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TEATRO A. PONCHIELLI 
The architectural history of the Theatre of Cremona forms part of the more general history of the Italian 
theatrical architecture, in two crucial moments: the passage from the late-baroque of the public theatre, just 
as it was established in capitals such as Venice, Rome, Turin and Milan, to more modern structures that 
spread into more modest centres and that could be identified with the work of the architects Galli da 
Bibiena, active between the thirties and the seventies of the eighteenth century. Cremona’s first theatre, 
built in 1747, when the Bibiena model was already esteemed by the experts, but not yet widely spread, 
shows the typical features of what would later become a truly “mannered” style.  
However, when in 1806 a fire destroyed it, the theatre was by that time demonstrating an obsolete structure 
in terms of a formal and aesthetic plan; in order to have it completely reconstructed, a call was made to 
Luigi Canonica, assistant to the same Piermarini who, with the building of la Scala, in 1778, had suggested 
a completely new model with many innovations.  
 
It had been since 1717 that Cremona had been without a show-place, that is, since the ’”Ariberti”, the hall 
built in 1670 on the site of the present-day Filodrammatici, was converted for ecclesiastical use. The only 
alternative to the meetings in private mansions was provided by the Conversation Clubhouse, opened in 
1738 as a meeting place for aristocrats. The idea for this sort of exclusive club came from the marquis 
Giuseppe Lodi Mora, captain of the town’s militia. The same Lodi Mora was among the promoters of the 
new Theatre of Cremona, and made available an area of his own property for its erection in the locality of 
San Bartolomeo, the street running from the Po gate to the town’s monumental centre. The other central 
figure in this bold undertaking was Giovan Battista Nazari; the unifying intention among those who wished 
to endow Cremona with a new theatre building was favoured by the support they could be sure of 
Cremona’s representative with the central Austrian government seat in Milan, Count Pallavicino. The task 
of designing the building was entrusted to the architect Giovanni Battista Zaist. 
In 1745, all the necessary negotiations for building the theatre were under way: everything was ready 
when, on the evening of 26 December 1747, the new structure was inaugurated. 
 
Since the documents concerning the planning and construction have been lost, to identify the 
characteristics exhibited by the theatre building constructed by Zaist we must rely on the evidence of a 
manuscript design conserved in the Cremona State Archives, from which the plan of the pit and of the 
boxes can be deduced: a  “U”-shape, slightly flared at the level of the stage; there were four tiers of boxes, 
arranged, most probably, slightly set back and progressively sloping down along the side walls of the hall to 
form the flaring towards the proscenium. 
This theatre structure built by Zaist performed its honourable service for more than half a century, up to the 
early years of the Nineteenth century, even though on many occasions it manifested its total inadequacy 
with respect to the changes in scenic requirements; from the aesthetic point of view, too, Nazari’s theatre 
could not satisfy the tastes of an age that by then been conquered by the neo-classical ideals. So in 1805, 
the prefecture authorities took on themselves the interpretation of the needs for modernization, suggesting 
that would be opportune to intervene in order to “draw up some design […] for the reconstruction of this 
same theatre in a more solid and safe form”. 
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That which seemed would remain no more than an aspiration, become an ineluctable necessity only a year 
later, when Zaist’s theatre was completely destroyed in a fire. Luigi Canonica, one of Piermarini’s 
assistants, was called in for the rebuilding of the Theatre, in a choice that already indicated a definite 
leaning with regard to taste : Piermarini, in fact had in 1778 actualized the Theatre alla Scala in Milan, 
which was obviously to Canonica an indisputable model. His design for Cremona drew to a large extent on 
that of la Scala, whose exemplary value it confirmed, and of which it borrowed all the formal and functional 
characteristics, adapting them to the dimensions and to the limits of the local clientele.  
In contrast to the old construction, the new Theatre planned by Canonica afforded scenic spaces that were 
adequate for the altered requirements, considerably extending the dimensions of the stage, which was 
fitted with novel technological arrangements. But the most evident changes concerned the spaces reserved 
for the public and the façade: the plan of the hall was a horseshoe shape, with four tiers of boxes and the 
gallery. Outside, the façade testified to the importance of the rôle that the theatre was taking on in the 
social context of the town. The most prominent architectural element was composed of the entrance and 
vestibule, supported by four great columns, with the lane allowing for the passage of the carriages bringing 
highest-ranking spectators into the Theatre. 
 
The new Theatre was called “della Concordia” and was inaugurated in 1808, once again on December 26, 
just as the first building had been. Canonica’s creation had a brief life: just sixteen years went by, then on 6 
January 1824 another fire destroyed the theatre, leaving only a shell standing. Its reconstruction, scheduled 
immediately, did not need radical transformations this time: Canonica’s design was recent, powerfully 
innovative, and its validity was beyond discussion. Luigi Voghera and Faustino Rodi, the two Cremonese 
architects who were assigned the task of its recovery, had only to engraft their work onto the remains of the 
original project. The reopening took place on 8 September of the same year,1824, with the performance of 
“La donna del lago” by Rossini: with the already well-known structural presentation, the public was to find a 
freshly-adorned hall thanks to the decorations conceived by Alessandro Sanquirico, scenographer of la 
Scala. The renewed structure maintained complete efficiency for three decades, but in time underwent the 
deterioration resulting from use, apart from the functional ageing due to the changing tastes of the period, 
which made it out of date. The local newspaper ”La Gazzetta” gave voice to an emphatic press campaign 
asserting the desire for a radical restoration undertaking.  
Thus, in 1858 work was started on the renewal of the decorations following the design of Cremona’s artist 
Vincenzo Marchetti, who was assisted in its execution by Omobono Longhi; the vault, instead, was painted 
by Giovanni Bergamaschi.  
 
The Theatre della Concordia changed its name officially in 1907 (although the change of name had been 
recommended for some time): in that year, in fact, it was dedicated to Amilcare Ponchielli, the author of “La 
Gioconda” and the city’s most famous operatic composer.  
The joint-ownership management continued up to the mid-1980s, when the unavoidably necessity to 
intervene without delay to guarantee the serviceability of the structure, the desirability of renewing the 
outworn decorations and the imperatives of the fire-prevention authorities for replacement of the existing 
system equipment and to furnish the theatre with the necessary instruments designed to ensure the safety 
of persons and property, obliged the joint owners to yield the property and management to the Cremona 
Municipal Council. Acquiring the structure in 1986, the Council immediately started on a vast campaign of 
restoration, recovery and technological updating, dividing up the work in several lots so as not to hamper 
the normal functioning of the theatre.  
The complex nature of the work undertaken, entrusted to the design responsibility of architect Sergio 
Carboni, has been carried out with the intention of handing down to future generations a treasure belonging 
to civil culture to the city, to allow for its widest public enjoyment.  
From 2003 management of the Theatre A. Ponchielli has been entrusted by the Municipal Council of 
Cremona to a specially constituted Foundation, which is supported by the local public organizations, 
foundations, associations and firms in Cremona.  
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