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To my late father, Antonio, and my brother Vincenzo—who
loved opera—but, because of their untimely deaths, never
attained their dream of attending a performance at La Scala.
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A Note from the Author

I have always been fascinated by the stories of talented and accomplished
people and I’m especially drawn to the world of music. I grew up in a
music- and opera-loving family. My earliest memory of my father is
of him singing “Una furtiva lacrima…” with a dramatically sad face and
teary eyes, while stirring tomato sauce on Sunday mornings.
He was an amateur musician. In Italy, he played trumpet in a village band, and after emigrating to Montreal, he joined a similar band
that played at Italian religious processions. For a short period, he and a
friend formed an orchestra that played at weddings, and he practised on
his trumpet almost every day. My brother Vincenzo studied music and
the same instrument seriously, first with my father, later with Professor
Massimo Rossi of Montreal, and then with top professional musicians
of the instrument. Being a practical person, he never attempted to
make a career from music, but music did govern his life, and he spent
an inordinate amount of time on his trumpet exercises and studies. He
also directed several church choirs and organized concerts, primarily for
fundraising. Without any expectation of making money as a musician,
he was happy to perform with classical singers and other musicians.
In the spring of 2000, Vincenzo organized a successful fundraising
concert at the Mount Carmel Church, in suburban Saint-Léonard with
a world-renowned special guest, the baritone Louis Quilico, who was
known as Mr. Rigoletto. Vincenzo had a great sense of accomplishment
and happiness at the end of that evening and was especially impressed by
ix
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the famous baritone’s generosity and friendliness. Sadly, however, that
concert turned out to be his last, and Louis Quilico, died the following
July.
Vincenzo made the acquaintance of Gino Quilico a few years later.
Together with friends Michelle Hekimi and Ginette Solomon, both
classical singers, my brother founded the Voices of Hope choir with cancer patients of the Jewish General Hospital of Montreal, and Gino sang
at one of their fundraising concerts.
A comical situation developed a few minutes before the start of the
show when Gino was changing into his tuxedo and realized that he had
forgotten his white shirt. Vincenzo paced nervously, wondering if he
should give up his own shirt, or have Gino go on stage with just a T-shirt
under his tuxedo. Gino, unfazed, simply asked if there was a clothing
store nearby. They announced a delay to the start of the concert due to
a last-minute technical problem, while Gino went shopping nearby. The
owner of Boutique Jacques refused payment after recognizing Gino and
hearing the concert was a fundraiser. Not only did Gino return with the
right shirt, but he made everyone laugh when he told the audience the
real reason for the delay and of the boutique owner’s generosity. This
was the first time I had met Gino and I was charmed as much by his singing as by his fun-loving nature.
A friendship developed between my brother and Gino that lasted
until my brother’s premature death in 2015. A few months before
Vincenzo took ill, he had played at Gino’s Serata D’Amore concert. Gino
often came to visit Vincenzo in hospital and sang at his funeral.
After publishing two works of fiction, I was eager to tackle a work
of non-fiction. I began searching for subjects with a Montreal connection. I considered a number of well-known personalities and families,
but before contacting any of them, one family stood out for me, and
that was, of course, the Quilico Family. I knew little about the details of
their lives, except that Louis and Gino Quilico had achieved world-renowned fame and that Lina Pizzolongo, wife and mother of the two
baritones, had contributed to their careers. I also realized that, like me,
many Montrealers outside of the music world were not aware of the calibre of this family’s talent and the story behind their struggle to achieve
world fame.
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I reached out to Gino and asked for his collaboration. He graciously
agreed to be interviewed and has been very forthcoming with background information. It took only one meeting for me to realize the
love and appreciation he felt for his mother, Lina. In my efforts to find a
unique voice and tone for the book, it came to me that the most fitting
person to recount the story of the family would be Lina. I never met her,
but I heard Lina’s strong and powerful voice in Gino’s retelling of their
story. I was able to channel Lina and imagine her speaking to herself and
to all of us. After taking that creative license, it was easy to do the same
for Louis and Gino and thus the idea of three voices in three acts became
the stage upon which the story would be set. Many of the words are
taken directly from my interviews with Gino; some I have paraphrased
from other sources, some I’ve put into their mouths. At all times, I have
striven to be faithful to how their story unfolded and to preserve the
integrity of their personalities.
Though I aimed to chronicle the facts and events of the rise of the
Quilico family from humble beginnings in east-end Montreal to fame
at the New York Met, the Paris Opera, La Scala and other great opera
houses, how Lina and Louis have told their story from beyond is very
much a fictionalized account.
I have juxtaposed the creative narrative with some actual photos and
quotes from reviews and articles written at different periods of their
careers. These add factual details and tell their own story.
Lastly, I did not conceive this biography as an exposition or dissertation on music, voice technique, the art of opera, or the operatic arts
scene. My focus lay with the personal and human emotions behind the
makeup, the elaborate costumes, and the masks worn by its protagonists, Gino Quilico and his family. As Gino provided the most first-hand
information, the focus of the book falls on him.
As I moved forward with the project, it became apparent that what
drew me to their story was the admiration and appreciation I feel for
those who dedicate their lives to bringing music and beauty to the world.
The Quilico family has achieved this human triumph three times over.
Connie Guzzo-McParland
April 2022
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Endorsements

When I first met Gino Quilico, I was an assistant conductor at the
Metropolitan Opera in the late 1980s. Gino Quilico was already known
as the “Wünderkind young baritone,” considered to be the finest of his
young generation. He had already had an extensive recording career and
had worked with the great opera superstars of our time, such as Luciano
Pavarotti and Mirella Freni. Gino, ever energetic, with a quick wit, good
looks and endearing charisma, was a fan favourite and a pleasure for his
musical colleagues. Making matters even more interesting was that he
was the son of the great opera star Louis Quilico, one of the most celebrated Verdi baritones in the world, and considered to be a national
treasure in Canada.
This Italo-Canadian family, which I used to call, “The Quilico
Dynasty,” was held together and run by his mother, Lina. I was fortunate enough as a young conductor, to have collaborated with Louis
Quilico in one of his favourite charitable projects, “Water for Africa,”
held yearly in Toronto, Canada. The first years I participated in this,
Lina was still alive and I witnessed first-hand that she, being an excellent
pianist and coach, was the true power behind the throne. Like a true drill
sergeant, she coached and taught her husband Louis and her son, Gino,
to be prepared for their operatic roles on every level. It was a great pleasure conducting father/son duets—on these early charitable concerts.
Gino and I experienced our first of many wonderful collaborations working on the Metropolitan Opera’s world premiere of John
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Corigliano’s “The Ghosts of Versailles.” Gino made an impossibly difficult role seem exciting and fun and the set bar ever higher for anyone
attempting to tackle the role in the future. This was the first of many
entertaining musical adventures together that resulting in not only a
working relationship but a true friendship as well. From Tchaikovsky’s
“Eugene Onegin” in Philadelphia to Mozart’s, “Don Giovanni” in
Detroit and even several concerts at the St. Barth’s Festival in later years,
Gino has always been a generous colleague and a joy with whom to make
music. Over the years, he has proven himself to be an exceptionally versatile artist singing opera, Neapolitan songs and Broadway repertoire.
Ultimately, he has done his family proud by carrying the Louis/Lina
Quilico Musical Legacy forward as both a modern day teacher and stage
director. I’ve considered myself one of the fortunate few who can say
they have experienced both mother, father and son in a musical lightthe whole Quilico Dynasty. It has been an honour and a privilege.
Maestro Steven Mercurio
March 2022
I was fortunate enough in my musical endeavors to work with the
Quilicos, both, father and son, and I can only underline that I had the
greatest pleasure to make music with these great artists. If it was Otello
with Louis or Les Troyens & Carmen with Gino, their amazing talent will
remain unforgettable to me.
In admiration and respect,
Maestro Zubin Mehta
June 2021
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Prelude
Milan, 1991

Opera is as much of an addiction as any drug. Its dealers and pushers,
otherwise known as impresarios, see to it that dependence for the grandiose art form that had its glory days in Baroque Italy is perpetuated,
whether in its original form or its many modern and post-modern permutations. For spectators with a flair for extravagant melodrama, the
fix comes in the form of finely packaged great music, glorious voices,
live theatre, beautiful ballet, grand stage settings. Professionally trained
performers like me, gifted with a strong voice box, are first lured in by
the dream of fame, then the grand spectacle of it all keeps us hooked, to
say nothing of the high derived from applause and standing ovations that
keep one wanting more. Once pulled into that world, you need a big ego
and a thick skin to survive its rigid demands and the high price extracted
by the elusive search for glory. I’ve developed both over the years, but
today, I feel the urge to say, “Basta!”
I’m in Milan, inside its famous cathedral, the Duomo, a few metres
away from the Teatro alla Scala, the most venerated opera house in the
world. Verdi, Puccini, Rossini have conducted their masterpieces here
to adoring fans and to some catcalls, too. The audience at La Scala is the
most demanding, they say!
On my way to the church, I paused in front of the theatre to look at
the simple marquee framed by the Red Cross and Crown emblem of the
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Teatro alla Scala. It announces the prima rappresentazione of La Bohème,
by Giacomo Puccini, conducted by Maestro Gianandrea Gavazzeni, and
directed by the famous movie director, Franco Zeffirelli, with tenor
Richard Leech as Rodolfo, Mirella Freni as Mimi, Gino Quilico as
Marcello. That’s me, Gino, playing Marcello, one of my favourite roles.
I’ve come to the cathedral every day after rehearsals to light a candle
for my mother, who is not well and could not be here for one of my
most important debuts. My heart broke when she stayed home in bed
when I left to realize her dream of bringing at least one Quilico to perform at La Scala. My pinnacle moment of success felt empty without her
by my side. Would it be real if she could not see me, hear me? I’ve suffered from these thoughts the entire month, going through the motions
of rehearsing with an insufferable conductor who takes himself for a god
and belittles me at every opportunity. Today, after his last tirade against
me, ever gracious Mirella Freni took me aside and said, “Non ne vale la
pena.” It’s not worth getting angry over him. I escaped to the cathedral
to pray and soothe my aching heart.
I’ve lingered inside here longer than usual, wishing I had feigned illness and walked out of the production when I had the chance. This is not
my first debut, and I’m used to performance-night jitters, but the apprehension I feel now is different. It’s not the panic of failure, but more like
an ominous fear hovering over me like a dark shadow—a fear that the
years of study, travel, living in hotels have me deluded. All this—and
now Maestro Gavazzeni? I knew his reputation as an egocentric director. In spite of my full schedule at the Paris Opera, where I don’t have
to put up with arrogant conductors, I was elated to be invited to sing at
La Scala. Franco Zeffirelli’s reputation as a movie director is nothing to
sneeze at, for one thing. And I wanted to make my mother happy.
“La Scala is still La Scala, no matter what! At least one Quilico must
sing there,” she said.
The only time I’ve walked out of a performance was in Cincinnati
at the very beginning of my career. I holed up in a cheap hotel for two
weeks, fighting imaginary demons, before I resumed singing. That
caprice cost me dearly professionally.
I do believe in signs. On the day I met Maestro Gavazzeni, he
reminded me of the mental anguish I’d suffered in that distant past. His
outbursts and our mutual antipathy felt like the portent of bad things to
come.
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I speak to my mother daily and have told her about some some of my
spats with the maestro. “Do as you please,” she told me. “The Quilicos
have proven themselves on the world stage and don’t need the approval
of this maestro anymore, but just don’t be a divo! What would Marcello
do?”
In the dim and cool quietness of the cavernous cathedral, with rays
of sun filtering through the stained-glass windows and the noises of the
city muffled, I try to find an answer to her question. She has groomed
and coached me for this role as for every other. I hear her voice in my
ears with every breath I take on stage. It’s early morning in Toronto, and
I know she has planned to follow my performance from her bed, listening to the recording. I sense her presence.

xviii

ACT I
Lina and the Bohemians

Chapter 1
Toronto, 1991

I always knew he’d make the perfect Marcello—artistic, fun-loving,
impetuous, cocky, but gentle with a heart as big as his voice, a voice as
big as his ego. Tonight, he’s debuting at La Scala as Gino Quilico—my
son and star pupil. Only I’m not with him. I’ve been indisposed for a few
months now, but my spirit is hovering over him, and he knows it. He has
lit a candle at the Duomo for me every day since he arrived in Milano.
This is the first debut of his that I’m not attending in person. When
he flew in from Paris, he had the cab stop at the Duomo even though he
was late for the first rehearsal. I had warned him it was not a good idea to
be late to his first meeting with an Italian conductor, and especially not
Maestro Gavazzeni, but Gino can be cheeky when he senses arrogance.
When he got to the theatre, the maestro glared at him coldly—
enough, Gino said, “to freeze a glass of Prosecco on a hot Italian July
day.” Rather than excuse himself and explain he’d had no choice but to
take the morning flight from Paris because of his performance the night
before, he joked that he thought they’d be working on Italian flex time.
The Maestro snapped back, “No special privileges for American
recording stars.”
I implored Gino to be respectful, if only because of the maestro’s
age and stellar reputation. He has conducted every great opera singer,
including La Callas, at La Scala since the 1940s, and I suspect that they
3
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had just gotten off on the wrong foot. I’ve read that Gavazzeni does not
subscribe to the star system of singers and conductors, and he has judged
some experimental directorial choices as “presumptuous recklessness—
to the detriment of musical performance.” I’ve heard, too, that he dislikes recordings of operas. Gino has recorded over a dozen operas so far
and has seven videos and two films under his belt, including La Bohème,
directed by the much-respected Luigi Comencini.
Gino’s late grand entrance had clearly rubbed Gavazzeni the wrong
way. And Gino remembered he had promised me he’d play by the rules.
“Scusa, Maestro,” he said, bowing in his most affected baroque manner.
I’ve been coaching my son since the start of his career, and I’ve never
tried to curb his tendency to stand up for himself. I’ve firmly redirected
any impulse for pomposity into the vigour required to sing as a baritone.
Neither father nor son has disappointed me in this regard, though the
son does tend to push pompous conductors’ buttons.
Oh, the excitement and the thrill of an opening! I’ve lived it so
many times with Louis, who will be at the tonight’s debut, though Gino
doesn’t know it yet. Louis has played in all the great opera houses but
never at La Scala. If he’s a little jealous, he certainly hasn’t shown it. We
all know it’s Louis, more than any other person, who inspired Gino to
pursue his dream of singing opera. And it’s Louis who gifted Gino with
a great voice, without which neither father nor son would have made
it. Gino’s debut tonight is a dream come true for all of us and especially
meaningful for Louis, whose grandfather left Italy as an immigrant, and
whose father ran a bicycle store in Montreal. They would never have
dreamed of such an honour.
Gino’s career is just now starting to peak. He has already achieved
much, but he’s still very young. I always believed he would make it,
though there were many moments when he seemed to be going against
the grain. I did everything I could to make him believe in himself as I
had succeeded in making Louis believe in his own rare talent.
Maestro Gavazzeni not only seems to lack a sense of humour, but he
has been reprimanding Gino unduly for the slightest mistaken gesture.
He certainly can’t pick on his singing, for Gino knows Marcello’s role
inside out. It’s not one of the most musically challenging roles for a baritone and does not require the same intensity as Figaro or Don Giovanni,
but it’s one of the roles he enjoys most and one of the easiest for him to
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sing. “This Maestro thinks he’s Italy’s gift to the entire music world,” he
complained, “and he’s treating me like a schoolboy.”
The last straw was that the Maestro referred to him as the “Americano”
rather than by his name. That struck a nerve.
“I’m glad he knows my identity! For years, even I didn’t know
whether to consider myself an American, a Canadian, or an Italian.”
At the last rehearsals, Gino wore a woollen scarf, feigning a sore
throat. His tentative plan was to walk out on the production, and, as he
added, “Have my pipsqueak understudy sing the part unprepared—and
have the great Maestro look like the merde that he is!”
He asked for my permission to walk out, and for once, I told him to
do as he pleased, but I did ask him reflect on the time that he has invested
preparing for this performance and the consequences of burning his
bridges at La Scala. And I did suggest he not to be petty.
“What would Marcello do?” I asked him. I know Gino immerses himself in his roles completely, so I’m sure he’ll think and act like a Marcello.
It would of course disappoint me if La Scala didn’t happen, but this
spat and Gino’s reaction to it has me worried for other reasons. Behind
the swagger, Gino is sensitive to negativity. The strongest egos can also
be the most fragile! Unknown to Gino, I sent Louis to be present at the
opening, just in case.
I’m not worried about the bad publicity that would follow, but only
about my son’s state of mind in the aftermath of such a drastic decision.
From where I sit now, the tantrums of self-absorbed maestros seem so
petty. On the other hand, Gino Quilico has made it to La Scala, and if
he should leave of his own volition, I’ll respect his choice. But I asked
him to call me if he decides not to go on. His father has often stood up
to maestros, but he’s never walked out on one yet.
I must confess, though, that the thought of this debut has kept my
morale up for months. I’ve felt as excited as I was for Louis’s first important openings—and I’m now anxious about whether it will happen at all!
I know that Gino was heartbroken that I couldn’t be present in person, but I told him to pretend I’m sitting on the balcony across from the
stage. In reality, I’m lying on my bed in Toronto and listening to his
recording of La Bohème. Isn’t pretending what we artists do best?
I’ll be watching as from above, not as a backstage coach, but as the
spectator of an opera performance that, more than any other, mirrors
5
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our family’s life—the life that is opera. I’ll close my eyes and let life take
its course. I will trick myself into believing that I, Lina Pizzolongo, pianist and voice coach, am entering La Scala, taking in the sounds, lights,
and colours of the first-night performance of Puccini’s La Bohème.
After a concert at La Scala, the French writer Stendhal wrote, “I
believe La Scala is the premier theatre worldwide because it brings the
most intense musical pleasure.”
I pretend to be lingering outside the theatre like any other spectator.
When the doors open, statues of Donizetti, Rossini, Puccini, Verdi, and
other great Italian composers greet me in the lobby. A dazzling chandelier and guilt columns transport me to another era and way of life,
when opera was the most anticipated musical happening of the season
and composers the pop stars of the day. I can almost hear the sounds of
the horse-drawn carriages delivering ladies in gowns and gentlemen in
capes over black smoking jackets.
La Scala has a dress code, but that’s for tourists, who are easily spotted. In North America, we have democratized opera. From every walk
of life, opera lovers can afford to attend a performance in modern concert halls dressed casually. Italians don’t need a dress code; they instinctively have a sense of pomp and circumstance and so dress appropriately:
women in silks, beads, paillettes, and men in black. Italians take a night at
the opera seriously, if only as an opportunity to wear their finest evening
wear.
The platea is a sea of plush red velvet, surrounded by the highly decorated guilt balconies, with a large central loge built for royalty and
nobility. As people trickle in, musicians start tuning their instruments,
beginning with a few wind instruments, followed by strings until there’s
a cacophony of sounds that mix and mingle with the chattering of
patrons.
The audience likes to linger, to see and be seen in the lobby, so the
theatre remains empty until the lights turn on and off to advise the spectators to take their seats. The auditorium can accommodate more than
2000 people. With the balconies overflowing with finely dressed music
lovers, the U-shaped structure of the theatre exudes even more electricity and splendour than the chandeliers and gilt-painted walls. It’s the
charge of high expectations!
It’s 8 p.m. in Milan. The lights go out; the orchestra pit lights up.
Not everyone pays attention to the orchestra pit, but I’m a musician, and
6
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Puccini’s operas are as much about the beauty of the music as the beauty
of the voices. The two elements marry beautifully in his art.
The imaginary seat I prefer is in a balcony so that I can best observe
the stage, the orchestra pit, the public sitting on the platea, and the thousand expectant faces of those in the other balconies. Let us not forget the
leggionisti on the uppermost level. I see it all in my head.
Maestro Gavazzeni makes his appearance to the applause of the audience. The first note strikes; all eyes and ears are on the stage. The red and
gold curtains open to a scene designed by Franco Zeffirelli that takes the
audience to an artist’s sparsely furnished garret in 1930 Paris.
An easel with a half-finished canvas of a sea is the focal point, and
books are everywhere. It’s winter, cold outdoors and indoors. Rodolfo
looks out the window at the snow-covered roofs.
Is Marcello, my Marcello, on stage?
My phone has remained silent, so I need not have worried. I imagine
Gino/Marcello lighting up the stage as he sings, “Questo Mar Rosso mi
ammollisce, e assidera come se addosso mi piovesse in stille.” The Red Sea staring at him from the canvas makes him feel numb.
Gino is singing at La Scala! Of that, I’m certain. I imagine his self-assured gestures. The music and the first scene sparkle with joie de vivre,
though the artists are cold and hungry. The poet, Rodolfo, and the
painter, Marcello, are the struggling artists, what the French called
bohemians after the Roma who had fled to France from Bohemia. Their
youth, their love affairs, and their love of art matter more to them than
the squalid conditions of their lives.
Marcello sums up his first major piece of the evening as he blows on
his hands to warm up, “Ho un freddo cane.”
I shiver to think of the hand-to-mouth existence of struggling artists. As I listen to Puccini’s score, a host of characters from my family’s
past drift in and out of my consciousness until they become one with
Marcello, Rodolfo, Mimi….
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