In truth, the reality of the city of Rome in 1800 was precisely the opposite. Rome benefited from quite
enlightened government by the Vatican. Rome in 1800 was a small city, largely living in the crumbling
glories of its imperial past. Its population had dropped from over a million at the height of the empire to
some 150,000. Its major industries were religion and tourism. Indeed, Rome has been described as the
first modern tourist destination. After some 1,500 years of rule by popes, the Roman people were
comfortable with the relationship. The Papacy provided schools, hospitals, welfare, and even food for
the destitute, and the populace lived in complacent contentment as the world around them was
convulsed by revolution and war.

The small papal army was no match for the French and a republic was established in 1798. With the
trappings of a republic, it was essentially a repressive military dictatorship under which Romans suffered
greatly. It also did not last long. By the spring of 1799, the anti-Napoleonic coalition had been
heartened by Nelson’s destruction of the French fleet at the Battle of Aboukir and the Austrians, from
the north, and the army of the Kingdom of Naples, from the south, closed in on the Roman Republic. It
fell to the allies in September and was occupied by the forces of the King of Naples. This was the
administration in power in Rome at the time of the opera.

(Source: Nicassio, Susan Vandiver, Tosca’s Rome, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1999, pp
27-47 passim.)

An Opera Set in a Real Time and in a Real Place
Tosca is a classic verismo opera in which real life is portrayed starkly and, sometimes, brutally.

The opera opens in the church of Sant’Andrea della Valle and Tosca, who is performing at the Teatro
Argentina, visits the painter Cavaradossi there. How realistic is this? Actually, very realistic. The theatre
is located only about a hundred metres from the church.

The entire opera takes place within the space of some 18 hours from noon on June 17, 1800 to dawn on
June 18, 1800. It is set to the backdrop of the Battle of Marengo which was fought in the north of Italy
on June 14, 1800, and marked the resurgence of French arms as Napoleon defeated the Austrian army
and opened the way for French forces to retake the Italian peninsula.

The occupying forces of the King of Naples and the government they had established in Rome, clearly
hoped that the Austrians could hold off the French. And, indeed, at first it looked as if that would be the
case. Not expecting the Austrians to take the offensive, Napoleon had split his army and sent a
substantial part of his army, under the command of Major General Louis Desaix to cut off the Austrian’s
line of retreat. To Napoleon’s surprise, the Austrians attacked early in the morning of the 14" and came
close to defeating him at Marengo. It was early reports of an Austrian victory arriving in Rome three
days later, on June 17", that resulted in the order to churches to perform the Te Deum in Act | and the
gala at which Tosca was to sing that evening was to celebrate that supposed victory. However, at the
outset of the battle, Napoleon sent urgent orders to General Desaix to rejoin his forces. He and his fresh
troops arrived at about 3 pm and the reinforcements turned the tide of the battle. Italy was open to the
French and by July, Rome had fallen to the French once more.



The news of the French victory reached Rome in the evening of June 17™. Act Il is set in the Farnese
Palace. The palace was built by Alessandro Farnese, who became a cardinal, due to the influence of his
sister, who was the mistress of Pope Alexander Ill. Farnese himself became pope in 1534 and expanded
the palace in keeping with his new status. The Farnese male line died out in 1731 and the palace
eventually found itself the property of the King of Naples. As such, it became the effective royal palace
in Rome during the occupation by the Neapolitans. It was in the palace that Cavaradossi was held and
tortured and it was there that Scarpia, the police chief, and his prisoner heard the news that the French
had won at Marengo. It was in reaction to this news that Cavaradossi cried “Vittorial” This outcry led to
his death, by firing squad at dawn on the 18™ after which Tosca also leapt to her death from the
ramparts of Castel Sant’Angelo, the fortress that was also used as a prison.

The church of Sant’Andrea della Valle, the Teatro Argentina, the Farnese Palace (now the French
Embassy) and the Castel Sant’Angelo all still exist. Puccini and Sardou situated their “realistic” story in
real locations.

What was happening in Winnipeg when Tosca premiered in 1900?

Winnipeg was in the midst of its greatest period of growth. It grew from 8,000 in 1881 to almost 26,000
in 1891 and then to 42,000 by 1901. Then a decade of explosive growth came that took the population
to 128,000 by 1911.

In 1904, the CPR opened its magnificent station on Logan Ave (now the Aboriginal Centre of Winnipeg)
and began construction on the Royal Alexandra Hotel which opened in 1906. The Canadian Northern
and Grand Trunk Pacific built the Union Station on Main Street in 1909. The Dominion Theatre and the
Manitoba Club both opened their doors in 1904 and the Walker Theatre in 1906. The City of Winnipeg
built three new firehalls in 1904, befitting the needs of the burgeoning city (Number 3 on Maple Street,
Number 5 on Sherbrook Street and Number 6 on Burrows Avenue), and the following year, a new
Carnegie Library at 380 William. Not to be outdone, the City of Saint Boniface built its Hotel de Ville,
Fire Station Number One, the Post Office and, of course, the Cathedral, in this decade. The old YMCA
building on Portage Avenue (old Birks Store) was built in 1900. The Province opened the Land Titles
Building on Broadway in 1904 and the both the Normal School on William Avenue and the Manitoba
Agricultural College (later Fort Osborne) in Tuxedo in 1906. The Federal Government built a huge
immigration building (demolished in 1975) capable of housing over 500 immigrants on Maple Street,
beside the Canadian Pacific Station and the Customs Examining Building on McDermot.

Among the commercial buildings completed in the 1900s, the most prominent were the Union Bank
(Royal Bank) on Main Street in 1904, the Eaton’s store and the Eaton’s catalogue building which were
completed in 1906, the Grain Exchange Building which opened in 1908, and the old Bank of Nova Scotia
at Portage and Garry in 1910. Among religious buildings, Augustine United Church, St. Luke’s Anglican
Church, McDermot Avenue Baptist Church, and the Trappist Monastery in St. Norbert were all built at
this time. Now that’s a building boom! (Source: University of Manitoba’s Winnipeg Building Index:
http://wbi.lib.umanitoba.ca/WinnipegBuildings retrieved on July 24, 2010.)




As Winston Churchill, who visited Winnipeg in 1901 noted, “Fancy, 20 years ago there were only a few
mud huts-tents: and last night a magnificent audience of men in evening dress and ladies half out of it,
filled a fine opera house...Winnipeg has a wonderful future before it.” (Cited in Dilks, David, The Great
Dominion, Churchill in Canada, 1900-1954, Thomas Allen, Toronto, 2005, p 27)
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