
In June 1832, 18-year-old Giuseppe 
Verdi applied for a place at Milan’s 
music conservatory. Eight days 

following his audition, he was turned 
down on account of his ‘erratic’ 
keyboard technique, and the fact that he 
had exceeded the admission age quota. 
We know all this because, 48 years later, 
still baffled, he bitterly recounted the 
events to an Italian journalist. 

Verdi got his revenge in the end: at 
the twilight of his career as the reigning 
patriarch of Italian opera, the Milan 
conservatory ingratiatingly offered to 
rename itself in his honour, to which 
he responded, ‘You didn’t need me 
as a young man, so you don’t need 
me now that I’m old and tired.’  (The 
conservatory eventually had the last 
word in the matter: it later changed 
its name to ‘Conservatorio G Verdi di 
Milano’ without the maestro’s blessing.)

This anecdote resonates deeply with 
Italian bass-baritone Luca Pisaroni, 
who was raised in Verdi’s hometown, 
Busseto. In the decade since his 
international debut (as Masetto in 
Salzburg’s 2002 Don Giovanni) Pisaroni 
has appeared on Italy’s opera stages just 
four times, most recently in Busseto 
last June for a one-off Verdi Gala. 
Meanwhile, his international schedule 
is packed through to 2015, without a 
single Italian engagement. ‘Sad, isn’t it?’ 
says Pisaroni. ‘The decision has nothing 
to do with me. Simply put, I haven’t 
been asked to sing in Italy. I didn’t grow 
up singing in Italian opera houses, so 
maybe they just don’t know who I am.’

Pisaroni left Italy in 2000 to study 
in America and then, three years later, 
settled in Vienna. His sense of exile 
is not uncommon among his Italian 
colleagues: Cecilia Bartoli and Fabio 
Luisi have also based their successful 
careers abroad to escape Italian 
‘provincialism’. Pisaroni is grateful for 
his Austrian sojourn, which has allowed 
him to undertake a deep exploration 
of his beloved Lieder, uncommon in 
Italian operatic tradition. 

As Italy grapples with recession, 
a culture of shoulder-shrugging 
menefreghismo has dampened the current 
celebrations for the bicentenary of 
Verdi’s birth. Pisaroni hits out at such 
apathy. ‘Italy’s job this year was to 
celebrate its native son. We could have 
made a better effort for a composer who 
has given so much to our country: La 
Scala opening its season with Wagner? 

Do you think Bayreuth would have 
opened its season with Verdi?’ 

While Italian culture hemorrhages from 
massive budget cuts, Pisaroni is passionate 
about preserving Italy’s deep-rooted 
musical identity, which he believes can be 
revived through a change of political heart. 
‘There’ll never be a change if politicians 
think they can keep getting away with 
funding cuts to arts, culture, music and 
education. They see music purely as 
entertainment and don’t understand that 
it goes much deeper. Music tells us about 
our Italian heritage – who we are as a 
people and as a nation. We have to fight to 
protect it and to keep it alive.’ 

There have been some redeeming 
moments. In June this year, with father-
in-law Thomas Hampson, Pisaroni made 
a rare visit to his sleepy hometown for an 
open-air Verdi Gala as a favour to the Amici 
di Verdi, a Busseto-based organisation 
devoted to Verdi’s legacy. Fresh from 
performances of Simon Boccanegra in 
Vienna (which saw the debut of Pisaroni’s 
Paolo opposite Hampson in the title role), 
the duo delved into meaty Verdi arias from 
Don Carlo, Macbeth and Otello. 

Will Pisaroni return to Italy after 
he’s finished his busy 2015 season? ‘If 
an Italian opera house offered me a 
serious project, I’d consider it. But in 
the current, unstable environment, I 
can’t block out eight weeks of my life 
for a proposal when neither the title 
nor the date is confirmed.’ 

Italian bass-baritones are few and 
far between; with his accomplished 
voice and good looks, Pisaroni is 
understandably in demand all over the 
world, and something of a regular fixture 
in Salzburg, Vienna, the Met, Covent 
Garden and Glyndebourne. He has learnt 
to be philosophical about being rejected 
on his home turf: ‘At the beginning of 
my career, I used to get really angry and 
upset about it, thinking, “I’m singing in 
Salzburg, so how come nobody asks me 
to sing in Naples or Rome?” Now, I’ve 
accepted it: it is what it is. I’m grateful for 
what Italy has contributed to my career: 
since Italian is my language, 70 per cent 
of my repertoire comes easily to me; 
and being from Busseto, I know most of 
Verdi’s operas by heart.’ Then comes the 
sting: ‘Aside from that, I don’t really feel 
I owe the Italian opera world anything; 
after all, they haven’t done anything for 
me!’ n
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