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Whenan ltalianOpera Company, based in Havana, came ontour to the United States in April 1847, it
surpassed allexpectations.Itnotonlyatonce sethigherstandards forvocaland instrumental performance
butonopening night had a triumph with new music, the U.S. premiere ofVerdi's Ernani (1844). The company
was the creation ofthe immenselyrich Martyy Torrens, who had used his fortune (based onamonopolyof
the sale offishin Cuba) to build anoperahouse inHavana, the opulent Gran Teatro de Tacdn, and to staffit
with Italian artists. In the summers of 1837 and 1842 he had sent his companyonshortvisits to New Orleans,
and in 1843 ontourto sevenofthe country's southernand easterncities.! Now, fouryears later,on 13 April it
came greatlystrengthened insingers,orchestra,and chorus,so thatuponlanding in New York aftertendays
atsea,its rostertallied seventy-three,? withatleasttenmore soonadded. Inadditionto soloists and a
small nonmusical staff, the companyincluded two artistic leaders onthe brink of fame (violinist Luigi Arditi
and double bassist Giovanni Bottesini),anorchestra ofthirty-two (latersometimes swollenbylocal
recruits),and asmall but highly proficient chorus oftwe nty (foursopranos, three altos, sixtenors,and seven
basses).> Moreover, it broughtits ownsceneryand awardrobe ofcostumes that the New York Herald
reported to be "worth $30,000."* Onopening night, at the city's venerable Park Theatre (cap.2,300;0on Park
Row, facing City Hall Park), it proved itselfthe mostcomplete,bestoperacompanyyetto playinthe United
States.’

Teasing New Yorkers, it gave onlytwo performances ofopera,on 15 and 16 April,and asubsequentconcert
before departing forasix-week seasoninBoston. Forbothstaged performances in New York itoffered
Ernani,Verdi's fifthopera but onlythe second to reach the United States. Sixweeks earlier,ina much smaller
theater,alocalcompanyhad produced his fourth, / Lombardi alla prima crociata (1843). But whereas the
latter's success had beenmoderate and slow,® that of Ernani was stupendous and instant. Ayoung
Manhattan lawyer,George [End Page 171] Templeton Strong, failing to getinto the second performance,
noted in his diary: "House an entire jam; no seats to be had atany price."” And he had to wait till June forthe
company's return.

Opening inBoston's Howard Athe nae um Theatre with Ernani on 23 April, the company subse quently
presented Verdi's | Lombardi and | due Foscari (U.S. premiere), Donizetti's Linda di Chamounix, Pacini's Saffo,
Bellini's Norma and | Capuleti ed i Montecchi, and, once onstage and once inconcert,Rossini's Mosé in Egitto.
Ofthemall, Ernaniroused the greatestexcitement.?

Sixyears later, the critic for the Boston Evening Gazette, William W. Clapp Jr., summarized the importance to
Boston's musicallife ofthose Ernani performances:

It was onthis occasionthat Bostonfirstrecognized genuine ItalianOpera....Asuperb orchestra
led byArditi and the superlative contrabassist Bottesini, witha good chorus and principals of
extraordinary merit, presented Verdi's bestoperaina style thatabsolutely electrified the
audience. All the recollections of Englishopera® were effaced by this life-breathing, passionate,
and effective performance, and fromthathouranewidealofexcellence inoperatic affairs became
fixed and irrevocable.Such acombination ofbrilliancy, effect, and vigor, with the se ntime ntal and
tender,had neverbefore revealed itselfuponthe Boston lyric stage, and the excitement produced
by this newsensation was commensurate with the marvels that produced it.

The operaitselfwas interesting froma wild and romantic plot,worked up ina good libretto, and that
innate beauty...
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WHEH an Italian Opera Company, based in Havana, came on mur m the
Uniwd Stares in Apnl 1847, 1t surpassed all expectanions. It not only ar
ona sct higher stand ards for vocal and instrumantal pedformana: but on open-
ing night had a triumph with new music, the U.S. premiere of Verdi's Ermand
(1844 ). The company was the areation of the immensely rich Marty y Torrens,
who had used his forrune ( based on a monopoly of the sale of fish in Cuba) 1o
buikd an opera house in Havana, the opulent Gran Tearro de Taain, and to sadl’
i with Imlian artists, In the summers of 1837 and 1842 he had sent his company
on short visits to New Ordeans, and in 1843 on tour m seven of the counmmy's
southern and eastern aines.” Now, four years larer, on 13 Apnl it canwe grearly
smrengthened in singers, orchestra, and chorus, so thar upon landing in New
York after ten days at sea, its roster tallied seventy-three.* wath at least ten more
soon added. In addition ro soloists and a small nonmusical staff, the company
included two artistic leaders on the brink of fame (violinist Luigi Ardit and
double bassisr Giovanm Bomesini ), an orchestra of thirmy-mwvo (later sometimes
swollen by local recruirs), and a small but highly proficient chorus of rwenry
{four sopranos, three alms, six enors, and seven basses) * Moreover, it broughr
i own scenery and a wardrobe of cosnimes thar the New Yok Hermld
m be “worth $30,000™ On opening night, at the an's venerable Park Theatre
{@p. 2,300; on Park Row, faang City Hall Park), it proved reself the most com-
pkte, best opera company et to play in the United Staes.®

Teasing New Yorkers, it gave only two performances of opera, on 15 and
April, and a subsaquent concert before departing for a six-week season in Boston,
For both staged performances in New York ir offerad Ermans, Verdi's fifth opera
but only the second ro reach the United Smres. Six weeks earlier, in a much
smaller theater, a local company had produced his fourth, I Lombardi alla prima
crvagara (1843 ). Bur whereas rhe latrer’s suocess had been moderate and slow.®
that of Ernani was stupendous and instant. A young Manhatran lawyer, George
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