







      
            Opera in the Novel from Balzac to Proust

            
               The turning point of Madame Bovary, which Flaubert memorably set at the opera, is only the most famous example of a surprisingly long tradition, one common
                  to a range of French literary styles and sub-genres. In the first book-length study of that tradition to appear in English,
                  Cormac Newark examines representations of operatic performance from Balzac’s La Comédie humaine to Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu, by way of (among others) Dumas père’s Le Comte de Monte-Cristo and Leroux’s Le Fantôme de l'Opéra. Attentive to textual and musical detail alike in the works, the study also delves deep into their reception contexts. The
                  result is a compelling cultural-historical account: of changing ways of making sense of operatic experience from the 1820s
                  to the 1920s, and of a perennial writerly fascination with the recording of that experience.
               

            

            
               CORMAC NEWARK has published widely on nineteenth-century French and Italian opera: his work has appeared in 19th-Century Music, the Cambridge Opera Journal and the Journal of the Royal Musical Association, and in various collections of essays. He has also written for Opera magazine and the Guardian. He currently teaches at the University of Ulster.
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      A note on the texts

         
            Many of the novels examined here were first read in serial form, whether in the feuilleton sections of daily newspapers or in periodicals of various kinds. The dynamic and unpredictable nature of that kind of publication
               (as well as its imbrication in contemporary current affairs, musical, cultural and otherwise) is part of the object of this
               study. For ease of comparison, though, and in deference to academic convention, citations are from the Bibliothèque de la
               Pléiade edition of the Nouvelle Revue Française, published by Gallimard in Paris (hereafter simply ‘Pléiade’), whenever such exists. (I have included chapter numbers to
               facilitate comparison with other editions and translations.) In order to compensate for this unwonted standardisation, the
               reader is referred to the ever-growing collection of nineteenth-century periodicals available online via Gallica at the Bibliothèque
               Nationale de France (gallica.bnf.fr) for quick access to the original context.
            

            References to specific moments in the operas are to critical editions in full score (in the format act, musical number and
               type, bar numbers) wherever possible; failing that, more generally to act, scene and sung text.
            

            Old-fashioned or idiosyncratic spelling in the sources is retained (sometimes, for the sake of clarity, with ‘[sic]’). Unless
               otherwise stated, all translations are my own.
            

         


   
      
            Introduction

            In E. M. Forster's novel Where angels fear to tread (1905), members of the Herriton family travel to Italy on a mission to rescue the offspring of a woman gone astray. That
               is, they search for the infant son of their sister-in-law Lilia, who has died in childbirth, with the intention of ensuring
               that he will be brought up in civilised, well-bred southern England and not by Gino, his Italian father, son of a provincial
               dentist. The most important illustration of the chasm of social and cultural difference that separates them from Gino, and
               that motivates them in their quest, is to be found three-quarters of the way through the book, when they attend a performance
               of Donizetti's Lucia di Lammermoor at the opera house in Monteriano, a small Tuscan town Forster modelled on San Gimignano. Philip Herriton, who is enthusiastically
               Italophile, has cajoled his rather severe sister Harriet into joining him by using the magic words ‘Sir Walter Scott – classical, you know.’1 In the event, she is appalled by the locals’ shouting and throwing of bouquets during the performance: ‘“Call this classical?”
               she cried, rising from her seat. “It's not even respectable!”’2

            Like a number of other nineteenth- and early twentieth-century novels, including notable later examples by Forster himself,
               Where angels fear to tread associates receptivity to music with emotional and (at least as far as the class-conscious English are concerned) social
               liberation.3 But this is not the only significant aspect of the novel for those interested in the representation of music, especially
               opera, in literature. Potentially more revealing is that two-thirds of the character of Philip (as Forster himself put it)
               is based on that of the musicologist Edward Dent, Forster's contemporary at Cambridge.4 Dent's help in drafting the description of Lucia, and, more generally, his influence on Forster's appreciation of Italian opera, point to connections between ostensibly very different kinds of writing about music, some of which will be explored in what follows.
               The really striking detail of the scene, though, the one that arguably makes sense of all the others, is the reference to
               its model, the trip to a provincial opera house to see a French translation of the same opera described in Flaubert's Madame Bovary. For Forster as for Flaubert, the principal object is the distinction between those characters whose consciousness is invaded
               by the performance and those who, conversely, find it impermeable: ‘Harriet, like M. Bovary on a more famous occasion, was
               trying to follow the plot. Occasionally she nudged her companions, and asked them what had become of Walter Scott.’5

            In each case the situation is rather more complicated. On the one hand there is no evidence that Philip, despite his affinity
               for things Italian, is much moved by the music; on the other, as we shall see in Chapter 3, M. Bovary (Charles, husband of the heroine, Emma) becomes increasingly engaged by it; in the end more so than his wife.
               But more than the narrative triangulation with the musical and scenic events of the opera, variously foregrounded and faded
               out, through which the respective authors are able to develop these nuances of plot and character, it is the relationship
               of the episodes to an established generic context that gives them special depth and resonance. Forster makes this relationship
               explicit, although his point of reference is arguably unique: Madame Bovary, a sensation when it was first published in 1856, had by 1905 attained its current status as the novelist's novel.6 Flaubert, too, had plenty of models to choose from; indeed, he was writing in a tradition in which attendance at the opera
               was such a relatively frequent part of novelistic plotting that no particular literary hommage would have seemed necessary.
            

            That tradition is what the present book sets out to examine. Even if one dismisses Dominique Fernandez's arresting assertion
               that opera and the novel – specifically, the French novel – are inextricably bound together by virtue of having their origins
               in the same historical moment, there is no doubt that, in the nineteenth century above all, the latter has a special sort of dependency on the former.7 This developed from a late eighteenth-century convention in which (in Francis Claudon's summary) the figure of the musician,
               as well as his arcane props, were used as symbols of the passions, of obscure and unreasoning feeling.8 In the works of Rousseau and especially Mme de Staël, there gradually emerged an attention to musical detail, and an exploitation of the narrative possibilities of
               musical reception, that moved beyond those basic associations.9 Representation of operatic performance, its effect on characters, and the social contexts that shape its meaning, is a still
               later literary phenomenon, but one that, once established, endured for more than a century: from the early works of Stendhal to À la recherche du temps perdu (that is, in the case of the passage examined in Chapter 6, a year or so before Proust's death in 1922) and beyond. The generic breadth of the tradition is also striking: opera was
               part of the frame of reference of novels ranging from Madame Bovary to Dumas père's Le Comte de Monte-Cristo and (of course) Leroux's Le Fantôme de l'Opéra.
            

            Reasons for this dependency are not hard to identify. In the first place, attendance at opera figured prominently in the social
               calendars of characters in nineteenth-century French novels primarily because it very often did so in those of their authors.
               With the majority of works set in Paris, and with the Opéra occupying such a central place (cultural and, after Haussmann's reorganisation of the city and the construction of the Palais Garnier 1861–75, physical too) in the experience of its bourgeois and aristocratic inhabitants, opera-going could hardly
               fail to be integrated into the plots of urban Parisian (and occasionally, as in the case of Madame Bovary, provincial) novels. In the works of Balzac, in particular, it is the microcosm of life in the capital, with the hierarchy of boxes and galleries, and the movements within and between them, representing
               those within society at large. The eighty-plus constituent novels of La Comédie humaine at times seem mainly populated by characters who like nothing better than discussing productions at the Opéra and its back-stage
               ins and outs. They also frequently behave in ways Balzac sees as intrinsically operatic, and even speak the language of opera,
               constantly quoting (or deliberately misquoting) from famous moments in Rossini's Guillaume Tell or Cimarosa's Il matrimonio segreto, among other personal favourites of the author.
            

            Thus one aim of this book is to examine, through the broad lens of fiction, how opera was experienced, and how it implanted
               itself in the general consciousness, in a reception environment almost unapproachably different from our own. For although
               there are still opera habitués, and indeed fans in the mould of Stendhal, the idea of weekly or twice-weekly attendance (even if partial) at the same institution, giving the same works,
               is forever lost, even for the idle rich. Judging by the performance statistics and audience information available, even the
               most diligent critics, musicologists, diva-worshippers and other opera-obsessives of today probably see far less of individual
               productions than the average nineteenth-century Parisian abonné with no particular feeling for music.10 And yet, alongside the frequently seamless integration of opera-going into the fiction of regular attendees such as Balzac and Dumas, there are a number of significant examples, by authors no less familiar with operatic institutions, of opera-going
               as a profoundly special occasion, one that in turn occasions significant plot events. Apart from Madame Bovary, in which the heroine's never having been to the opera is essential to the scene's effect, this is notably the case with
               the novels of Verne, who was at one time employed as a secretary at the Théâtre-Lyrique but in whose fiction representations of operatic performance tend always to bring on bizarre crises. Paradoxically,
               the same is even true of Leroux's Le Fantôme de l'Opéra, in which it is literally an everyday occurrence – but always in some way a shock. The tradition may be grounded in repetitive,
               week-after-week viewing, but many of the scenes described here are one-night stands with dramatic consequences. They are visitations
               from another, more extravagantly eventful, world.
            

            And whether these operatic outings represent special occasions or not, this eventfulness is one of the principal reasons for
               building scenes, chapters and (as we shall see) the structural turning points of entire novels around them. They are a reliable
               source of plot-energy: interweaving, at various levels, their stories with those of the works on stage; foregrounding the agency of characters who
               are themselves master-plotters, like the Count of Monte-Cristo; or merely juxtaposing different velocities and trajectories through different kinds of time, measured
               and unmeasured. They signal narrative potential. They are, for these reasons as much as for more straightforward purposes
               of realistic social representation, so common in the nineteenth-century French novel as to constitute something approaching
               a sub-genre all their own, that of the soirée à l'Opéra.
            

            Notwithstanding how widespread the tradition became, it has received relatively little attention, at least in anglophone scholarship.
               The enthusiasm for music of particular authors, above all Balzac and Proust, has of course frequently been discussed, as has
               the closeness of music and literature generally during the period; but the significance of this generic phenomenon, both for
               narrative technique and as a source of information on the place of opera in the wider creative imagination, is properly recognised
               only in a handful of essays by French literary scholars, mainly very short and mainly written in the 1980s.11 And yet, by virtue of its longevity if nothing else, the soirée à l'Opéra tradition would seem uniquely important in the exploration of the developing interaction between various critical languages,
               forms of representation and aesthetic premises across the long operatic nineteenth century. The cultural sea changes it spans
               are, after all, profound: the establishment of grand opéra and the repertory system; the rise and fall of the roman-feuilleton, an entirely new model for the production and consumption of literature; the change from active (and even radical) audience
               engagement with works in the theatre to the hushed reverence associated with the later nineteenth century. And this is to
               say nothing of the political upheavals it encompasses, and occasionally refers to, whether satirically or as part of the couleur locale: the fall of Napoleon, the July Revolution and that of 1848, the Franco-Prussian War and the Commune, the First World War
               and so on. As well as changing the complexion of the institutions on which the tradition depends, in some cases – notably
               the Dreyfus Affair – these events changed society's perception of itself, exposing new fault lines, and inflecting the interpretation of artistic objects and social practices alike. The Opéra, which was the gallery in which society most conspicuously exhibited, and then studied, pictures of itself, and the
               literary practice by which that self- and mutual admiration are most compellingly recorded, together constitute an indispensable
               cultural history.
            

            The present study is far from an exhaustive survey of that history; rather, it is a collection of examples chosen on the one
               hand for their diverse interpretations of the soirée à l'Opéra as a literary inheritance and, on the other, for the range of styles, registers, and narrative and cultural contexts in which
               the device is put to work. Neither is it systematic in its historical approach, although the chapters are arranged chronologically
               by novel – and, with the exception of Verne's accounts of Meyerbeer's Les Huguenots (1836) and Arconati's Orlando (which is a fictional work by a fictional composer, but sounds very much as if it is modelled on one of the many late eighteenth-century
               Neapolitan settings of Metastasio), more or less chronologically by opera too. It cannot even claim to cover all the major writers represented in
               the tradition: George Sand, author of some of the most extended meditations on individual receptivity to music, is hardly mentioned, for
               the simple reason that her characters are frequently musicians themselves and therefore do not elicit the same kind of subjective
               response in the reader, or raise the same broad socio-cultural questions.12 Instead of an examination of literature's assumption of the operatic (or, vice-versa, of that extremely narrow subset of
               empirical opera reception data found only in the fiction of major novelists), what follows is an attempt to place both operas
               and novels in a larger interplay of cultural forces. It does not seek the musical in prose (whether texture, sonority or form),
               or construct a taxonomy of music–literature relations, or try to bind opera and novel together according to any other technical
               rationale, but instead moves relatively freely between works, criticism, and the social structures in which both existed,
               tracing the development of a uniquely rich (and uniquely accessible) border region between the two areas of cultural production.13
Although each chapter is largely constructed around a particular author, and often a single opera or composer, longitudinal
               themes quickly emerge. The first of these is a strategy common to all the novelists discussed here: when called upon to translate
               musical effect into evocative prose, to find a language that will render sound, they tend not to rely on their own experience
               but rather reach for, and try to assimilate, external resources. The means of this assimilation are as distinctive as any
               other aspect of their respective styles, ranging from personal contact with the composers concerned (in the case of Dumas père with Rossini) to a largely documentary approach (Leroux and Gounod). Others enlist assistants, just as Forster did with Dent. Balzac made no secret of his use of a musical amanuensis, and it has been suggested that Flaubert consulted his sister's
               piano teacher, a Polish émigré named Orlowski.14 Proust had his own expert advisor in Reynaldo Hahn: composer, singer and ex-lover. In their correspondence, Proust often makes a great show of his own lack of
               musical discernment; while this is clearly a role, part of the vocabulary of their relationship, it also brings to the fore
               some of the aesthetic implications of borrowing a language. The opacity of music – the difficulty of judging it, the fascinating
               aura of its terminology – is a distinctive element of the literary soirée à l'Opéra tradition.
            

            From this general question of competence, as much an expression of authorial attitude as of character experience, derives
               an inevitable attitude of reading. If the musical detail co-opted into descriptive passages often draws attention to itself
               because it is used so tentatively, so self-consciously, to the initiated reader it may also appear – at least at first glance
               – straightforwardly wrong. Mistake-spotting in nineteenth-century fiction has recently become popular with readers of criticism,
               and whether the errors are real or apparent, the questions they raise are, as John Sutherland has insisted, always worth asking.15 In this context, the interest lies not so much in their presence within the work of novelists who were in some cases so prolific
               that they could hardly have had the leisure (let alone the education) to procure, and check details in, musical scores, but
               more in what their nature reveals: about the work the novelist wants opera to do in his book, and about shared perceptions of opera at the time. On one level, opera is just another subject that
               everyone, writer or reader, knows something about, but that the former often needs to research in order to sound really convincing
               to the latter. It is surprising how few do so successfully.
            

            Apart from potentially providing a kind of secret passage into the text, musical mistakes impinge, if indirectly, on these
               accounts of operatic performance in at least one other significant sense. Many were written against the background of a professional
               critical discourse that was itself becoming increasingly concerned with technical competence. It was an aesthetic feature
               of the new grands opéras in its own right; an element of critical judgement just then beginning to be as important as more traditional qualifications
               (principally, a feeling for dramatic literature); and a quality French reviewers by turns demanded and regretted in the Italian tradition (which prized singing at the expense of everything else). Novelistic and critical reports on performance
               overlapped during the period: not only were the writers sometimes the same, but the distinction between the genres was not
               always clear. Evocations of real visits to the Opéra appeared alongside those of more fantastical encounters, a juxtaposition regularly exploited by publishers.16 Clichés about repertory works were borrowed from reviews for use in the representation of, and characters’ conversations
               about, operatic performance. And, at least in the case of Flaubert, familiar critical standpoints may even have shaped, to a certain extent, some more fundamental aspects of narrative
               technique.
            

            Other themes drawn out over these case studies concern the form, rather than the content, of the novelistic opera scene. In
               keeping with the contradiction outlined above, by which a tradition predicated on a regular part of social intercourse often
               makes excursions into performance re-imagined as an extraordinary event, some later soirées à l'Opéra are in fact transposed outside the Opéra, indeed far away from the urban milieu on which they ostensibly depend for their
               meaning. And this interest in form also finds expression in a more far-reaching development in the tradition: as the nineteenth
               century drew to a close and the twentieth opened, the capturing of performance turned inwards, with the emphasis shifting
               from the performance recorded to the means of recording. In each of the last three chapters, based on works by Verne, Leroux and Proust respectively, different kinds of technology for storing and retrieving the traces of live performance figure prominently
               in the plot – and exert a commensurate influence on its form. It is as if the ever-present problem of competence, posed as
               the more general question of how music and stage action together make their way into the receiving intelligence, finds expression
               in a fascination with new methods of delivering them to the ear. Metaphor for music cognition or not, these doubly non-live
               performances of opera are always juxtaposed suggestively with its traditional, theatrical representation: Verne's wax cylinder
               phonograph and the San Carlo performance it preserves in Le Château des Carpathes; Leroux's buried gramophone records at the beginning of Le Fantôme de l'Opéra and the stage action and singing he describes as if from among the Palais Garnier audience; and, at one remove again, Proust's théâtrophone and the works it relays to him from the Opéra-Comique.
            

            Finally (and arguably most important for the history of the novel), each of the passages examined here is in one way or another
               a study of time: the relative regularity or, by contrast, awkwardly concertina-like motion of its passing, measured against a flow of musical
               and dramatic information that is itself by turns frozen, diverted or occasionally even reversed. The very principle of the
               rendition of musical contemplation in prose is conflicted, in that even the most neutral running commentary is already distorted,
               not only by the conventional metaphors of musical terminology and aesthetic prejudice, which tend automatically to parse the
               work, but also by the halting and stumbling-forward caused by the non-proportionate time it takes to tell the story of different
               musical events. Combine that with the private musings such contemplation will inevitably provoke in different characters,
               and also the progress of the public plot (i.e. what happens around them in the theatre), and it is clear a priori that the
               literary soirée à l'Opéra is a complex temporal entity. As will emerge at various points, that complexity frequently seems to be the main attraction for the novelist, who enthusiastically
               exploits it, more and more self-consciously as narrative style approaches Modernist interiority, whether in the service of
               irony, humour or heightened character-subjectivity.
            

            From a more narrowly musical perspective, as well as providing a sometimes unexpected counterpoint to the standard reception
               histories of major operatic works, the gala selection of performances presented here also hints at possible inflections of
               the history of opera as an entire genre, at least as it is normally told about nineteenth-century France. Whereas we tend
               to think of opera as more and more heterogeneous – generically and therefore (because of the enduring system of theatrical
               privilege overseen by successive governments) institutionally – from the Second Empire onwards and particularly around the
               fin de siècle, its reflection in literature shows, by contrast, a kind of homogenisation. Opera-going is portrayed in the novel as relatively
               undifferentiated, whatever the house and indeed whatever the language used for performances. Comic opera is almost entirely absent, mentioned only as a foil to more self-important works. But even accounting for conscious
               reprises (like Forster's reference to Flaubert) and a limited stock of favourite pieces (like Balzac's fondness for Guillaume Tell) the repertory is extremely limited, which mirrors the actual situation in Paris almost throughout the period, where there was
               a comparatively restricted roster of works at each of the main theatres, and where a greater number of works remained in the
               repertory, for much longer, than elsewhere.
            

            It is perhaps this very repetitiveness, though, that brings into focus what does develop, and exponentially so, across the various kinds of novel represented here: ways of hearing. From the aurally – but
               especially visually – overwhelming experiences noted down by spectators trying to make sense of the first performances of
               grand opéra in the late 1820s and early 1830s to the accounts of disembodied opera left by those listening to early recordings in the
               1890s and 1900s, criticism and fiction alike reflected new attitudes to consuming (and being consumed by) opera. But as a reception document the novelistic soirée à l'Opéra has a distinct advantage over even the most wide-ranging review (and for that matter over any other kind of archival source)
               in that it can preserve the texture and resonance of musical-dramatic information with unrivalled clarity. It can communicate
               with special depth the private connection between individual audience-members and legendary singers. Perhaps most important,
               it can reveal what resonated outside the theatre, not merely in musical settings such as salon or domestic performance, which
               may in any case have left traces in sheet-music sales figures, but in everyday conversation and even gesture, which have otherwise
               left no trace at all.
            

            Hence the central proposal of this book: that opera in the novel is an important element of the meaning of nineteenth-century
               opera tout court. For the serious musicologist, it may at first seem an unlikely source: historically untrustworthy and critically suspect.
               But as Chapter 1 will show, novelists were not necessarily any less technically qualified to describe musical phenomena than professional
               critics. And although novelists were always free to portray performances at which they were not physically present (owing
               to those performances’ having taken place only in their imagination), critics were obliged, surprisingly regularly, to do
               the same (owing to performances’ having taken place without them). Whether the reviewers managed to make it to the theatre
               or not, a cursory glance through any contemporary dossier de presse shows that their reviews are much more likely to be based on each other than on any original critical insight. Even beyond
               the very many instances of troping or downright plagiarism, the nineteenth-century opera review is much more constrained by
               generic and stylistic conventions than the novel ever was. The scholar of literature, sensitive to those conventions and also
               to the arbitrariness of the musical object as represented in the novel, may wonder about the usefulness of pursuing identifiable
               musical details through essentially literary constructs. But opera was a prominent feature of the nineteenth-century forma mentis to which, surely, it is incumbent upon the present-day reader to attend. And if the rendering of operatic storyline, decor, costume and gesture provided great writers with plenty of material to manipulate in
               the service of novelistic plot, dialogue, characterisation and so on, it also seemed to compel them to make genuine attempts
               to communicate their understanding of the mysteriously unpredictable affect of dramatic music. In restaging famous works for
               their own ends, they were under pressure from an imperative of verisimilitude that governed not only details of what was being
               represented on stage, through which they could appeal directly to their readers’ social habits, but, even more, representations
               of the enigmatic act of audience apprehension. The colourful accounts of making sense of opera they invented on behalf of
               their characters were just as valid, avowedly or not, for themselves.
            

            From either perspective, in fact, the question of how, as well as what, the nineteenth-century opera-goer heard would seem essential to our aesthetic and social-historical understanding of musical experience on the one hand, and of the
               representation of a uniquely rich social topic on the other: whether the hearer was ideal, professional, inattentive even
               – or fictional.
            

         

      

   
      
            1 Balzac, Meyerbeer and science

            In the field of opera, Paris was more obviously and more celebratedly the capital of the nineteenth century than in any other
               respect: the developments there between about 1820 and about 1920 are some of the most important in the entire history of
               the genre. A vigorous critical industry grew up around these developments, including the establishment of the first serious
               music periodicals and, arguably, of the professionalised discipline of music criticism itself. At the same time, the burgeoning
               new tradition of urban, industrial-revolution literature was reflecting more and more, and with fresh interpretative intensity,
               what had become an important part of the society novel: the social event par excellence, the soirée à l'Opéra. From the mid 1830s onwards, this literature often appeared initially in serialised form, in the feuilleton sections of a range of newspapers and in periodical publications, and often side by side not only with the real society columns
               whose dramatis personae, institutions and events it fictionalised, but also with genuine reviews of performances of current
               musical-theatrical works.
            

            Thus a dense and sometimes confusing web of textual interpretation of musical events, incorporating a variety of professional
               concerns, degrees of competence and philosophical-aesthetic positions, began to support, and become enmeshed with, a new practice
               of repertory opera production whose warhorses remained in action in some cases for decades. The intended readership of all these
               forms of discourse about opera, as well as the audience of the works in question, was more or less the same. As if to tangle
               the threads still further, the composers of the operas themselves sometimes had to take jobs as reviewers to make ends meet
               (most famously, Berlioz),1 just as the most musically educated of the professional critics occasionally fancied themselves as composers (Fétis, Castil-Blaze).2 And Stendhal heads a surprisingly long list of novelists, canonic and obscure alike, who also wrote opera criticism on a professional
               basis (Nerval, Gautier, Janin and Willy, among others).3

            The case of Balzac is especially interesting: a successful novelist who at one time worked essentially as a paid promoter of opera. Schlesinger, a publisher whose portfolio by the mid 1830s included the rights to a number of major stage works as well as
               the principal Parisian music journal, La Revue et Gazette Musicale de Paris, commissioned from him a contribution to what was to be essentially a rather creative advertising strategy: the embedding
               within fiction of commentary on a relatively recent opera, just then being brought out in a second edition.4 The opera in question was Giacomo Meyerbeer's Robert le diable, the novel Gambara, and the basic aim twofold: to engage and increase the readership of the journal through serialised fiction, as was becoming
               popular across the newspaper and periodical industry at that time, and to reinvigorate public interest in the opera (and hence
               sales of extracts from it).5

            It is not clear exactly how successful the strategy proved to be. Certainly Robert was lucrative, and certainly the collection of stories resulting from Schlesinger's initiative included examples by some
               famous artists (or soon-to-be-famous: Berlioz and Wagner were contributors, alongside Janin and others, now less well known). But before very long Schlesinger was in financial difficulty and obliged to sell his
               publishing business, including the Revue et Gazette Musicale.6 And in any case, it is debatable how good a job Balzac did for his employer, and how committed he was to the product he was
               helping to sell: it is frequently noted that the assessment of Meyerbeer's music in Gambara is ambiguous at best.7 Either way, while description of operatic works would continue to feature in novels and shorter fiction throughout the century
               and beyond, in its combination of a special sort of inspiration, considerable scale and close attention to musical detail,
               that in Gambara remained almost unique. The reasons are easy to see: on the one hand, the manic, Hoffmannesque creativity it portrays belongs
               to a very specific period of Romantic aesthetics; and, on the other, the question of competence, both critical and technical, continued to be a difficult one to answer for even the most musical of writers and the most literary
               of musicians.8

            With respect to the former, Balzac's conflict of interest regarding Robert le diable is not the only obstacle. He has stock favourites, which he uses again and again in La Comédie humaine, some of which have caused furrowed brows among commentators.9 The way he repeatedly borrows from one in particular (Rossini's Guillaume Tell) will be examined in more detail in the following chapter. In that case the large number of references arguably does no more
               than reflect the penetration of the work into the culture of the time; the same could be said of his reliance on Cimarosa's Il matrimonio segreto (especially ‘Cara non dubitar’ and ‘Pria che spunti in ciel l'auror’),10 often on the lips of Balzac's characters mainly because it was then among the most popular with Parisian aficionados of Italian
               opera. In other cases Balzac's enthusiasms have seemed to demand more critical unpicking. Frequently mentioned (because Balzac
               himself mentions it frequently) is Rossini's Mosè in Egitto (especially ‘Mi manca la voce’ and ‘Dal tuo stellato soglio’),11 which, although celebrated in the first half of the nineteenth century, at times hardly seems capable of all the narrative
               work Balzac seems to want it to perform. In L'Envers de l'histoire contemporaine and La Duchesse de Langeais the latter, a prayer, accompanies plausibly solemn moments, but in Massimilla Doni the extended commentary on the opera as a whole appears exaggerated (a performance of the opera is interpreted by an Italian
               audience as a call to liberty and unification, a kind of ‘Va, pensiero’ avant la lettre), even in the mouth of the patriotic Duchess.12 On the other hand, Salieri's Les Danaïdes, which makes an appearance in Illusions perdues, is according to Francis Claudon one of very few references in the Comédie humaine prompted not by a desire to represent current fashion, or in accordance with some more or less personal interpretative system,
               but by the simple fact that Balzac liked it.13

            These and other divergences from modern critical opinion have been interrogated by more recent commentators, sometimes in
               an apparent effort to excuse, or even correct, Balzac's taste. Jean-Pierre Barricelli, for example, is troubled by Balzac's praise
               of composers today considered very minor, such as David and Hérold; François Sabatier attempts to put Balzac right in the matter of those aspects of Robert le diable, now long absent from the stage, he praises through the mouth of Gambara.14 Generally, Balzac's judgement in the area of music is often contrasted with his opinions on painting and fine art in general:
               alongside the dozens of composers mentioned in the Comédie humaine figure scarcely fewer painters, sculptors, engravers and so on, and with them he seems to feel that he is on safer ground
               – this is a feeling relievedly shared by some critics.15

            There are obvious problems with trying to diagnose the condition of Balzac's ear for music with reference to an absolute notion
               of the quality of the works he chooses, but his evocations of the prominent place of music in his culture, and of its emotive
               and communicative power, are so compelling and so numerous that it is nevertheless worth asking what music made Balzac himself
               feel, and what it communicated to him – in short, how he heard it. This is typically glossed as a question of Balzac's musical training, his technical knowledge,
               and is usually answered with the author's own protestations that he had none, at least until writing Massimilla Doni and Gambara. He sought help, as is well known, from one Jacques (i.e. Jakob) Strunz, a musician and aspiring composer, whom he engaged
               to teach him the seductive but elusive language of music theory. As he put it in the dedication of Massimilla Doni:
               
                  
                     Mon cher Strunz, il y aurait de l'ingratitude à ne pas attacher votre nom à l'une des deux œuvres que je n'aurais pu faire
                        sans votre patiente complaisance et vos bons soins. Trouvez donc ici un témoignage de ma reconnaissante amitié, pour le courage
                        avec lequel vous avez essayé, peut-être sans succès, de m'initier aux profondeurs de la science musicale.16

                     [My dear Strunz, it would have been ungrateful of me not to attach your name to one of the two works that I would not have
                        been able to accomplish without your patient indulgence and your kind diligence. Please find in this, then, testimony of my appreciative friendship, for the courage with which you tried, perhaps without
                        success, to initiate me into the depths of musical science.]
                     

                  

               

            

            Strunz's lack of success has been the object of a number of commentaries that point to the inconsistencies in Balzac's use
               of that language, or the liberties he takes with it, mirroring his uneven use of the standard operatic repertoire of the time.
            

            Strunz is present in other ways in the Comédie humaine: he was Balzac's model for the character of Schmucke, colleague and friend of the eponymous composer in Le Cousin Pons.17 And so too, intriguingly, is the issue of musical competence: Pons himself, although a winner of the Prix de Rome some forty
               years before the opening of the novel, is described as being weak in harmony, and as not having studied counterpoint or orchestration,
               an apparent contradiction that has alarmed some commentators.18 In reality the rapidly changing musical environment was a recurring critical theme in the 1830s and 1840s, one on which Balzac
               was as qualified as anyone to report. The summary of Pons’s deficiencies by the standards of 1847 (when the novel was first
               published) is a way of representing nostalgia for a less complicated musical style (frequently voiced at the time); in particular,
               the sense that those complications have been introduced at the expense of clarity of expression and, above all, melody. It
               also points to the fact that the areas in which the old composer is found wanting are now necessary categories for critical
               judgement (and, indirectly, to the received ideas about national musical characteristics that had informed Parisian music
               criticism for a generation, and would continue to do so for most of the century: the new qualities are implicitly German).
               All in all, the period was one of unprecedented uncertainty as far as operatic judgement was concerned.
            

            The new aesthetic agenda set by grand opéra seemed largely to blame for the crisis, and the awe-inspiring new works of Meyerbeer in particular. When it was first performed,
               Robert le diable caused as much difficulty for the regular music critics as it would for Balzac a few years later. In fact, to understand Balzac's approach to Robert and the other music in Gambara, it is not enough to rely on the ideas of composition as transport and music as enchantment to which Balzac, explicitly evoking
               Hoffmann and implicitly German Romanticism generally, was apt to refer. In the novel he can also be shown to be processing
               contemporary critical responses at a variety of levels. So before settling down to enjoy this first, rather anomalous, soirée à l'Opéra, we need to consider Meyerbeer, not only as a key (but often neglected) figure in the history of nineteenth-century opera,
               but also as the composer around whom formed some important modes of criticism in the July Monarchy and Second Empire. More
               than any other composer, Meyerbeer seemed to mine the ‘profondeurs de la science musicale’ – a subject in which his reviewers
               were not by any means always confident, as a brief survey of the press reception of his operas will amply show.
            

            In November 1831, for example, dazzled by Robert le diable, the music critic of the Garde National could only protest his helplessness:
               
                  
                     Nous n'osons la juger à une première audition ; mais rien encore ne nous avait à ce point étourdis d'admiration et de sensations
                        inconnues.19

                     [We dare not pass judgement on a first hearing, but nothing ever made our heads so spin with admiration and unfamiliar sensations.]

                  

               

            

            Other writers followed suit, admitting they expected to be in a position to pronounce on the work only after having heard
               it six or seven times. Some, including the critic of the Gazette de France, thought it a shame they were obliged to be so hasty:
               
                  
                     On a donné hier Robert, il faut en parler aujourd'hui, en parler de façon à ne pas déplaire. Il n'y a préoccupation de cœur, de corps ou d'esprit
                        qui tienne. Le feuilleton est comme une diligence, il est obligé de partir, et plus malheureux encore, il faut qu'il soit
                        rempli.20

                     [Robert was performed yesterday, so I have to talk about it today; talk about it in an agreeable way. Other concerns, whether of
                        the heart, body or mind, are immaterial. A weekly column is like a stagecoach: it has to leave, and, even worse, it has to
                        be full.]
                     

                  

               

            
That they were lost for words is perhaps understandable: the premiere had been eagerly awaited for several years, and, when
               it finally arrived, lasted more than five hours and included a demonic chorus, a sleeping-beauty episode and a ballet of debauched
               nuns risen from the dead. The audience was overwhelmed: a bold new musical era had been inaugurated. While Robert le diable drew on the same fund of opéra comique elements discernible in La Muette de Portici,21 it had more of the breadth and scale of Guillaume Tell. Yet in its final version it was emphatically not an opéra comique, nor – just as obviously – anything that might have been composed by Rossini, whether in his Opéra or Théâtre-Italien styles.22 Commentators would need a while to get used to this newfangled kind of opera – and luckily for them Meyerbeer was a composer
               who liked to take his time over productions.
            

            As is well known, Robert's success was enhanced by the Opéra's entrepreneurial new manager, Dr Louis-Desiré Véron, who had a talent for generating audience anticipation.23 So complete was his mastery of publicity that even a closure for renovation during May 1831 was a matter of intense speculation,
               and when the house did reopen the following month, audiences flocked in on account of the decor alone.24 Receipts were bolstered in this way until Meyerbeer's reign at the Opéra could begin; Robert le diable had a worthy setting, and Véron a striking initial success. Subsequently, Meyerbeer adopted a similarly publicity-conscious
               approach, cultivating journalists and fostering rumours about forthcoming productions until each was at last ready to be put
               on.25 Le Prophète, in particular, had for many years been the most famous work-in-progress of the age even before preparations for the production
               were interrupted by the 1848 uprising; L'Africaine, produced posthumously in 1865, excited almost unbearable expectancy as Fétis laboured slowly to bring it to birth.26

            Yet however eagerly they were anticipated, and whichever of their surprises had been given away to an avid public by investigative
               journalists or by Meyerbeer himself, the operas when they arrived never ceased to amaze: Les Huguenots in 1836 was greeted with the same speechlessness as Robert le diable,27 and by the first performances of Le Prophète, almost two decades after the composer's grand opéra debut, a Gallic shrug at the hopelessness of the task had become conventional among critics at the Opéra.
               
                  
                     Avez-vous entendu Le Prophète? Eh bien ! Qu'en pensez-vous ? Mille belles choses ? Mais comment vous les dire ? Elles sont encore trop confuses dans notre
                        esprit pour qu'il soit possible de les exprimer : si jamais il fût vrai d'affirmer que la musique ne se juge pas sur une seule
                        audition, c'est surtout lorsqu'on a vu passer rapidement tant de beautés inconnues, chacune réclamant à son tour l'admiration
                        et chassant l’émotion précédente que l'on était occupé à recueillir, pour lui en substituer une nouvelle ; c'est alors qu'il
                        faut avouer que l'analyse consciencieuse est impossible, parce que l'esprit n'a pas eu le temps de réunir les éléments nécessaires.28

                     [Have you heard Le Prophète? Well, what do you think? Lots of good things? But how can I express them to you? They are still too mixed up in my mind
                        to come out properly: if ever it were true that music cannot be judged on a single hearing, it would surely be in this case,
                        after having seen so many strange beauties pass by in such haste, each eliciting admiration in its turn and banishing the
                        previous emotion, before it had been fully grasped, only to replace it with another. At times like this it has to be admitted
                        that conscientious analysis is impossible, because the mind has not had time to bring together the necessary materials.]
                     

                  

               

            

            This was the familiar line from Robert le diable to L'Africaine: Meyerbeer's brand of grand opéra is wonderful; but it's too much, we can't take it in.
            

            Describing the indescribable

            
               Balzac's hesitance, in this context, seems entirely comprehensible: he had no musical training. But neither, it seems, had
                  any of the writers so far quoted. The practice of professional music criticism had hardly begun, after all: Fétis had established the Revue Musicale, the first French music periodical of any significance, only in 1827; Schlesinger's Gazette Musicale followed in 1834 and absorbed its rival the following year.29 Before that, a handful of more or less specialist titles had at one time or another emerged from the jungle of Parisian journalism,
                  only to fall back after a few unsuccessful months or years. Fétis's own abortive Journal de Musique (1804) heads a brief list that includes the Correspondance des Amateurs Musiciens of Citizen Cocatrix (1802–05), the Tablettes de Polymnie published by Alexis de Garaudé and Giuseppa Maria Cambini between 1810 and 1811, and Romagnesi's L'Abeille Musicale from January 1828.30

               On the other hand were the much more established non-specialists, who wrote about opera as an extension of their normal duties
                  as theatre critics, and whose chief forerunner was Julien-Louis Geoffroy of the Journal des Débats. During the Empire, Geoffroy perfected a brand of commentary on music so little troubled by its lack of expertise as to have
                  been seen as an actively malign influence on later writers.31 Although Geoffroy, and columnists like him, are now being given a second hearing,32 there is no denying that they came at opera from an unashamedly literary background, and viewed librettos as plays that happened
                  to have been set to music – which helps explain why, in French opera criticism for decades afterwards, hardly a single work
                  is found satisfactory.33 (The means by which this dismissiveness survived so far into the nineteenth century – that is, into an age that was less
                  sure of the aesthetic pre-eminence of literature and, as the expressions of bewilderment quoted above suggest, in which incomprehension
                  was becoming a critical trope – will be explored further in Chapter 3.) Even in the 1820s there were exceptions to the rule – most conspicuous, Castil-Blaze, who succeeded Geoffroy at the Journal des Débats, and who was the first trained musician to hold a permanent post at any established Parisian journal. Generally, however,
                  not only was musical competence unusual, but there are grounds for asking whether it was even thought desirable.
               

               How did rank-and-file critics, let alone bona fide novelists, overcome the difficulty posed by the new sort of Meyerbeerian
                  grand opéra? Although the situation changed gradually as Meyerbeer's career progressed, even by the time he died the majority of his reviewers were still dilettantes who, faced with those pressing
                  deadlines, managed to jot down a few ideas on only the most accessible aspects of the new operas. The sumptuous mise en scène, naturally, was almost always praised, and the libretto reviled in a manner proper to literati. It was usually found that
                  the singers had acquitted themselves well, and that the orchestra was, it went without saying, the best in the world.34 Otherwise, by far the most common of those rare observations about the music risked by the critics concerned orchestration,
                  which does seem at times so striking that it might have been conceived expressly to give them something to talk about. Salient
                  examples include, from Robert le diable, the nuns’ dance to the tune of unexpectedly jaunty bassoons; from Les Huguenots, Raoul's Act 1 Romance, ‘Plus blanche que la blanche hermine’, accompanied only by a viola d'amore; and the opening of Le Prophète, where clarinets divided between the orchestra and the wings echo each other across the footlights.
               

               Also found noteworthy, but for slightly different reasons, was the march and coronation scene in Act 4 of Le Prophète, in which on-stage brass band, children's choir and two organs supplement an orchestral tutti of already majestic proportions. The quantitative aspect of grand opéra (the sheer numbers of singers and instruments involved, at an all-time high in this particular scene) was obviously a potential
                  object of commentary by even the least expert opera-goer, and, to be sure, one theme running consistently through contemporary
                  criticism of Meyerbeer's works – and others – is that each is defined as louder than the one before. Even when the idea of
                  progress is expressed qualitatively, there is the same feeling of adding to a common fund of knowledge, the sense that each
                  new instrumental combination is a landmark along the way, not an end in itself. Remarks like this, from Le National, were common:
                  
                     
                        Malgré les riches effets d'instruments à vent, découverts dans ces derniers temps par Beethoven, Weber et Rossini, Meyerbeer
                           a fait encore une ample moisson dans ce champ où il semblait n'y avoir plus à glaner.35
[In spite of the rich wind effects discovered in recent times by Beethoven, Weber and Rossini, Meyerbeer has still managed
                           to harvest a good crop from a field where there seemed nothing left to glean.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Thus when Marcel's celestial vision in the penultimate scene of Les Huguenots suddenly called into being a host of angelic harps (thus establishing harps as the accompaniment de rigueur for religious ecstasy in Meyerbeerian grand opéra – there is another instance in Act 5 of Le Prophète, when Fidès sings ‘Comme un éclair précipité dans son âme’), it was notable also because there were fully eight of them.
                  Progress had been made, orchestration had moved forward, and even an untrained ear could hear it. Castil-Blaze's somewhat
                  wry observation that Meyerbeer was always attempting some new operatic coup, and that to do so he would arm himself with all
                  the artillery the orchestra could offer – aside from introducing the military metaphors that would be used to evoke Meyerbeer's
                  orchestration for the next thirty years – neatly appeals to both quantitative and qualitative measures.36

               For all his occasional disdain, Castil-Blaze was as enthusiastic as anyone, for instance about the new valved trumpets used in Robert le diable. And though elsewhere rather reserved, as befitted his exalted official positions, Fétis expressed his enthusiasm for the bass clarinet – in Les Huguenots and especially Le Prophète – in extravagant language:
                  
                     
                        Comme les sons de cet instrument que Sax a si ingénieusement perfectionné, et dont M. Dupré, l'habile artiste de l'Opéra,
                           joue d'une façon si remarquable, colorent délicieusement l'orchestre et répandent je ne sais quel charme poétique !37

                        [How the sounds of this instrument – so ingeniously perfected by Sax and so remarkably played by Mr Dupré, the skilled artiste
                           of the Opéra – deliciously colour the orchestra and diffuse a charmingly poetic je ne sais quoi!]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Reviewing the ensemble of Meyerbeer criticism, it emerges that a predisposition to be seduced by flashy combinations of instruments,
                  and overcome by large numbers of them, is shared by professionals and dilettantes alike. Balzac had it too – although it manifested itself in particular ways, as we shall see later on.
               

               More surprising, perhaps, is that it is also eminently the case with Berlioz, often held up as the most enlightened listener
                  to grand opéra, and whose journalism, though generally no more insightful (or witty) than that of many of his contemporaries, has been taken
                  as exemplary.38 On the other hand, those critics whose theoretical knowledge rivalled Berlioz's own have, until relatively recently, been
                  undeservedly overshadowed. Comparing Berlioz to Castil-Blaze, Mark Everist reminds us that the latter had already, in the
                  1820s, pioneered a consistent, informed and highly technical style that Berlioz, his successor at the Journal des Débats, did not always match, for all his superior musicianship.39 (The rediscovery of Berlioz's music in the twentieth century influenced assessment of his critical discernment: the odd ironic
                  remark about grand opéra, especially, has been taken to express a prescient antipathy towards the genre, when in fact most contemporary critics were
                  wont to avail themselves of the same lofty tone.) His opinions are not aloof from those of his colleagues – far from it –
                  and he was as taken with the instrumental trappings of Meyerbeer's works as anybody, singling out, among favourite moments,
                  the imitation organ of the wind instruments at the beginning of Les Huguenots and the cornet played beneath the stage in Le Prophète.40 Like them, finally, Berlioz did not mind implying that it was difficult to give a full appreciation of Meyerbeer's work on
                  a single hearing; nor, in his review of Les Huguenots, did he mind admitting that he found more to talk about as the opera became more familiar: ‘tous les jours, de nouvelles
                  beautés apparaissent, qui étaient passées inaperçues jusque là’.41

               Conversely, however, the example of Berlioz does suggest that the tendency to talk about instrumentation cannot be accounted
                  for solely in terms of musical competence. If many of his remarks are to do with scoring, the reason is surely not because he noticed
                  nothing else about the operas. Certainly there was plenty to praise, as the homage of composers now more in favour attests:
                  Verdi, for example, loved the coronation march in Le Prophète not for its organs and children's choir but for the intensely dramatic scene between Jean and Fidès, and apparently drew from it inspiration
                  for another moment of filial treachery, in Act 3 of his Don Carlos.42 What the admissions of ignorance repeated by Berlioz's colleagues obscure, it turns out, is that orchestration was the object
                  of genuine critical interest. Berlioz's comment about the discovery of new beauties of instrumentation in Les Huguenots, indeed, might equally well have been intended as a much more general description of the ongoing research project that orchestration
                  was for that culture: a science becoming more sophisticated by the day, and one to which Berlioz's own Grand traité d'instrumentation et d'orchestration modernes subsequently became central.43 Cited more often in the Grand traité than any other composer except Gluck, Beethoven, and – naturally – Berlioz himself, Meyerbeer's position at the cutting edge of instrumentation technology is never
                  in doubt.
               

            

            Mechanical specifications

            
               In a revealing chapter towards the end of the Grand traité, Berlioz welcomes some recent newcomers to the orchestra, and contemplates their future careers. He did not always get it
                  right – the octo-bass, for one, seems never to have realised its potential44 – but his pioneering spirit must have been inspiring to mid-nineteenth century readers: some day, he predicts, all orchestras
                  will be built this way. His instinct certainly did not fail him in the case of Adolphe Sax, whose improved bass clarinet so enraptured Fétis, and for all of whose instruments Berlioz is an enthusiastic
                  publicist.
                  
                     
                        L'auteur de cet ouvrage n'est point obligé, sans doute, de mentionner la multitude d'essais de toute espèce, que font journellement
                           les fabricants d'instruments de musique, leurs prétendues inventions plus ou moins malheureuses, ni de faire connaître les
                           individus inutiles qu'ils veulent introduire dans le peuple des instruments. Mais il doit signaler et recommander à l'attention
                           des compositeurs les belles découvertes que d'ingénieux artistes ont faites, surtout quand l'excellence du résultat de ces
                           découvertes a été généralement reconnue, et quand leur application est déjà un fait accompli dans la pratique musicale d'une partie de l'Europe. Ces producteurs sont au reste peu nombreux,
                           et MM Adolphe Sax et Alexandre se présentent à leur tête.45

                        [The author of this work is clearly under no obligation to mention the multitude of experiments of all kinds conducted on
                           a daily basis by musical instrument makers, their so-called inventions all more or less ill-fated, nor need he introduce to
                           the reader the useless individuals they would like to bring into the family of instruments. But he should point out, and recommend
                           to the attention of composers, the wonderful discoveries made by truly ingenious craftsmen, all the more so when the results
                           of such discoveries have been generally recognised as excellent, and when their practical application is already a fait accompli
                           across Europe. In any case, these manufacturers are few and far between, and Messrs Adolphe Sax and Alexandre are at the top
                           of the list.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Inevitably, he chooses the lugubrious opening of the Act 5 trio of Les Huguenots (‘Savez-vous qu'en joignant vos mains dans ces ténèbres’) to illustrate the capabilities of the bass clarinet, but he is
                  short of characteristic excerpts for the other instruments.46 The section on saxophones, for example, is much less the distilling of musical inspiration we absorb from the earlier part
                  of the book, where Berlioz converts the ether of cherished music into principles of orchestration; it is more a set of instructions
                  for sounds of the future.47 Accordingly, Berlioz includes an exhaustive set of specifications: ranges, transpositions and chromatic capabilities of sopranino,
                  soprano, alto, tenor, baritone and bass saxophones – with a stop press to say that a contrabass version is in production.
                  And so on, for saxhorns, saxotrombas and saxtubas – to such a minutely detailed extent that, on the page at least, technical
                  capacity obscures musical identity. At this point in the 1843 Grand traité, orchestration is a blueprint rather than an aesthetic.
               

               Striking though it is, Berlioz's patronage of Sax is easily surpassed by Meyerbeer's own: that march in Act 4 of Le Prophète is the best illustration, making use of as many as eighteen saxhorns. By the time of the premiere in 1849, it seems that Sax's new models were out of the laboratory and very much in
                  practical use. At least they were in Paris: in line with standard practice, a page inserted into the Brandus-Troupenas full score explains how other theatres, not quite
                  up to speed with military band developments, can make the best of their unfortunate situation:
                  
                     
                        Nota.

                        Les théâtres qui ne posséderaient pas les instruments de SAX remplaceraient pour la marche suivante [. . .]

                        Dans les théâtres où l'on ne pourrait pas avoir un corps de musique sur la scène de 22 instruments, on pourrait supprimer
                           [. . .]
                        

                        On pourrait même, dans les villes où le corps de musique militaire ne pourrait fournir que onze instruments, mettre [. . .].48

                        [NB

                        Theatres not possessing SAX's instruments might make these substitutions in the following march: [. . .]

                        In theatres where there is not enough room for 22 on-stage musicians, one could make the following cuts: [. . .]

                        One might even, in towns where the wind band could supply only eleven instruments, make do with: [. . .].]

                     

                  

               

               From these lavish stipulations, and from the extremely lengthy description of the procession in the livret de mise en scène for the opera, it is easy to imagine what a colossal effect it must have produced – the substantial increase in volume as
                  awesome, perhaps, as the modernity of the instrumentation.49 But Sax's contribution did not end there: the livret de mise en scène specifies that the saxhorns were to be clearly visible on stage during the procession, hence to some extent they figured
                  as props too.50 This coincidence of mise en scène and instrumentation could be observed in other areas of Meyerbeer productions. One prominent example was the organ at the
                  beginning of the final act of Robert, which was strongly identified by critics with the physical space it connoted. While some were offended by the close association
                  with worship,51 the Revue de Paris implicitly congratulated Meyerbeer on the mutually suggestive effect of the set and the accompanying instrumentation: ‘l'orgue,
                  cette invention anonyme comme l'architecture gothique, de laquelle il participe en quelque sorte par ses dimensions gigantesques’.52 Naturally, as with most opera, representative gestures in Robert do not all proceed from the text alone, and at numerous moments in it and Meyerbeer's other works plausible scoring blurs
                  the line between abstract and, as it were, concrete music: the ‘fife and drum’ accompaniment to Marcel's ‘chanson huguenote’
                  in the first act of Les Huguenots marks an obvious instance, when the orchestration becomes the soundscape his words evoke. Even more familiar to opera-goers
                  would have been the idea of a chorus number in the form of a scene where a group of singers is actually represented on stage:
                  the monks in Act 5 of Robert, for example, or the coronation choirs in Le Prophète. There is nothing remarkable, of course, in building lyric drama around situations where there is singing.
               

               Making a visual feature of the instruments, however, as happens in the latter scene, is quite different. Especially given
                  their ostentatious novelty, their presence on stage warrants a moment's consideration. Substantial archival work on the livrets de mise en scène,53 and on the iconography of ninteenth-century musical life in Paris generally,54 has given a better appreciation of grand opéra's impressive physical attributes. Instrumental resources, however, have not generally been thought of as such. Those resources
                  nonetheless figured in the imagination of Opéra habitués in more ways than can be accounted for by their sounds alone. What the new instruments looked like, their connotations of
                  complexity – even of alien, magical power – became an element in the reception of the operas that made use of them. Witness
                  this bizarre image from an article comparing Le Prophète with its predecessor, Les Huguenots: its author demonstrates nicely, with this fleeting absurdity, how entangled are memorable orchestration, mechanical aura
                  and analysis by salient moments – but also how enduring these ways of apprehending operas could be, given that the two works
                  were first performed more than a decade apart.
                  
                     
                        C'est d'une clarinette basse que Charles IX avait armé son bras paternel, pour tirer sur les hérétiques du haut du balcon
                           du Louvre.55
[It was a bass clarinet that the good King Charles IX had taken up in order to fire on the heretics from the height of the
                           Louvre balcony.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               The resemblance of bass clarinet and blunderbuss is only partly the point; equally in play is the kind of fascination with
                  fixtures that ensured, for example, that in reports on Halévy's La Juive, the greatest asset of the production was often seen to be the armour, faithfully copied from fifteenth-century sources by
                  Paul Lormier.56 The fact that in this case the instrument would not necessarily have been seen by the audience merely shows what a strong visual impression its excitingly intricate mechanism
                  left in the mind of the critic: there is a kind of science fiction about the imagery, drawing in ideas not only of the new
                  and mysterious effects created, but also of their plausible, explicable basis in the physical. And, as with gadgets in science
                  fiction, that physical has a moral dimension, reflecting, as it seems to do in this image, the decontextualised extremes of
                  human actions. Nowhere, indeed, is the familiar historicity of grand opéra more challengingly juxtaposed with this new enthusiasm for modern technology than in the image of the St Bartholomew's Day massacre carried out with the help of a bass clarinet. On the other hand, as we have already seen, instruments
                  are likened to weapons elsewhere in reviews of Meyerbeer's operas; in fact, phrases like ‘cet arsenal d'instruments’ (Le Prophète) and ‘l'artillerie qui décide les batailles et gagne les victoires’ (L'Africaine) are surprisingly common.57 The use of Sax's instruments in military bands might be one reason for the easy association of orchestra and ordnance; also
                  perhaps that these works conquer their audiences, and that they owe a large part of their power to special forces deployed in the pit.
               

               In the most general terms it emerges that across Meyerbeer's œuvre, critical interest in laying bare connections between theatrical
                  experience and technical production increases markedly. It may be that the premium on mise en scène escapism, frequently a key element in commentaries on the rise and fall of grand opéra, can be over-valued; as the century wore on, the audience may have been buying into craftsmanship rather than illusion. Certainly there had always been interest in how effects on stage were achieved, and,
                  perhaps surprisingly, the occasional instance of illusion being rudely shattered was relished – accidents in particular. Bertram's
                  exit to hell at the end of Robert le diable is a famous one: on the opening night, Nicholas Levasseur (playing the satanic father) was duly swallowed by the trapdoor, but owing to a technical hitch so was
                  his son Robert (Adolphe Nourrit). Consternation and mystification followed in equal measure, the plot rendered utterly incoherent at a stroke.58 The perfidious ‘trappe anglaise’ at the centre of all the excitement was much discussed in reviews. A similar enthusiasm
                  arose around the replicas that became the ne plus ultra of stage design: the Swedish ambassador reported his delight at being momentarily transported back to Stockholm by the sight
                  of the antechamber in the royal palace as meticulously represented in Gustave III,59 and Robert boasted an apparently accurate model of the ruined sixteenth-century cloister at Montfort-l'Amaury.60

               Each of these attractions seems to have been admired in performance, and then brought back to life in an animated critical
                  reception that invests equally in their capacity for illusion and their technical complexity. The trick is no less interesting
                  once the audience knows how it is done. Effects that were invisible but audible were enjoyed in the same way, which again
                  testifies to the new interest in orchestration – not just in fresh sounds for their own sake, but more precisely in the means
                  of their production. The demonic chorus in Act 3 of Robert, performed back-stage by members of the chorus singing into paper cones, attracted numerous appreciations on account of its
                  convincingly supernatural qualities; equally widespread, though, were the more or less detailed reports of how ingeniously
                  the booming effect had been achieved.61

               Explaining how the orchestra works, then, which for some critics had the advantage of making them sound knowledgeable, is
                  also a category in this general suspension of disbelief, merging in interesting ways with other, more obviously concrete attractions
                  of a production. Moreover, as the case of Sax demonstrates, instruments in opera were no longer hidden in the orchestra but sometimes paraded – in the military as much as the carnival sense – across the stage,
                  to be inspected and admired. Neither were they abstract entities in criticism, but physical objects, sophisticated machines
                  operated by identifiable musicians (‘M. Dupré, l'habile artiste de l'Opéra’), desirable items (‘les théâtres qui ne posséderaient
                  pas les instruments’) with real saleable value. In this reading, orchestration seems eminently material. Yet to argue that
                  market forces are, at any critical level, the only – or even the best – way to understand the value-system of Meyerbeerian
                  grand opéra no longer seems satisfactory.
               

               There is of course a long critical tradition, sustained most famously by Wagner and his epigones, of accusing Meyerbeer of
                  having sold out: the charges range from the aesthetically purist (Wagner's well-known condemnation of ‘effects without causes’)
                  to the frankly anti-Semitic.62 And even while keeping a safe distance from this sort of denigration, the presence in grand opéra production of the language and practices of commerce (in the shape of the publicity and public relations already discussed,
                  and, generally, in the element of capitalist management that begins with Véron) looms so large that William Crosten's assessment
                  of the genre as above all an economic phenomenon – whoever foots the bill – remains persuasive.63 At the very least, his approach uncovers some of the less obviously Romantic tendencies in the aesthetics of Romanticism
                  in post-1830 Paris.64

               This emphasis on how things are built, however, this fascination with the structures propping up opera production (in every
                  sense), is not a symptom of any familiar bourgeois materialism. It is much less cynical; it is, on the contrary, almost utopian.
                  Its concerns seem to derive less from economics and much more from the same enthusiasm for science and technology that fostered
                  – and was in turn invigorated by – the Expositions Universelles in 1855 and 1867.65 If, with this in mind, the score of Le Prophète may also be read as a brochure for Sax, the close relation of theatrical effect to mechanical artifice is even more explicit
                  in the livret de mise en scène. Much the most innovative visual feature of the production was the scene in Act 3 in which roller skates were used to suggest peasants skating over the ice into the distance:
                  
                     
                        Chœur des Patineurs.

                        Nota. –Pour la perspective, faites traverser des enfants de a à b. Des jeunes gens d'une moyenne taille de c à d, et de e à f, puis en dernier lieu de grandes personnes de g à h, qui entrent en scène par la droite i. –Les patins à roulettes sont de l'invention de M. Legrand, 8, rue des Jardins, à Chaillot. –Messieurs et Mesdames des chœurs
                           aux ailes cour et jardin.66

                        [Skaters’ Chorus.

                        NB. For the sake of perspective, have children cross from A to B, youths (medium height) from C to D and E to F, then lastly
                           tall people from G to H; these to enter from the right at I. The roller skates are the invention of Monsieur Legrand, of 8,
                           rue des Jardins, Chaillot. Ladies and gentlemen of the chorus at the sides, stage-left and stage-right.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Compared to the no doubt transfixing visual effect of the scene, the detail seems prosaic – but it does further suggest, with
                  its seamlessly interpolated credit to Monsieur Legrand, how closely bound up with one another are artistic illusion and a
                  fascination with mechanical innovation. The Gazette de France provides some helpful context:
                  
                     
                        Il y a une vingtaine d'années, un inventeur fabriqua des patins à roulettes au moyen desquels on pouvait se livrer en toute
                           saison à l'exercice du patinage sur un parquet. Cette invention figura même à une des expositions de l'industrie. [. . .]
                           L'Opéra le remettra peut-être à la mode.67

                        [About twenty years ago, an inventor made skates with rollers, by which means one could enjoy the exercise of skating, at
                           any time of year, on a parquet. This invention was even exhibited at one of the industrial expositions. [. . .] Perhaps the
                           Opéra will bring it back into fashion.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               In the case of Le Prophète – as with other grands opéras, and quite to the contrary of what Wagner claimed – effects are scrupulously linked to causes. All the more so in this particular
                  opera, for, in addition to serving as a record of the work for theatre use, the livret de mise en scène was made available to an inquisitive public through its publication in the Revue et Gazette des Théâtres. Its author, however, is sometimes unable to decide on a rhetorical position. While giving an account of the scenic element, he has to reconcile two considerations:
                  conveying in evocative prose what happened and explaining how it was done. This is naturally the case in all such documents,
                  but Le Prophète is an especially clear example of the descriptive tension between the magnificence and the machinery of the stage. Individual
                  technicians, either in the text or in business-like footnotes, take full credit for their artistry, just as composer and librettist
                  do:
                  
                     
                        Le soleil paraît dans toute sa splendeur et plane sur la ville [. . .]

                        Nota. À l'Opéra, le lever du soleil s'exécute au moyen de l'appareil électrique de M. Lormier, 13, rue du Delta projetée,
                           à Paris.68

                        [The sun appears in all its splendour and glides over the town [. . .]

                        NB at the Opéra, the sunrise is achieved by means of the electric apparatus of Monsieur Lormier, 13, rue du Delta as will
                           be, Paris.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               And, once again, journalistic reception shows itself similarly keen on the technical data:
                  
                     
                        Cette éblouissante lumière n'est autre que celle qui résulte de la mise en rapport des deux pôles de la pile au moyen de cônes
                           de charbon dont les extrémités deviennent incandescentes. L'Opéra, maintenant en possession de l'appareil ingénieux, aura
                           plus d'une occasion d'en tirer avantageusement parti.69

                        [This dazzling light is simply that which results from the bringing together of the two poles of an electric cell through
                           carbon cones, the ends of which become incandescent. The Opéra, now in possession of the ingenious apparatus, will have more
                           than one opportunity to make the most of it.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Artifice, in each case, elicits admiration whether it produces illusion or enlightenment. The wonder of the first electric
                  sunrise in Paris, and especially the elaborate game with perspective in the Skaters’ Chorus, suggests that a highly imaginative
                  suspension of disbelief, a willingness to be enchanted, was still possible in 1849. The advertisement for the roller skates,
                  on the other hand, and the animated discussion elsewhere in the press about whether they would become fashionable in Paris at large, point to an altogether less romantic way of experiencing stage effects. Neither way of thinking
                  predominates; indeed, in reception of Meyerbeer's operas they co-exist, each with its own cachet, each undercutting the other.
               

            

            Machines

            
               And so to Balzac: this dichotomy is borne out especially clearly in Gambara, a large part of which is devoted to an argument about Robert le diable between the title character, who is a composer, and one Count Andrea Marcosini, a fervent enthusiast of Beethoven. Musicologists
                  and literary critics alike have sifted this short novel for Marcosini's remarks on the opera – which are negative – and the
                  relation of Gambara, openly acknowledged by Balzac, to E. T. A. Hoffmann's Johannes Kreisler: he too is only lucid and inspired when drunk.70 In evoking Hoffmann, though, Balzac was careful to distinguish his own approach from that of his famous predecessor:
                  
                     
                        Hoffmann s'est contenté de parler de cette alliance [entre littérature, peinture, musique] en tériaki [. . .] il sentait trop
                           vivement, il était trop musicien pour discuter, j'ai sur lui l'avantage d’être français et très peu musicien.71

                        [Hoffmann contented himself with talking about the links between literature, painting and music as if in a narcotic haze [. . .]
                           He felt too strongly, he was too much of a musician to be able to debate them. I have the advantage over him of being both
                           French and very unmusical.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Quite apart from its ritual role in the soirée à l'Opéra, and from the cabalistic complexities of its notation and theory, music's other-worldly strangeness was certainly a source
                  of inspiration for Balzac.72 The difference in nationality he emphasises, though, was not the only one between the two novelists.
               

               Briefly, the plot of Gambara concerns Marcosini's pursuit of Marianna – Gambara's long-suffering wife – and the conversations the two men have about music.
                  Gambara and Marianna are on the edge of destitution, and the count, with dubious chivalry, offers to help them to the point at which Gambara will be able
                  to complete his new opera, Mahomet – his chivalry is dubious because he surmises that Marianna will not be able to bear much more of the life she currently
                  leads, and that, if the opera is not completed, she will leave her husband.73 This is what eventually happens, although Marianna and the count do not live happily ever after: she returns to Italy with
                  him, but by the end of the story, six years later, she is back in Paris with Gambara. When questioned about the count, she
                  simply mutters ‘marié avec une danseuse’ (‘married to a dancer’). Meanwhile, the composer has renounced his ambitions; husband
                  and wife, reconciled, scrape a living busking on the Champs-Élysées. In the course of the narrative the reader is treated
                  to a number of musical set pieces, among them the argument over Meyerbeer's opera and a play-through, reproduced in quasi-authoritative
                  language by Balzac, of Mahomet. Its numbers are announced, through Gambara, by attractive-sounding designations: ‘mi bémol, allegro quatre temps’; ‘par
                  une succession de septièmes diminuées descendante’; ‘sur la dominante mi pour reprendre en la majeur’; and so on.74 But the use of technical terms – which, allied to the ecstasy of the composer who speaks them, transmits the impression of
                  music in all its mystery – gives the initiated reader a clue to the overall impression, for the keys of Gambara's opera are
                  increasingly non-contiguous, its progressions less and less conventionally plausible.75 The count is one such initiate, and he is stunned that there could be such a disparity between Gambara's inspiration, which
                  is exalted, and the work, which is incomprehensible:
                  
                     
                        Il n'y avait pas l'apparence d'une idée poétique ou musicale dans l’étourdissante cacophonie qui frappait les oreilles : les
                           principes de l'harmonie, les premières règles de la composition étaient totalement étrangères à cette informe création.76

                        [There was not the hint of a poetic or musical idea in the dizzying cacophony bombarding their ears. The principles of harmony,
                           the first rules of composition, were totally absent from that formless creation.]
                        

                     

                  

               
Everything changes, however, once the composer becomes tipsy: invited the following evening to play to the count after having
                  been plied with wine during dinner, Gambara distinguishes himself with a performance of astonishing beauty, during which he
                  reprises music from Mahomet to incomparably greater effect. The parallel with Hoffmann is clear, yet there is another aspect to Balzac's view of musical creation, one that, as we shall see, hints at other
                  reception of the real-life opera in question: Gambara is not represented exclusively as living the fevered life of the Romantic
                  creative mind, he is also – in fact principally – an instrument maker and repairer.77 What differentiates his artistic practice from Kreisler's is that, throughout the book, composition is alluded to always
                  in the physical terms of his trade. Because he was born in Cremona, famous above all for the manufacture of violins, and because
                  his father was also both composer and instrument maker, Gambara's origins are rooted in craftsmanship. As he himself explains,
                  ‘j'ai donc pu connaître de bonne heure les lois de la construction musicale, dans sa double expression matérielle et spirituelle’.78 Moreover, Gambara's craftsmanship seems of the same inspiringly progressive kind as, say, that of Sax a decade or so later.
                  In this sense the most significant aspect of his second, triumphant, performance is not his drunkenness but rather that it
                  is given on his magical new instrument, the as yet unperfected Panharmonicon. This organ-like machine produces a sound variously
                  compared to that of wind and string instruments, and even to young girls’ voices, but its role in the novel is more easily
                  described: Balzac wants to illustrate a conception of music in which compositional inspiration and practical performance are
                  not the only factors.
               

               As Gambara tries to explain to the count,
                  
                     
                        La musique est tout à la fois une science et un art. Les racines qu'elle a dans la physique et les mathématiques en font une
                           science ; elle devient un art par l'inspiration qui emploie à son insu les théorèmes de la science.79

                        [Music is at the same time both a science and an art. Its roots in physics and mathematics make it a science; it becomes an
                           art by virtue of the inspiration that makes use, without knowing, of the formulae of that science.]
                        

                     

                  

               
He does not mean that music is a mere symptom of the physical world, for, as he goes on, after the enlightened composer has
                  conducted his experiments and discovered new acoustical laws, his real métier becomes the construction of vessels capable
                  of rendering to the listener a more advanced art:
                  
                     
                        Ces lois nouvelles armeraient le compositeur de pouvoirs nouveaux en lui offrant des instruments supérieurs aux instruments
                           actuels, et peut-être une harmonie grandiose comparée à celle qui régit aujourd'hui la musique.80

                        [These new laws would arm the composer with new powers, furnishing him with instruments superior to current ones, and perhaps
                           with a harmony of the grandest possible order compared to that governing music today.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Hence Gambara's investment in the practical business of making and repairing instruments, which represents the way forward,
                  as he sees it, for music. Hence his musical tinkering, which Balzac juxtaposes suggestively with that of Gambara's friend
                  Giardini the cook, whose ill-advised culinary experiments are the counterparts of Gambara's new or modified instruments.81

               Hence, too, Gambara's view of Robert le diable: revealingly, his first words in response to the count's diatribe are far from metaphysical.
                  
                     
                        « Taisez-vous, mon ami, dit Gambara, je suis encore sous le charme de cet admirable chant des enfers que les porte-voix rendent
                           encore plus terrible, instrumentation neuve ! [. . .] je suis étonné de tant de science. »82

                        [“Shush, my friend,” said Gambara. “I am still under the spell of that admirable song from the underworld, rendered still
                           more terrible by the loudhailers – what novel instrumentation! I am taken aback by so much science.”]
                        

                     

                  

               

               On the contrary: rather than Hoffmannesque delirium, all the music Gambara admires, including his own, is spoken of not only as art, but also as ‘science’.
                  It is a term that means knowledge or learnedness, but also expertise, intricacy, technology – by virtue of Gambara's repeated references to physics and mathematics,
                  a propos of instruments and of the phenomenon of sound itself, Balzac even manages to give it somewhat anachronistic connotations
                  of laboratories and white-coated technicians. In Gambara it connotes above all that firm relation to the physical which the narrative propounds at every turn. The novel shows real
                  places and talks of real events. In Robert le diable (not to mention the other music discussed, which includes Mozart's Don Giovanni, and the Rossini operas hovering behind Gambara and Massimilla Doni) there is a real work to guarantee the plausibility of the other, fictional one.83 Most important of all, Gambara embraces (to a degree participates in) a real critical reaction: if the composer of Mahomet explains music as one of the sciences – the material sciences, to be precise – he is merely articulating the position many
                  of Balzac's fellow journalists attributed to the author of Robert le diable.
               

               From the very beginning, Meyerbeer's reviewers talked of him as technically advanced, often too much so. On the one hand,
                  there is the familiar accusation of gilding the lily, the composer charged with a convoluted, unnecessarily complicated style.
                  This was increasingly the case as time went on; reporting on L'Africaine, one critic confessed his bewilderment before what he took to be a piece of engineering rather than an opera – more mathematics
                  than music.
                  
                     
                        Parfois l'idée musicale disparaît sous l'inextricable réseau des combinaisons harmoniques. Le maître complique les rythmes,
                           accumule les modulations, calcule les notes, comme les signes d'un problème à résoudre.84

                        [Occasionally the musical idea disappears under the inextricable network of harmonic combinations. The maestro complicates
                           rhythms, builds up modulations, calculates pitches as if they were algebra to be solved.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Harmony, in contemporary discussion of Meyerbeer's works, is very often a matter of ‘science’; the composer frequently dubbed
                  a ‘savant’. Its complexity is appraised, according to the expertise or prejudices of the individual, in ways not so different
                  from other periods and repertoires. What is perhaps peculiar to the time is that, in a context in which stage machinery, orchestral effects,
                  and new instruments may all be subject to metaphors of progress and technology, it too is stripped of one kind of mystery
                  and supplied with another: no longer imponderable, harmony is now merely impenetrable. It is no more than algebra, albeit
                  decidedly difficult algebra. As with those other aspects of Meyerbeerian grand opéra, harmony is a growth area in an expanding industry, many of whose developments are accounted for by the critics in terms
                  of bigger and better versions of existing things, of more elaborate or efficient machines. As in Gambara, the new music is new not so much because of fresh inspiration, but as a result of technological progress in instrument manufacture,
                  the development of acoustical properties, the pushing back of the limits of knowledge – principally, Marcosini and Gambara
                  agree,85 by Beethoven – and, with that of Meyerbeer and Gambara alike, because of being grounded in science. We are a long way from febrile,
                  mystical inspiration as Hoffmann understood it. Yet a critical milieu will make up its own creativity myths to fit the circumstances, and it may be
                  that the place of Meyerbeer in the development of operatic practice is less to do with actual innovation and more with the
                  larger context of urban, capitalist Paris. After all, it would be strange if the upheaval of nineteenth-century industrialisation
                  had not radically changed the critical language. Moreover, as Anselm Gerhard has shown, Meyerbeer presents the perfect example of
                  the industrialised composer: his fondness for rail travel was explicitly associated, by no less an authority than Rossini,
                  with his music's aura of progress, and the sound of the trains with that of the music itself.86

            

            Metaphors

            
               Meyerbeer is famous for having understood how opera could be successfully marketed, and it is axiomatic that his collaboration
                  with Véron on Robert le diable represented the single most successful episode in the history of the Opéra. The work's status as the focus of intense financial activity has coloured the view of critics then and now, and it is certainly tempting to see interpretative
                  possibilities in various aspects of its production: the fact that the composer had to risk his own fortune on it (in the shape
                  of a 40,000 franc indemnity) has attracted the attention of musicologists seeking to understand the administrative politics.
                  The workings of the contemporary critical machine deserve, and have not escaped, similar scrutiny: the premise for any reading
                  of Gambara as a reception document of Robert has to be the relationship with Schlesinger.87

               Yet it is clear that materialisation is not just about marketing and money. The journalistic reception shows to what extent
                  other, ostensibly abstract, ideas acquire material values for Meyerbeer and his critics; Balzac's meditation on operatic innovation
                  in Gambara is, as we have seen, an especially rich source. Orchestration, with its technological and military metaphors, is perhaps
                  the best example, but the point might easily be extended to show, for instance, how the Lutheran chorale ‘Ein feste burg ist unser Gott’ becomes, in the reception of Les Huguenots (where it features as a musical tag for Marcel the Calvinist soldier), a material object – the genuine article rather than
                  mere verisimilitude. This apparent need to find out the caractéristique capital of opera is so strong that one critic, puzzling over a similar device in Le Prophète (the Anabaptist agitators are associated with a plainchant, ‘Ad nos, ad salutarem undam’), eventually announced – with some
                  pride – that he had found in a seventeenth-century chorale the music that Meyerbeer, for one, thought he had composed especially
                  for the purpose.88 One of the most striking features of Meyerbeer criticism is how the operas are related by reviewers to these tradable terms
                  of reality; how thinking of not only mise en scène but also music as capable of conveying the physical, as a science enjoying a period of great advance, was central to their
                  appeal.
               

               But practically all of the qualities of grand opéra could be defined in terms of material categorisation – verisimilitude, in this light, might have been regarded less as a
                  guiding aesthetic and more as the sum total of suits of armour and so on; similarly the characteristic historical ambience.89 Exoticism, too, the attractions of which figured episodically in most Meyerbeerian grand opéra, and which has a great deal to tell about the wider context, especially as French colonialism developed over the course of
                  the century90 – in the end maybe all of these are better thought of merely as the result of meticulous research on the part of the producers,
                  just so many museum assets. The idea that operas might endure, just beginning to be reflected socially in the opera scenes
                  and operatic references of the novels of Balzac (and, as we shall see in Chapter 2, Dumas père), was still new in professional critical circles of the 1830s and 1840s. In its early manifestations, it co-exists
                  with the notion that progress from each monumental work to the next, like knowledge of the physical world and the development
                  of machines to master it, is cumulative.
               

               Although expressed in ways peculiar to the milieu, the protestations of personal incompetence that characterised early Meyerbeer
                  reception are versions of a trope that recurs throughout the nineteenth century, in which critics greet with cautious incomprehension
                  a work they strongly suspect will be part of the repertoire. Meyerbeer's may be some of the first operas ever to be thought of in terms of a work-concept – certainly the earliest are among the first whose mise en scène was recorded, which is doubtless significant as a measure of their perceived permanence. Clearly, however, it is a kind of
                  permanence different from that enjoyed by instrumental works.91 Some of the issues arising from this will be discussed in the following chapter, again with reference to the novels of Balzac:
                  although thorough in his investigation into the creation of new sounds for the purposes of this étude philosophique, in the vast majority of his other fiction he depended heavily on works already very familiar to his readers.
               

               If each new manifestation of grand opéra stayed in the repertoire in the first instance because of its enormous cost, and in remaining there became part of an established
                  circuit of tourist attractions (much like the diorama before it, an amusement with which, in many of the relevant histories, it is linked),92 they were all still susceptible to an emerging (and for the moment teleological) historicisation. Mechanical refinement, progress, science – these
                  forward-looking ways of mediating between the ineffable in music and the material in opera – were for a time the new ways
                  of understanding artistic creation. In the cosmopolitan world that brought into being the Expositions Universelles, an opera house could be just as much a showcase, albeit for a different kind of technology, and Meyerbeer's polyglot credentials
                  – born in Germany, trained in Italy, established in France – only served to enhance his position as representative of, indeed
                  as a metaphor for, that same bracing impulse to advertise scientific advances on an international stage.
               

               Balzac, whose Gambara seeks, along with his other artist stories, to explore more thoroughly the nature of that creation, is unique among his contemporaries
                  in that he also explores the ways it is apprehended, and how that apprehension is expressed:93 he is, not despite his avowed ignorance but rather because of it, the ideal spokesman for criticism. The next chapter will throw into relief the interaction of that exploration and
                  that ignorance; later chapters will examine Gambara's connections with the other purely imaginary operatic works that followed in the history of French literature. As Balzac
                  noted: ‘il faudrait des mots nouveaux pour cette musique impossible’.94

            

         

      

   
      
            2 ‘Tout entier?’: scenes from grand opéra in Dumas and Balzac

            In Chapter 88 of Alexandre Dumas père's Le Comte de Monte-Cristo, the eponymous hero is in his box at the Opéra when he is challenged to a duel. He pretends to be surprised:
               
                  
                     « Une explication à l'Opéra ? » dit le comte avec ce ton si calme et avec ce coup d’œil si pénétrant, qu'on reconnaît à ce
                        double caractère l'homme éternellement sûr de lui-même. « Si peu familier que je sois avec les habitudes parisiennes, je n'aurais
                        pas cru, monsieur, que ce fût là que les explications se demandaient. [. . .] »1

                     [“An explanation at the opera?” said the count, with that calm tone and penetrating eye which characterises the man who knows
                        his cause is good. “Little acquainted as I am with the habits of Parisians, sir, I should not have thought this the place
                        for such a demand.”]2

                  

               

            

            But the choice of the young Viscount Albert de Morcerf, Monte-Cristo's opponent, to issue his challenge at the Opéra is really no surprise at all: it is, in keeping with a tradition well established by the mid 1840s, the conventional,
               even inevitable place for interaction having so conspicuously to do with social rituals and their public performance. For
               Balzac, the most prolific exponent of that tradition, the physical structure of the Opéra auditorium was nothing less than
               a metaphor for Parisian society.3 In the same spirit, Dumas’ challenge scene, which is central to his portrayal of the count's attack on that society, was,
               from the very beginning of the novel's genesis, conceived as taking place there.4

            The scene is a key moment in the book, in more ways than one. In the context of its famously wide-ranging and episodic narrative,
               it represents a clear structural turning point: the evening's events will, in the very next chapter, confront Monte-Cristo
               with the first moral and emotional obstacle to his goal, which is an elaborate and implacable revenge. Betrayed by those he
               thought were his friends and wrongly imprisoned for fourteen years, Monte-Cristo eventually escaped, but not before learning from a fellow prisoner
               the secret location of a vast fortune. Transformed from a humble sailor into a limitlessly wealthy nobleman, and from a youthful
               lover on the brink of living happily ever after into a relentless and pitiless enforcer of justice, Monte-Cristo has pursued
               with anonymous and almost divine efficiency those responsible for his incarceration. But he will hesitate when Morcerf's mother
               reveals that she alone has recognised him as Edmond Dantès, once her fiancé, now long presumed dead. (As if to underline the
               importance of public display to opera-going in this social context, this disclosure is prompted by her having been among the
               audience at the Opéra, watching not the stage but the scene unfolding in Monte-Cristo's box.)5

            Recognition and identity are important themes in the novel as a whole: the central character turns up successively as the
               Abbé Busoni, Lord Wilmore and even Sinbad the Sailor; the Count of Monte-Cristo is itself an invented title; the whole plot
               is arguably predicated on the loss, whether permanent or recoverable, of the person that was Edmond Dantès. Moments of disclosure,
               partly as a consequence of these themes and (especially as the novel reaches its climax) of Monte-Cristo's growing doubts,
               are also a distinctive feature of the narrative texture, sustained by the very gradual revelation of the full extent of his
               plan, and thrown into relief by the enormous digressions, both historical and geographical, that separate them. (Indeed, they
               are to an extent composed into, and derived from, the very medium of the roman-feuilleton.) Another moment of disclosure, somewhat different, and squeezed into the briefest of musical instalments, seems to occur two pages later, as the scene is abruptly switched, by Monte-Cristo himself, from the events
               in his box back to those on stage. Dumas’ choice of musical setting is so strikingly specific that it points to significant
               (but for now hidden) interplay between them:
               
                  
                     « Ah ! comte, dit-il, son père l'aime tant !

                     – Ne me dites pas ces choses-là ! » s’écria Monte-Cristo avec le premier mouvement de colère qu'il eût paru éprouver ; « je
                        le ferais souffrir ! »
                     

                     Morrel, stupéfait, laissa tomber la main de Monte-Cristo.
« Comte ! comte ! dit-il.

                     – Cher Maximilien, interrompit le comte, écoutez de quelle adorable façon Duprez chante cette phrase :

                     « Ô Mathilde ! idole de mon âme.
                     

                     « Tenez, j'ai deviné le premier Duprez à Naples, et l'ai applaudi le premier. Bravo ! bravo ! »

                     Morrel comprit qu'il n'y avait plus rien à dire, et il attendit.

                     La toile, qui s’était levée à la fin de la scène d'Albert, retomba presque aussitôt.6

                     [“Ah count,” said he, “his father loves him so much!”

                     “Do not speak to me of that,” said Monte Cristo, with the first movement of anger he had betrayed; “I will make him suffer.”

                     Morrel, amazed, let fall Monte Cristo's hand.

                     “Count, count!” said he.

                     “Dear Maximilian,” interrupted the count, “listen how adorably Duprez sings this line:

                     “O Mathilde! idol of my soul.”

                     “I was the first to discover Duprez at Naples, and the first to applaud him. ‘Bravo, bravo!’”

                     Morrel saw it was useless to say more, and refrained.

                     The curtain, which had been drawn up during the scene with Albert, fell again almost immediately afterwards.]

                  

               

            

            The opera is Rossini's Guillaume Tell, the line quoted an anguished aside sung by the tenor Arnold as he tries to reconcile his love for the Austrian princess
               with the patriotic admonitions of the baritone Tell.7 Exactly how it functions with respect to the plot of the novel is for the moment tantalisingly unclear, even if the two confrontations
               seem nonetheless intended to work in tandem, as hinted by the passing pun on ‘scène’. Certainly the juxtaposition lends to
               the sometimes luridly swashbuckling intrigue a more local verisimilitude, one that was part of Dumas’ Parisian readers’ shared
               experience: in 1838–39, the time of the action, Gilbert-Louis Duprez's sensational debut in Guillaume Tell in April 1837 was still news.8 He had become the new principal tenor at the Opéra, replacing Adolphe Nourrit, who had held the position for more than a decade, and he had chosen to make his mark with the work in which he had also triumphed in Italy a few years earlier.9 In 1845, the year in which this episode of Le Comte de Monte-Cristo came out, he was still going strong, still identified closely with Tell, and something of a fixture on the Parisian artistic scene.10

            Although set only a few years in the past, the novel is in this (and every other) way quite as historical as Dumas’ costume-drama
               blockbusters of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It renders with arresting vividness not only a time that has already
               been buried by the fast-moving political events of nineteenth-century France, but also the process of that burial, delving
               into the sordid careers of those who have managed to profit at every turn. Thus, in addition to its incredibly successful
               couleur locale (there are convincing scenes in Marseilles and Rome as well as in other quintessentially Parisian settings such as the Champs-Élysées
               and Père-Lachaise cemetery),11 the novel establishes a dynamic point of contact between the past and the present: the opening (just before the Hundred Days)
               is thoroughly historicised, but the dénouement is pressingly up to date. Le Comte de Monte-Cristo was commissioned as a direct response to the unexpected runaway success of Eugène Sue's Les Mystères de Paris, a work whose principal aim, at least initially, was to reveal to bourgeois Parisians the hidden, seamy underside of the
               city.12 But Dumas’ novel was unlike its model in that it showed readers the Paris they already knew: just as the moral tone is set
               not by a depravity so socially removed as to be exotic but rather a political opportunism with which they were all too familiar,
               the soundtrack, so to speak, is a medley of operatic excerpts with which, had they so wished, they could easily have sung
               along. In the scene featuring Tell, this entailed a pleasurable mingling of real and fictional presents for the very many among them who would have been able
               to enjoy the opera in performances intercalated with its literary representation.
            

            Having agreed to meet Morcerf at yet another characteristic Parisian location, the Bois de Vincennes (de rigueur for duelling), Monte-Cristo quickly arranges matters with Morrel, his second. The chapter closes with the music shouldering its way into the tense dialogue one last time:
               
                  
                     – [. . .] Demain, à sept heures du matin chez moi, n'est-ce pas ?
                     

                     – Nous y serons.

                     – Chut ! voici la toile qui se lève, écoutons. J'ai l'habitude de ne pas perdre une note de cet opéra ; c'est une si adorable
                        musique que celle de Guillaume Tell ! »
                     

                     LXXXIX La Nuit.

                     M. de Monte-Cristo attendit, selon son habitude, que Duprez eût chanté son fameux Suivez-moi ! et alors seulement il se leva et sortit.13

                     [“Tomorrow morning, at seven o'clock, you will be at my house, will you not?”

                     “We will.”

                     “Hush! the curtain is rising. Let's listen: I never lose a note of this opera if I can avoid it; the music of Guillaume Tell is so sweet!”
                     

                     Night.

                     M. de Monte Cristo waited, according to his usual custom, until Duprez had sung his famous ‘Follow me’; only then did he rise
                        and leave.]
                     

                  

               

            

            Despite Monte-Cristo's shushing, however, and despite Dumas’ best efforts to paint his backdrop with comprehensive accuracy,
               it appears that Guillaume Tell, for all its familiarity and currency, has escaped them both. Monte-Cristo arrives at the beginning of Act 2, and Morcerf
               leaves his place in the stalls to present his challenge at the end of it.14 Dumas makes this quite explicit, and the Opéra habitué of the time would have found it quite natural: not only was it the fashion to arrive late, received wisdom dictated that
               the second act of this particular work was by far the best. (Moreover, here there is a certain plot-resonance in that Act 2 depicts Arnold's resolution to avenge his father: Morcerf challenges Monte-Cristo
               for the same reason.)15 The quarrel takes place during an interval, which must therefore be that between Act 2 and Act 3. But ‘Mathilde! idole de
               mon âme’ is right back in Act 1, and by no means near the end of it, so not only is it impossible that Monte-Cristo should interrupt the conversation to enjoy that particular passage after Morcerf leaves him, the curtain cannot then fall ‘almost immediately’ either.
            

            Dumas could well have been thinking of the Mathilde–Arnold duet near the beginning of Act 2, immediately following the soprano's
               famous Romance, ‘Sombre forêt’. There, however, Arnold says nothing resembling ‘idole de mon âme’. Otherwise, there is another
               Mathilde–Arnold scene, in fact in more or less the ‘right’ place, opening Act 3, but if that is the one Dumas intended, it
               is the end of the opera that is confused. ‘Suivez-moi!’ comes in the final act, i.e. at the beginning of the fourth, as Rossini
               originally composed the opera, but at the very close of a three-act version in the performances featuring Duprez. The way
               the scene in the novel is punctuated by the rising and falling of the curtain certainly suggests that Act 3 is the last on
               this particular occasion, and that Monte-Cristo leaves as or just before the performance finishes: the problem here is that
               the second Mathilde–Arnold scene was not included, in whatever position, in the three-act version.16

            Whichever Tell he had in mind, Dumas got it in the wrong order. And Monte-Cristo, who claims never to lose a note of the opera, in the event
               appears to miss all of Act 1, by far the longest in either version – although that does not seem to prevent him from hearing
               his favourite moments from it, irrespective of the point reached by the performance to which he is ostensibly listening. But
               if it is, on reflection, no wonder that Morcerf should have planned to throw down his gauntlet at the Opéra, perhaps it is
               also no surprise that, in all the excitement, some of the music has indeed been misplaced, or even lost.
            

            In search of lost music

            
               What is surprising in the scene at Guillaume Tell, however, whichever parts of the score are played or omitted, is that the count should want to listen to it at all, for nineteenth-century
                  Parisian aristocrats are famous for their lack of attention at the Opéra. And earlier in Dumas’ novel too, in a scene set at a performance of Meyerbeer's Robert le diable at the Opéra (a scene which itself echoes an earlier one featuring Donizetti's Parisina at the Teatro Argentina in Rome),17 a lengthy discussion about horse racing between Morcerf and his friend the Baron de Château-Renaud has to be repeatedly shushed
                  by other (obviously irredeemably bourgeois) parts of the audience:
                  
                     
                        Cette fois la levée de boucliers était si grande, que les deux jeunes gens s'aperçurent enfin que c’était à eux que le public
                           s'adressait. Ils se retournèrent un instant, cherchant dans cette foule un homme qui prît la responsabilité de ce qu'ils regardaient
                           comme une impertinence ; mais personne ne réitéra l'invitation, et ils se retournèrent vers la scène.18

                        [And this time the tone and manner in which the command was given betokened such growing hostility that the two young men
                           perceived, for the first time, that the mandate was addressed to them. Leisurely turning round, they calmly scrutinised the
                           various countenances around them, as though demanding some one person who would take upon himself the responsibility of what
                           they deemed excessive impertinence; but as no one responded to the challenge, the friends turned again to the front of the
                           theatre.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               The same lack of regard for the ostensible object of the proceedings characterises the meeting (at this stage of the plot,
                  still cordial) of Morcerf and Monte-Cristo during the course of the evening's entertainment. The conversation seems calculated
                  to hint not only that Monte-Cristo has on this occasion come for non-musical reasons (in fact all the apparently normal social
                  engagements he fulfils in Paris turn out to be part of his master plan), but that those reasons are themselves exotic, and
                  linked to the dangerous world affairs with which Monte-Cristo's name is beginning to become associated. When Morcerf asks
                  him about the music, his reply seems distracted at first but quickly veers towards familiar Orientalist territory:
                  
                     
                        – De quelle musique ?

                        – Mais de celle que vous venez d'entendre.
– Je dis que c'est de fort belle musique pour de la musique composée par un compositeur humain, et chantée par des oiseaux
                           à deux pieds et sans plumes, comme disait feu Diogène.
                        

                        – Ah çà ! mais, mon cher comte, il semblerait que vous pourriez entendre à votre caprice les sept chœurs du paradis ?

                        – Mais c'est un peu de cela. Quand je veux entendre d'admirable musique, vicomte, de la musique comme jamais l'oreille mortelle
                           n'en a entendu, je dors.
                        

                        – Eh bien ! mais vous êtes à merveille ici ; dormez, mon cher comte, dormez, l'Opéra n'a pas été inventé pour autre chose.

                        – Non, en vérité, votre orchestre fait trop de bruit. Pour que je dorme du sommeil dont je vous parle, il me faut le calme
                           et le silence, et puis une certaine préparation. . .
                        

                        – Ah ! le fameux haschisch ?19

                        [“What music?”

                        “Why, that which you have just heard.”

                        “Oh, it is admirable as the production of a human composer, sung by a party of bipeds without feathers, as old Diogenes styled
                           mankind.”
                        

                        “But my dear count, would you have me understand that you undervalue our terrestrial harmony because you can at pleasure enjoy
                           the seraphic strains that proceed from the seven choirs of paradise?”
                        

                        “You are right, in some degree; but when I wish to listen to sounds so exquisitely attuned to melody as mortal ear never yet
                           listened to, I go to sleep.”
                        

                        “Then why not indulge yourself at once? Sleep, by all means, if such be your means of procuring the concord of celestial sounds.
                           Pray do not hesitate; you will find every incentive to slumber, and for what else but to send people to sleep was the opera
                           invented?”
                        

                        “No, thank you. Your orchestra is rather too noisy. To sleep, after the manner I have mentioned, and to produce the desired
                           effects, absolute calm and silence are necessary, and a certain preparation must also be called in aid.”
                        

                        “I know – the famous hashish!”]

                     

                  

               

               Monte-Cristo is mysterious; he has travelled. He belongs to an international aristocracy unfettered by limiting regional characteristics,
                  although he knows (and deliberately remains just outside) the mores and customs of wherever he finds himself. For those around him, this is evidence of his individuality, his being somehow
                  beyond the laws that govern them, but also an invitation (as in this passage) to consider objectively and cynically (in its
                  original sense; note the reference to Diogenes) the absurdity of those mores and customs. For the reader who has followed
                  Dantès through his long imprisonment and miraculous enrichment, there is an additional image to contemplate: that of a man
                  utterly alienated, on the one hand by excessive suffering, on the other by excessive wealth.
               

               This standing back – from social structures and practices; indeed, from what it means to be part of society at all – reflects
                  something important about the kind of hero Dumas wanted Monte-Cristo to be, and the kind of ethical dilemmas that hero would
                  have to face; in this, he was once again responding to the model established by Sue in the shape of his shadowy man apart, Rodolphe de Gérolstein. These über-protagonists would become more and more important in French fiction generally as the nineteenth
                  century wore on, but the reason the scenes at the Opéra in particular are so essential to this aspect of the narrative is
                  that something important is being said about the works, too, and the audience's relationship with them. This relationship
                  is reflected in various ways in the novel, from the mysterious to the humorous, as we shall see when the discussion returns
                  to Balzac a little further on. But it also impinges on the texture of the writing more profoundly. The reception of Meyerbeer
                  and above all Rossini arguably helped shape authorial attitudes to narrative: its grounding in identifiable, and shared, reality;
                  and its relation to the passage of various sorts of novelistic time, historical, moment-by-moment and interior. This was evident
                  in references not only to passages from their works, but also to their place in the larger culture.
               

               As detailed in the previous chapter, at the time Dumas was writing, Meyerbeer was the most successful composer of opera working
                  in Paris; his name was indissolubly linked with the genre of grand opéra that had become the glory of the Paris Opéra and was being exported all over Europe and beyond. Les Huguenots had been fabulously successful, Robert le diable too, and the composer was known to be preparing what would prove a third enormous triumph: Le Prophète, eventually first performed in 1849. With the Opéra exerting such a magnetic pull on the self-image of Parisian society (and, through widely read descriptions of opera-going
                  such as that in Le Comte de Monte-Cristo, imaginatively on that of the whole nation), and with the fashionable part of it attending in person once a week or more
                  throughout the season, seeing the same finite collection of works over and over again, the spectators’ sense of dramatic and
                  musical involvement must have decreased in proportion to the progressive homogenisation of the works, their physical setting
                  and the social ritual in which they featured. Standing back, in fact, must have been more and more a natural condition of
                  the experience.
               

               On the other hand, the visual aspect of opera – whose importance was a distinctive feature of the new genre, ratified by the
                  appointment in 1827 of the Opéra's first ever stage director and by the breathlessly amazed reviews of the period20 – led to demonstrably greater audience engagement. But the very breaking down of the barriers between spectator and stage also effected, over time, a kind
                  of foreshortening by which the couleur locale for which Parisian grand opéra was famous became part of a larger canvas that included the auditorium of the theatre as well. By the time Monte-Cristo's
                  exploits reached Dumas’ readers, Guillaume Tell had been in the repertory for more than fifteen years, performed regularly, so an evening at the Opéra with Tell playing, the by then well-known stage plot glimpsed only intermittently between more important events in the boxes, was not
                  only one with which all his readers could be counted on to identify, it was for most of them perhaps the only way such a famous work could exist in their minds.
               

               The same was true of other established grands opéras, as the references in Monte-Cristo to Robert le diable and Les Huguenots confirm. But Tell was a special case because it was the last work before the departure of Rossini (by that time the most famous composer of
                  opera in the world) from Paris and, as it turned out, from operatic composition. Still only thirty-seven when it was first performed, the composer's continuing silence as the 1830s and 1840s
                  went on was first inexplicable, then poetic, as his surprisingly frequent appearances in literature attest. His Epicureanism,
                  his supposed indolence and above all his tantalising absence from the operatic scene were evoked with extraordinary regularity
                  in biographical, anecdotal and frankly fantastical stories, very often imaginary conversations with the composer.21 These are mainly collections of more or less witty clichés in which a largely coherent and widely held feeling for the sort
                  of thing Rossini might well have said showed how much the composer, too, had become an institution, although by, as it were,
                  the opposite process: in contrast with his last masterpiece, his not being there had prompted the general imagination to form a clear and rather detailed idea of him. But one or two of the stories
                  also go further, touching on creativity, memory and wider questions of permanence in art. Of these, an especially thought-provoking
                  contribution to the genre, one with special relevance to the matters of missing music and fragmentation of operatic experience,
                  was that of Dumas himself, published only a few years after Monte-Cristo.22

            

            Time and space

            
               ‘Un dîner chez Rossini’, whose title hints at something self-consciously urbane and sophisticated, is actually part of a collection
                  of contes (more or less) fantastiques that was published daily in Le Constitutionnel under the suggestive title of Les Mille et un fantômes.23 The supernatural tale itself (about a young man who is murdered by bandits on the road to Rome in 1703 but whose ghost manages
                  to alert his sworn companion to his fate) is relatively generic, although it bears evidence of Dumas’ affection for the banditi ambience (as do, for that matter, parts of Monte-Cristo). Similarly, the account of the dinner mentioned in the title (which takes place at the composer's house in Bologna, and
                  which initially seems all but incidental, both to the main body of the story and to the collection as a whole) is mainly within
                  the standard Rossini-as-I-(and everybody else)-knew-him mode. It includes the obligatory references to the composer's defining characteristics, noting his devotion to the preparation
                  of a supposedly famous stew with macaroni and his having more incisive things to say about Grimod de La Reynière and Brillat-Savarin,
                  the well-known gastronomes, than about Dante and Beethoven.
               

               But while the narrative textures may be familiar, their inspiration is less so: the first part of the collection, made up
                  of stories ostensibly told by each of the guests at another dinner-party to which Dumas has at the last minute been invited,
                  arose from an apparently genuine philosophical interest in whether there can be any kind of consciousness or communication,
                  however temporary or limited, after death, kindled by Dumas’ recollection of a discussion between two well-known doctors about
                  the possibility of a guillotined person continuing to feel pain.24 This thesis soon came under structural pressure as one instalment followed another in Le Constitutionnel: even before the end of Part 1, the subject matter has strayed from executions in Paris as far as vampires in the Carpathian
                  mountains. Dumas concludes the initial group of tales by saying that the evening made a profound enough impression on him
                  to have led him to collect similar stories on his travels ever since, and that he will now relate these to his readers. In
                  what follows, the connecting preambles in particular, far from being incidental, become more and more involved and substantial.
                  In them, Dumas’ reflections on his own writing career are ever more expansive and, in the case of some of the later stories,
                  integral to the plot: even though spread over almost six months of more or less daily feuilleton instalments, the collection as originally published communicates a sense of narrative overflowing in keeping with the Thousand-and-one nights model. Each of the final trio of stories is at least four times as long as ‘Un dîner chez Rossini’, and as early as the middle
                  of August 1849 the editors felt it necessary to reassure their readers (vainly, as it turned out) that Les Mille et un fantômes would definitely be finished by the end of the month.25

               ‘Un dîner chez Rossini’, which opens Part 2, is relatively economical, although it hints at the narrative excesses to come,
                  most clearly in Dumas’ explicit likening of himself to Shahrazad. Even while describing Bologna's major attractions (the two towers, the statue of Neptune, and so on) in poetic terms that could be from a nineteenth-century
                  guide book, Dumas says he will perhaps tell the reader about them some other day; for now he must hurry back to the story
                  in hand. His immediate reason for travelling to the city is to deliver to Rossini's wife a lace veil entrusted to him by a
                  mutual friend, now dead. Having fulfilled this melancholy commission, he will stay to a dinner Rossini has planned that evening
                  before departing for Florence the next day. The other guests include a young Venetian poet, whom Rossini particularly wants
                  Dumas to meet, a cook turned singer, and two or three Italian scholars, ‘ces braves gens qui discutent pendant un siècle pour
                  savoir si l'histoire d'Ugolin est une allégorie ou un fait’ (‘those good people who argue for a century about whether the
                  story of Ugolino is allegory or fact’), as Dumas puts it.26 As if to continue the theme of hoary academic questions, Dumas has the dinner-table conversation dwell on the relationship
                  between words and music in opera, although he gives it a new twist by suggesting that if he were to collaborate with Rossini, he would reverse the normal order. That is, though a renowned author himself, he would not be too proud to allow
                  the composer to write the music first. This is mainly to goad the interest of the maestro, who, in deference to the genre (but, Dumas thinks, evasively) has cheerfully admitted that he is simply too lazy (and probably
                  too taken up with culinary matters) to write another opera.
               

               So far, so conventional. But the story suddenly acquires a further dimension when Dumas brings in, quite unannounced, another
                  interlocutor:
                  
                     
                        chaque fois que Rossini a parlé cuisine devant moi, il m'a semblé toujours que c’était pour ne point parler d'autre chose.

                        – Voyons, Berlioz, répondez-moi, mon grand musicien-poète, n'y a-t-il pas, comme sous Ugolin, quelque mythe insaisissable dans cet illustre
                           Pezzarois [sic] qui divinise le macaroni et qui méprise la choucroute ?
                        
[every time Rossini has talked about cooking in my presence it has seemed to me that it was to avoid talking about other things.

                        “Let's see now, Berlioz, answer this, my great musician-poet: isn't there, just as there is underneath Ugolino, some elusive
                           myth in this illustrious pesarese who deifies macaroni and who despises sauerkraut?”]
                        

                     

                  

               

               With not one but two famous composers in the imaginary assembled company, Dumas warms to his subject, asserting that it matters
                  little if the music of an opera is written before the words because one will necessarily absorb the other and, given that
                  one can never understand the singers anyway, the music might as well triumph over the words. The two discourses are not allies,
                  he claims, but enemies. Apparently attracted by this way of thinking, Rossini undertakes to write the music – beginning that
                  very evening, before going to bed, with the overture – of an opera for which Dumas will then supply the libretto. The novelist
                  has only one request:
                  
                     
                        Seulement dites-moi d'avance quel genre d'opéra vous voudriez.

                        – Je voudrais un opéra fantastique.

                        – Vous voyez bien, mon cher Berlioz, qu'il y avait encore de la choucroute là-dessous.
                        

                        – Un opéra fantastique, répondis-je, prenez garde. L'Italie, avec son ciel pur, n'est pas le pays des traditions surnaturelles.

                        [“Just tell me beforehand what genre of opera you'd like.”

                        “I'd like a fantastical opera.”

                        “You see, my dear Berlioz, there was still some sauerkraut underneath it all.”

                        “A fantastical opera?” I replied. “Take care. Italy, with its pure skies, is not a country of supernatural traditions.”]

                     

                  

               

               Now Dumas’ opposition of macaroni and sauerkraut was one current in Parisian opera criticism for a large part of the nineteenth
                  century, representing not simply the difference between Italian and German styles, but also an aspect of the more general
                  dialectic of musical progress sketched in the previous chapter.27 No one would have appreciated this more than Berlioz, who in 1830 had cut short his Italian apprenticeship as a Prix de Rome
                  laureate and hurried home to Paris to be once more at the centre of things, but whose music, always perceived there as challengingly forward-looking,
                  proved, much to his patriotic chagrin, more successful in Germany. As for the fantastic, however, so popular in Paris since Rossini's departure and so identified with German culture, the consensus around
                  the composer's table is that it is actually Italy, and above all Dante, that offers the best sources. A propos, the young poet has a tale (supposedly a true story, involving one of his own
                  ancestors) that will surely convince Dumas his image of Italy is wrong, and that will form the basis for the planned libretto.
                  The preamble ends with a toast to Rossini's (long-awaited) new opera, Les Deux Étudians de Bologne:
                  
                     
                        Il ne fut question que de ce beau projet pendant tout le souper.

                        À dix heures on quitta la table. Rossini se mit au piano et improvisa l'ouverture.

                        Malheureusement, il oublia de la noter.

                        Le lendemain, je reçus l'histoire.

                        Je n'ai jamais entendu parler de la partition.

                        Maintenant, l'histoire, la voici:

                        [This great project was all we talked about over supper.

                        At ten o'clock we left the table. Rossini sat down at the piano and improvised the overture.

                        Unfortunately, he forgot to write it down.

                        The next day I received the story.

                        I never heard anything more about the score.

                        Now, here is the story:]

                     

                  

               

               The narrative is taken up again, in true Thousand-and-one nights style, in the next day's feuilleton. But Dumas’ preamble is itself such a deft combination of the conventional and the surprising, and – in the fleeting apostrophisation
                  of Berlioz – such an intriguing exercise in narrative positions, that one can imagine the Constitutionnel subscriber, rather than simply waiting impatiently for the following evening, continuing to puzzle over it. The most arresting passage of all, perhaps, is its very beginning, Dumas’ melancholy reflection on the act of conceiving what he calls ‘romances’: the days spent writing that are gone forever, and the exotic places (Germany,
                  Italy, Africa, England, Greece, and so forth) to which that writing has taken him. He begins by asking whether anything of
                  him will remain when he is gone, and concludes with a sigh (and possibly with a bitter-sweet pun on the title of another of
                  his most famous novels):
                  
                     
                        Quelles sont depuis vingt ans les heures heureuses notées à la craie, les heures sombres marquées au charbon ?

                        Hélas ! le meilleur de ma vie est déjà dans mes souvenirs, je suis comme un de ces arbres au feuillage touffu, pleins d'oiseaux,
                           muets à midi, mais qui se réveilleront vers la fin de la journée, et qui, le soir venu, empliront ma vieillesse de battements
                           d'ailes et de chant ; ils l’égaieront ainsi de leur joie, de leurs amours et de leurs rumeurs jusqu’à ce que la mort touche
                           à son tour l'arbre hospitalier, et que l'arbre en tombant effarouche tous ces bruyants chanteurs, dont chacun ne sera autre
                           chose qu'une des heures de ma vie.28

                        [Over the last twenty years, how many are the happy hours noted down in chalk, the dark hours marked with charcoal?

                        Alas, the best of my life is already in my memories; I am like one of those trees with dense foliage, full of birds that are
                           quiet at noon but that will awake towards the end of the day and, once evening has come, fill my old age with the beating
                           of wings and singing. Thus they will give cheer, with their joy, their loves and their noise, until death touches in its turn
                           the host tree, and the tree falls and frightens off all those noisy singers, of which each will be none other than one of
                           the hours of my life.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               For Dumas, his works are his memories: the means by which he keeps his friends close to him, even as they are removed by death,
                  and the portal to places he has known. They continue to speak to him, and keep him company in his old age, but their fate
                  once he is gone is uncertain.29 What follows – Dumas’ sad errand, his wistful description of Bologna, the dinner conversation about ghosts, perhaps above
                  all the appeal to Berlioz – is thus part of the narrator's reverie on death and posterity too. Rossini is the inspiration,
                  the composer who was so intriguingly present in, while signally absent from, Parisian culture, although it is easy to see
                  why Dumas thought there was a place in the conversation for Berlioz too, whose great success (the Symphonie fantastique) was contemporary with Guillaume Tell, and who always came back to Paris after his long concert tours and seasons abroad, but who was also never again really there.30 Both are living metaphors for the larger project, so much less diffuse than it first appears, Dumas’ discussion of what remains
                  after death, of fictional and historical identity, and of artistic permanence. (These concerns certainly frame the tale-within-a-tale:
                  they are merely more sophisticated versions of the conventional subjects of the supernatural conte in general, and of the premise of this collection in particular.) But as far as the crystallised presence of opera in the
                  novel is concerned, the importance of Rossini – or, in 1849, the idea of Rossini – is clear. The composer's monumental status and the length of his absence from Paris implicitly reflect something
                  of Dumas’ own relationship with time and space: they show the distance between poietic processes and works’ ongoing reality
                  as suggestively flickering, both exerting a positive gravitational force and engendering a free-floating, nostalgic sense
                  of loss.
               

               These were clearly questions that were preoccupying Dumas during this period: Monte-Cristo, in a revealing scene about half-way through the novel, claims to have only two adversaries: distance and time.31 Rossini, for all that he had become a cliché by the late 1840s, seems to have offered Dumas – the prolific publishing phenomenon,
                  author of some of the best-loved novels of the age – a fresh way of thinking about how works become institutions, how they
                  none the less keep evolving, and what happens to their authors. The composer may have become associated with vanishing musical
                  tradition, but this did not derive from his having been superseded stylistically: though his early opere serie in particular must have seemed to belong to another era,32 it was so often repeated that he had, in Tell, brought his style up to speed with the latest (i.e. French) developments as to have become received wisdom. (In Italy in
                  particular, opera-lovers were still holding out hope of a triumphant return to the fray and the resulting rejuvenation of
                  the national art.) Rather, his position in mid-nineteenth century Parisian culture was defined by his occasional conservative remarks about the state of singing and, especially, by his having unconcernedly left
                  his music to its fate. And the most salient point of contact between the two was the fate of Tell in the hands of its most famous performer (and self-styled saviour), Monte-Cristo's beloved Duprez. His modifications to
                  the score gave it a new lease of life, but also threw into relief the essential contingency of operatic performance at the time. This contingency, in a work that was well on the way to acquiring a peculiar status
                  and significance in the culture in general, seems to have caught the imagination of novelists in particular.
               

            

            Presence and absence

            
               In Étienne de Jouy's original libretto for Guillaume Tell, old-fashioned by 1828–29 standards, the scene following the defeat of the occupying army has the Austrian Princess Mathilde
                  entering into the spirit of 1789 and deferring to the ‘natural’ nobility of her peasant lover, Arnold.33 There then follows a repetition of the famous serment, the oath sworn by the representatives of the four Cantons at the end of Act 2.34 In order to reflect the greater emphasis on choral plot development then becoming fashionable (it would prove an essential
                  characteristic of French grand opéra), Rossini asked Hippolyte Bis to make revisions to this and other parts of the text. Bis introduced a hymn to Liberty, in which the storm
                  clearing over Lake Lucerne is the cue for the assembled cast to call upon Liberty to descend once more from the skies. But
                  two years later further changes were made, again by Bis and with carte blanche from Rossini: this time the goal was to shorten
                  the opera to three acts in order that an independent ballet could be performed the same evening.35 In the new version, the opera ended after Tell's escape from his captors but before victory over the Austrians was assured;
                  the rousing final chorus (which recalls the Allegro vivace from the overture) was sung as the Swiss set off for battle.36

               Then, in 1837, Duprez, on the strength of the ecstatic reception of his debut, insisted from his second performance onwards on a greater focus on his own role in the shape of the transplantation of his recitative ‘Ne m'abandonne point, espoir de la vengeance!’
                  and aria ‘Asile héréditaire’ to the very end of the action.37 This last rewriting of the ending – in which dramatic resolution is limited to the decision of the vacillating Arnold finally
                  to join the uprising and try to liberate Guillaume, and the final chorus cut short after only forty bars or so – was the most
                  absurd. But it was not until 1856 that the original version in four acts, and with it some semblance of coherence, was restored
                  to the Paris production. From this list of very different theatrical and musical outcomes, it is clear that the work had a rather unsettled history
                  – indeed, that the idea of it being a ‘work’ at all, even in the nascent sense of the term appropriate to the time, was somewhat
                  problematic.
               

               In addition to censorship behind the scenes, endemic to nineteenth-century opera and particularly interesting in the case of grand opéra owing to the frequent changes of regime in France during the period, Tell was subject to further influences from the other side of the footlights. It was hardly unique in this respect: contemporary
                  Parisian audiences considered it their right to bring about revisions to a work through their reactions at early performances.
                  Indeed, the creative process, already rather diffuse, presupposed modifications and revisions made not only on the basis of the final rehearsals, but also on works’ reception at first and
                  even subsequent nights.38 (Anselm Gerhard has argued that, partly as a result of this, the idea of an opera as being truly finished never took root
                  in Paris during the age of grand opéra.)39 Chapter 1 charted some of the developments within critical notions of repertoire at the time, and with them an embryonic sense of the
                  work-concept, but while the notion of an inviolate text representing the last and best thoughts of the composer in any case
                  remains a difficult issue where nineteenth-century opera is concerned, it is especially tenuous in the case of the various
                  versions of even the grands opéras that were most successful at their premieres. This is so above all because unstable entities like Tell were presented to the public in a production rhetoric that depended precisely on their aura of solidity and (at least in
                  Paris) permanence. The paradox of grand opéra's double existence, in the form of reliable warhorses of an emerging repertory and amorphous, infinitely adaptable masses of musical and textual material, certainly does not sit easily within the structures
                  developing in the early nineteenth century for thinking about, say, Beethoven's symphonies.40

               Even without taking account of the vicissitudes of Tell in the hands of various censors of different nationalities (which, though striking, are hardly unique in the genre),41 Rossini's last opera has a curiously shifting aspect. The pattern was set as early as the stage rehearsals, when it quickly
                  became apparent that the work was too long and that large cuts would have to be made. But Tell 's fragmented identity cannot quite be explained by mere abbreviation, which was common in similar large-scale productions
                  both pre- and post-premiere: for one thing, the cuts decisively changed the balance of the work as the premiere grew nearer,
                  reducing the principals’ parts and so further weighting the dramaturgy in favour of the choral and ballet numbers. For another,
                  many of them were quickly reversed and others introduced, with the result that the internal proportions and even the plot
                  were continually changing.42 Generally, Tell appeared to have remained a work-in-progress until long after Rossini had left Paris, if not for most of the rest of his
                  life.
               

               The most traumatic expression of Tell 's conflicted ontology was the custom, relatively common in Paris throughout the 1830s, of performing the opera as a torso,
                  often just the universally acclaimed second act (in which Arnold learns of the murder of his father by the Austrians and takes
                  an emotional part in the serment along with Tell and his countrymen). The opera was by no means the only one to suffer in this way, and partial performance
                  of works at the Opéra was common in a decade that famously, if apparently paradoxically, neglected sung works in favour of
                  dance. But the trauma was elevated to something approaching a cause célèbre by none other than Berlioz, who, from his position as music critic at the Journal des Débats, excoriated the management for their callous maiming of the score – and, at least implicitly, Rossini himself for not objecting:
                     
                        Il y a des ouvrages ainsi prédestinés aux palmes du martyre. Mais avouons qu'il en est peu dont le martyre ait été aussi cruel
                           et aussi long que celui de Guillaume Tell. . . Qui n'y a pas mis la main ? qui n'en a pas déchiré une page ? qui n'en a pas changé un passage, par simple caprice, par
                           suite d'une infirmité vocale ou d'une infirmité d'esprit ?43

                        [There are works thus predestined for the distinction that martyrdom brings. But let us admit that few have suffered a martyrdom
                           as cruel and long as that of Guillaume Tell. . . Who has not manhandled it? Who has not torn out a page? Who has not altered a passage, simply because they felt like
                           it or because they were weak of voice or of mind?]
                        

                     

                  

               

               The mutilations suffered by the opera were certainly serious, and the opinion that Rossini had abandoned it to its fate was
                  indeed widespread – Dumas, musing on the possibility of life after decapitation in ‘Un dîner chez Rossini’, on the relationship
                  of artist and works, and on the afterlife of the latter, may well have been thinking specifically of Tell. Perhaps no contemporary example offered such an intriguing instance of an afterlife before the death of the composer, yet orphaned (and disfigured) all the same. Berlioz returned again and again to the subject, and
                  once even complained that a complete new opera could have been made from the passages cut from Tell.44 Apart from the straightforward matter of respect due to the composer (something Berlioz understandably felt sensitive about,
                  especially in Paris), the practice brought into question the integrity of the work and its authorship (regarding which he ought perhaps to have been more realistic).45 As he quoted Rossini himself as saying:
                  
                     
                        Ma musique n'est pas encore faite  ; on y travaille. Mais ce n'est que le jour où il n'y restera plus rien de moi qu'elle aura acquis toute sa valeur.46

                        [My music is not yet finished – they're still working on it. And only when there's no longer anything of me left in it will
                           it have achieved its true potential.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Rossini's legendary retirement, as well as enhancing his reputation for amused detachment, may have lent the work a certain
                  sense of detachment too. But Berlioz's defence of Tell and of the proprietorial rights of the composer generally, as well as attracting the attention of Dumas, does throw into
                  relief the oddest feature of the operatic reception landscape in nineteenth-century Paris: the interaction of the confused re-plotting and (frequently extreme) cutting-back of grands opéras with the exponentially growing space (physical, cultural and, as time went on, historical) they occupied.
               

               That Rossini left his last operatic offspring so much to fend for itself might easily be thought to account for the uncertainties
                  surrounding its identity in later life, but other grands opéras, even those that benefited from close parental supervision and intervention, also struggled to find themselves. Much later
                  in the history of the genre, in fact at its very end, another Italian composer, Verdi, who also had a difficult relationship with the Paris Opéra, produced a similarly troubled brood in the shape of Don Carlos (1867) and its various versions. Don Carlos, like Tell, underwent drastic surgery in the final stages of its genesis. It, too, eventually became known in an amputated form. Finally,
                  its performing history was just as complicated, with successive post-premiere versions co-existing, or at least never being
                  definitively discarded: the best current edition of the text is a composite, providing sufficient material to allow the reader
                  or conductor to choose from no fewer than seven distinct performing versions made by the composer between 1867 and 1886.47 That which includes music the composer himself specifically excluded before the premiere poses an interesting ethical dilemma: as with other grands opéras, the intensively researched ‘original’ Don Carlos is, strictly speaking, only a virtual version of the opera.48

               Though Verdi might not have made certain cuts if not obliged by prosaic exigency, the same was true of all composers of grand opéra. Meyerbeer faced similarly hard choices about what to remove from the scores of Les Huguenots and Le Prophète in the weeks running up to their first performances.49 The unperformed first version of Don Carlos – to be found, shimmering hazily, in virtual reality as it were, only between the pages of the so-called Edizione integrale – thus neatly renders something important about the afterlife of nearly all similar works, which was distinctly potential, undecided; a testament not only to the philological but also the ontological
                  complexity of the material, and a challenge to the work-concept if ever there was one. In a sense this fugitive, ghostly aspect, shared by Tell as much as any of these operas, goes some way to explaining the missing time in the performance Dumas was imagining, or mis-imagining,
                  when he wrote Le Comte de Monte-Cristo. On the other hand, it does not account for the works’ paradoxical double existence as both enduring tourist attractions
                  and flickering, abstract entities. How, in other words, could a work like Tell be such a recognisable institution and so unstable at the same time?
               

            

            An operatic lexicon

            
               Rossini's comment about his works’ being gradually whittled down until nothing of their composer remained, whatever its self-conscious
                  wit reveals or conceals of his real attitude to Tell 's diminished presence on the stage of the Opéra or elsewhere, certainly underlines the extent to which the reception profile
                  of an opera in mid-nineteenth century Paris was only partly defined by the success or otherwise of its premiere. Both reflecting
                  and helping to shape that profile was the social literature of the soirée à l'Opéra, as Le Comte de Monte-Cristo begins to show. Tell, which received over 900 performances before finally dropping out of the repertory more than a century later, certainly entered
                  into the Parisian imagination in a number of ways, many of them non-musical. Elizabeth Bartlet has noted the opera's availability
                  to newspaper satirists, for example, highlighting how its longevity and cultural penetration meant it represented a good source
                  of references that, even in very different contexts, every contemporary reader could be counted on to recognise: as the work
                  became a classic over the 1830s and 1840s, the libretto thus furnished contemporary social discourse with something like a
                  vocabulary for axiom.50 And this catch-phrase quotability was itself represented in literature, above all by Balzac, who, in the course of attempting to represent the discourse of French social life of the period, could not fail to mention it rather frequently; for him and his contemporaries it was nothing less than a fixture of Parisian existence.
                  Balzac's admiration for Rossini (and indeed his personal acquaintance with him through the composer's second-wife-to-be, Olympe Pélissier) is well known, and representations of performances of Rossini's works are common throughout his œuvre (although,
                  as we saw in Chapter 1, his approbation of music is sometimes difficult to interpret). In general, for Balzac as for perhaps no other novelist,
                  the opera house was the crucible in which Parisian social life was formed, with around a third of the novels making up La Comédie humaine featuring fully-fledged scenes at the Opéra, and most of the others making reference to the house, to works performed there,
                  or to singers.51

               Duprez, for example, is in his own right almost a minor character in the Comédie. To express the rare quality of his mistress Josépha's voice, Baron Hulot (in La Cousine Bette) can find no higher recommendation than ‘c'est Duprez en jupon’, and Adolphe (Petites misères de la vie conjugale) raises the success of the tenor's debut almost to proverbial status.52 His performance in the role of Arnold is a familiar reference, as for example when the Countess Clémentine (La Fausse Maîtresse), determined to tempt Captain Paz into a tête-à-tête, proposes a visit to Guillaume Tell to hear Duprez as an especially attractive after-dinner treat; this instance, like that in Le Comte de Monte-Cristo (but unlike some of Balzac's other contemporary references) is historically exact.53 Other famous singers are the object of gossip, as in the lengthy description of the peculiarities of the Opéra (from the
                  economics of engaging a star tenor to those of keeping a mistress from the corps de ballet) in Les Comédiens sans le savoir, where the painter Mistigris explains the way things are to his provincial cousin (portrayed complete with accent, as Balzac
                  loved to do):
                  
                     
                        – Que donnait-on à l'Opéra quand tu y es allé ? . . .

                        – Guillomme Tèle. . .
                        

                        – Bon, reprit le paysagiste, le grand duo de Mathilde a dû te faire plaisir. Eh bien, à quoi, dans ton idée, a dû s'occuper
                           la cantatrice en quittant la scène ? . . .
                        
– Elle s'est. . . quoi ?

                        – Assise à manger deux côtelettes de mouton saignant que son domestique lui tenait prêtes. . .

                        – Ah ! bouffre !

                        – La Malibran se soutenait avec de l'eau-de-vie et c'est ce qui l'a tuée !54

                        [“What was on at the Opéra when you were there?”

                        “Guillomme Telle. . .”
                        

                        “Well,” replied the landscape artist, “Mathilde's grand duet must have delighted you. So, what do you suppose the singer did
                           when she left the stage?”
                        

                        “She – well, what?”

                        “She ate two rare mutton chops which her servant had ready for her.”

                        “Pooh! nonsense!”

                        “Malibran kept going on brandy – and that's what killed her!”]

                     

                  

               

               And not only do Balzac's characters assemble at the Opéra, discuss its productions and keep themselves informed about its
                  back-stage ins and outs, they even speak its language, as in this example from La Cousine Bette :
                  
                     
                        Toutes trois elles s’étaient mises à rire, et Hortense avait chanté : Wenceslas ! idole de mon âme ! au lieu de: Ô Mathilde. . . Et il y avait eu comme une armistice pendant quelques instants.55

                        [They had all three laughed, and Hortense had sung ‘Wenceslas! idol of my soul!’ instead of ‘O Mathilde. . .’. Then for a
                           few minutes there had been a sort of truce.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Here the humour arises from the phrase that so pleased Monte-Cristo being attributed to Lisbeth, the spinster cousin of the
                  title: just as it appears at this early stage of the book unlikely that she should have a lover, the implication is that the
                  amorous lyricism of the music (and no doubt the tenor's ardour in performance) seems amusingly incongruous with her dry manner.
                  A similar mis-match of novelistic plot and musical affect, this time spelled out by Balzac, is that in Béatrix when Félicité (a writer and composer under the pseudonym Camille Maupin) undermines a rather touching moment:
                     
                        « [. . .] – Que ne me le disiez-vous ! Faut-il ne plus venir ? demanda Calyste en retenant mal une larme qui roula sur sa
                           joue et qui toucha vivement Félicité.
                        

                        – Vous êtes un ange ! » s’écria-t-elle. Puis elle chanta gaiement le Restez de Mathilde dans Guillaume Tell, pour ôter toute gravité à cette magnifique réponse de la princesse à son sujet. « Il a voulu, reprit-elle, me faire croire
                           ainsi à plus d'amour qu'il n'en a pour moi. Il sait tout le bien que je lui veux, dit-elle en regardant Calyste avec attention
                           [. . .]. »56

                        [“Why didn't you tell me? What must I do? must I stay away?” asked Calyste, with difficulty restraining his tears, one of
                           which rolled down his cheek and touched Félicité deeply.
                        

                        “You are an angel!” she cried. Then she gaily sang the “Stay!” of Mathilde in Guillaume Tell, removing all gravity from that magnificent answer of the princess to her subject. “He only wanted to make me think he loves
                           me more than he really does,” she said. “He knows how much I care for him,” she went on, looking attentively at Calyste.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               In this case the dramatic valency of the scene in the novel is confused by the fact that Félicité/Camille is a cipher for
                  George Sand (whose musical competence is well known),57 but Balzac's description of it in the opera gives an idea of the impression it obviously made on him in the theatre and what
                  it is he wants to parody on the page. And yet the musical text – a simple, syllabic setting in short note values, c″-g′, rounding
                  off a passage of recitative – is ill-equipped to bear the weight of his admiration. It seems that what he is responding to
                  is not the singing, nor the words, nor even perhaps the concordance of the two plot situations, but rather the tableau – the
                  gestural disposition of meaning at this emotionally charged moment of the plot – formed as the sovereign/lover tenderly detains
                  the beloved/subject.
               

               This is, in the case of Tell and perhaps particularly that of its coloratura soprano, if anything more characteristic of Balzac's novelistic rendering
                  of opera than the episodes he constructs around the social interaction that the Opéra fosters, or even his use of it as a
                  source of quotation: the extent of the presence of a work like Tell in Parisian culture at the time is revealed most suggestively in those images he borrows from its stage action and converts into visual similes. When, in La Cousine Bette, Josépha repents the wrong she has unwittingly done the Baroness Hulot by allowing the latter's husband to squander the family's
                  resources on her, she perhaps understandably enacts the moment of pathos in the terms of the role for which she is best known:
                  
                     
                        Elle prit la main de la baronne, sans que la baronne eût pu s'opposer à ce mouvement, elle la baisa de la façon la plus respectueuse,
                           et alla jusqu’à l'abaissement en pliant un genou. Puis elle se releva fière comme lorsqu'elle entrait en scène dans le rôle
                           de Mathilde, et sonna.58

                        [She took the baroness's hand and, before the baroness could have done anything to prevent her, she kissed it most respectfully,
                           even humbling herself to bend one knee. Then she rose, as proud as when she made her entrance in the part of Mathilde, and
                           rang the bell.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               But even the characters who have nothing to do with the Opéra – who, like the concierge Madame Cibot in the companion novel
                  Le Cousin Pons, may never have been there – may behave operatically. Crucially, they do so not according to stereotypes of emotional vocal
                  outburst, but rather in terms of theatrical gesture:
                  
                     
                        Sans connaître l’événement auquel elle devait l'accomplissement de son rêve, l'excellente madame Cibot descendit à sa loge
                           et y entra comme Josépha entre en scène dans Guillaume Tell. Elle jeta les plats et les assiettes, et s’écria : – Cibot, cours chercher deux demi-tasses, au Café Turc ! et dis au garçon
                           de fourneau que c'est pour moi !59

                        [The excellent Madame Cibot went downstairs to her lodge, in ignorance of the event which had made her dream come true, and
                           went in like Josépha making her entrance in Guillaume Tell. She set down the plates and dishes with a bang, and called aloud: “Cibot! run to the Café Turc for two small cups of coffee,
                           and tell the man at the stove it's for me.”]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Thus, just as Balzac uses the auditorium of the Opéra to arrange his characters in positions, relative to one another, that
                  are metaphorical as well as physical, drawing on (but also developing) the conventional social hierarchy represented by parterre and loges, he transplants them into its very mise en scène to appeal to, above all, visual experience of lyric drama. By far the most distinctive of these pictorial moments pressed into novelistic service is that
                  from what was always the most celebrated scene of the opera, the confrontation in Act 2 between Guillaume, Walther and Arnold,
                  evoked to lightly comic effect in Les Petits Bourgeois :
                  
                     
                        Monsieur Pron jouissait d'une grande influence dans la portion du quartier circonscrite par le boulevard de Mont-Parnasse,
                           le Luxembourg, et la route de Sèvres. Aussi, dès qu'il vit son ami, Phellion, sans avoir besoin d'avis, le prit-il par le
                           bras, pour aller l'initier, dans un coin, à la conspiration Thuillier, et, après dix minutes de conversation, ils vinrent
                           tous les deux chercher Thuillier, et l'embrasure de la fenêtre opposée à celle où restait Flavie entendit sans doute un trio
                           digne, dans son genre, de celui des trois Suisses dans Guillaume Tell.60

                        [Mr Pron enjoyed great influence in the quarter enclosed by the boulevard Mont-Parnasse, the Luxembourg, and the Sèvres road.
                           So, as soon as he saw his friend, Phellion, without any preamble, he led him by the arm into a corner to inform him of the
                           Thuillier conspiracy. After ten minutes’ consultation they both came to find Thuillier, and the recess of the window opposite
                           the one in which Flavie still sat absorbed in her reflections no doubt heard a trio worthy, in its own way, of that of the
                           three Swiss in Guillaume Tell.]
                        

                     

                  

               

               Here the back-and-forth within different kinds of reception intensifies: as Gerhard has pointed out, this image was itself
                  apparently taken by Solomé from an existing lithograph and incorporated directly into the opera;61 its mise en scène then inspired numerous further illustrations.
               

               These snapshots of stage gesture do more than merely reconnect the reader with works that were well known to the characters:
                  they bring to life the social experience of opera-going at the time. The apprehension of a work was much more broken up than
                  it later became: intervals for scene changes were more frequent and of course much longer (sometimes as much as one-and-a-half
                  or two hours), and the attention of different sections of the audience was engaged at different times as singing alternated with
                  danced interludes. In addition, as both Balzac and Dumas clearly confirm, a large proportion of the audience was free to move
                  around from box to box, or even to other parts of the theatre (such as the notorious foyer de la danse).62 Finally, the stage action itself was relatively sectionalised, with scenes often arranged as a series of tableaux. This dramatically
                  piecemeal, socially mobile experience – spread out, it should be remembered, over an evening typically lasting at least five
                  or six hours – is reflected in novels that were themselves delivered to readers in articulated form, in instalments in the
                  feuilletons of various newspapers.
               

               At a basic level, then, the rendering of Guillaume Tell as a collection of fragments – the aesthetic of articulation, as it were, that characterised its progress through the nineteenth
                  century and around Europe – was not limited to the question of its length in performance. It evolved in response to, or at
                  the very least hand in hand with, a particular aspect of the socio-cultural environment; the institution (in the largest sense:
                  the Opéra, the practice of opera-going, its place in social life and as reflected in art) was mirrored in its repertory. Though
                  this enraged Berlioz, maybe Rossini had the right idea in not raising any objection: meeting him in a Paris street one day, Véron, Director of the Opéra, is supposed to have announced to the composer that the second act of Guillaume Tell was to be performed that evening; Rossini's reply – ‘Tout entier?’ (‘What, all of it?’) – fits nicely with the detachment
                  the composer cultivated towards the end of his life, but may also point towards his understanding of a fundamental truth about
                  grand opéra, one that Verdi, labouring for decades over successive versions of his Don Carlos, would seem at first glance never to have grasped.
               

               Yet perhaps it was precisely Verdi's knowledge of Parisian performing (and listening) practice that made him suspect that
                  the length of the unabridged opera was of only academic importance, because even the premiere of a grand opéra tended to be no more than a synecdochical evocation of a whole that remained a conceptual entity. Every grand opéra ever composed was found to contain much too much music when first rehearsed, and all received premieres whose proportions
                  exceeded, often to a vast extent, those of later performances. Some eventually achieved a more or less finished shape as they
                  settled into the repertory, others remained more pick-and-mix affairs. Moreover, the revisions made by composers were, by
                  and large, not of the same kind as those found necessary for revivals or new productions of operas in the Italian tradition; that is, to bring them up to date or to include material specially written for a particular performer.
                  Throughout the history of Parisian grand opéra, a unique sense of the provisional is ever-present: published vocal scores, for example, would contain pieces that had already
                  been removed, apparently definitively, from the staged opera, no full score was printed without the many orchestral substitutions
                  that would allow theatres other than the Paris Opéra to perform it, and cuts were (as we have seen) numerous.63 Though the culture of grand opéra invested heavily in the permanence of its best-known examples, over the long history of the genre the idea emerges that a
                  given constellation of elements of the work never does anything more than stand in for a vast and gloriously impractical original
                  conception situated in a purely hypothetical moment some time before the opening night.
               

            

            Superheroes

            
               On the strength of the Parisian reception of Don Carlos, which was not by any means overwhelmingly positive, Verdi was offered the next really prestigious commission to come up:
                  the inaugural opera of the new Palais Garnier, then under construction. He refused. And, as it turned out, the Palais Garnier was never to get its grand
                  opening work: the first performance in 1875 was a gala evening of extracts from the great warhorses, La Juive, Les Huguenots and so on; a celebration of the Opéra's glorious past rather than any sort of manifesto for music of the future.64 It was, above all, the apotheosis of a corpus of operas scarred by cuts and wholesale amputations, and, more significantly, of a reception history often told only in terms of lengthy premieres and fossilised repertory, but
                  actually full of missing music, constantly changing plots, and soirées à l'Opéra made up of motley combinations of acts from entirely different works.
               

               So when Monte-Cristo hears ‘Ô Mathilde! idole de mon âme’ in the third act of the evening's entertainment, initially the explanation
                  would seem to be that Act 1 of Guillaume Tell has been preceded by two acts from another opera – or, perhaps more likely, an act from an opera and an unrelated ballet.
                  No 1840s Parisian would have found this strange. But when it seems that the next act is Act 3, the last, ending with Duprez's
                  ringing ‘Suivez-moi!’, the succession begins to seem unlikely, even random. A partial performance of the opera that missed
                  out only Act 2, containing the serment des trois Suisses, would have been strange indeed (although not as strange as the other, final possibility, i.e. that the evening begins with
                  an act from some other work and then continues with the three acts of the revised Tell in the order second, first, third). Rather than a performance re-created so plausibly as to tend towards actual historical
                  record, as it momentarily appears, Chapters 88 and 89 of Le Comte de Monte-Cristo bear witness only to snatches of music recalled from a performance that Dumas may or may not have been at, but that he has
                  mistakenly reordered.
               

               This mistake – on its own hardly reason to reproach an author whose work rate rivalled Balzac's legendary prolificacy – is
                  significant in two ways. First, at the surface of the narrative, it emphasises the extent to which operas were known not as
                  complete dramatic or musical structures, but as individual acts, pieces, lines, or even (as in the case of Mathilde's ‘Restez!’)
                  single words. Monte-Cristo's ability to call up, as if by remote control, a favourite passage, represents a point of contact
                  between a side of grand opéra that is doubly obscured – by the general absence of the works from today's shrinking repertoire, and by musicology's natural
                  preference for dealing in first performances – and a side of the French novel that is similarly distant from current consumption
                  of literature: its original episodic nature, whether divided into Scènes (Balzac) or Mystères (Sue); in any case a kind of reading by glimpses. That a genre which itself depended on composition by extracts should have placed this kind of reception practice
                  so much at the centre of its subject matter already seems fitting, but the symbiosis would appear to spread further.
               

               The roman-feuilleton has its own editorial issues, of course, often quite as complex as those of grand opéra, and all intimately to do with articulation: from the inconsistencies that arose during the long-drawn-out process of serial
                  publication, and that were either corrected or exacerbated in subsequent editions in book-form, to the more abstract matter
                  of subcategorisation in the Comédie humaine. Balzac's progressive reorganisation of the series as he imagined grander and grander superstructures, never achieved, hovering
                  over his actual œuvre, pointed to an aesthetic object fully as virtual as the great Parisian super-operas of Verdi and Rossini.65

               The difference was, of course, that instalments always formed part of a narrative yet to be presented as a whole, even provisional.
                  Although cases like the Mille et un fantômes, in which the uncertainty regarding the length of the individual stories and the direction and eventual terminus of the whole
                  was let slip to readers, were rare, the most successful romans-feuilletons were always potential, complete up to the narrative present and thereafter to some degree only in outline. To be sure, Les Mystères de Paris, whose composition was at any given stage only a limited number of instalments ahead of the publication schedule, evolved
                  in a way very different from the initial conception.66 And Le Comte de Monte-Cristo seems compellingly to foreground this sense of anything-might-happen in that it is, from about a third of the way through,
                  a novel all about following a plan: Monte-Cristo's revenge. It continually interpolates into its already articulated structure
                  further digressions and geographical dislocations, but apart from one or two moments (such as the confrontation with Morcerf's
                  mother), these are skilfully reintegrated, revealed as part of the grand design after all. In this way, by providing numerous
                  mini-adventures, the narrative renders very clearly the rhythm of the work's production and consumption, but in doing so also communicates a virtuosic handling of pacing and setting calculated
                  to excite a contemporary readership who wanted fast-moving plot lines and exotic locations in their feuilletons as much as at the Opéra.
               

               Or rather, it invests that virtuosity in its mysterious protagonist, who passes at will between countries (he appears to be
                  resident simultaneously in a number of European and Middle Eastern places) and identities (his being a master of disguise
                  is, as we have seen, merely the symptom of a much more fundamental and elusive otherness). Monte-Cristo, has, like the other
                  strongmen of the roman-feuilleton (Rodolphe, Rio-Santo, and so on – the original superheroes),67 almost supernatural powers. Dumas gently satirised this new literary phenomenon: when Morcerf 's second comes to settle the
                  issue of duelling weapons, and stiffly asks to know the cause of the affair, Monte-Cristo refuses, saying with amusement ‘je
                  suis, selon vous, un Lara, un Manfred, un lord Ruthwen; puis [. . .] vous me demandez des explications’.68 And yet Robert le diable, which Dumas chose for the backdrop to that crucial scene earlier in the novel, nevertheless accentuates the supernatural
                  aura accruing around Monte-Cristo's feats (one of the secondary characters in attendance at that particular performance had
                  referred to him, quite independently, as Lord Ruthven).69 But it is in the area of narrative that Monte-Cristo's powers are most impressive, and, with respect to his enemies and friends
                  alike, most obviously other-worldly.
               

               Christopher Prendergast has written of the virtual omnipotence of Sue's Rodolphe as encompassing even the narrative through which his marvellous deeds are related; the same could be said of
                  Dumas’ Monte-Cristo.70 The events and disclosures that shape the novel are almost all shown to have been manipulated, even staged, by the protagonist,
                  and their reintegration into the revenge plot confirms his quasi-authorial power. Thus the second principal significance of
                  Dumas’ reordering of the music of Tell, the most important, is precisely that the excerpt Monte-Cristo invites us to listen to is not a direct echo of the plot of his novel. It is certainly fitting, even necessary, that his favourite opera should be Tell, which is all about heroics, more or less mythical. The third act, the one that should be playing when we ‘hear’ ‘Ô Mathilde! idole
                  de mon âme’, has the best example from the legend, the hair-raising feat with the crossbow.71 And Duprez figures in a story in some ways just as legendary in opera lore: the tenor's performance of ‘Suivez-moi!’, which Monte-Cristo
                  values so highly, is ‘famous’ principally because the scene included high Cs produced, in a technique revolutionary for the
                  time, with his chest- (rather than head-) voice. Although not everyone was immediately won over by the new quality of vocal
                  climax Duprez introduced into the work (Rossini himself apparently likened the sound to that made by a capon whose throat
                  had been cut), and although the precise extent to which it represented an advance on existing singing technique has been questioned,72 the importance in operatic history of the so-called ut de poitrine, above all in the development of the overtly masculine, superhero aspect of the tenor's vocal persona, is undoubted. In many
                  ways, therefore, Guillaume Tell is the perfect soundtrack for Le Comte de Monte-Cristo. But the scenes from Rossini's opera turn out to encapsulate the narrative essence of Dumas’ novel not in shadowing it, as
                  happens frequently in the tradition of the soirée à l'Opéra, but instead in being manipulated by it – or rather, by its superhuman hero. Monte-Cristo, authorial avatar, embodiment of
                  the novelistic control over time and space Dumas mused over so affectingly in Un dîner chez Rossini, finding himself in Act 3 when he wants to listen to a phrase from Act 1, simply rewinds.
               

               An important part of the popularity of opera scenes in nineteenth-century Parisian novels is that they superimposed onto a
                  widely understood and increasingly banal social spectacle, whose vocabulary had become common parlance, a narrative that was
                  heroic and exotic – and that was able subtly to reanimate the narratives of heroism and exoticism attendant on that spectacle's
                  most famous performers. But it seems to have been in their thrilling, vertiginous mobility (structural, temporal, geographical)
                  that the works of Dumas in particular piggy-backed most easily and most effectively on this aspect of opera reception. If
                  in 1849, looking back through the medium of the conte over twenty years of creative effort (i.e. to the very moment of the premiere of Guillaume Tell), his musings on ideas of permanence, artistic life after death, and the possibility of survival in fragmentation lighted
                  on the figure of Rossini (and implicitly on the operatic revenants embodied in the various Tell versions of the period), the composer's last masterpiece was also integral to Dumas’ examination of the future through the
                  lens of the roman-feuilleton, the new literature of the fantastic for the mid century. The intercalation of opera-going with the overcoming of Monte-Cristo's adversaries, time and space, was
                  not quite, in the end, the juxtaposition of reality and fiction; rather, it was the pleasurable, escapist distortion of one
                  by the other. Dumas’ discourses – music, and words for music – were not enemies after all.
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