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New Exhibit and Book Detail Columbia’s Italian Connection

By Gary Shapiro

to becoming Columbia’s first professor of

Italian. Born in 1749 into a Jewish family
near Venice, he converted to Catholicism and
was briefly a priest until it was discovered he
had fathered two children with his mistress.
Banished from Venice, he turned up in Vienna
at the court of the Holy Roman Emperor Joseph
11, where he met Mozart, and became the libret-
tist for three of the composet’s operas.

Acclaim followed, but not wealth. Bankrupt
after Mozart’s death, Da Ponte decamped to
London with 2 new woman. A dozen years lat-
er, he boarded a ship to America called, fittingly,
The Columbia. He started a grocery store and a
distillery, which both failed.

Then he met the poet Clement Clarke Moore
(CC 1798), best known for writing “Twas The
Night Before Christmas,” whose father and un-
cle had been presidents of Columbia College.
In 1825, at the age of 76, Da Ponte was named
the College’s first professor of Italian, where he
remained until he died at age 89.

‘America was not wholly ready for him,” said
David Freedberg, director of the Italian Acade-
my for Advanced Studies in America, a center
for wide-ranging scholarship at Columbia. Da
Ponte was accustomed to high culture in Eu-
rope, while America had not yet developed cul-
tural institutions to rival the continent.

Da Ponte, whose real name was Emanuele
Conegliano, helped create Italian studies not
just at the University but in this country, pro-
moting the riches of the culture and bringing
its opera to these shores. An Italian troupe that
was among the best from Europe came to per-
form a selection of 1/ Barbiere di Siviglia, Otello,
and other operas. In 1826, they performed Mo-
zart’s Don Giovanni using Da Ponte’s libretto.

His story is chronicled in a new book
called From Da Ponte to the Casa Italiana: A
Brief History of Italian Studies at Columbia
University, by Barbara Faedda, associate di-
rector of the Italian Academy and adjunct as-
sistant professor in the Department of Italian.
It marks the 90th anniversary of an institu-
tion that has played a leading role in fostering
U.S.-Italian relations.

I orenzo Da Ponte took a circuitous route

On the ground floor of its 1927 neo-Renais-
sance building on Amsterdam Avenue, which
you might mistake for a palazzo in Florence
or Rome, Faedda and her colleagues recently
mounted an exhibit about the history of Casa
[taliana, which became the Italian Academy
for Advanced Studies in America in the early
19907s. Casa Italiana was originally intended to
be a library, but Columbia president Nicholas
Murray Butler had greater ambitions. Teodolin-
da Barolini, Da Ponte professor of Italian and
former long-time chair of the Italian depart-
ment, said that Columbia’s Italian department,
located across Amsterdam Avenue in Hamilton
Hall, looks upon the Italian Academy as “our
glamorous sister.”

“Casa Italiana became an active center be-
tween the United States and Italy,” said Faedda,
whose book extensively documents the Fas-
cist sympathies of the controversial Giuseppe
Prezzolini, who became the Casa’s director in
1930, and even Butler himself. “I hope to get
back to Italy, in which I should wish, of course,
to pay my respects to him [Mussolini] once
more,” wrote Butler to Prezzolini in 1933. As
Faedda notes, Il Duce himself had promised to
provide furniture for the Casa from Italian pal-
aces, but it never came to pass.

Faedda also describes how Casa Italiana
hosted a Jewish club in the 1930s, Marx-
ist lectures, and protests against Nazi an-
ti-Semitism. By 1942, when Columbia was
part of the war effort, “the auditorium be-
came a work room for cutting and sewing
garments and making surgical dressings.”
Even so, during World War II the name Casa
[taliana over the front doorway was cov-
ered, given that Italy was a U.S. enemy.

At the opening reception for the exhibit
about Da Ponte and Casa Italiana, Consul Gen-
eral of Italy Francesco Genuardi, described the
longstanding friendship between his country
and the Italian Academy, saying, “We feel at
home here.” He pointed out that Da Ponte was
hired at Columbia decades before Italy was de-
clared a unified nation-state in 1861. Faedda
said, “The love, passion, and interest that New
Yorkers have for Italy and its culture, art, and
music makes the relationship between Italy
and New York special.”

Architect Fritz Stephens, casa exterior presentation sketch.

Columbia’s first Italian professor, Lorenzo Da Ponte (1749-1838).
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