IL POETA BIZZARRO

Da Ponte’s Memorie beyond fiction and facticity

REINHARD EISENDLE

“As to the merits or defects of my operas, | shall say nothing: but whether you give
to my verses the name of poetry, of measured prose, or of vehicle, &c. I will only
obrerve [sic], that Mozart must have been pleased with them, because after the first
and second of my dramas, he was happy to have the third; that he ennobled them
with a load of delightful notes, with which you were equally pleased; and that on
other words he undoubtedly would have composed another music; better, perhaps:
but this is problematic!”1

These are the closing words of Da Ponte’s Extract from the Life of Lorenzo Da
Ponte, published in New York in 1819. Extract contains various narrative parts
which Da Ponte was later to include verbatim or in new narrative structure in his
Memorie.” It appeared the year Da Ponte left Philadelphia and returned to the
expanding city on the Hudson River, driven by the impulse to resume his pioneering
efforts to educate people in the Italian language and literature that he had initiated in
New York in 1807. Unlike the major project of self-reconstruction reflected in
Memorie, this pamphlet represents a kind of paradox which, needless to say, has an
impact on the character of its autobiographical presentation. It is not directed against
an attack on Da Ponte as a person but against the “obliteration” of Da Ponte’s name
from operatic history, and against treating the libretto writer as a negligible entity.
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