promoted in the 1720s and 1730s. Its attractions may have been intended to draw more visitors to the fiera della Sensa, the mercantile fair held on the Piazza.  The goods brought to and sold at the fair were taxed, so the government had its own financial interest at heart. 
Contact between the Venetians and Russians can be documented on several isolated occasions. At the start of August 1697 Procurator Soranzo gave a banquet (lauto pranzo) for some Muscovite princes at his summer house (casino) on Murano.  He subsequently took them to the Arsenal and then gave another banquet, at which there was dancing. At the ball an unidentified Venetian noblewoman refused to dance with one of the Russians because, she said, she was not familiar with their music or their manner of dancing.
 

Although this social encounter might not seem to have held much promise for future relations, contacts between Venice and Russia continued intermittently over the next 30 years. The Swedish-Polish war prompted the Russians to study Venetian methods of ship-building, for the Russians recognized a need to defend their Baltic ports. In the 1720s a cadre of Russians was duly dispatched to the lagoon. Soon after these students returned to their homeland, work on a new Bucintoro was begun. It was launched for the first time on Ascension 1729. A figure of Justice graced the bow. A large statue of Mars and two gold Lions of St. Mark, rescued from the old Bucintoro before its destruction in 1719, were positioned on either side of the stem. The vessel had two decks and 42 oars, each one pulled by four men. A commemorative account of the ship (La nuova regia sull'acque) by Antonio Maria Lucchini (sometime librettist) was published several times between 1729 and 1765. 

The new Bucintoro was adulated in a host of paintings of the 1730s. It is portrayed as a vessel of significant size, probably taller than its predecessor, and lavish in decoration. Inevitably, the completion of this new ceremonial ship elicited corresponding efforts to enhance the Piazza and the activities that occurred on the Ascension Day sailing. Antonio Lotti, the maestro di cappella at San Marco, for example, composed a madrigal, “Ritorna l’età d’oro,” to be sung on the Adriatic. It became a staple of Ascension Day. 

It may have been the reception of this augmented display at Ascension that persuaded the city fathers, after decades of indifference, to discuss the need to repair the Orologio tower and the clockworks housed inside it. The connection between the Orologio and Ascension lay in the representation of the tier showing the Virgin, before whom the doge knelt. On 15 days of the year, Ascension paramount among them, the Magi were supposed to “process before” (actually revolve around) her. The mechanism had long been dysfunctional. When the clock tower finally was restored in the 1750s, the procession of the Magi was the last functionality to be reinstated. Visitors were encouraged to notice this unusual demonstration of piety, embedded as it was in an extravagant invention, refurbished from a design of the 1490s for a well publicized unveiling in 1760. (The liturgical dissonance between the Wise Men of Epiphany and the Risen Christ of the Ascension did not seem to trouble the promoters.)
 <other changes in the iconography, however>

Was the celebration of Ascension more lavish than the celebration of other feasts in which civic interest overlaid liturgical routine? As we follow the trail of celebrations between 1720, when spring opera was first associated with the fair (rather than the feast itself), until 1760, when the new orologio was officially unveiled, we see a long progression of developments both welcome and unwelcome.
1720-1735

The Ascension Fair normally opened after Vespers on the 39th day after Easter. (Ascension, always a Thursday, fell on the 40th.) The fair normally lasted for two weeks. Those theaters which were permitted to open, roughly in concurrence with the fair, were required to be closed on religious feasts. These days were Ascension and also on the two days on which Pentecost was observed. These were the 50th and 51st days after Easter, a Sunday and a Monday respectively. The total range of dates on which Ascension could fall was xx-yy. If the moveable feast of Ascension fell after May 30, the fair and the theaters opened on the Sunday before Ascension. This was to prevent them from overlapping the fixed feast of San Antonio (13 June), which was celebrated with considerable festivity in Padua. The feast of San Antonio also initiated a fair there. The Venetian noblemen and diplomatic representatives who had villas on the mainland usually went to the festivities and remained in the countryside until 4 July. 
These prescriptions were not entirely settled in 1720, when the opening of San Samuele and San Moisè was considered to be a great novelty. On Saturday, 11 May, the papal legate reported to the Vatican that “They opened the fair that day [Wednesday]. An infinite concourse of people in masks and foreigners came to enjoy not only the fair itself but also the performance of two operas—La Griselda at San Samuele and Gl’inganni fortunati at San Moisè.
 The Ascension period proved to be no less prone to unexpected complications than other times of year when theaters were open. A week later the legate’s report noted that the theater productions were well attended, but that heavy rain had ruined many of the booths erected on the Piazza for the duration of the fair. This report also noted another innovation of the year—the introduction of fanali [lamps] placed “a certain distance from one another” in the Piazza.
 

In 1721 the theaters were not opened during the fair, but they were once again in 1722. This time the situation was somewhat different: the Ascension-day ceremony was impeded by bad weather, while the theaters thrived. On 14 May (Ascension), the Buncintoro got as far as “la pinta di Sant’Antonio” before a decision was made that it was too windy to sail further. The ceremony was postponed until Sunday, the 17th, but that day was so rainy that it was postponed until Monday, when the sposalizio finally took place.
 

One thing that becomes clear from tracing accounts of Ascension festivities over many years is that English visitors often made up a conspicuous portion of those in attendance. This undoubtedly reflects the growing presence of English merchants in Venice year-round. The most conspicuous was Joseph Smith, who was destined to remain a force in Venetian life into the 1750s. He was married the English singer Mrs. [Catherine] Tofts, who was widely reputed after c. 1715 to be mentally unstable. She had sung on the English stage before her marriage and may have been a conduit in linking some Italian singers with that venue. Little is known about her husband’s interactions with other members of the English community in c. 1740. Period accounts note the long-time presence of Lord Peterborough, Neil and Robert Brown, and many others. The late 1720s were a time of considerable English presence. Inter alia, sponsors of the Opera of the Nobility came in pursuit of rising stars for their enterprise. 
In the avvisi of 1727 we read of the presence of “diversi milordi inglese” among the many foreigners who came to the Ascension fair. The operas mentioned were both comic: San Samuele staged L(Innocenza Schernita (Cassani, Albinoni) e San Salvatore Buini’s L(Albumazar.
 
L’Innocenza was preceded by La fama dell’onore. L’Albumazar gave was to Le frenesie d’amore, a work which was widely traveled in the small theaters of the Veneto. There were not many years, when each of the operating theaters attempted to provide two works during the very short Ascension period. 

The French ambassador [xx] took advantage of the theatrical closure on the feast of Pentecost [1 June in 1727] to hold a noble “veglia...for the all the foreigners to have come to our fair” in the summer house of his extensive gardens in Canarregio. “Abbundant refreshments,” sinfonie, and a ballo were offered to attendees. This gives some measure of the growing importance of the period as a magnet to visitors from abroad. In 1727 the fair terminated on Thursday (the 5th) while the theaters remained open until Sunday the 8th. Corresponding permission to mask (after Vespers) endured through Sunday. By the 14th, the reporter Francesco Alvisi was able to say that “the foreigners who have come to enjoy the pastimes of this Most Serene Republic” were now starting to depart.
  

This new attention that the fair attracted elicited results in which the positive and the negative were (from the Venetian point of view) decidedly mixed. There was growing concern that some goods available for sale were contraband. A delegation of Venetian merchants went to Brescia in August 1727 to see how their fair (celebrated from 10 August, the feast of San Lorenzo) compared to that of Venice and what the range of goods for sale was.
 There was also concern that visitors who came to “enjoy pastimes” did not necessarily seek “pastimes” of which the Venetians approved. 

The gravitation of diplomatic ceremonies towards the Ascension period is progressively more evident. In 1729 the public entry of a new imperial ambassador, Count Bolagnos, on Sunday 15 May, ten days before the opening of the fair, disrupted the routine. He presented his credentials on the 21st.  The following day (Sunday) he received the papal legate, Monsignor Stampa. On the evening of the same day the opera Sulpizia fedele opened at San Samuele. Before the opening of the fair on the following Wednesday (the 25th), the legate and the new ambassador participated in the celebration of Vespers at San Marco. The fair and the theaters were closed on June 3rd and 4th (a Saturday and Sunday) for Pentecost. Upon reopening on Monday, San Samuele presented the pastoral Dorinda. The final day for both activities was June 9, a Thursday.
 The Diario ordinario noted, in a string of clichés typical of the time, that the fair, which had been attended by many foreigners, had ended “quietly” and “with happiness.”


It appears that there was increasing energy invested in the celebration of First Vespers at San Marco on the afternoon of the opening of the fair. In 1732 the reporter Girolamo Alvisi observed that when the fair opened there were “foreign visitors of both sexes of rank” on hand. Various public officials accompanied by the papal legate gathered in San Marco, where a great party of the [ducal] treasure was put on display. Monsignor Diedo officiated at the service, and multiple choirs sang. After the service was completed, the digitaries retired to the ducal palace [for a banquet]. San Samuele and Sant’Angelo opened that night with Evaristo and Che no fa no falla respectively.
 Despite its august opening, the fair of 1732 was somewhat marred by the death a few days later of Doge Mocenigo (requiring three days of mourning) and the need to elect a new doge (Carlo Ruzzini was elected). 

In 1735 5he construction of booths on the Piazza and opera rehearsals at San Samuele had both already begun by the 11th.  The fair opened on the following Wednesday (the 18th). The doge, foreign ministers, and Signoria processed through the “gran Piazza” to enter the church for “solemn” Vespers. The work that opened at San Samuele that evening was the Griselda by Goldoni and Vivaldi. The work was greeted with “universal appreciation” by the throngs of ladies and gentlemen from foreign cities who were currently enjoying the fair.
 

Supernumerary events that were held during the short Ascension-fair period included some involving cannon-ball shooters (bombardieri) from throughout the Veneto. Their patron saint was Santa Barbara, whom they honored on her feast day (4 December), but they also regularly held a competition at the Lido on the day after Pentecost (a Monday).  Prizes were given to the winning teams. On the appointed day (June 2) in 1735 the bombardieri gathered as usual at the Lido, but additionally, on Sunday the 5th they sailed in richly decorated peotte to Torcello, to venerate the body of Santa Barbara and to attend the great mass and Vespers, both sung to music, in the church of the nuns at San Giovanni, where they were hosted lavishly.
 
1736-1742

Perhaps only coincidentally, the character of the fair began to change under the new doge, Carlo Ruzzini. The legate’s records report on the customary things: “foreigners of quality” in town for the fair; the singing of first Vespers “in the pontifical manner” by multiple choirs; and the attendance of the legate and the Imperial ambassador. The work opening at San Samuele on the eve of Ascension of La generosità politica (Goldoni; xx). The Bucintoro sailed as usual to the Lido on Ascension [10th May], and the customary banquet took place afterwards in the ducal palace.
 

Trebbi noted in his avviso of 26 May 1736 that “jewels, silver, mirrors and other goods” had been sold at great prices during the fair and that “many well satisfied foreigners are now departing.” The fair had ended on the 24th, but Donado’s avviso of 2 June notes that the opera at San Samuele continued until the 27th, when a “last night” event (similar to the galas given in theaters on the last night of Carnival) had taken place. There was a “great banquet,” then a festa di ballo which lasted until daybreak. The theater glittered inside with candles, and refreshments of every kind were abundant. It was filled with nobles, both Venetian and foreign.
 (It was in this same era that investitures of procurators were also becoming very lavish.) 
Enthusiasm for new tariffs mounted over the spring and summer of 1736. A universal jubilee managed to interpose itself into the Ascension period. Jubilees normally required piety and the closure of theaters, but this one had a commercial thrust. It was mandated that all merchandise brought into the fair would be taxed one ducat, and an additional half-ducat imposed on merchandising leaving the fair [presumably merchandise sold].
 Although it was undoubtedly a scheme to raise revenue, it may also have been intended to discourage contraband goods and work of poor quality. Three months later, on 27 August, it was announced that new pontifical and imperial tariffs were being imposed on all goods from Naples. This tax was to be in force for four years.
 

The fame of the Ascension fair brought very distinguished visitors to Venice in 1737, when Ascension did not fall until 30 May. On the 28th a delegation of 54 Bavarians, including the elector and his wife, arrived in Venice. They stayed in a public hotel. The prince of Wales arrived on the same day. He was disguised as “the Count of Albania.” Much as in Carnival days of earlier decades, these distinguished guests were hosted royally. The prince of Wales heard an [unidentified] oratorio at the Ospedale degl’Incurabili [probably on 2 June], and on his last night in Venice, 9 June, a festa di ballo was to be held in the Casa Gradenigo.
 The Bavarians seem to have seem to have been more interested in the fair and the opera at San Samuele, which was Alvilda. 

Somewhat ahead of Ascension, on 20 April 1738, Charles, Count of Froullaii, made what was up to then the most extravagant public entry of any foreign ambassador to a Venetian posting. A great machine was erected over the Grand Canal in front of the French embassy for the occasion.
  This may have set the fever pitch for the Ascension fair, although it was a big draw because of the pending visit of the Saxon fiancée of Charles of Bourbon, the sitting king [xx] of Naples. Trebbi tells us that when San Samuele opened, on the evening of 11 May, with Angelica, that a major part of the numerous body of nobles in town were Neapolitan. Their representatives, such as Abbot Castro Monte (the Neapolitan ambassador to Venice), and well-wishers such as the princess of Modena [xx] were already present. 

The grand progresses that were made, sometimes over months, when a royal bride ceremonially made her way (with a large entourage) to her future husband’s principality is well illustrated by that of Anna Amalie, the eldest daughter of the Duke of Saxony [xx]. The great throng of nobles assembled in Venice, after seeing the “grand function” of [Venice’s] wedding the sea and the fair itself, would depart for Palma Nuova (then the border crossing from imperial lands into the Venetian Republic) in order to see the prospective bride, who was en route from Dresden. She was expected there on 30 May with her brother, the royal prince [Friedrich Christian]. 

From Palma Nuova the assemblage would move towards Padova, where she would make her devotions at the chapel of San Antonio. She would remain there several days in order to enjoy the opera, various feste di ballo, and royal entertainments in the [public palace]. Much of the  planning for this festive progress seems to have been organized by Alvise Mocenigo, who was then an extraordinary ambassador to the princess.
 This is one of the most striking cases of the use of “public opera” to celebrate rites of passage of the nobility, but in previous times such coincidences of events would have been intended for the winter. (It was doubtless very difficult to travel from Germany to Venice in the winter months, but that never seemed to discourage anyone from trying.) The discovery that Ascension could serve as well (probably better, because it simplified the difficulties of travel) is indicative of a major gravitational shift towards spring opera. (A corresponding decline in winter opera is also evident.) 

The next two years served as an interregnum between the princess’s progress towards Naples and her brother’s slow retreat from Naples to Dresden. To offset the growing prestige of Naples, the new French ambassador, the newly arrived French ambassador (the prince of Campofiorito) gave a spectacular banquet on the Sunday of Pentecost 1739. At a table shaped like a horse-shoe, he seated 56 guests (a significantly higher number than the 40 typical for such occasions). The occasion celebrated the marriage of Filippo, the royal infante of Spain, to the eldest princess of the French court.
  Xx On the remaining days of the fair, Creusa was in production at San Samuele.

When Friedrich Christian came to Venice, he arranged his visit to coincide with Carnival. Much of his delegation arrived in December 1739, and a spate of works were given for his and his entourage. The stay continued well into Lent, and unusually elaborate performances of a quasi-theatrical nature were given in three of the ospedali for his party. However, the visit terminated before Easter, and Ascension 1741 was a quiet time. Anyone encountering a list of the many works given for the enjoyment of his party and the details of their performances would believe that opera in Venice had changed little over the previous thirty or forty years. This belief would be completely mistaken. Venice managed to stage, one last time, the image of its might and frivolities that had been cultivated in better times. Yet it was an anachronism. The cultural exhaustion that followed this visit is one measure of that. 
1743-1751


What energy remained in theatrical affairs was redirected through accretions from the Neapolitan cultural invasion. The first clear evidence of this came as Ascension 1743, when Gaetano Latilla’s La finta cameriera was staged. The cast was Neapolitan, and the traditional of quasi-improved performance that it represented was a novelty in Venice. [xx] The work had been written and performed in Naples six years earlier. The really unusual thing about it was that it was staged at Sant’Angelo, not at San Samuele, which until then had been the most consistent theater in offering spring productions and the only one mentioned in most accounts. La finta cameriera changed the course of Venetian opera. It brought comic works to Sant’Angelo; five years later the theater switched to prose comedy. San Samuele offered Ezio for Ascension 1743.
 It was well received but it was no match for the legendary La finta cameriera.  

The new genre quickly made inroads into other theatrical periods, particularly the last days of Carnival. It was complimentary to a growing attitude of complete abandon that is the subject of so much commentary in popular histories of Venice. The way to Neapolitan comedy had been paved over more than two decades of miscellaneous operatic comedies and parodies fashioned by Bolognese composers such as Giuseppe Maria Buini and Venetian “comediographs,” as Italian commentaries like to call them. Ascension had been a season of ambiguity up to 1743: comic works made up better than half the fare, but we know little about how it was presented. The myopia in news accounts for San Samuele—to the exclusion of San Salvatore, Sant’Angelo, and San Moisè—leaves only a haze over productions elsewhere. 

What is also evident in the mid-to-late 1740s, however, is that the changing character of the Ascension fair was not well received by church authorities. Quite a few reporters of the time are known to have been in minor orders. As their accounts begin to dwindle, they also become somewhat antagonistic. An anonymous Pallade Veneta correspondent reported in 1747 as follows:
This week has been the most joyous one of the year in this locale...because it included the opening of the renowned Fiera della Sensa, and thus the patricians, [middle-class] citizens, and foreigners, who came in not insignificant numbers to participate, both by reducing the passageways of the Piazza to a theater of marvels and by the masking, which is permitted for the 15 days of the fair. Such honest and noble entertainments distance all of them from boredom.
The most specious among all the entertainments was that of Thursday in which the ducal public passed on the royal bucintoro to the Lido, served by happy acclamations by innumerable masked observers, and by very loud voices full of furor, since the act of perpetual dominion over the Adriatic of Neptune provides then with the solemn wedding of the Sea [and] makes the waves subjects of the Venetian throne. 
 
This bitterness may have represented some segment of the clerical community which was not favorable disposed to the papacy, for less-than-flattering comments on the hospitality of the papal legate were voiced in the report of the following week.
Yet by 1749 reports reverted (in “Pallade Veneta” to perfunctory comments on the “honest entertainments” for the fair, citing works at San Cassiano (Tra due litiganti il terzo gode), San Samuele (Leucippo), and Sant’Angelo (L’Arcadia sul Brenta). All three theaters were said to be full of spectators every night.
 Similarly, for 1751 the reporters Parabò and Conti (based at the Rialto) noted in an avviso that preparations for the sale of “rich goods” by the merchants was being counterbalanced by “honest entertainment for the nobles,” which was in preparation at Sant’Angelo, San Moisè, and San Samuele.
 

The Council of Ten had begun to show its nervousness over the Ascension theatrical period in 1741, when at the end of Ascension it ruled that masking and public celebrations of feasts should cease whenever the selection of a patriarch was in progress.
 The 1743 fair period got off to a bad start because of exceptionally cold, stormy weather the day after the feast. Between that and feast of a contagion spreading in the south of Italy, attendance was sparse.
 (Contagions made the Provveditori alla Sanità nervous.) The clearest expression of the level to which the fair had sunk came in Lo scialaquatore alla fiera, a drama giocoso given at San Cassiano in October 1745. It was a pastiche incorporating music by Giuseppe Orlandini and others on a text generally attributed to Ambrosio Borghese. The opening scene featured “a piazza in Venice [with] a view of shops displaying merchandise.” It had first been given in Florence the preceding autumn. Not only was Venetian ceremony not sacrosanct on stages at Ascension, but neither was the drama per musica. In the pastiche version of Armida al campo given at Sant’Angelo during Ascension 1746 a carriage was “pulled by dragons” and “horses, camels, and elephants” appeared in Geoffrey’s camp and the end of the work. These were clear allusions to staging practices of the later seventeenth century, when large animals were occasionally used on stage. At San Moisè in autumn 1748, La semplice spiritosa, adapted by the Mingotti troupe from Goldoni’s text (with music attributed to Giovanni Fiorini), opened with a depiction of the “mysterious pomp” with which Venice is wed to the xe "Adriatic (Sea)" Adriatic on the feast of Ascension. 
In the 1749 the Council failed to approve the opening of the theaters during Ascension. 
In 1750, the performance of Terradellas’s Imeneo in Atene (text derived from Silvio Stampiglia) as a componimento drammatico suggests lack of authorization to stage the work at San Samuele. At San Moisè the production of Il paese della Cuccagna (Goldoni and Galuppi) was deferred until December.
 The season went ahead in 1751, but the production of San Moisè of a “Czech dance” in La pastorella al soglio (Latilla and Pagani-Cesa) was censored promptly by the Council of Ten, who ruled forthwith that the theaters would not be permitted to open for Ascension 1752.
   
1752-1760

Theatrical life underwent a great many changes between 1744 and 1752. They had to do with associated activities, such as gambling. The number of gambling parlors was severely curtailed in 1744 (forcing some of it to seek greater privacy). Venice began to spin like a top out of balance, veering first towards unprecedented constraint and then towards unprecedented license. Almost certainly there were sharp conflicts in society. When xx became doge (1752), there was some minor restoration of balance. Venice was becoming a pluralistic society, with renewed tolerance for the nobility (on whose behalf the Teatro di San Benedetto was opened—though only for Carnival—at the end of 1755). In general, though, it was prose comedy that prevailed, and Carlo Goldoni who got most of the credit for its success. His influence on opera buffa was considerable, although he himself was somewhat indifferent to the value of musical settings of his texts. The ambivalence towards genre among the bourgeoisie was not shared by the nobility, who in founding San Benedetto saw an opportunity to preserve its values together with its arts. Yet it is clear the audiences for serious opera were scant, and generally remained so until the collapse of the Republic. 
Not surprisingly, the development of a market economy and the periodic presence of a plethora of “rich goods” attracted ill intentions. Theater interiors and exteriors were both common venues for crime, though before 1750 they were usually the result of personal vendettas. Theft was becoming during all theatrical periods, but particularly Carnival and Ascension. In one noted instance, the senator Maurizio Cavalli was relieved of a gold watch (orologio d’oro) as he left the Teatro San Samuele in 1752.


In the dwindling reports of manuscript news networks opera buffa had never received great respect. Reporters (many of whom were clerics) were more easily engaged by drammi per musica, but they passed from scrutiny in the 1750s. Until the establishment of the Gazzetta veneta in 1760 (the first of a long series of printed newspapers in Venice) we are largely dependent on the notes of Pietro Gradenigo for information on Ascension entertainments. 

The portrait Gradenigo paints for these years is one in which the genres of interest to the nobility were the oratorio and other miscellaneous works presented to noble audiences. It is one more proof (in addition to the neglect of reporters to mention them after the mid-1740s) that the nobility rejected the opera buffa. Among the events he mentions for Ascension 1754 is a performance at the Incurabili on 27 May of the intermezzo Accide, set to music by Marc’Antonio Tiepolo as an entertainment for the noblewomen (dame) of the city. It last until three hours after sunset.  On one of the first nights in June figliole of the Pietà gave a concerto of vocal and instrumental music for the Rev. Abbot de Scopetini (location uncertain). Other signs of the time are embedded in two further items of the same week. One notes the approval of a redesign (2 June) of the cantoria of the church of Sant’Apollinare, where a new organ is to be installed. This was noteworthy because of a dispute between the clergy of the church and the Scuola del Sacramento. Another reports the theft of 1000 ducats and a gold chain from the strong box of the church of the Carmelitani Scalzi.
 

The performance of works with a moral point that were not derived from Biblical literature was a minor phenomenon in religious institutions in the 1740s and 50s. Following on the example of Accide (a work so popular it was repeated several times over the coming years), the doge permitted the cameriste e signore in the Ca’ di Dio to perform La sposa persiana in May 1755 (exact date not given). At the Mendicanti, the figlie gave a repeat performance of the oratorio [xx] they had given during Holy Week.
  

Another recurrent event that emerges in association with Ascenion in the 1750s is the holding of an opening academia de’ suoni, or an academia filarmonica on the Fondamente Nuova. The practice of convening such academies reached back to the 1680s, if not earlier, but the opening concert was not so conspicuous. According to Gradenigo, such events took place very Wednesday during the staggione estiva. In 1755, he reports, Bortolo Nazzari, the “painter and portraitist of rank,” introduced such an event in his house on the Fondamenta SS. Giovanni e Paolo [i.e., behind the Mendicanti] “with good intentions and a noble concourse” on 26 May. The performance, which including the “incomparable” playing of his son [xx], was financed by interested parties and dilettantes.
 This characterization differentiates the academia filarmonica from the academie letterarie held by noblemen typically on Mondays during Lent. Since the 1720s there had also been public academies to which (as in the case of Nazzari’s enterprise) cittadini were also admitted. 
The Ascension Fair and the Growth of Commerce

Economic historians write of the fluctuations in major industries within the Veneto in the last century of the Republic’s existence. Generally speaking, the market for products made within the Veneto declined, but there were marked difference from industry to industry. The glass industry was in decline by the 1660s, when the French were reputed to have developed a better system of manufacture. Molmenti tells us that in both 1617 and 1697 the Republic, in the hope of promoting local industries, prohibited the import of cloth from abroad. It also mandated the within the Republic wool, cloth, and cotton would only be purchased in Venice.
 In 1710 the Senate allowed that cloth could be made within the Veneto in the “Dutch and English” manner. It was one of many efforts to micro-manage the Venetian economy in ways that backfired. Limitations on resources combined with government restrictions gradually drove manufacturing out of the city. Some emigrants went north—silk weavers (joined by coppersmiths) to Friuli, cotton-spinners to Cividale and Tolmezzo, wrought-iron workers to the Bresciano.
 When control of manufacturing failed, the government tried to protect the guild system, making exceptions for hoteliers, restauranteurs, merchants, and “manufacturers”—that is, those whose occupations did not compromise any secret know-how. Residents were increasingly forced to import many of their goods. Inflation and currency violations were rife. Increasingly, the little that was made in Venice was difficult to sell outside the local population. One can easily see why the Ascension fair must have seemed like a good idea: it had the potential to expand the market for Venetian goods. The irony is that it eventually became a market for foreign-made goods. 

The comic intermezzi called Gl’ovi in puntiglio, given at San Samuele in the winter of 1735, offers an early instance of a satire on the character of Ascension fair-goers. The music is attributed to Giacomo Maccari, the text to Antonio Gori. In the second intermezzo (of two), Cinnabro dresses, acts, and speaks in the French style, while Vane​glia (“Junfrà Fràol”), who has ranted against the need for women to bring dowries to their marriages only to be ordered about by their husbands, sings in the German. Having very precise ideas about merchandise, Vaneglia requires that porcelain come from xe "China"China, crystal from xe "England"England, and cloth from xe "Bohemia"Bohemia.
 

By the 1740s the ceremony of marriage to the sea and the fair-goers became common subjects of satire in opera buffa. xx

By 1760 the fair on the Piazza was complemented by the advertisement of special wares in selected shops in the general vicinity. Among these were musical instruments. According to Gradenigo, the bookseller Paolo Colombani (purveyor of avvisi and the new Gazzetta veneta)
was giving display space to “two very beautiful wind instruments—an oboe made of ebony decorated with gold and silver filigree and a choir flute of mock tortoise with wind holes and keys of ivory made in England by an Excellent Maker.” Colombani’s shop was on the Merceria near the church of San Salvator.
 In the caffe of Girolamo Nazion, at the sign of the Guardian Angel under the Procuratie, a clavicemablo by _____ Celestini was on offer. The instrument was decorated by two famous painters—Paolo Veronese and Giacomo Palma the Elder.
 

This phenomenon did not disappear with the passing of the Ascension fair. We read that in the autumn of 1760 Pietro Guarneri established a shop for the sale of bowed string instruments in the parish of Sant’Angelo Raffaele. Sante Sarefino, from Friuli, had a similar shop in the Campo dei SS. Apostoli. A well-known shop for wind instruments—oboes, flutes [recorders], bassoons, and cross-flutes—by xx Perosa at San Basso.
 In December Florian (of the like-named caffe) advertised for a violoncello available for sale to an anonymous prospective buyer.
 Venice had truly become a market for instruments from all over.  

What happened with the trade of musical instruments was happening with a great many other commodities. Those who played instruments needed teachers and music to play from.  It is not surprising, therefore, that advertisements for copyists and even composers began to appear in Gradenigo’s collection of miscellany. The priest Giuseppe Baldan at San Giovanni Grisostomo was recommended as “one of the most exalted copyists of notes to sing and play in musical parts” in August 1760.
 Ten days later Pietro Mauro (Vivaldi’s nephew??) was cited as “the best copyist of notes of music.” His shop was by the Ponte del Lipore at Sant’Agostino.
 The most distinguished composer, after Baldissare Galuppi, was said to be Johann Adolf (Gio. Adolfo) Hasse, who though nominally maestro di cappella to the kind of Poland, resided on the Calle de Morti near SS. Giovanni e Paolo in a building belonging to the Mocenigo family. Should anyone be seeking Angelo Amoreoli, the tenor sought because of his unusual abilities by various foreign princes, he could be found near San Trovaso.
 

There was a parallel market for new forms of printing and publishing. Among the entrepreneurs an unlikely one was Antonio Groppo, noted for his catalogue of Tutti li drammi musicali a Venezia (1745). In collaboration with Giovanni Battista Adami he brought out in June 1760 a “magnificent” edition of Tasso’s Gerusalemme liberata in which each canto was preceded, on a facing page, with a figure depicting remarkable facts noted in that canto. They hoped for a grand reception. To acquaint the public with their idea, they were willing to show the individual leaves to “virtuosi” for a subscription of 25 soldi a week.
 Colombani was quick to respond with a new edition in two volumes of Boccaccio’s Decameron. It contained a “true portrait of the author from a copper engraving.” A subscription to it was 24 lire.
 


The subscription model for publication shortly became standard for many undertakings. The Gazzetta veneta, which was initially published (from January 1760) twice a week, was available on a semi-annual subscription. Florian [Francesconi] and Colombani were among its designated resellers. One unnamed bookseller offered books for rent for 5 soldi a day.
 There was a burgeoning trade in journals published (or ostensibly published) in Amsterdam. Sebastiano Coletti was commissioned to sell the Giornale nuovo di commercio.
   

The zaniness of the life that Ascension represented was not unopposed. In Padua, the feast of St. Anthony ushered in a fair of similar length to that of Venice’s Ascension fair. This was a convenience to merchants from the mainland, who could offer their wares in both venues. The civic fair was slightly less exuberant, since the Paduans took the feast of St. Anthony (13 June) in a somewhat more somber vein than the Venetians took Ascension. It was not without its own oddities, however. In 1760, its opera for the St. Anthony’s period was a serious one, Solimano, set on a text by Francesco Migliavacca, the court poet of the king of Saxony and Poland. The work, which obviously opened before the feast, was not well received in Padua, but that did not discourage an effort to recycle it. A shell-fish inspector, noticing a chest that evidently did look or smell like the others before him, found it to be full of “music paper indispensable for the opera at the theater.” He declared it contraband and imposed a fine of 70 zecchini, not because of the “notes of music written on it” but because of the quality of the paper, which was foreign and therefore had evaded taxation upon entry in the Venetian Republic.

Gradenigo’s own take on all this activity is probably represented by his summary of the Ascension fair in 1760:

In Venice the fair continues. It lasts for fifteen days, masking is permitted, and so are theatrical performances. There the domestic and foreign populations alike enjoy themselves in an extraordinary manner, while also joining in the great solemnity recognizing a certain ancient victory of the Republic benefiting the papacy such that the debt can never be forgotten or cancelled. Thus it is remembered every year among the Venetian feasts.
 

Gradenigo seems in general to have been sympathetic to imperial influence and probably therefore to papal interests as well. Yet his linking of pomp and frivolity with historical obligation is somehow weary. This weariness reflects the weak foundation on which the Ascension fare of the eighteenth century was grounded.  Yet many of the innovations associated with it laid out, for better or for worse, the path that mercantile Venice has pursued ever since.  
Eleanor Selfridge-Field

7250 words

June 22, 2008

�  I-Rvat AS, NV, N. 145, f.559.


� I-Rvat, AS, NV, N.170, Venezia 11 Maggio 1720, ff. 296v-297.	


�  Op. cit., Venezia 18 Maggio 1720, ff. 312f. 


�  Op. cit., Venezia, reports of 16 and 23 Maggio 1722, ff. 209, 225v.


�  I-Vas, Inquisitori di Stato, Busta 710 (1727-34), (1) Fasc. 1727, reports of Francesco Alvisi for 17 and 24 Maggio 1727.


�  Avvisi, loc. cit., issues of 24 Maggio, 7 and 14 Giugno 1727.


�  Nunziatura di Venezia, N. 180, Venezia 2 Agosto 1727, f. 294. 


�  Nunziatura di Venezia, N. 180, Venezia 21 Maggio, 28 Maggio, 11 Giugno 1729 (ff. 161f, 172-172v, 184).


�  Diario ordinario, N. 1853, report from Venice for 11 Giugno [1729].


�  Avvisi [Girolamo Alvisi] , Venetia 24 Maggio 1732. 


�  Avvisi [Francesco Donado], 14 and 21 Maggio 1735. 


�  Avvisi, 4 Giogno 1735 [Francesco Donado]; 11 Giugno 1735 [Sebastiano Trebbi]. 


�  Nunziatura di Venezia, N. 189, Venezia 12 maggio 1736, ff. 266-266v. 


�  I-Vas, Inquisitori di Stato, Busta 711 (1735-1772), Avvisi, Pacco 1735, entries by date.


�  Op. cit., f. 267.


�  Op. cit., ff. 280ff. 


�  I-Rvat, AS, Nunziatura, N. 190, Venezia 8 Giugno 1737, f. 273. Venetian overtures to the prince of Wales were not appreciated at Whitehall. Pietro Businello, the Venetian ambassador to London in 1737, was dismissed by the British, and there was not further Venetian representation until 1744. [xx]


�  See the avvisi of Trebbi for 26 Aprile and 3 Maggio 1738. 


�  Trebbi’s lenthy account is the avviso da Venetia for 17. Maggio 1738. He tells us in his installment for the following week that the duke of duchess of Modena were greatly entertained in nobile conversazioni.


�  I-Rvat, Archivio secreto, Nunziatura di Venezia, N. 192, Venezia 23 Maggio 1739, f. 209.	


�  Reports of the 1743 fair can be found in I-Vas, Miscellanea di Atti diversi, Busta 58/I, in the avvisi of 25 Maggio 1743 by Donado, Desideri, and Aviani. This collection includes news-sheets from various publication series including fragments of Pallade veneta not reported in my 1985 book (Pallade Veneta: Writings in Music in Venetian Society, 1650-1750. Venice: Fondazione Ugo e Olga Levi). I am indebted to Mario Infelise for calling my attention to this series of news-sheets. 


�  Misc. Atti, “Pallade Veneta” for 6-13 Maggio 1747. “Questa settimana è stata delle più gioconde, che corrono fra l’anno in questa dom.te, dacche ... si e dato principio alla rinomata Fiera della Sensa, e cosi li Patrizj, Cittadini, ed esteri, che non in poco numero sono giunti per doverla, vieranzi xx, e nel passeggio della Piazza sud.ta riddotta in un teatro di meraviglie e nel trattenim.to della maschera permessa p tutti li 15 g.ni della Fiera, cosiche trattenimenti si onesti, e nobili tengono lontano da ciascuno tutte le noie. Il più specioso però trà tutti li trattenimenti fù quella di giovedì in cui la Publica Ducà [?] sopra il Reggio Bucintoro passò al Lido servita da liete acclamazioni di maschere innumerabili, e da lautissime voci di Bronzò infuorati, poiche si servitò l’atto del suo perpetuo dominio sopra l’Adriaco Nettuno, venendo col solenne sponsalizio del Mare suddite al Veneto Trono l’onde. 


�  Misc., Pallade Veneta for 10-17 Maggio 1749, f. 2v.


�  Misc., Avviso of Venetia 15. Maggio 1751 [Parabo’ e Conti].


�  New Chronology, p. 477.


�  New Chronology, p. 487.


�  New Chronology, pp. 534f. 


�  New Chronology, p. 538.


�  Gradenigo, Notatorio II (Ottobre 1751-Genaro 1754 M.V.),  f. 9 (entry for 30 Gen.o [1751 M.V.].


�  Gradenigo, May-June 1754, ff. 99v-100v.


�  Gradenigo, May 1755, ff. 18v-20. 


�  Gradenigo, f. 21. 


�  Pompeo Molmenti, Venice: Its Individual Growth from the Earliest Beginnings to the Fall of the Republic (London: John Murray, 1908), Part 3, Vol. 1, p. 48.


�  Op. cit., p. 49. 


�  Eleanor Selfridge-Field, A New Chronology of Venetian Opera and Related Genres, 1660-1760 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007), p. 603.


�  I-Vmc Mss Gradenigo-Dolfin, Notatorio, VI, f. 5v. Entry for 15 Maggio 1760. 


�  Op. cit., f. 6 (continuing account for 15 Maggio). 


�  Op. cit., f. 87v, entry for 28 Ottobre 1760. 


�  Op. cit., f. 118, entry for 15 Dicembre 1760. 


�  Op. cit., f. 57, entry for 24 Agosto. 


�  Op. cit., f. 91v, entry for 3 Settembre 1760. 


�  Continuation of same entry, ff. 92-92v. 


�  Op. cit., f. 14, week following 2 Giugno 1760. 


�  Op. cit., f. 96, entry for 25 Luglio 1761. The term was not stated. 


�  Op. cit., f. 94, entry for 6 Novembre 1760. 


�   Op. cit., f. 94, entry for 18 Novembre 1760.


�  Gradenigo VI, ff. 14-15v, entry for 5 Giugno 1760. 


�  Gradenigo VI, f. 5v, entry for 15 Maggio 1760. 





