






  
 
 
 
 

Da Ponte: From Ceneda to New York 
  
CENEDA Emanuele Conegliano was born Jewish in 1749, in 
Ceneda, the Republic of Venice. His family was converted to 
Catholicism by Bishop Lorenzo Da Ponte, and since the eldest 
son normally took the name of the presiding priest, he became 
Lorenzo Da Ponte. In 1773 he was ordained a priest, but six 
months later ran away to Venice. The Venetian Republic was in 
rapid decline at the time, and everyone was partying. Crowds 
flocked nightly to the city’s seven opera houses and then to the 
gambling houses. Carnival occupied nearly half the year. It was 
a good place for a young man who was looking for some 
excitement, and he devoted himself to “cards and love.” In 1779, 
Da Ponte was charged with bad living and banished.  
 

VIENNA Two years later he arrived in Vienna, having worked in 
the theater and wanting to write librettos for opera buffa, the 
new comic form. In 1783, Emperor Joseph II installed an Italian 
opera company in Vienna’s Burgtheater, and Da Ponte became 
the troupe's librettist. Soon he met Mozart, and in the space of 
four years, the two men produced The Marriage of Figaro, Don 
Giovanni, and Così fan tutte. A month after the premiere of 
Così, Joseph II, who loved Da Ponte, died. Joseph’s successor 
was his brother, Leopold II, who dismissed Da Ponte because of 
his continuing intrigues. The police ordered Da Ponte to leave 
Vienna. 
 

LONDON He settled in London, and Da Ponte soon became 
the librettist to the Italian opera company at the King’s Theatre. 
After six years he was fired and then failed at several 
businesses. He also co-signed loans for scoundrels; in one 
three-month period, he was arrested thirty times. In 1805, at risk 
of debtor’s prison, he emigrated to New York. It is strange to 
think that the man who wrote Mozart’s librettos spent the last 
third of his life in New York, unsuccessfully running a boarding 
school, stores, and a distillery. 
 

NEW YORK Da Ponte befriended the young Clement Moore, 
who became the author of "'Twas the Night Before Christmas." 
Thanks to Moore's father, Da Ponte became the first professor 
of Italian at Columbia College, indeed the first in America and 
the first Jew on its faculty. Eventually he opened an Italian 
bookshop, through which he supplied Columbia’s library and the 
Library of Congress with most of their early Italian holdings. 
 

In 1825 an Italian opera troupe led by Manuel García, a 
celebrated tenor, came to New York. When Da Ponte and 
García met, García broke into an aria from Don Giovanni and 
then was persuaded to add Don Giovanni to the schedule; thus 
America saw its first performance of a Mozart/Da Ponte opera. 
Da Ponte had not heard Don Giovanni in forty years. Soon 
afterward he brought in another Italian opera company, and at 
the same time, campaigned for a permanent home for opera in 
New York, which in 1833 became the beautiful Italian Opera 
House, the first opera theater in the United States. Da Ponte 
died quietly in 1838, at the age of 89; he is thought to be buried 
in Queens. 
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Mozart is sunshine. 
Antonín Dvořák 

 
The music is not in the 
notes, but in the silence 
between. 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart  


