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teatro MassiMo 
(opera House in palerMo)

This month’s essay continues an annual series highlighting the opera houses of Italy. The 
Teatro Massimo is the largest theater in Italy and one of the largest in Europe. It is home to 
opera as well as ballet, operettas, and other musical concerts throughout the year. Located 
in Piazza Verdi, in the heart of the historic district of Palermo, the Teatro Massimo is a 19th 
Century architectural marvel with superb acoustics for such a large space. In addition to its 
notoriety as a first-rate opera house, it also achieved worldwide cinematic fame as the site of 
the climactic scenes in Francis Ford Coppola’s Godfather III (1990).

predecessors of teatro MassiMo

The Teatro di Santa Cecilia, the historical theater of the aristocracy of Palermo dating back 
to the Baroque era, was founded in 1692, and was reconstructed several times between 
the 18th and 19th centuries. It was considered the city’s most important theater before the 
construction of the larger theaters at the end of the 19th century.

The 18th-century Real Teatro Carolino, later dedicated to Vincenzo Bellini (who was 
considered a “home-grown” composer, having been born and raised in Catania, Sicily), 
although architecturally of interest, was not large enough to hold the growing number of 
opera-goers that clamored to see the very popular operatic performances. In addition, its 
stage was too small to accommodate the sets that were needed to stage the grand “modern” 
operas of the 19th century.

The Teatro San Ferdinando (later renamed Teatro Nazionale San Ferdinando and successively 
Teatro Principe Umberto and then in 1878, Real Teatro Umberto I) was built in 1801, in Via 
Merlo, in under a year. Unfortunately, bombing during World War II destroyed the building, 
leaving only the entrance standing.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QyaDlIirJnw


In 1861 the Teatro Garibaldi was built near Piazza Magione, commissioned by Maestro Pietro 
Cutrera, a well-known composer from Palermo and a former director of the National Theater. 
In November 1860, Cutrera had received an injunction that forbade him to “produce in any 
kind of theatrical representation anything to do with Garibaldi” from the Superintendent 
General of the Theaters and Shows of the time, the Marquis Rudinì. However, several years 
later, when he was Mayor of Palermo, Rudini created a Commission for the reform of the city’s 
site names, dedicating to Garibaldi and his army of volunteers, il Mille (“The Thousand”), all 
the places that they had been in the city. The building is constructed in the surviving portion 
of the gardens of the Aiutamicristo (“Help Me, Christ”) Palace. The pilasters of the entrance 
gate, incorporated into the body of the building, are still visible. Cutrera’s intention was to 
supplement the structural deficiencies of the Real Teatro Carolino (later Bellini), but above 
all he wanted to create a place with strong symbolic value, dedicated to the fight for the 
liberation of the people in the Risorgimento that was starting and being led by Garibaldi. 
The theater’s inaugural event, which Garibaldi attended, included his passionate speech to 
promote the expedition of il Mille to Aspromonte and onward to the conquest of Rome.

Teatro Politeama Garibaldi (left) is located 
in the central Piazza Ruggero Settimo and 
is the second most important theater of 
Palermo, after the Teatro Massimo. It was 
to serve as a multi- purpose theater; thus, 
it has been used for more popular shows 
(operettas, festivals, equestrian shows, 
etc.). Its construction began in 1867 and 
was completed in 1891. However, it opened 
before its completion, on June 7, 1874 with 
Bellini’s opera I Capuleti e i Montecchi 
(“The Capulets and the Montagues”). 
After it was finally completed in 1891, the 

Teatro Politeama Garibaldi had its official grand opening in the presence of King Umberto 
I and Queen Margherita with a performance of Verdi’s Otello. Since 2001, the theater has 
been the headquarters of the Orchestra Sinfonica Siciliana.

il teatro MassiMo

Following the final battles of the Risorgimento in 1870-71, Naples and Palermo were the 
two most important cities in the Kingdom of Italy in the South. Although both cities were 
rife with poverty and, in the case of Palermo, with organized crime, they saw themselves as 
champions of the newly-united Italy. For many years, there had been talk of building a large 
new theater in Palermo that would be worthy of the second biggest city in southern Italy 
(after Naples). Palermo wanted a theater that would rival theaters in other cities of Europe-- 
in size, in opulence, and in acoustical quality. It was to be a theater that promoted a positive 
image of the importance of Palermo in the whole decade-long unification effort.
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An international competition for the creation of the opera 
house had been announced by the Palermo Council in 1864 
at the instigation of the mayor, Antonio Starrabba di Rudinì. 
The winner of the competition was the Italian architect Giovan 
Battista Filippo Basile (right), who was well-known in Sicily 
for his previous design for the restoration of the cathedral in 
Acireale. He was also famous for garden and villa designs in 
Palermo. Basile was inspired by ancient and classical Sicilian 
architecture; the exterior facade has the appearance of a Greek 
temple, designed in the high neoclassical style that incorporated 
elements of the Greek temples at Selinunte and Agrigento in the 
Valley of the Temples in Sicily. Six Corinthian columns stand on 
a platform accessed by a grand staircase, flanked by two large 
bronze lions, which greet patrons to the theater. Sculpted busts 
of famous composers line the exterior of the building. Carved 
for the theater by the Italian sculptor, Giusto Liva and several of 
his sons, they add to its architectural appeal.

Construction began on January 12, 1874, ten years after Basile’s design was approved, but 
was halted for various reasons, especially financial problems, for eight years, 1882-1890. 
The location chosen for the theater was on the site of a former monastery and church. When 
Basile died in 1891, his son, Ernesto assumed responsibility as chief architect for completing 
the structure. The Rutelli and Machì Company was contracted for the main construction 
of the theater. Giovanni Rutelli’s technical and building direction covered the foundations 
all the way up to the theater’s attic structures. He was also responsible for all the external 
decorations of the building. In order to lift the large stone blocks and Greco Roman-styled 
columns during the construction, Rutelli designed a steam tower crane.

Inside the theater, a wide rectangular-shaped foyer is resplendent with marble columns, 
impressive glass chandeliers and velvet draperies. Its dominant color is a soft red called 
“Colore di Ottobre” (“the Color of October”) because it resembles the red of autumn leaves. 
(Today, inside this two-story foyer, elaborate vintage costumes from previous operatic 
performances including Aida and La Traviata are on display). The foyer opens into the 
auditorium, which is shaped in the typical horseshoe style. Originally, it featured stalls on the 

ground level and seven tiers of boxes with a gallery 
above them. Its original seating capacity was 3,000. 
After renovations for safety reasons, today it has 
seating on the ground level and 5 tiers of boxes with 
a gallery above them. The current seating capacity 
is 1,350 patrons. The stage is approximately 99 feet 
(30 meters) wide, 131 feet (40 meters) deep and 164 
feet (50 meters) high, making it the largest in Italy 
and third-largest in Europe. 
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The magnificent interior with its rich colors 
of gold and red and its stunningly painted 
ceiling was decorated and painted by Rocco 
Lentini, Ettore De Maria Bergler, Michele 
Cortegiani and Luigi Di Giovanni. Today, 
most of the interior is original, including 
the Murano light fixtures throughout the 
auditorium. 

Finally, on May 16, 1897, 22 years after 
the laying of the foundation stone, Teatro 
Massimo opened with a performance of 
Verdi’s Falstaff, starring Enrico Caruso and 
conducted by Leopoldo Mugnone. In 1974, the Teatro was closed for complete renovations 
required by updated safety regulations, but cost overruns, corruption, and political in-
fighting all added to delay its re-opening for another 23 years. It finally re-opened on May 
12, 1997, four days before its centenary, with the full opera season starting again in 1999. 
Today, many people believe it has the best acoustics of any opera house in Europe. (During 
its closure, regular opera seasons were performed in Teatro Politeama Garibaldi, not far 
from Teatro Massimo).

unique ceiling

Its innovative technology is visible in the unique ceiling, which consists of eleven removable 
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panels that provide open-air ventilation on warm nights and reduce noise from the air 
conditioning system when it is in use. These panels operate on an elaborate system of rollers 
inside the dome. Although the theater has air conditioning, it is not used during opera 
performances because it interferes with the singers.
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The Royal Box is in the center of the first 
tier of boxes, just above the entrance to 
the main floor of the theater. The ceiling 
of the box is highlighted by gold leaf in its 
flower decorations. The walls of the room 
itself are completely covered by mahogany 
wood; its anteroom is furnished with 
sofas and armchairs of rich red brocade, 
providing for comfortable and intimate 
seating before and after performances as 
well as during intermissions.

A very special room just off the foyer is called the Echo Room. It is a circular-shaped room, 
originally used as a smoking room that was exclusively reserved for the nobility. Today, it 
is used as a sitting room for elite ticket holders during intermissions of performances. It 
is called the Echo Room for its perfect acoustics—if you stand in the center of the room 
and speak, everyone can clearly hear your words in other parts of the room. However, 
conversations that take place outside the center of the room cannot be heard by everyone, 
thus allowing for private conversations.

In the last decade, Teatro Massimo has had some rocky times. The Teatro’s administrative 
staff faced charges of corruption and political meddling, which were complicated by budget 
deficits and heavy debts. It was able to overcome these problems and went back to presenting 
quality productions of different types. However, today this beautiful Teatro has faced a 
problem of a very different kind. It has been closed since the first months of 2020 as Italy 
suffered tremendously because of the current 
pandemic. Patrons are looking forward to the 
opening of the opera season in the future and 
the opportunity to attend performances in the 
Teatro Massimo once again when the pandemic 
has passed.

Adapted by James J. Boitano, PhD from:  

Miklas, Margie Longano. “Palermo’s Grand Teatro 
Massimo.”  La Gazzeta Italiana, January 2014; “Teatro 
Massimo.”  Google Arts and Culture website; Visit Sicily 
website; Wikipedia.

— PAGE 12 —— PAGE 12 —


