
 

THE LICINIUM THEATRE 

You can find this point of interest in Erba - Path 1 - Stage 3 

 

INFORMATION 

Location: the Licinium Theatre is on the slope of the hill shouldering Erba called “il Ronco dei Corti”. 

Access: there are two entrances to the area occupied by the Licinium Theatre. Both are from via Crotto Rosa: the first is 

up a steep flight of steps, the other is from a flat boulevard starting at number 2 of via Crotto Rosa. 

Services: parking available in the area of Corso Bartesaghi, Corso XXV Aprile and Piazza Prepositurale; automated 

teller machines and Chemist in Corso XXV Aprile; Municipal Offices in Villa Majnoni d’Intignano, in Piazza 

Prepositurale. 

Leisure and Food: bars and cafes in via Corso XXV Aprile and side-streets. 

 

 

DESCRIPTION 

 

During the Nineteen Twenties, at a time when open-air theatres were becoming popular – thanks also to the interest of 

the famous poet and novelist Gabriele D’Annunzio - the brothers Alberto and Federico Airoldi set about creating 

something novel in Erba capable of drawing the attention of tourists and vacationers. The Airoldi brothers, who were 

originally from Milan, had moved to the Quarter of Upper Erba. They had shown a great passion for theatre since they 

were children. Alberto, a writer and poet, had the intuition that the area of the public park adjacent to the “Crotto Rosa” 

Hotel could be a fascinating backdrop for classical performances. This is what he wrote: «There had to be something to 

attract people to this charming countryside of hills and lakes, which is really unique and worthy of being numbered 

among the most picturesque and interesting surroundings in Italy, and so the idea of an open-air theatre was born…». 

The Airoldis submitted their proposal to the municipal authorities, who, in the summer of 1923, erected a wooden stage 

and a pavilion to be used as a changing room. The theatre was inaugurated on 12th July 1924. In 1926 The Passion of 

Christ, which drew inspiration from the religious drama of the Middle Ages, was represented for the first time. 
Although in March 1928 a blizzard  caused the stage to collapse, the two brothers did not lose heart and decided to 

rebuild it. The project was entrusted to the engineers Fermo Bassi and Giacomo Pozzoli, who did not ask any fee for 

this work. To enhance the natural beauty of the setting, the new theatre was to draw inspiration from the architectural 

dictates of classical arenas, which, by the way, was also in line with the cult of the Roman Age imposed by Fascism. 

Bassi and Pozzoli conceived a circular stage surrounded by columns and enclosed by a small staircase. 

The works were completed in July with a total cost of 40 thousand Lira, mostly covered by the Airoldis. The 

construction site was often visited by rationalist architect Giuseppe Terragni, who at that time was working on the plan 

for the adjacent War Memorial. The theatre was called Licinium, after the name of consul Licinius who ruled the ancient 

Roman  colony which gave origin to Erba. The opening took place on August 11th with the staging of the play L’Amore 

dei tre Re (The Love of the Three Kings) by Sem Benelli. For six nights starting from August 14th it was the turn of the 

Passion of Christ, which, already back then, showed the characteristics that would render it unique, such as the Calvary 
reconstructed at the back of the audience, on a staircase carved out of stone. 

Throughout its history, the Licinium has experienced moments of great fame and splendour: among them the highly 

celebrated representations of  he “Passion” and shows by big names of Italian theatre, including successful directors and 

stage designers such as Otello Sforza, or actors like Memo Benassi, Renzo Ricci, Evi Maltagliati, Laura Adani, Salvo 

Randone, Rina Morelli, Paolo Stoppa. In 1993 a small group of enthusiasts founded the “Accademia dei Licini”, a 

society aimed at rekindling the interest in the long and prestigious history of the Licinium Theatre. In 2010 the 

“Accademia” decided to dedicate the entire programme to the works of William Shakespeare, making the Licinium the 

only “open-air” Shakespearian theatre in Italy. Various reasons led to the abandonment of this project; at present, the 

theatre, which was restored in 2014, hosts artistic and cultural events. 

 

(Freely drawn from M. Colombo, Teatro Licinium. Una storia che continua, Accademia dei Licini, Erba 2009 and from 

information available on the “Accademia dei Licini” website, www.licinium.it) 


