The Aggrandizement of the Ascension Fair and its Impact on Musical Products, 1720-1760
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Aggrandizement


The Peace of Passarowitz in 1718 was one that did the Venetian ecomony no good at all. More than thirty years of conflict with the Turks in the Balkans and the Aegean, interrupted only briefly (1699) by the Peace of xx, had stretched the Republic’s coffers to its limits. In fact, there were only 14 years of peace between the end of the war in Candia (1669) and the formation of the Holy League (1683). 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 rapidly declining fortunes of the Republic, and yet 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.

TheVenetians 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 (which always 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). 

What happened on the feast of Ascension itself was that the doge and his councilors sailed in the Bucintoro out into the lagoon, where Venice was perennially (re)married to the Adriatic. Ostensibly, the origin of the tradition dates back to the time of Federico Barbarosa (12th century), although in fact it was first marked as a civic feast on 7 May, 1000, to recognize the first expansion of the Venetian Republic along the eastern coast of the Adriatic under the doge Pietro Orseolo. 

Many accounts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries noted the feast as “famous,” but its fame was specially augmented in the 1720s and 1730s, apparently to draw more visitors to the fiera della Sensa, the mercantile fair held on the Piazza.  A new Bucintoro (the subject of many scene paintings of the 1730s) was launched in 1727 (xx). Built by Russian shipbuilders who had trained in Venice at the behest of Peter the Great to help him defend the Baltic, the new vessel was great in size and lavish in its decoration. Specially written madrigals were performed on sailings of the 1730s. (A famous one was Antonio Lotti’s “Ritorna all’età d’oro”).   


Another expression of public pride was the way in which the occasion was celebrated was through restoration of the great orologio which looked down on the Piazza from the entrance to the Merceria, even then Venice’s most famous calle for shopping. On only 15 days of the liturgical year, three mechanical Maji were to process before the seated Virgin. The dissonant imagery between the Wise Men of Epiphany and the Risen Christ of the Ascension did not seem to trouble celebrants of the eighteenth century. 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. 
<strata of the tower>

Was the celebration of Ascension more lavish than the celebration of other feasts in which civic interest overlaid liturgical routine? My impression is that it was. There was an increase in the number of feasts that were doubly marked in the seventeenth and most of the eighteenth century, although before the collapse of the Republic some judicious pruning had already begun. [Symbols of ceremony seemed to have great appeal to those living at the time.]
Spring Opera


The brief frenzy of activity that accompanied Ascension induced vague uneasiness about public behavior, the circulation of contraband goods and foreign currency, and the introduction of unwelcome diseases. Nowhere is this clearer than in the fluid profile of spring opera. The first year in which theaters were permitted to open at Ascension was 1720. It must have been a one-year experiment, for it was not repeated in 1721. Only in 1722 did spring opera take firm hold. In 1720 San Samuele offered a pastoral (Griselda), and San Moisè a frivolous work, Gl’inganni felice. 

There were several reasons why such works better suited the spring than the more involved drammi per musica that remained standard fare in the autumn and winter. There was less time to learn the works, so shorter, simpler works had practical value to their performers. It was also a season of outdoor activities, in contrast to the long, dark, often wet nights of winter, when indoor diversions were essential. Because runs were shorter (two weeks on average), …

It is also unlikely that the audiences for spring opera closely resembled those of the autumn and winter. Winter opera, in the first instance, 
