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Introduction 

The musical objects and music events featured in great expositions of arts and industry in late 

nineteenth-century Italy constituted a significant part of the lively and diverse cultural land-

scape of the country over a century ago. To understand them and the mark they impressed 

upon Italian culture and its reception abroad in the following decades requires their position-

ing in the appropriate intellectual, political, and socio-economical background. To do so, the 

starting point needs to be the specific context in which they were presented, that is the 

phantasmagoric expositions that spread all over the Europe and the world starting from the 

1850s.1 Defined as "mappe della percezione," expositions strived indeed to present a cartog-

raphy of all human knowledge that was deemed relevant to date.2  

Despite their initial effort to document the technical and consequently civil progress of a 

society based solely on what was current and of newest production, expositions established 

immediately which such a commanding and normalizing power that they were never reduced 

to snapshots of reality. Instead, every time an exposition was enacted, it summoned a precise, 

intricate stratification of political influences, historical memories, economic interests and cul-

tural legacies that informed the many items it showcased. Such stratification needs to be ex-

plained before diving into the specific topic of the present study, since musical objects and 

events presented in Italian expositions from the late nineteenth century did absolutely not 

escape it. On the contrary, they were in some cases subject to it, while in others they inter-

played with it. For this reason, before explaining the research questions and the sources 

motivating this dissertation and its structure, I would like to start this introduction by describ-

 
1 Walter Benjamin, "Paris, die Hauptstadt des XIX. Jahrhunderts," in Walter Benjamin, Illuminationen. Aus-
gewählte Schriften (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 1974), 170–184. 
2 "Maps of perception." Mario Coglitore, "Mostrare il moderno: le Esposizioni universali tra fine Ottocento e gli 
inizi del Novecento," Diacronie. Studi di Storia Contemporanea 18/2 (2014), <http://journals.openedition.org/ 
diacronie/1159> (last checked 12 October 2019). See also: Luigi Tommassini, "Fantasmagorie, rispecchiamenti, 
battaglie di immagini. Alle origini dell'immaginario sociale delle Esposizioni Universali," Ricerche Storiche 45/1–
2 (January-August 2015): 161–179. 
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ing such stratification and by showing some of its inner workings, referring to it as the exposi-

tion culture as a whole. To illustrate how exposition culture works, I will comment on a signifi-

cant episode concerning the latest World Exposition taking place in Milan in 2015. 

Exposition culture 

When the World Exposition Milan 2015, Italy (Expo 2015) opened its gates on the first of May 

in Rho, in the outskirts of the city, much of the public attention was directed towards the 

towering landmark located at the north-eastern end of the Exposition grounds. The installa-

tion, placed at the center of a pool in what was called the Lake Arena, amused thousands of 

visitors every day with jets of water, light projections, and music, as well as fireworks at night. 

Due to its umbrella shape reminding the outline of a tree, it was called Albero della vita ('tree 

of life'), an image that could somehow connect to Expo 2015's motto: "food for the planet, 

energy for life," and at the same time evoke a common archetype in many cultures — thus 

appealing to the imagination of all the international visitors gathering around its stem, regard-

less of their provenance. 

As for many of the other ephemeral architectures built for the Exposition, the Albero della 

vita sparked many debates even before the opening of Expo 2015. Given the amount of 

money spent for the construction of the Exposition site, the cases of corrupted administration 

and exploited labor exposed, and the impact of the event on the landscape and the environ-

ment, the media expressed concern about the destination of the facilities after the end of the 

celebrations.3  

One month before the opening of Expo 2015, a proposal concerning the relocation of the 

Albero della vita came from a member of the city council, who suggested to move it to Piazzale 

Loreto, an important traffic junction just outside the gates of the city center. The idea, initially 

welcomed with enthusiasm by many commentators, met the harsh criticism of the president 

of ANPI, the National Association of Italy's Partisans. He rejected the idea, reminding that 

Piazzale Loreto already had its own monument honoring fifteen partisans executed on August 

10, 1944 by fascist soldiers, who then forced the crowd to look at the battered bodies as an 

 
3 See Daniela Danna, "Expo 2015 in Milan: The Power of the Machine," Journal of Political Ecology 24 (2017): 
910–920. 



exemplary display of power and conduct.4 The episode had shaken the public opinion, raising 

the hostility against the fascist and Nazi regimes and haunting the memory of Milanese citi-

zens. In April of the following year, when Mussolini was executed near Como, the dictator's 

dead body was brought to Piazzale Loreto, together with those of his lover Clara Petacci and 

of other fascist officials. There, the corpses were left hanging to the public's view in the same 

spot where the partisans had been massacred.  

Considering the tragic history connoting Piazzale Loreto in the history of Milan and of Italy 

in general, one wonders how the city council could suggest that the relocation of the Tree of 

Life, which eventually never happened, would help to "cancellare un momento storico contro-

verso con un inno alla vita."5 At the same time, the proposal seemed to be oblivious that the 

fate of the Albero della vita could not be decided by the municipality, for it belonged to an 

association of private investors from the nearby town of Brescia who promoted and funded 

its project. The city council member's blatant disconnect from the sensitivity and the memory 

of Milanese citizens, as well as from the inner workings of the Exposition, reveals some crucial 

issues that will be at the center of this dissertation. On the one hand, the diverse, sometimes 

oppositional actors at play in the organization of an exposition, such as private investors and 

public institutions. On the other, the all-encompassing, even blunt ideological apparatus en-

acted every time an exposition of arts and industry came into being.  

All these are the elements characterizing expositions starting from their very beginning in 

the mid-nineteenth century. The first expositions, featuring the last and most innovative 

industrial and artistic products, were considered as outposts of modernity, with the potential 

to revolutionize the urban plan and the social tissue of the hosting cities, as well as their econ-

omy and their cultural scene. The rhetoric of progress and modernity was also accompanied 

from the very beginning by its reverse, described as the "exhibition fatigue," or the skepticism 

and lack of interest of segments of the commentators and the visitors.6 in many cases, the 

relevance of the objects on display became very soon — if not immediately — less important 

 
4 "Per cancellare un momento storico controverso con un inno alla vita." Ilaria Carra, "Expo, l'Albero della vita in 
piazzale Loreto: un coro di sì. Ma l'Anpi: 'Offusca la memoria'," Repubblica.it Milano, 12 April 2015, 
<http://milano.repubblica.it/cronaca/2015/04/12/news/expo_l_albero_della_vita_in_piazzale_loreto_tutti_co
ntenti_ma_l_anpi_offusca_la_memoria_-111768025/> (last checked 5 January 2018). 
5 "Erase a controversial historical moment with an ode to life." Ilaria Carra, "Expo, l'Albero della vita in piazzale 
Loreto." All English translations are mine. 
6 Alexander C. T. Geppert, Fleeting Cities. Imperial Expositions in Fin-de-Siècle Europe (Basingstoke, Hampshire: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 
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than the way they were exhibited. Mobilizing agents and masses of visitors, expositions were 

characterized by a unique and ever-changing exhibition style, to the point that Italian semiolo-

gist Umberto Eco declared, on the occasion of the Exposition Universelle et Internationale de 

Montréal of 1967, "Oggi, l’Esposizione non esibisce articoli, o se lo fa li utilizza come mezzo, 

come un pretesto per mostrare qualcos’altro. E questo qualcos’altro è l’Esposizione stessa."7 

It is specifically this ensemble of agents, public, aesthetics, discourses, and values that I 

refer to in the phrase giving this dissertation its title: exposition culture. "Exposition culture" 

comprises new ideas emerged in the nineteenth century with modern, public exhibition prac-

tices of any sort, such as the ideals of modernity, democratization, and accessibility of culture 

accompanying the opening of museums and the organization of fairs.8 On the other hand, 

"exposition culture" refers also to the specific policies, the investments, and the intellectual 

and social efforts that were put into the organization of an exposition of industry and arts. 

Therefore, it roughly coincides with the phrase "exhibitionary culture," coined by historian 

Marta Filipová in an edited book presenting case studies of expositions taking place away 

from major imperialist capitals: 

[Exhibitionary] culture is understood here in its broadest sense as referring to the political, social 

and economic circumstances that shaped [an exhibition] and its aftermath, the visual, popular and 

material culture that was linked with exhibitions through display or representation, as well as the 

local and global principles of exhibiting that were followed by the organizers.9  

This definition has the merit of including virtually every aspect that necessarily contributed to 

the realization of an exposition, but it does not stress adequately the byproduct that 

characterized expositions of arts and industry more than any other exhibitionary practice. My 

phrase "exposition culture," therefore, refers also to the ideology and power apparatus pro-

duced by expositions — not only the circumstances preceding them, but also the system of 

values reproducing itself exposition after exposition. To keep this system in mind is crucial in 

the examination of the Italian expositions presented in this dissertation, since it clashed very 

 
7 "Today, the Exposition does not exhibit items, or if it does, it uses them as means, as a pretext to show some-
thing else. And this something else is the Exposition itself." Umberto Eco, "Una teoria delle esposizioni," in Expo 
1851–2015. Storie e immagini delle Grandi Esposizioni, ed. Luca Massidda (Torino: UTET Grandi opere, 2015), 
41–55: 45. The original, English version of this article, written in 1967 on the occasion of the World's Exposition 
of Montreal, was published on the periodical Dot Zero of the same year. 
8 Joe Kember, John Plunkett and Jill Sullivan, "What is an exhibition culture?," Early Popular Visual Culture 8/4: 
347–350. 
9 Marta Filipová, "Introduction: The Margins of Exhibitions and Exhibition Studies," in Cultures of International 
Exhibitions 1840–1940. Great Exhibitions in the Margins, ed. Marta Filipová (Farnham: Ashgate 2015), 1–22: 5. 



often with the actual cultural, financial and urban substrate characterizing the hosting cities. 

In order to identify this system, it will be useful to turn to the concept of "exhibitionary com-

plex," that is, the power dynamic enacted in expositions. 

The "exhibitionary complex" 

Expositions were born officially in 1851, with the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of 

All Nations held in the Crystal Palace in London's Hyde Park. Soon replicated in New York with 

the Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations of 1853 and in Paris with the Exposition Uni-

verselle of 1855, this format grew to a large success, with events of the same kind organized 

in many European and world capitals, always proposing similar structures, fulfilling similar 

functions, and generating similar public discourses.10 Great expositions Integrated the form 

of technical and agricultural exhibitions from the end of the eighteenth century and the 

methodologies of modern, public, museums. In doing so, they combined the former's ideals 

of progress and modernity with the latter's striving for accessibility of knowledge and voca-

tion to organize and trace the evolution of disciplines.11 At the same time, great expositions 

matched the didactical purposes technical and museum exhibitions with the entertaining 

atmosphere and leisure economy characterizing popular fairs.12 Therefore, many different 

layers overlapped in great expositions from the start, all contributing to the definition and 

diffusion of a shared idea of modernity.  

Generally, expositions were characterized by a multitude of thematic sections and were 

often divided into different pavilions, according to the discipline and industrial branch repre-

sented or, in the case of international expositions, according to the nationality of the exhibi-

tors. This organization created hierarchies between the different objects on display. Such 

 
10 For a list of many of the most important nineteenth-century great expositions, completed with a preliminary 
bibliography, see Alexander C. T. Geppert, Jean Coffy and Tammy Lau, eds., International Exhibitions, Expositions 
Universelles and World's Fairs, 1851-1951. A Bibliography (Cottbus, Deutschland: Brandeburgische Technische 
Universität Cottbus, 2000); and the less recent volume edited by John E. Findling, Historical Dictionary of World's 
Fairs and Expositions, 1851–1988 (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990).  
11 For an introduction to exposition studies, see: Paul Greenhalgh, Ephemeral vistas: The "Expositions Uni-
verselles," Great Exhibitions and World's Fairs, 1851–1939 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1988); 
Robert W. Rydell, The World of Fairs: The Century-of-Progress Expositions (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
1993); Peter Hoffenberg, An Empire on Display: English, Indian, and Australian exhibitions from the Crystal Pal-
ace to the Great War (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 2001). For an introduc-
tion to museum culture and its intersection with expositions, see: Eva-Maria Seng, Museum — Exhibition — 
Cultural Heritage. Changing Perspectives from China to Europe (Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter, 2019). 
12 Richard D. Altick, The Shows of London (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1971).  
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hierarchies could concern the nature of the objects, presented in a teleological succession 

from the raw materials extracted to the machines necessary to work them, to the works of 

art made of such materials or inspired by them. In the case of international expositions, the 

hierarchy was articulated primarily according to the provenance of the objects. Different 

pavilions would be dedicated to the different participating states, each allocated a larger or 

smaller area and a specific spot, more or less visible, on the exposition grounds. In the case 

of imperial expositions, the hierarchy was also articulated internally, since the many nationali-

ties compounding the empire would receive a distinct exhibition space aside from that of the 

mainland. 

In addition to this first system of hierarchies concerning the objects on display and their 

distribution on the exposition grounds, a second, subtler, power dynamic was enacted in 

great expositions from the very first example of London 1851. Such dynamic concerned the 

role of visitors attending the events, and has been identified as the "exhibitionary complex" 

in an eponymous article published by Australian sociologist Tony Bennett in 1988.13 Bennett's 

effort strives to refine Michel Foucault's depiction of mechanisms of societal disciplining as 

described in his groundbreaking Surveiller et Punir.14 The French philosopher's study is based 

on the observation that the passage from the ancien régime to the contemporary era wit-

nessed the abandonment of public, exemplary, practices of punishment such as the scaffold 

in favor of a secluded, individual, discipline imparted on the condemned in modern prisons. 

Bennett contests the implication that in the nineteenth century public displays of power were 

not used anymore to discipline the people. In his view, if the carceral system effectively re-

moved practices of punishment from the public eye, expositions rising in the same decades 

came to ensure societal order with cultural means. They presented "a complex of disciplinary 

and power relations" thanks to the presence of the public.15 Contrary to the secluding action 

of the prison,  

The institutions comprising 'the exhibitionary complex', by contrast, were involved in the transfer 

of objects and bodies from the enclosed and private domains [...] into progressively more open 

and public arenas where, through the representations to which they were subjected, they formed 

 
13 Tony Bennett, "The exhibitionary complex," new formations 4 (Spring 1988): 73-101.  
14 Michel Foucault, Surveiller et punir. Naissance de la prison (Paris, Gallimard: 2010). 
15 Bennett, "The exhibitionary complex," 73. 



vehicles for inscribing and broadcasting the messages of power (but of a different type) through-

out society.16 

In other words, the availability of objects and people to the public eye was what made exposi-

tions effective in imparting discipline. This procedure was exemplified at best with the iconic 

architecture of the Crystal Palace, inaugurated in London 1851 and repeated in the New York 

Exposition of 1853 and in the Grand Palais of the Parisian Exposition Universelle of 1900. Un-

like the Panopticon evoked by Foucault, designed so that every condemned could be seen, 

the Crystal Palace allows everybody to see the objects exhibited — and, in the case of imperial 

expositions, also 'other,' exoticized, people. At the same time, there were points in exposi-

tions from which the visitors could also see everybody else. This was the case of the Tour Eiffel 

overlooking the Exposition Universelle of Paris 1889, and the many panoramic lifts and towers 

characterizing almost every exposition. 

The presence of an attraction from which the whole exposition could be observed 

constituted in fact a possibility to share the eye of power, hence making it possible for the 

crowd to internalize it, and therefore to discipline themselves:  

The peculiarity of the exhibitionary complex is not to be found in its reversal of the principles of 

the Panopticon. Rather, it consists in its incorporation of aspects of those principles together with 

those of the panorama, forming a technology of vision which served not to atomize and disperse 

the crowd but to regulate it, and to do so by rendering it visible to itself, by making the crowd 

itself the ultimate spectacle.17 

Such technology of vision was present also in Italian expositions, and it was supposed to serve 

the objectives of the organizers, preoccupied as they were with the creation of a sense of 

belonging to an ideally modern city contributing to the life of the Italian nation-state. Yet, this 

pervasive power dynamic is particularly relevant in my study especially by means of contrast. 

The public attending musical events was always the object of careful scrutiny in the exposi-

tions' final reports (in terms of number of tickets sold) and in the newspapers, where the 

commentators reported about the actual behavior of the public. From these reports, it is clear 

that the public's unpredictable behavior could often disappoint the expectations of organizers 

 
16 Bennett, "The exhibitionary complex," 74. 
17 Bennett, "The exhibitionary complex," 81. 
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and commentators, therefore redefining the usual power dynamic of the exhibitionary com-

plex, and sometimes completely discarding it, leading for example to the cancellation of en-

tire concert series. 

"A series of networks" 

Educating the people and proving that they were an urbane community was, in fact, the 

objective of the organizers of expositions in Italy as much as in imperial capitals. The enact-

ment of the "exhibitionary complex" served the purpose of spreading ideas of progress or 

technological and artistic modernity that were very similar in all the expositions, and there-

fore transnational in their essence. These transnational ideas connected all expositions with 

one another: "imperial expositions held in fin-de-siècle London, Paris and Berlin were knots 

in what together constituted a worldwide web," notes historian Richard Geppert in his mono-

graph devoted to imperial expositions.18 Such connection was visible in the repetition of iconic 

buildings such as the Crystal Palace and the picturesque Rue du Caire, but stemmed from the 

work of specific professional figures who conceived, funded, and carried out these events. 

Organizers, patrons, animators, and bureaucrats of expositions would communicate with one 

another, and in many cases even migrated from one exposition to the next. Expositions were 

then the result of the interactions brought by all the actors involved, which would influence 

the representations of progress, modernity, but also of national and regional identity pro-

posed. From Geppert's historical perspective, the ensemble of power relations enacted in an 

exposition is better understood if we look at these actors: "though the exhibitionary complex 

was undeniably complex, it is more accurately described as an overlapping series of networks 

that evolved over time."19 

Geppert reframes the power dynamics enacted in great expositions as a series of networks. 

As I will show in this dissertation, the operations of interconnected actors were determinant 

also in the case of great expositions in Italy, and also in such expositions did they generate 

similar power dynamics. Notably, one of the major actors who will always appear in the 

following chapters alongside the main patrons of each exposition is the music publisher 

 
18 Geppert, Fleeting Cities, 3. 
19 Geppert, Fleeting Cities, 4. 



Ricordi and his entourage of composers, intellectuals and journalists. Ricordi certainly influ-

enced, directly or indirectly, the organization and media exposition of the musical events that 

I will describe, and yet the way these events unfolded did not always correspond to what the 

publisher might have envisioned. 

Terminology 

Expositions in the nineteenth century were often referred to in many equivalent and overlap-

ping ways, generating a terminological inhomogeneity still reflected in the specific scientific 

literature. The English phrases "World's fair" and "World exposition," corresponding to the 

German Weltausstellung, highlighted the participation of international exhibitors from all 

over the globe, whereas the phrases "great exhibition" or "great exposition" indicate the wide 

array and variety of arts, disciplines, and products on display. The fortunate French phrase 

Exposition Universelle condenses at best both meanings, where the adjective universel can 

refer to both the provenance of the exhibitors and the sum of ideally all human knowledge 

on display. In Italy, the events I am discussing in the present study were called equally Esposi-

zione or simply Mostra, a term literally translating to "display," but used also in the context 

of the English "exhibition," for example in a museum.  

Only for the sake of prose clarity, in this dissertation I opted for the general term 

"exposition" in the case of the events as a whole, and for the term "exhibition" in the case of 

single-themed displays of objects. According to my lexical choice, an exposition (for example, 

the Esposizione Emiliana held in Bologna in 1888) would therefore consist of a number of 

exhibitions, each dedicated to a specific topic (in the case of Bologna 1888, three exhibitions 

dedicated respectively to industry and agriculture, arts, and music). This choice has also the 

advantage of reflecting how these words are used today in broader contexts: if an exhibition 

identifies any practice of display, including that of a museum collection, "exposition" is the 

privileged term utilized by the official committee established in 1931, the Bureau 

International des Expositions, still coordinating Expos today.20 

 
20 Website of the Bureau International des Expositions: <https://www.bie-paris.org/site/en/> (last checked 11 
October 2019). 
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Expositions in Italy 

World's Fairs and arts and industry expositions are the direct, although hyperbolic, descend-

ant of smaller arts and crafts expositions emerging in England and France in the late eight-

eenth century. More limited in their scope and their duration, these smaller expositions could 

gather nonetheless people from different fields such as industrials, artisans. Sometimes, they 

also featured art exhibitions. Soon these industrial expositions gained a more ceremonial sta-

tus and became an important asset in the representation of power, starting from France and 

then spreading to many different European cities at the beginning of the nineteenth cen-

tury.21  

It is in this form that they established also in Italy, under the direct influence of Napoleon. 

On his way to his coronation as king of Italy in Milan's cathedral in 1805, Napoleon passed 

through the city of Turin, where the first industrial exposition on the Italian land was orga-

nized.22 From that moment on, similar events were held regularly on the peninsula, starting 

with the annual arts and crafts expositions established in Milan and always opening on 

Napoleon's birthday (August 15) and carried on, although every three to five years, during the 

Restoration in the Austrian Lombardo-Veneto kingdom — therefore taking place in Milan, but 

also in Venice.23 Rapidly, also other Italian states adopted the habit of organizing regular 

expositions, such as the Kingdom of Naples, with minor events of a similar kind in its capital 

starting from 1822.24 More expositions were also featured in the Turin of the Kingdom of 

Sardinia starting from 1829, while in the Grand Duchy of Tuscany similar events started to be 

organized in its capital, Florence, in 1838.25  

These events became so pervasive and relevant to assessing the state of the local economy 

and industrialization, that already in the 1840s proposals started to be made for a general 

Italian exposition which would facilitate economic relationships between the different states 

of the Peninsula and strengthen them in the face of the international market. The member of 

 
21 Pierluigi Bassignana, Le feste popolari del capitalismo: esposizioni d'industria e coscienza nazionale in Europa, 
1798-1911 (Torino: U. Allemandi, 1997).  
22 Sergio Onger, "Le esposizioni italiane prima dell'Unità," Ricerche Storiche 45/1–2 (January-August 2015): 280. 
23 Onger "Le esposizioni italiane prima dell'Unità:" 281. See also: Fernando Mazzocca: "Le esposizioni d'arte e 
industria a Milano e Venezia (1805-1848)," in Istituzioni e strutture espositive in Italia. Secolo XIX: Milano, Torino, 
ed. Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa (Pisa: Scuola Normale Superiore, 1981). 
24 Giuseppe Moricola, "Tra velleità e progetto: le esposizioni industriali nel regno di Napoli," in Arti, tecnologia, 
progetto. Le esposizioni d'industria in Italia prima dell'Unità, ed. Sergio Onger and Giorgio Bigatti (Milano: 
FrancoAngeli 2007), 179–195. 
25 Onger, "Le esposizioni italiane prima dell'Unità:" 282–283. 



a special commission convened in Genoa to rule about this project in 1846, Pasquale Stanislao 

Mancini, commented that the exposition was necessary so that "l'industria italiana riconosca 

se stessa, s'incoraggi da sé."26 Even from the strict point of view of the industry, it is evident 

that such an exposition had as many identity implications as the commercial ones. It does not 

come to surprise that exactly in the year of Unification, 1861, the Kingdom of Italy, still weary 

in the wake of the independence wars, hurried to arrange an exposition to present the new-

born nation-state to its citizens and to foreign observers. The first Italian exposition, including 

industrial but also art pavilions, took place in the city of Florence, particularly convenient for 

its central location. Although not comparable to the imperial expositions of Paris and London, 

Florence 1861 represented nonetheless "un passo per l'Italia verso la propria autodetermina-

zione."27 More specifically, it was a crucial act in the creation of Italy's imagined community 

of citizens.28 

From that moment on, a great number of expositions was held in liberal Italy, that is, the 

period of the Kingdom of Italy preceding the rise of the Fascist regime in 1922. All of them left 

a mark in the collective memory of their hosting city, as well as a profound, sometimes radical 

change in their urban plan.29 A peculiarity of Italy is that these expositions never happened in 

Rome, Italy's capital after its annexation from the former Papal States in 1870 — with the 

exception of an international exhibition in 1883, which was still dedicated only to fine arts. In 

fact, Italian large expositions usually took place in Milan and in Turin, the most relevant in-

dustrial centers of the country, with close relations with Europe.30 With the exception of the 

Esposizione internazionale di belle arti held in the newly built Palazzo delle Esposizioni in 1883, 

 
26 "Italian industry would recognize itself, would encourage itself." Quoted in Onger, "Le esposizioni italiane 
prima dell'Unità:" 284. 
27 "A step for Italy towards self-determination." Andrea Giuntini, "L'esposizione del 1861 a Firenze: gioie e dolori 
di un debultto," Ricerche Storiche 45/1–2 (January-August 2015): 291. 
28 The reference is of course to Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread 
of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983). 
29 Stefania Aldini, Carla Benocci, Stefania Ricci, Ettore Sessa, eds., Il segno delle Esposizioni nazionali e interna-
zionali nella memoria storica delle città. Padiglioni alimentari e segni urbani permanenti. Storia dell'urbanistica 
6 (2014). 
30 Ilaria M. P. Barzaghi, "Milano 1881 – 1906: rappresentazione della modernità e modernizzazione popolare," 
Ricerche Storiche 45/1–2 (January – August 2015): 249–263; Augusto Sistri, "Immagini della modernità e cultura 
architettonica," in Storia di Torino. VII: Da capitale politica a capitale industriale (1864–1915), ed. Umberto Levra 
(Torino: Einaudi, 2004), 849–865. 
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still an event of no commercial impact, Rome did not witness a single one of the major exposi-

tions held in the nineteenth century.31 Only the Fascist regime conceived a project for an 

Esposizione Universale Roma in the 1930s, which never was realized due to the outburst of 

the WWII but led to the building of the EUR quartier in Rome. Before that, the main exposi-

tions taking place in liberal Italy were therefore scattered in different cities [TABLE 1]. 

 

TABLE 1. LIST OF THE MAIN EXPOSITIONS IN ITALY, 1861–1911. 
 

1861, Florence  Esposizione Generale Italiana 

1871, Milan  Esposizione Industriale Nazionale 
1881, Milan  Esposizione Nazionale 

1883, Rome Esposizione Internazionale di Belle Arti 
1884, Turin Esposizione Generale Italiana 
1888, Bologna  Esposizione Internazionale di Musica, Nazionale di Belle Arti, delle provincie dell'Emilia 
1891–92, Palermo Esposizione Nazionale Italiana 
1892, Genoa Esposizione Italo-Americana 
1895 Venice Esposizione Internazionale d'Arte (later: Biennale) 

1898, Turin Esposizione Generale Italiana 
1902, Turin Esposizione d'Arte Decorativa Moderna 

1904, Brescia Esposizione bresciana 
1906, Milan Esposizione Internazionale del Sempione 

1911, Turin 

           Rome  

           Florence 

Esposizione Internazionale delle Industrie e del Lavoro 

Mostra Internazionale di Belle Arti, Risorgimento, Archeologica, Regionale Etnografica 

Mostra del Ritratto Italiano, Esposizione Internazionale di Floricoltura. 

 

As we see from the timeline, expositions increased in number until the occasion of the fifty-

year anniversary of Unification, a major celebration spread across three cities. After that, the 

wars did not allow for any more events of the same kind for a few years. This list is none-

theless incomplete, highlighting only the major, more impactful events, and therefore not 

considering the many local and provincial expositions that were devoted to only one aspect 

of the industrial or cultural landscape of the hosting city.32 In fact, the many small expositions 

 
31 Manuel Carrera, "L'antico e l'Esposizione Internazionale del 1883: il 'Frigidarium' di Alessandro Pigna e la 
'Cleopatra' di Girolamo Masini," in Artisti dell'800. Temi e riscoperte, ed. Cinzia Virno (Roma: De Luca Editori 
d'Arte, 2015). 
32 Notable are the Mostra provinciale umbra of Perugia in 1879, the Esposizione nazionale d'igiene of Naples in 
1900, and the Esposizione regionale marchigiana of Macerata in 1905. The many expositions in Brescia must be 



not included in the list played the same role of the many provincial expositions in France: "les 

premières expositions provinciales," art historian Christelle Lozère states, "sont donc perçues 

non pas comme des concurrentes à la Capitale, mais comme de grandes manifestations de la 

vie active de la province et d'heureuses tentatives de décentralisation."33 In the case of Italy, 

the main difference is that, unlike France, it had not undergone the same process of 

centralization, as the absence of Roman expositions proves. Instead, Italian expositions 

reflected the popular notion of a paese delle cento città [country of a hundred cities], a reality 

epitomized in the great celebrations occurring in 1911 for the fiftieth anniversary of 

Unification, where the main World Exposition in Turin was accompanied by side expositions 

in Florence and Rome.34 

The fact that many cities and sometimes even small towns embarked in the endeavor of 

delivering an exposition to their inhabitants does not imply that their outcome was always 

equal to that of large imperial expositions. Quite the opposite: the history of expositions held 

in liberal Italy is punctuated by failures, both economically and in terms of impact on the 

community. Most of the expositions would end up with a large deficit burdening the investors 

that participated in their funding — starting with the state. Moreover, the number of visitors 

did often not meet the expectations of the organizers, and the public proved to be very selec-

tive in the type of events they would attend. Frequently, high-brow concerts were deserted, 

and the participation to a celebration could depend more on the presence of notable politi-

cians than on the pompous ceremony organized to impress the audience. The struggle to 

match the splendor of imperial expositions clashed with the actual realization of local fairs, a 

clash that I tried to explain with the title "cosmopolitan provincialities:" attempts to imitate 

unrivaled models with alternating outcomes, at the same time cosmopolitan in their scope 

and diffusion, but provincial in their aspiration to reach an impracticable standard. 

 
counted in addition to that. See Sergio Onger, Verso la modernità. I bresciani e le esposizioni industriali 1800–
1915 (Milano: Franco Angeli, 2010); Francesco Pirani, "Un’avanguardia in provincia. La 'Mostra degli Archivi' 
all'Esposizione regionale marchigiana di Macerata del 1905," Il Capitale Culturale: Studies on the Value of Cul-
tural Heritage 8 (2013): 69–104. 
33 "The first provincial expositions are therefore perceived not as rivals to the Capital, but rather as great 
manifestations of the active life of the province and as happy attempts at decentralization." Christelle Lozère, 
"Expositions provinciales et identités coloniales au XIXe siècle," Diacronie. Studi di Storia Contemporanea 18/2 
(2014), <https://journals.openedition.org/diacronie/1207> (last checked 11 October 2019). 
34 See Annarita Gori, Tra patria e campanile. Ritualità civili e culture politiche a Firenze in età giolittiana (Milano: 
FrancoAngeli, 2014), 147–192. 
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Music and expositions: sources 

The scholarly study of music and expositions has been focused mainly on the case of France, 

where expositions represented the typical occasion of exposure to new, "other" sound cul-

tures. These events left a deep mark in the public imagination, and led to the formulation of 

everlasting anecdotes in reported in virtually every music history textbook, such as the case 

of the Exposition Universelle of Paris 1889, where Debussy listened for the first time to a 

Javanese gamelan ensemble, deriving from that experience a series of suggestions that would 

inspire his compositions. The most extensive study on the musical events of an exposition is 

in fact focused on this very Parisian exposition. It has been written by music historian Anne-

gret Fauser, and represents a reference model for any musicological study of expositions.35  

The case of late nineteenth-century France has proven particularly fruitful also for 

broader studies concerning the political use of music within and outside expositions, thanks 

to the extraordinary attention that the governments put in practicing their soft power 

through tunes, choirs, operas and fanfares.36 On the other hand, the first Great Exhibition of 

London in 1851 has been studied by Flora Willson to question the ontology of music in the 

mid-nineteenth century. In her essay, Willson analyzes the disaggregated distribution of musi-

cal objects and the rare musical performances in the Crystal Palace, showing how music 

instruments, in the form of formidable technologies or luxurious pieces of furniture, and also 

musical works ultimately became a form of commodity.37 

In the case of Italy, single case studies addressing how expositions could inform specific 

musical works are not lacking, especially in the realm of opera,38 while analyses of entire musi-

cal programs of expositions tend to focus more on the detailed and lively recounting of their 

circumstances, usually more in the form of commemorative publications celebrating the glory 

of these events. Notable exceptions to this pattern are the collection of essays about the 

Exposition for the fiftieth anniversary of Unification curated by Bianca Maria Antolini, and the 

 
35 Annegret Fauser, Musical encounters at the 1889 Paris World's Fair (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester 
Press, 2005). 
36 The most representative of these studies being Jann Pasler, Composing the Citizen: Music as Public Utility in 
Third Republic France (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 2009). 
37 Flora Willson, "Hearing things: musical objects at the 1851 Great Exhibition," in Sound Knowledge. Music and 
Sound in London, 1789–1851, ed. James Q. Davies and Ellen Lockhart (Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2016), 227–245. 
38 Francesca Vella "Milan, Simon Boccanegra and the late-nineteenth-century operatic museum," Verdi Perspek-
tiven 1 (2016): 93–121; Alessandra Campana, Opera and Modern Spectatorship in Late Nineteenth-Century Italy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 



monograph by Alessandra Fiori on the Bologna 1888 Exposition.39 Stemming from her PhD 

dissertation, Fiori's monograph succeeds in accurately describing the complex organization of 

the International Music Exposition in Bologna and its realization, while Antolini's edited book 

contextualizes musical events in the broader cultural scene of Turin and the nation. Yet, both 

volumes are not concerned with the comparison with other events of the same kind, nor with 

the critical discussion of how music interacted with the specific medium of an exposition. 

Such a comparison and a critical discussion are precisely my objective, although I have 

based my research on the same kind of materials these scholars analyzed, a very heterogene-

ous collection of catalogues, articles in periodicals, occasional books, scores, librettos and 

song texts published alone, instrument collections, record books, bits of information gathered 

from payrolls as well as from epitaphs, but also iconography in the form of photographs, 

engravings, and other forms of illustrations. The research was made first of all adventurous 

by the nature of the musical objects analyzed, which could be items exhibitors put on display 

(for example scores, manuscripts, and music instruments) or purchasable articles to be con-

sumed by the visitors (such as postcards and music leaflets). On the other hand, the state of 

today's Italian archives rendered the source retrieval sometimes difficult, partly because of 

the scarce and always varying document accessibility vexing today's researcher, partly as a 

reflection of the expositions' original conception: hardly the result of a duly orchestrated 

governmental plan, they were mostly the product of local entrepreneurial, aristocratic, and 

intellectual élites, animated by a strong will to prove themselves but often lacking a 

homogeneous and structured organization. 

The focus of this work is not primarily the documentation and narration of events as they 

happened. Retrieving the dates when events took place and the names of the people in-

volved, together with the objects displayed and the concert programming, was surely a neces-

sary step in the research. However, all the sources must be taken with a pinch of salt, as they 

tended to exaggerate some aspects and hide others, whether intentionally or not. Expositions 

carried the burden of their organizers' and the public's expectations, who then reported on 

their success or failure according to their own aesthetic and political agenda. The fundamen-

tal premise of this study, therefore, is that not a single one of the documents analyzed can be 

 
39 Bianca Maria Antolini, ed., Italia 1911. Musica e società alla fine della Belle Époque (Milano: Angelo Guerini, 
2014); Alessandra Fiori, Musica in Mostra. Esposizione internazionale di musica (Bologna 1888) (Bologna: CLUEB, 
2004). 
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considered as an objective representation of what happened. Rather than constraining the 

scope of this work, this premise actually generates many of my research questions. This way 

of understanding and using sources was well articulated in a famous passage from a posthu-

mous work by Marc Bloch, where he stated:  

[...] ce que le texte nous dit expressément a cessé aujourd'hui d'être l'objet préféré de notre atten-

tion. [...] Dans notre inévitable subordination envers le passé nous nous sommes donc affranchis 

du moins en ceci que, condamnés toujours à le connaître exclusivement par ses traces, nous 

parvenons toutefois à en savoir sur lui beaucoup plus long qu'il n'avait lui-même cru bon de nous 

en faire connaître.40 

The traces offered by musical objects connected to Italian expositions speak of the personal 

and political investments and not rarely disappointments of their observers, as well as of their 

assumed hierarchy of values, of works, and of interests. These individual beliefs and bias come 

to constitute synergies or oppositions that will be at the center of my investigation.  

Research questions 

Three main research questions animate the present study, each of them hinged in their spe-

cific methodological premises. Attempts to tackle them can be found throughout the whole 

text, since the width of such questions and the inhomogeneity of the sources make it impossi-

ble to answer them separately and univocally. Therefore, they will be addressed multiple 

times and from different perspectives, according to the material analyzed and to the reflec-

tions it provokes.  

The first research question concerns specifically the intertwining between the music 

practices described and the Italian social and political landscape. Italy, as we see it after 

Unification, is far from being a solid, monolithic nation-state. Italian national identity was ra-

ther fragmented as its politics, and founded on often negative ideas and stereotypes coming 

 
40 "What the text tells us expressly has today ceased to be the primary object of our attention. [..] In our inevita-
ble subjugation to the past, we are therefore freed at least in that we, always condemned to know it exclusively 
through its traces, we sometimes get to know much more about it than what it thought it would let us know." 
Marc Bloch, Apologie pour l'histoire, ou, Métier d'historien (Paris: A. Colin, 1949), 25. A further reflection on 
different degrees and articulations of the sources' reliability can be found in the introduction to Carlo Ginzburg, 
Il filo e le tracce. Vero falso finto (Milano: Feltrinelli, 2006), 7–13.  



from a longstanding literary tradition which influenced how Italians conceived of them-

selves.41 How was music used to convey specific political messages? And what messages were 

they? In the case of vocal works, sometimes the messages in question were absolutely evi-

dent, explicit even from their title or their text. This was true for anthems, for example, or for 

programmatic operas, commissioned specifically on the occasion of the exposition. 

Sometimes, a political message could be conveyed in more subtle ways, without being bla-

tantly expressed in the music's text or paratext. For instance, this was the case of Wagner's 

music, which famously became the epitome of modernity internationally, and was recognized 

as such first in Bologna, and then all over Italy, as his presence in other expositions will show. 

Following the premise that the exhibitionary complex always operated towards disciplining 

the visitors, political messages proposed in the context of expositions concerned the building 

of a community. In Italy, the long history of separate smaller states on the peninsula and the 

complex and painful process of Unification made it particularly difficult to convey effectively 

a univocal sense of belonging to the new-born nation-state. Even in the case of national 

expositions, the interest of the local élites might prevail, and localism or regionalism could 

harvest the fruits of investments made at a national level with the participation of the 

Government. City protagonism would also positively contribute to Italian culture at large; af-

ter all, the relationship between the unified state and the city level was mutual and continu-

ous, and it would not simply end up in a celebration of local production and national genius. 

As historian Axel Körner puts it, "national and municipal cultures were closely interlinked and 

the historian of nineteenth-century Italy cannot study one without considering the other,"42 

but "Italy articulated its experience of modernity and nation building through a transnational 

exchange of ideas and a generous reception of European culture."43 Understanding how mu-

sic was used at times to represent the pride of localism or to respond to the quest for 

internationality, will be one of the motives of the present study. 

 
41 Silvana Patriarca, "National Identity or National Character? New Vocabularies and Old Paradigms," in Making 
and Remaking Italy. The Cultivation of National Identity Around the Risorgimento, ed. Albert Russel Ascoli and 
Krystyna von Henneberg (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 299–320; Silvana Patriarca, "Indolence and Regeneration: Tropes 
and Tensions of Risorgimento Patriotism," The American Historical Review 110/2 (April 2005): 380–408; Silvana 
Patriarca, Italian Vices. Nation and Character from the Risorgimento to the Republic (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010). 
42 Axel Körner, "Music of the Future: Italian Theatres and the European Experience of Modernity between 
Unification and World War One," European History Quarterly 41/2 (2011): 189. 
43 Axel Körner, "Music of the Future," 191. 
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The second main research question concerns the interactions between music and exposi-

tions. In particular, what happened to music once it became part of the constellation of ob-

jects presented in an exposition? Geppert explains that:  

Expositions must be conceptualized as recurrent meta-media that, despite their transitional 

character, established both internal and external traditions, not only with regard to the specific 

composition of the medium itself, but also to the numerous urban legacies and metropolitan 

residuals they bequeathed.44 

As meta-media, containing multiple media, expositions did not make their objects accessible 

in a neutral way. They shaped their own content, changing the context in which it was pre-

sented and covering it with new layers of meaning. First of all, the content presented was the 

product of a careful selection: only certain repertoires and certain objects were included in 

expositions, because they could be associated with values that resonated with, or served, the 

general purpose of the exposition. In addition to that, expositions transformed the nature of 

their selected content. In fact, their content went through a process of canonization, that is, 

the homogenization of the kind of musical objects presented and of the way they were pre-

sented. This function is condensed in what Geppert calls the establishment of "internal and 

external traditions," a development that "is not metaphysical in its origins, but rather is the 

result of multifarious inter-urban competition and the widespread, transnational entangle-

ments among the main protagonists in this extensively internationalized field."45 In other 

words, the reason why certain objects got canonized depended on the agents selecting and 

curating them, whose actions were often influenced by broader, transnational trends. 

The canonization could go in two apparently diverging, but perfectly compatible, 

directions. On the one hand, the music content of an exposition could undergo a process of 

sacralization. Certain repertoires and items were worshipped by commentators writing about 

the exposition, and certain practices became rituals: symbols and celebrations of progress, 

one that was technical and cultural, but ultimately social and moral. On the other hand, musi-

cal objects and practices were commodified. This was true for the multitude of musical souve-

nirs, such music instruments, occasional scores, and special catalogues adding to the many 

other kinds of souvenirs massively produced, such as photographs, postcards, lottery prizes 

and so on. Yet, commodification happened also on the ideological level. For example, in the 

 
44 Geppert, Fleeting Cities, 5. 
45 Geppert, Fleeting Cities, 5. 



context of aforementioned ritualized musical practices, it occurred that attendance to a con-

cert or an opera was registered and used as a thermometer of the visitors' degree of 

civilization. 

The third main research question is one that originates from the specific perspective of a 

music historian, one that cannot comprise expositions in their entirety. What can music tell 

us about the exposition culture that established in liberal Italy? In particular, the failing of 

many musical initiatives, which were initially envisioned but then never realized, leaves to-

day's observers with the question of why certain programming decisions were made, 

considering that the lack of attendance to many of the musical events was very often 

predicted by the organizers and the commentators. If we consider this history of aborted 

musical plans through the lens of Geppert, Italian expositions cannot be considered but failing 

meta-media. Yet, they kept being repeated, and their insistent reproduction can be perhaps 

better understood, rather than with the category of a medium, in terms of performance.  

Performance can be intended in agonistic terms, that is, the accomplishment of a certain 

result, quantifiable and comparable with others. This was certainly true in the case of exposi-

tions, where the collaboration of specialized organizers and the initiative of local entrepre-

neurs and élites would inevitably establish a sense of competition between different states, 

and, within a single state, between different cities. Every exposition aspired to be bigger, 

more modern, and more attended than the previous ones, or at least to replicate the impact 

of the first London and Paris expositions. In other words, it aspired to perform as well as, or 

even better than, the previous ones. On the other hand, I am convinced that this obsession 

to replicate and even surpass previous expositions can profit from a richer interpretation of 

the category of "performance," one that is engrained in performing art studies. 

In her 2016 book Performance, Diana Taylor condenses some reflections about the 

concept coming from a theater and performing arts background. Borrowing from the theories 

of Richard Schechner, according to whom "performance means: never for the first time," but 

rather "from the second to the nth time,"46 Taylor defines acts of performance as always 

referring to a history of actions, or gestures, of which they represent a repetition: "We can 

 
46 Richard Schechner, Between Theatre and Anthropology (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 
36. 
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also think of performance as an ongoing repertoire of gestures and behaviors that get reen-

acted or reactivated again and again, often without us being aware of them."47 Taylor's defini-

tion can be easily extended to many other cultural phenomena outside of theater studies. In 

fact, it is the author herself who encourages this approach: 

Schechner marks a distinction that is fundamental for understanding performance: the difference 

between something that IS performance (a dance, or a musical concert, or a theatrical production) 

versus something that can be studied or understood AS performance. Almost anything can be 

analyzed AS performance: The nation-state is not a performance, but one may analyze the "stag-

ing" of the national, say in a State of the Union address. An election is not a performance, but it 

can certainly be understood as one!48 

Such approach comes in handy when analyzing expositions, since it finally allows to historicize 

certain practices occurring during expositions and understanding them as a reference to 

previous, similar practices occurred in previous events of the same kind. The case of the 

Albero della Vita in Milan 2015 is a telling example in this respect. An installation with no 

purpose outside of the exposition grounds and after the exposition time, it is best described 

as a vestige of the electrical fountains decorating fin-de-siècle expositions. Far from being 

mere decorations, these fountains placed at the center of expositions epitomized the advent 

of electricity and therefore the technical progress of the city, illuminating the area and making 

it possible to visit the exposition for the first time during the night.  

Despite its futuristic LED-light technology, the Albero della Vita could not have the same 

revolutionary impact on Milan that an electrical fountain would have over one century ago. 

In this sense, it can be understood as a performance, the meaning of which lies in the 

reference it does to the first electrical fountains and their original role within expositions and 

cities at large. On the other hand, that the function of the Albero della Vita can be understood 

only historically as a performance does not by any means imply that it is void of relevance 

today — quite the opposite. Its relevance resides precisely in the system of references to 

progress it triggers, even though its technology does not affect today's life as much as 

electricity in the nineteenth century. In the end, the association of private investors building 

it is the agent that profited most from it, having their logo associated with that of Expo 2015 

and capitalizing on the visibility and sense of modernity it entails. 

 
47 Diana Taylor, Performance (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2016), 10. 
48 Taylor, Performance, 27. 



In the same way, many musical practices and exhibitions of musical objects can be understood 

as performances as intended by Taylor. Their value resided in the repetition of similar initia-

tives enacted in the great London and Paris expositions — for example, the celebrated series 

of historical concerts or of symphonic music, still experimental in nature at the end of the 

nineteenth century. In addition to that, musical events represent the ideal practice to expand 

the object of performance studies as preconized by Taylor:  

It depends on how we FRAME the event. We might say a theatrical production IS a performance, 

and limit ourselves on what happens onstage. But we might broaden the frame to include the 

audience—how do they dress, how much do they pay per ticket, what kind of neighborhood is the 

theatre located in, who has access to the theatre and who does not?49 

As we will see, this is a key element in understanding one of the main type of sources concern-

ing Italian expositions: the commentary about musical events published on periodicals of that 

time. In fact, concert and opera reviews often shifted the focus of their analysis onto the 

attending public. The attention to the presence and behavior of the audience will be a recur-

ring theme in the following chapters, exposing the expectations and the system of values 

underlying the genesis of expositions, despite they being often disappointed. 

Dissertation structure 

This dissertation is divided into three chapters, each focusing on a different exposition, all 

taking place around 1890, that is, about midway between Unification (1861) and the advent 

of the fascist regime (1922). More specifically, this study examines the musical events and the 

musical objects presented at the Esposizione emiliana of Bologna in 1888, the Esposizione 

Nazionale Italiana of Parlermo in 1891–92, and the Esposizione italo-americana of Genoa in 

1892.  

Although making reference to other expositions in the course of my study, I decided to 

focus my attention on these expositions not only because they lie at the heart of the so-called 

Belle Époque, therefore representing an optimal viewpoint to analyze exposition culture a 

few decades after Unification, when expositions in Italy had already witnessed some major 

successes, such as the National Exposition of Milan in 1881. These expositions are an ideal 

 
49 Taylor, Performance, 29. 
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case study also because they present the opportunity to compare, in the span of only five 

years, three events of the same kind taking place in three very different cities and with a very 

different scope. They constitute a regional, a national, and an international exposition located 

in and a central, a Southern, and a Northern city. Therefore, this represents to my knowledge 

the first comparative musicological study ever conducted on expositions (certainly on the Ital-

ian ones), allowing to put each of the events described in the broader context not only of 

Italian political and cultural landscape of that time, but also of exposition culture at its acme. 

The first chapter is devoted to the Esposizione emiliana of Bologna, and especially to the 

Esposizione Internazionale di Musica that was organized at the same time. It took place be-

tween Spring and Fall 1888, which also coincided with the celebrations for the eighth centen-

nial of the city's university, one of the world's most ancient institutions of its kind. The music 

exhibition was curated by the prominent intellectual personality of Arrigo Boito, while concert 

programming was the task of another protagonist of Italy's musical life at the time, Giuseppe 

Martucci. Starting from the extensive work of Axel Körner on the role of Bologna in nine-

teenth-century Italian culture and from the previous study by Alessandra Fiori on the Interna-

tional Music Exhibition of 1888, this chapter consists of an overview of the project devised by 

the curators, highlighting particularly the mix of current, international music and the historical 

repertoires and ancient instruments — both showcased in the Exhibition and performed in 

historical concerts — that posited Bologna as a progressive cultural epicenter in Italy.50 

The two following, more extensive chapters focus on two expositions happening almost at 

the same time, separated only by a few months from one another. They took place on the 

opposite ends of the Mar Tirreno, the portion of the Mediterranean running all along the 

Western Italian coast. Situated one in the South, on the coasts of Sicily, and one in the North, 

on the coasts of the Liguria region, these two expositions were ideally facing each other while 

projecting two very different pictures of their hosting cities and of the musical culture they 

had to offer.  

More specifically, the second chapter focuses on the Esposizione Nazionale of Palermo, 

taking place in 1891–92. The first event of its kind to ever take place in Southern Italy, and 

the first to present an area dedicated to the Italian colony in Eritrea, this exposition was de-

voted to represent Italy in the critical Mezzogiorno. A macro-region corresponding to the old 

 
50 Axel Körner, Politics of Culture in Liberal Italy: From Unification to Fascism (London: Routledge, 2009); Fiori, 
Musica in mostra. 



Borbonic kingdom, the Mezzogiorno had been included in the new-born Italian state through 

a complex and never completely resolved process. Its annexing, in fact, had made immedi-

ately evident an unbalance in the economic and social systems of Northern and Southern 

Italy, one that became very soon framed as a cultural difference, with the formulation of the 

so-called questione meridionale ['Southern issue'].  

In this chapter, I will show how the national vocation of the Exposition was mediated 

through the aspirations of the local élites with respect to this unbalance. In particular, I will 

show that this exposition served the purpose of legitimizing Sicily as part of Italy's not only 

economic, but especially cultural and social components. I will do so by focusing on three key 

musical elements presented in the exposition: the inaugural concert of the grande sala delle 

feste, where local aristocrats showcased themselves in front of the royal family; the opera 

season and the kind of discourse it provoked from specialized commentators; and the pres-

ence of folklore music, first exoticized as a product of an 'other' society, that of the poor and 

uneducated, and then commodified as a souvenir encapsulating the essence of Sicilian cul-

ture. 

The third chapter is devoted to the Esposizione italo-americana held in Genoa in 1892, an 

exposition taking place on the fourth centennial of Christopher Columbus's arrival in America 

and the first international event of this kind ever to be organized in Italy. Based in a rather 

peripheral city if compared to Bologna and other Northern centers like Turin, Milan, and Ven-

ice, this exposition as the one in Bologna combined history (the adventure of Columbus and 

the celebration of Genoa's maritime prowess) with a projection towards the future 

(internationality and particularly the strengthening of relationships with Latin America). 

The analysis of musical events presented in the context of this exposition will allow to 

understand how music was conceived as a mean to elaborate and convey a modern mythol-

ogy of Genoa's progress based on the glory of its past. I will show that such mythology could 

fail to accomplish its aim, such as in the case of the canceled concert music series by director 

Luigi Mancinelli, or succeed, as with the case of the newly composed opera by Alberto Fran-

chetti Cristoforo Colombo and the staging of Otello. Finally, in contrast with Palermo, the pres-

ence of choir and brass band competitions will show how progress in Genoa was marked by 

the integration of such practices in the construction of modern Italian citizenship, as reflected 

in the initiatives organized by the Società Ginnastica Ligure Cristoforo Colombo. 
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To conclude, all these expositions which did not take place in the traditional economic and 

industrial centers of Italy (Milan and Turin) demonstrate that in spite of the manifestation's 

denomination (regional, national or international), the scope of these events depended 

largely on the cultural specificity of the hosting city, and in all cases extended beyond what 

was originally intended. My research is based on the premise, explained once again by Körner, 

that in liberal Italy "municipal identity became the key to engaging with the nation as well as 

to European culture."51 Hence, the direct comparison between three very different cities will 

render a composite picture of what it meant to be Italian and European in the span of few 

years at various latitudes in the country. Expositions in Italy bear witness of the diverse and 

lively, often contradictory cultural landscape of the country. Music presented in these events 

documents such diversity and exposes such contradictions, contributing to a better 

understanding of Italian cultural and social life at the end of the nineteenth century, and of 

the exposition culture that was adopted to showcase it. 

 

 
51 Körner, Politics of Culture, 5. 



1. Bologna 1888: "Sinfonia caotica del passato e del presente" 

Bologna and its cultural politics of fine secolo 

A convergence of celebrations 

A research on Italian music and exposition culture and history finds in Bologna an ideal point 

of entry, as in 1888 the city hosted an International Music Exhibition (Esposizione 

Internazionale di Musica) in the context of larger celebrations which highlighted Bologna's 

contribution to the newly born Italian nation. The celebrations, and particularly the music 

section, expressed local pride strictly intertwined with cultural modernism and 

internationalism, an element characterizing also similar events in other Italian cities. In 

Bologna, the opportunity was provided by the inauguration in the city's main square — piazza 

Maggiore — of an equestrian statue dedicated to Vittorio Emanuele II [FIG. 1]. The last king of 

Sardinia and first king of Italy, Vittorio Emanuele II had been re-named "il re soldato," the 

king-soldier who had fought independence wars against the Austrians ruling over Lombardy 

and Veneto, against the Bourbons of former Kingdom of Two Sicilies, and who annexed the 

Papal Legations to his kingdom. By 1861, he was seen as the person who managed to finally 

bring together a people that had been divided for centuries, and in 1870 he completed 

Unification with the conquest of Rome. By entering the city, he took the last bastion of former 

Papal States and put an end to the Church's centuries-old temporal power, while giving to 

Italians the city that more than any other could be acknowledged as their ultimate capital. 

This narrative represented an overt simplification of what the previous decades — roughly 

the previous century — had really meant for the political and cultural history in the peninsula 

now constituting the Italian nation-state. Napoleon's military campaigns at the very end of 

the eighteenth century had put Northern and central Italy under the direct influence of the 

French Empire, from which nineteenth-century Italy would later derive its cultural models. In 

the aftermath of the Congress of Vienna, as former monarchies were restored and the Savoy 

family in Turin established the most advanced of autonomous Italian kingdoms, Italian 
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nationalist and independentist ideas started to circulate, followed by political action. The 

movement known as "Risorgimento" took shape and spread all along the Peninsula (and the 

islands), engaging intellectuals and militants from many different social classes and back-

grounds.52 Therefore, what was undoubtedly a shared sentiment of self-determination 

prevailing in a large portion of the population took the form of many different ideas and 

projects, all responding to a variety of motivations and following shifting principles. Indeed, 

the long and complex process that brought to Unification in Italy escalated in the few years 

prior to 1861, and saw three main, often times conflicting political actors as its main protago-

nists: Vittorio Emanuele II as the future king, Camillo Benso Count of Cavour as the main expo-

nent of the liberal élite and the first Prime Minister of the newly-funded kingdom,53 and 

Giuseppe Garibaldi as the unruly general of spectacularly — and unexpectedly — successful 

military campaigns. To this list, at least Giuseppe Mazzini should be added as the leading 

intellectual and ideologist of Italian nationalism. 

 
52 I will go back to Risorgimento and the making of political Italy in the following chapter, providing adequate 
literature references: see pp. 59–62 and 141, n. 297. 
53 Although he died at the beginning of June 1861, only few months after taking office. 

 
 

FIG. 1: Statue of Vittorio Emanuele II inaugurated in Bologna in 1888, engraving by Giuseppe Barberis. 
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