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he Verona Arena dates back to the Roman Empire, having been built in the first 

century. The fact that it is still in use is a historical and architectural marvel. It 

is considered one of the best-preserved ancient amphitheatres and today houses 

large-scale opera productions. The location of the arena is in the historic centre of the city, a 

location originally chosen for its convenient proximity to the river Adige. 



In the time of its original usage, the audience was most often  

watching gladiator games. An unsettling anecdote is that the word 

arena comes from the latin word for “sand.” The structure is so named  

because the floor of the arena was covered in sand. The reason for 

this was to absorb all the blood spilled during the gladiator games, 

which nearly 30,000 spectators would attend. To accommodate the 

contemporary stage and seating arrangement, the arena can now 

hold a maximum of 15,000 patrons and there is (thankfully) no longer 

a need for all that sand!

T
he exterior facade was originally constructed using pink 

and white limestone but the structure was affected by 

earthquakes over the years and all the original stones have 

since been replaced. Despite this, the arena, lit up at night, remains 

a beautiful sight to behold. Following ancient times, the first attempts 

to reinstate the arena as an entertainment venue were during the 

Renaissance. It came to be favoured as an opera venue due to its 

excellent acoustics and large-scale seating.

In 1913, Giuseppe Verdi’s Aida was mounted at the Verona Arena. This 

ushered in a new era for the venue. Musical impresarios, like Puccini 

and Mascagni, were present in the audience and the word of mouth 

spread like wildfire. Since that production, a summer festival aptly 

named the Arena di Verona Festival has taken place every year. There 

is a curated season of opera offerings programmed every summer.
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T
oday the Verona Arena is a popular destination for locals and 

tourists alike. Every year over 500,000 spectators purchase 

a ticket to watch a large-scale opera in the historic setting. 

Many opera luminaries have performed in the space, including  

Maria Callas. For those of us not well-versed in the who’s who of the 

opera world, several international performers have also taken the arena 

stage. Notable concerts include Bruce Springsteen, Laura Pausini,  

Alicia Keys and Leonard Cohen among many others. From gladiators 

to One Direction, times certainly have changed.

In September 2019 it will be possible to catch Georges Bizet’s popular 

opera Carmen, followed by Verdi’s La Traviata. Are you due for 

a beautiful evening of art under the stars? Just be sure to heed the 

website’s diplomatic reminder to dress for the operatic occasion.

“CARMEN” BY GEORGES BIZET, ON STAGE AT THE ARENA OPERA FESTIVAL 2018, IN THE NEW PRODUCTION SIGNED BY HUGO DE ANA.
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