The Fondazione Benetton Medieval Music Series
For centuries the ancient city of Treviso in northern Italy lived under the protection of its powerful neighbour, Venice, sharing its triumphs and at times the vicissitudes of foreign occupation.  Today it is a quiet refuge from the hectic bustle of Venice, arguably best known for the small airport that acts as a hub for the thousands who arrive by budget airline to be transported the short distance to La Serenissima. 
Yet as I discovered during the course of a spring visit such a description is far from telling the entire story. For a start the old, walled central part of Treviso forms an attractive and engaging city in its own right, with its two rivers and many waterways at times beguiling the visitor into believing they might be in Venice itself. Then there are the frescoed medieval buildings that miraculously survived the aerial bombardment that destroyed parts of Treviso in two world wars. And Treviso has another secret. It is the home of the fashion company Benetton, whose founders created in the 1980s the Fondazione Benetton Studi Richerche, a humanities and arts organization that today has its headquarters in two linked palazzos. It was as a guest of the Fondazione that I passed an exceptionally civilized weekend focussed around two concerts in the annual series of medieval music that now forms a part of its programme, but also including an enlightening introduction to the breadth of the Fondazione’s activites. 
That scope has developed from the initial research into landscape to embrace a wide range of activities, including an important educational outreach. Among the fascinating specialised topics to which I was introduced was Imago Mundi​, devoted to a world-wide collection of small canvasses commissioned by the foundation and housed in the newly-restored early 19th century prison built by the Austrian occupiers, the work on it yet another Fondazione project, and Treviso Urbs Picta, a massive project designed to map and detail Treviso’s frescoed architectural heritage, its completion marked by a sumptuous publication.
The concert series of the Fondazione owes its origins not to the city but the countryside of the Veneto. I asked Stefano Trevisi, the artistic director of the series to explain: ‘Ten years ago the Fondazione inherited the Cozzi farmhouse, Gaetano Cozzi being one of our founders. When Professor Cozzi died he had decided the manor would be left for musical projects and master classes for students, the reason being that his wife Luisa was a pianist (her historic Bechstein can still be seen in the house). The farmhouse is a typical Veneto manor, so it’s a country house with a lot of land around and an ideally quiet place. In the November and December fogs it can be quite spooky, but it is very beautiful and I mentioned that it could be the perfect venue to start the medieval music project that had been decided on after I gave a presentation on early music. So six years ago we started the project, chosen because it is a repertoire that shares a close affinity with the history of Treviso’. Having been taken out to Casa Cozzi I can testify both to its beauty and its suitability for masterclasses, the manor having a substantial rehearsal space in addition to residential accommodation for musicians and students. As Stefano Trevisi explained, by the time the third season of the concert series that runs between December and June every year in Treviso, every artist appearing was also giving a masterclass, a major development being the appearance of Boston Camerata at the second edition. It was, in the words of Trevisi, ‘The point of no return. They gave a concert of the medieval Carmina Burana and we decided to add a choir of students for this concert, subsequently realising that here was a way of involving the conservatoire and musical institutions with early music in the best way, involving great musicians and early music performers’. 

In the autumn of 2017 the concert season reached a major new milestone with the opening of the restored 17th century church of San Teonisto as its new home. Badly bombed in 1944, the shell of the church was bought by Benetton chairman Luciano Benetton and gifted to the foundation and the community. The result is an absolutely stunning piece of restoration by architect Tobia Scarpa that has sympathetically integrated old and new, while also incorporating virtually all the building’s original paintings. Completion was achieved not without nervous moments for Stefano Trevisi: ‘In fact there was a concern, because when I completed the festival programme in April, I didn’t know for certain that the restoration would be completed in time! So I had to organise another possible space for the season. There was a free preview concert in December that as well as being the first early music concert was also a free concert that offered people a chance to look at the newly-completed restoration’. 
That San Teonisto is now a magnificent performing space with excellent acoustics I was able to see and hear for myself over the course of two of the five concerts forming the 2017-18 season, a series bearing the title ‘La via del suono’, [‘The Way of Sound’], a geographical exploration of early music. The first on 14 April (the third concert of the season) was given by the Belgian ensemble Zefiro Torna who, in keeping with the now-established policy of involving local students, performed with a small chorus drawn from the Conservatorio ‘A. Steffani’ the programme De Fragilitate animi under the direction of lutenist Jurgen De bruyn. This consists of extracts from Piae Cantiones, a Finnish collection of hymns published in 1582 and drawn from across a wide chronological and geographical spectrum. The music, covering the course of the liturgical year – particularly Christmas - is uncomplicated and frequently charming, much of it owning to folk-like influences including a strong Gallic element, its beguiling simplicity greatly enhanced by outstanding performances that included some lovely singing by soprano Annelies Van Gramberen, not to mention the opportunity to be introduced to the beguiling sounds of the kantele, a plucked box string instrument belonging to the zither family and the national instrument of Finland. 
The second concert brought to Treviso no less distinguished an early music superstar than Jordi Savall, a man who could doubtless draw beautiful sounds bowing a toothbrush, but here playing vielle, rebec and rebab (a long-necked Arabic bowed instrument). He was joined by Dimitri Psonis on oud, santur (a hammered dulcimer of Persian origin) and the lute-like Ottoman saz, and the percussionist Pedro Estevan in a programme including extracts from The Book of the Science of Music by Dimitrie Cantemir (1673-1723). These compositions, dedicated to Sultan Ahmed III by the young Moldavian who was initially his hostage, were interspersed with traditional pieces of Armenian, Sephardic, Greek and Western origin. From the haunting ‘Alba’ at the outset both music and playing were throughout fascinating, at times subtly mesmerising, my sole reservation being that segueing of such exotic and unfamiliar repertoire into continuous groups did not always aid individual identification of pieces.

Stefano Trevisi tells me that plans for next year’s programme in this boldly innovative concert series are already well advanced. They sound as exciting as those for the current inaugural season at San Teonisto. Anyone who enjoys medieval music performed in beautiful surroundings might consider giving Venice a much-needed rest and explore the many and more relaxing charms of Treviso.       
Brian Robins
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