Opera costume

IN 1909, 22-year-old Minneapolis
native Beatrice Gjertsen made her
debut as the prima donna, or lead
female singer, of the Grand Ducal
Opera House in Weimar, Germany,
playing the role of Elizabeth in the
opera Tannhduser by Richard Wagner.
Gjertsen was a dramatic soprano who
studied voice at the University of
Minnesota, then spent years training
with various tutors in Europe. During
her Tannhduser entrance scene, she
donned this gold-and-white brocaded
satin cloak and a gold-colored crown
with glass jewels over her court
dress. Gjertsen used these costume
pieces many times during her tenure

Beatrice Gjertsen Bessesen photographed in
Germany, around 1909. (MNHS COLLECTIONS)
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performing for the German court,
including Emperor Wilhelm II.
Gjertsen left Germany in July
1914, mere weeks before the out-
break of World War I. She moved
back to Minnesota, bringing several
of her costume pieces with her, and
continued performing around the
country. In 1915, she married physi-
cian William Bessesen of Albert Lea.
A year later, William had the Beatrice
Bessesen Theater built in Albert Lea
as a place for his wife and others to
perform. Beatrice organized a con-
servatory on the second floor, where
she taught music and drama. She also
established a conservatory in Min-

neapolis. The French classical-style
building is part of the Albert Lea
Commercial Historic District, which
is listed in the National Register of
Historic Places.

After Beatrice's death in 1935,
William donated his wife's costume
pieces to the Minnesota Historical
Society, along with a scrapbook of
newspaper clippings and photo-
graphs documenting her prestigious
career. The items, including those
from Tannhduser, were recently dig-
itized and can be viewed in MNHS
Collections Online.

—Stephanie Olson,
curatorial associate
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