The Aggrandizement of the Ascension Fair and its Implications for Musical Merchandising, 1720-1760

The first regular provision for the performance of operas during the Ascension fair in Venice, in 1720, was followed by decades of contention between the Council of Ten, who had to approve periods of masking year by year, and theatrical impresario, who hoped (in vain) to increase their annual income. This move into spring opera occurred in parallel to an unprecedented promotion of the civic celebration of the feast of Ascension, which seems to have been intended (like spring opera) to lure buyers to the market fair. 

Spring opera differed from autumn and winter in several ways. Works were shorter and simpler. They had fewer entr’actes. They started later in the day and their performances almost certainly occupied fewer hours. The “season” was effectively two weeks, interrupted by several feast days requiring closure. Financially, spring opera was an entirely separate enterprise from autumn and winter opera. The mounting of a spring opera required a deposit which was half as much again as that for a collective autumn-winter run, even though the total number of performances was miniscule by comparison.
The Venetian fought an uphill battle to attract visitors to the Ascension fair. The rise of free ports on the Adriatic drew maritime trade elsewhere. The long string of fairs in the market towns of the Veneto had already become associated with short opera runs in the first years of the century. Venetians were imitating their mercantile rivals in authorizing the institution of spring opera. In several years, theatrical openings were prevented by lack of approval from the Council of Ten. A low ebb was reached around 1750, both in terms to performances cancelled and in dismay at the kinds of people the fair itself attracted.
These changes were somewhat redressed over the next decade, as the fair became a magnet for the purveying of goods of all kinds. Musical editions no longer issued from Venice, but musical instruments as well as the services of copyists came to be purveyed especially heavily to fair visitors, and there was even some promotion of the best-liked composers and performers—all of it apparently for future consumption. 
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