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Music resonated throughout the long, full life of Maestro Hugo Vianello. 

The dedicated musician and conductor who founded the Missouri Symphony Society and 

saved the Missouri Theatre from demolition died Friday, March 30, at age 92. 

Born Jan. 16, 1926, in New York City, Maestro Vianello was surrounded by music from 

the start. Inspired by the violin and mandolin talents of his father, Angelo, Maestro 

Vianello adopted the viola as his instrument of choice. 

After high school, Maestro Vianello joined the Army Air Corps and served for two years 

before his honorable discharge in May 1946. 

When he returned home, Maestro Vianello decided to move forward with a career in 

music and attended the Manhattan School of Music, where he earned his bachelor’s and 

master’s degrees. 

“From the very beginning, I knew that music was extremely important to him and was a 

major part of his life,” said his wife, Lucy Vianello. The pair met while they were each in 

college and knew each other for more than 70 years — they celebrated their 67th 

wedding anniversary less than a week before his death. 

“I remember my dad getting ready for concerts and my mom collecting up everything 

that he would need,” said Lili Vianello, his daughter. “They were really partners 

throughout their entire life. It’s been an inspiration to watch.” 



After completing his degrees, Maestro Vianello aspired to play in the New York 

Philharmonic. Five years after completing his graduate studies, he realized that dream, 

performing with the group a number of times, his wife said. 

“A lot of people know the public side of him: the conductor, the musician, the artist,” Lili 

Vianello said. “But he was also very devoted to his family and tried very hard to be a 

good father and to hold his kids to the standard he thought they should be. He didn’t ask 

any more from somebody else than he was willing to give of himself.” 

Throughout his career, Maestro Vianello constantly connected family and music. His 

children attended concerts from a young age. When Maestro Vianello worked at Stephens 

College, he hired his father to play the mandolin during a performance of “The Sound of 

Music,” Lucy Vianello recalled. 

Maestro Vianello performed with a number of ensembles over the years, including the 

Minneapolis Symphony, the Oklahoma City Symphony and the Radio City Music Hall 

Symphony. 

Beyond his love for the viola and music performance, Maestro Vianello’s long-term goal 

was to be a conductor, Lucy Vianello said. He debuted in that role with the Oklahoma 

City Symphony in 1955. 

His emphasis remained on the podium for more than four decades as he worked with 

college and other ensembles to help shape and lead musicians across the country. 

When the family moved to Columbia in 1968, Maestro Vianello took over as the director 

of orchestral activities at Stephens College. 

Maestro Vianello also loved animals. He welcomed the move to Columbia as an 

opportunity to raise horses and more dogs, which his daughter called becoming a farmer 

“by New York standards.” 



The family even named one of their dogs Toscanini, for the Italian conductor Arturo 

Toscanini. Then, Lucy Vianello said jokingly, they had two conductors in the house. 

Once settled in Columbia, Maestro Vianello quickly identified a need for a bigger 

musical community, so the Vianellos founded the Missouri Symphony Society in 1970. 

In honor of the 25th anniversary of the society’s founding, then-Mayor Darwin Hindman 

dedicated June 20 as Hugo and Lucy Vianello Day in 1995. After 28 years as the director 

of the society, Maestro Vianello retired from the position and was named conductor 

laureate in 1998. Lucy Vianello has served on the society’s board of directors for 48 

years. 

Kirk Trevor, music director of the Missouri Symphony Orchestra, which is now the name 

of the Missouri Symphony Society, succeeded Maestro Vianello in 2000. 

“He served as an ambassador and advocate for the arts in the community,” Trevor said. 

“He is a great loss for this community without doubt. Not only for what he did with the 

symphony, but for what he did for the community as a whole.” 

Among his most recognized achievements and contributions, Maestro Vianello, in 

partnership with his wife, is recognized for his work saving the Missouri Theatre from 

demolition in 1987. 

“What we were trying to do was find a place for the orchestra to perform,” Lucy Vianello 

said. Originally just hoping to rent the theater for rehearsals and performances, the 

symphony society decided to buy it instead. The couple worked to organize the purchase 

and restoration. 

In 2014, the theater’s auditorium was dedicated to the couple for their role in its 

preservation. In 2015, the Vianellos were recognized by the Columbia Historic 

Preservation Commission as notable preservationists for their work in restoring the 

theater. 



Recognition of Maestro Vianello’s contributions to the community continued to grow 

across the state. In 2006, he was presented with the first Lifetime Achievement Award by 

the Missouri Council of Arts after he received an unprecedented number of 

recommendations for the council’s regular annual award. 

“He was obviously a consummate musician, a violist, a conductor, a composer, an 

educator,” Trevor said. “He did it all, which is what I consider a great musician to do. It’s 

important to understand how much of an all-around musician he was.” 

Maestro Vianello composed music intermittently throughout his life and, in December 

2017, was able to see a longtime creation finally come to life: Talking Horse 

Productions’ performance of “An Antique Carol,” an operetta he spent more than four 

decades crafting and perfecting. 

“It was such a labor of love for him,” said Ed Hanson, founder of Talking Horse 

Productions. “He kept at it until it was done.” 

The two worked together for nearly two years to plan, organize and perform the work. 

Hanson suggested hiring a student to write out individual parts from the completed 

master score for each instrument in the nine-piece ensemble — a time-consuming process 

— but Maestro Vianello chose to do it himself, wanting to see his own project through. 

“He really wanted to make sure that we were capturing the character of the music,” said 

Stefan Freund, conductor of the Columbia Civic Orchestra. Freund conducted the 

orchestra, which performed and recorded the operetta for the final performance, and 

worked closely with Maestro Vianello to create the tempo, style and atmosphere the 

composer envisioned. 

“Honestly, I think (‘An Antique Carol’) gave him purpose in his last years, to be working 

on that and to see it finally come to fruition,” Lili Vianello said. 



In addition to his wife, Lucy Vianello and daughter Lili Vianello, Maestro Vianello is 

survived by sons Gian, Marc and Eric Vianello and several grandchildren and great-

grandchildren. 

Visitation will be from 5:30 to 7:30 p.m. Thursday, April 5, at St. Thomas More Newman 

Center, 602 Turner Ave. A funeral Mass will held at 1:30 p.m. Friday, April 6, at the 

Newman Center. A reception will follow. 

“Art is a fluid ribbon that has woven its way through our whole family in one way or 

another,” said Lili Vianello. 

	


