
LAWRENCE AMONG THE TOURISTS: 
RIGOLETTO AT SALÓ 

COLM KERRIGAN 

Visitors to Verona often wonder how one medium-sized city can 
provide a sufficient number of opera lovers to fill the 15,000-seat 
Arena for the cycle of operas that runs there several nights a week 
throughout the summer months. The answer is that it does not. A 
highly organized network of coaches is in operation on perform-
ance days, picking up ticket holders from cities, towns and villages 
far away from Verona, depositing them in the city a few hours 
before the performance begins and collecting them afterwards to 
deliver them home in the early hours of the morning, long after all 
public transport has closed down.  

Such arrangements are, however, anything but new in the 
commercialization of Italian opera. When, for example, the Teatro 
Comunale di Saló presented a brief opera season at the end of 
November 1912, notices of the event in the press included the 
essential information that the Societá Benacense di Elettricitá
(SEB), the local electricity company, would arrange a special tram 
service for those wishing to attend.1

Why should an electricity company do such a thing? The 
interest of the SEB was that when Luigi Pirlo, proprietor of Saló’s 
Teatro Sociale since its inauguration in 1873, had wanted to 
relinquish ownership in 1905, he had sold it to the SEB, who in turn 
had handed it over to the town with a change of name to the Teatro 
Comunale. Explicit in this arrangement was that the Comune, or 
local council, would ensure the continuation of the building as a 
theatre.2 Large-scale restoration of the theatre was undertaken 
before its reopening in 1912, including the enlargement of the 
stage, the installation of a heating system and improvements in the 
orchestra pit and dressing rooms.3 Rigoletto was an appropriate 
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choice to mark the reopening: when the original theatre had been 
founded 39 years earlier, the inaugural event had been the same 
opera.4 Opera seasons of various lengths were popular throughout 
Italy at the time, with no fewer than 131 of them listed for 1913.5

The special tram arranged for opera lovers employed first-class 
carriages only. It was scheduled to leave Toscolano, ten kilometres 
along the Lago di Garda to the north of Saló, just after eight at night 
and was to return to Toscolano at the end of the performance.  One 
obvious question: Did Lawrence use this service? Toscolano was 
about five kilometres from Lawrence and Frieda’s apartment in 
Villa di Gargnano, where they had been living since the end of 
September 1912.6 There is no mention of his attending a perform-
ance of the opera in any of the letters of the period that have come 
down to us. Indeed, we only know he had actually been to the opera 
there from comments he later made about one of the singers, in his 
essay on the theatre in Gargnano.7 As Lawrence knew very little 
Italian at the time, he probably heard about the event down in Saló 
from his landlord, Pietro de Paoli, or from the elementary-school 
teacher from whom he and Frieda had begun to take Italian 
lessons.8 Pietro de Paoli was the more likely, given that Carlo de 
Paoli, probably a relation, was a box-holder at the theatre in Saló 
and Pietro himself was to offer Lawrence his own seat at the theatre 
in Gargnano a few weeks later.9 If de Paoli was the source of 
information, he may also have been the source of transport for all or 
part of the journey to the event, directing his carriage all the way to 
Saló or as far as Toscolano to join the tram. In either case, the 
carriage and tram would have travelled on the same stretch of road 
once out of Toscolano and on the way to Saló. 

A contemporary photograph by Giovanni Negri shows a 
stationary tram awaiting departure by the statue of S. Ercolano in 
Maderno Square.10 Leaving Maderno for Saló, with the lake on the 
left and the Zanardelli monument and the church of S. Andrea on 
the right, the tram would have climbed gently towards Fasano 
before descending into Gardone to halt near the Grand Hotel 
Gardone, exactly where the bus stops today alongside the Piazza 
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Wimmer.11 The name commemorates Luigi Wimmer, whose idea it 
was to build the Pizzocolo Hotel which, after his death, was to 
expand to become the Grand Hotel Gardone. Tourism in the area 
received a major boost when a Dr Ludovico Rohden transferred his 
medical practice, complete with patients, from Arco, north of Riva 
del Garda, to Gardone in 1885, satisfied that the climate there was 
beneficial to the conditions of those in his care.12 Similarly 
convinced of the benefits of the climate, especially the mild 
winters, other medical practitioners opened similar clinics in and 
near the village, followed by a rash of hotels along the lakeside to 
accommodate patients and their friends.  

Many of the patients attracted to Gardone had lung complaints 
but this was rarely spelled out, with the emphasis, as Attilo Mazza 
has noted, on the patients being sick rather than having a disease.13

The healthy were as much attracted to the moderate winter climate 
as the unhealthy, and by the early years of the twentieth century, 
Gardone and the surrounding areas were crowded from September 
to May, most visitors coming from Germany and Austria, with 
lesser numbers from France, Great Britain, Hungary, Russia and the 
USA.14 By the time Lawrence passed through Gardone in 1912, the 
handful of patients who had accompanied Rohden to Gardone in 
1885 had increased to an annual influx of winter visitors of as many 
as 10,000.15 It was to attract opera lovers from among this rich 
clientele that the SEB had arranged the special tram service. 

With its absorbing combination of tender love, violent passions 
and exquisite music, Verdi’s Rigoletto, first produced in 1851, had 
retained its popularity for more than 60 years by the time Lawrence 
saw it, and it remains a favourite in Italy to the present day.16 Its run 
in Saló in 1912 was from Wednesday 20 November (Queen 
Margarita’s birthday, the local paper reminded its readers) for ten 
days, excluding the two Fridays, when there were no perform-
ances.17 Lawrence wrote several long letters on 19 November but 
made no mention of plans to see an opera, so it might be inferred 
that he was not present at any of the early nights.18 In a letter post-
marked 29 November he told his ex-teaching colleague Arthur 
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McLeod that he intended going to Riva the following day, which 
would seem to exclude 30 November. The most likely date of his 
attendance was therefore between Saturday 23 and Thursday 28 
November. The review of the performance in the Brescia paper is 
dated 24 November, published the following day, so there is a 
reasonable possibility that it was describing the actual performance 
that Lawrence witnessed.19

An article in the local paper a week before opening night named 
the leading singers for the performances, which was presented 
under the management of the Alcide Gavatelli Company with 
music directed by Ernesto Sabastiani. The baritone Umberto 
Micheli was to play Rigoletto, with the soprano Adelina Vigo as 
Gilda and the tenor Gerolamo Ingar as the Duke.20 When the review 
appeared twelve days later it noted that the audiences for the 
performances had consisted of locals and members of the “foreign 
colony”: testament, perhaps, to the success of the special tram 
service through Gardone, although Saló was also re-establishing 
itself as a tourist resort with the completion of the intensive 
building programme that had followed the earthquake of 1901.21

The review incorporates information about the singers’ back-
grounds, noting that Vigo had previously appeared in La Traviata
in Nice, but did not specify her role. Micheli was due to sing at 
Milan’s La Scala and at the forthcoming carnival at Vicenza. 
Although only 27, he had vast experience, not all of it pleasant. Ten 
years earlier he had accompanied Mascagni to the United States on 
the tour that a contemporary commentator on opera in New York 
had referred to as “Mascagni’s American fiasco”.22 Ingar had also 
sung in America, having played the Duke in Rigoletto in the Teatro 
Solis in Montevideo in 1910.23

Of the three principal singers, the reviewer was least enthusiastic 
about Ingar. While acknowledging his vocal ability, there was a 
suggestion that with greater maturity he might do more justice to 
the part. Praise for Micheli was unconditional. His voice had the 
pitch to adapt to his role and he “could express with exquisite 
passion and subtle artistic feeling” the contrasting dispositions of 
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the buffoon who had to continue to laugh even as his misfortunes 
overwhelmed him. Vigo had received “a real ovation” after her 
rendition of Caro nome and there was praise for her sympathetic 
tone, “now gentle and velvety, now shrill and firm”, in a way that 
made for an excellent interpretation of Gilda. Lawrence would have 
agreed with her sympathetic interpretation of Gilda but would also 
show reservations about her voice when he described her 
performance in the context of his ambivalence about romantic 
heroines. In the original version of ‘The Theatre’, he describes “the 
thin-armed daughter of Rigoletto” he had seen at Saló as initially 
invoking his hatred but later his sympathy (TI 73). In the revised 
version of three years later, the same emotions are invoked but we 
are also told “that her voice had a chalky squeak in it” (TI 141).  

q q q q q

“I love music” (1L 99), Lawrence wrote to Blanche Jennings in 
1908 and he emphasized in the same letter that the way to learn 
about it was to listen to it and think about it afterwards.24 Many 
other references in his letters before he left England in 1912 
confirm his serious interest in all kinds of music, including opera.25

Referring to Mascagni’s Cavalleria Rusticana and di Leoncavallo’s 
Pagliacci (which he saw in Croydon in 1911), he expressed delight 
at how “natural, naïve, inartistic, and refreshing” the characters 
were, contrasting the “reckless” Italian verve of the composers with 
the morbid fatalism of Wagner and Debussy. “I like the Italians 
who run all on impulse and don’t care about their immortal souls”, 
he had added (1L 247). Witnessing the performance of an Italian 
opera in Italy, then, would appear to offer an excellent occasion to 
further develop this theme of the virtues of the “unconscious” 
people of the south over northern intellectuality, a theme we know 
he was working on in the course of his stay in Villa di Gargnano.26

Rigoletto, however, offered no such scope. If Gilda’s youthful and 
innocent attachment to the dissolute Duke could be seen as natural 
or spontaneous, the tragedy it sets in motion, compounded by the 
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murderous feelings of revenge of her father Rigoletto, condemns 
rather than affirms the value of the spontaneous and makes a poor 
case for the priority of the blood over the intellect. On the other 
hand, Verdi’s exploration of the father-daughter relationship in the 
melodrama might have been thought of interest to and worthy of 
mention by a writer who had only a few weeks before completed a 
novel that explored the mother-son relationship.27    

There are, of course, other possible explanations for Lawrence 
making no mention of going to the opera in Saló in any of his 
surviving letters and making only a passing reference to it in an 
essay. While it is true that he wrote frequently from Villa di 
Gargnano, it would be unrealistic to expect him to have recorded 
every single thing he did while he was there, especially when the 
amount of creative writing he was engaged in at the time is taken 
into account, as well as the time he spent learning Italian and the 
problems he had relating to Frieda’s divorce and access to her 
children. Not liking the soprano’s voice may also have made the 
evening a forgettable experience, as Gilda’s duet with Rigoletto and 
her rendering of Caro nome in Act 1, Scene II, are musically for 
many the highest points of the opera. Between 23 and 30 November 
1912, too, only two postcards survive out of all the letters which he 
may have written; he would almost certainly have written at least 
once to his sister Ada and also perhaps to his sister Emily, but these 
letters do not survive. 

A final possible explanation of Lawrence’s silence about the 
opera may be more contentious. Saló had long been a tourist centre. 
Even the original promoters of the theatre in 1873 expressed the 
explicit hope that it would attract more tourists to the city.28 Nearby 
Gardone was one of the most intensely developed tourist centres in 
Italy at the time outside the major cities. Indeed the whole Riviera 
di Saló, as it was known, stretching north along the lakeside from 
Saló to Gargnano, was a tourist zone specializing in winter visitors. 
Reading Lawrence’s letters from Villa di Gargnano, and the essays 
he wrote there, it is hard to imagine Gargnano as a village engaged 
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in the tourist trade. But this was in fact the case, as a few brief 
examples will indicate. 

Shortly after Lawrence’s arrival in Villa di Gargnano a golf 
course was inaugurated at Bogliaco, the idea of a local hotelier who 
had heard English tourists expressing their love of the game during 
his previous employment in the Val d’Aosta and who had   decided 
that Bogliaco would be a suitable venue for golf throughout the 
winter months.29 Bogliaco and Villa di Gargnano, where Lawrence 
lived, adjoined each other and were both frazioni or wards of 
Gargnano. Lawrence was frequently in Bogliaco, which had a 
population of around 360 at the time, but made no mention of the 
Grand Hotel Bogliaco, where the golfers stayed, or any of the 
golfing fraternity he might have seen there. The hotel itself was a 
substantial one and took pride of place over the Grand Hotel 
Gardone and the Savoy Hotel, Gardone, in the two pages of hotel 
advertisements in the Rivista del Garda in 1912. Two other 
Gargnano hotels feature in the advertisements, the Hotel Cervo and 
the Hotel Gargnano, the former in business from at least as early as 
1877.30 While these were more modest establishments than the 
Grand Hotel Bogliaco, there can be little doubt from their prices 
and facilities that all three were aimed at a clientele from Northern 
Europe rather than the peasants in the hinterland who came down to 
the lakeside village on market days. In his history of the parish of 
Gargnano published in 1898, the parish priest recalled encountering 
a group of German tourists, equipped with binoculars, going into 
raptures over the views from above the village.31 Even the road 
above the village that Lawrence saw being constructed, while built 
primarily to give the mountain villages better access to the lakeside 
with its markets and ports, was also seen from its inception as a 
potential tourist attraction, offering as it did, and does, panoramic 
views of the lake.32 Lawrence and Frieda had no difficulty finding a 
flat to rent in Villa di Gargnano, another indication of a tourist 
village, and when the couple went for a short stay in San 
Gaudenzio, located on a ledge overlooking the lake in  Muslone, 
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another frazione of Gargnano, their hostess had been accommo-
dating tourists before their arrival and after they left.33

   Perhaps nothing better illustrates the development of tourism in 
Gargnano over time than the entries on the village in Baedeker’s 
Northern Italy. In the 1877 edition there was merely a passing 
reference to its lemon gardens and the attractive views it afforded 
of the lake, while the 1913 edition contains more detailed coverage 
in a section of the guide headed ‘From Brescia to Gargnano on the 
Lago di Garda’, a section that had increased from one page in 1877 
to ten pages in 1913.34 Most significant of the additional inform-
ation about Gargnano was that concerning the great number of tours 
that could be arranged from there, mainly to the mountain villages 
in the hinterland, evidence that Gargnano was no longer a place to 
stop to admire the views but a tourist centre in its own right.35

   There is no reference to tourists in any of Lawrence’s writing 
about Gargnano and in an early letter written after his preliminary 
visit there he declared that it was “not a bit touristy” (1L 453).36

Failing to acknowledge the indications of tourism in the village 
may mean that the matter was of no interest to him and not worth 
mentioning. Or it may mean that he wished to give the impression 
to the English recipients of his letters that the village in which he 
resided was more isolated and less in tune with the modern world 
than it actually was. If the latter were the case, it may be that 
Lawrence admitting to seeing an opera in an internationally-known 
tourist centre like Saló, with an audience supplemented from the 
even greater tourist centre of Gardone, might act against the 
primitive impression of his environment he was trying to create. 
Gargnano was alive to the financial benefits of tourism and wished 
to expand its potential, but it was not of course as touristy as 
Gardone or Saló. No arrangements had, for example, been put in 
place to transport tourists from Gardone to Gargnano for the Festa
del Fiore which featured the visiting theatre group, of which 
Lawrence wrote in great detail. For Lawrence to focus his attention 
on the theatre festival, which seemed to have been supported 
exclusively by local people, rather than on an opera season which 
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seemed reliant on tourists, helped promote the image of his 
surroundings in Italy that he wanted. 

The theatre in Saló still stands, although long out of use. I went 
to see it a couple of years ago but was unable to gain access. 
Located in the Piazza S. Bernardino opposite the church of S.
Bernardino di Siena on the southern side of the city, its structure 
looks sound and the front appears little different from a Negri 
photograph of it from around 1912. A tourist sign near the entrance 
caught my attention. Not expecting it to record that Lawrence had 
attended an opera there, I was hoping that it might at least tell me 
something of its origins and of the famous operatic and theatrical 
events that had taken place there and some of the artists who had 
given them life. My hope was to be disappointed. The sign marked 
a stopping point in a tour around the city of buildings associated 
with the Italian Social Republic, the German-backed Fascist State 
administered from various sites between Saló and Gargnano from 
1943 to 1945. It added that many important plays had been 
performed there during that period, as well as political assemblies 
and speeches by Fascist party officials. 
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