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ABSTRACTS 
 

 
Vestale Operas: Comparing Symbolic Narratives in 1721 and 1807 
David Charlton (Royal Holloway, University of London) 
 
This paper seeks to understand the nature of the wider contextual messages in La Vestale 
(Jouy/Spontini, 1807), particularly by means of the comparative examination of a significant and 
socially-contextualised working of the same material in operatic form: Le Feu, by P.-C. Roy, set to 
music by Lalande and Destouches. This forms one entrée in Les Eléments (opéra-ballet, 1721), often 
revived during the eighteenth century: the symbolic and political background to this work is 
especially transparent, and can help us re-evaluate the symbolic messages intended by Jouy. Roy’s 
interpretation celebrated recent military victory and dynastic betrothals through courtly and classical 
allusions, allowing above all for the symbolic legitimation of Louis XV’s person and his authority by 
associating them not just with the history of the monarchy, but symbolically with ancient Troy, since 
the Romans believed that their cult of Vesta’s sacred fire originated there. Considered as a national 
(or political) narrative, Jouy’s text had to allow for an updated symbolic construction, which referred 
to the historical relations between Rome and Gaul, but was re-fashioned for a Napoleonic age.  

 
 
The Paris Opéra during the Early French Revolution 
Mark Darlow (University of Cambridge) 
 
Previous scholarship on the Paris Opéra has avoided the period of the French Revolution as being 
characterised by administrative disorder and aesthetic mediocrity; yet in the light of recent research 
in French theatre studies which has had important insights for the interrelation of aesthetics and 
ideology; and management/finances and repertory, this paper, part of a larger project on the Opéra 
1789-1806, looks at case studies of apparently traditional post-Gluckian lyric tragedy in the light of 
the Opéra’s reorganisation during the early Revolution. It aims to consider how apparently 
traditional works nonetheless constitute a renegociation of that ‘tradition’, in the light of studies on 
1780s ‘pre-Revolutionary’ art (esp. Thomas Crow). As I hope to show, the Opéra is caught between 
an ideological call for a rupture with an ethically-tainted ‘Old Regime’ administrative structure; and 
a need to preserve its place as the guardian of a national cultural heritage [patrimoine]. 
 
 
 
 

 



‘Le Prophète’ and Revolution 
Sarah Hibberd (University of Nottingham) 
 

The difficulties at the heart of the Jacobin phase of the first Revolution that were being faced again in 
the 1840s were problematised in Meyerbeer and Scribe’s Le Prophète (1849). These included the 
presentation of a new religion rooted in social justice, the depiction of a crowd that is liberated then 
destroyed by violence, and above all the portrait of a prophet whose motivations are at odds with the 
needs of the people he leads. However, there was a disparity between the message of hope for the 
future that the opera clearly contained (and which characterised the period of its creation), and the 
unanimous reception of the work in 1849 as a pessimistic confirmation of the failure of revolution 
tout court. This paper will focus on the final tableau of destruction, situating it in the rhetoric of the 
1790s and offering the melodramatic moment as an defining example of the French sublime. 
 

Funding Grand Opera in France: Ideologies of the mid-19th Century 
Katharine Ellis (Royal Holloway, University of London) 
 

This paper explores the hotly-debated question of the form of theatre deregulation most appropriate 
to regional France, where operatic provision before the 1864 'liberté des théatres' ['a' with 
circumflex]was widespread but beleaguered, and where the challenges of funding grand opera, 
though in some ways similar to those of Paris, rested on a radically different infrastructural basis. In 
so doing it provides a context for the sea change of 1864 and helps explain why the one-size 
legislation of the 'liberté', although conceived after consultation with regional préfets, essentially 
failed the operatic constituency it was intended, among others, to help. 
 

An Aristocratic Theatre? Bologna's Teatro Comunale During the Transition from the Papal to 
the Liberal regime" 
Axel Körner (UCL) 
 

This paper provides a telling case study illustrating the link between cultural politics and social 
change in 19th century Italy. The political transition from the Papal regime to the Italian nation state 
generated conflicts concerning Bologna's municipal theatre. Once the nobility's preferred backdrop 
for its self-representation, the theatre was now at the centre of the municipality's new cultural policy. 
Despite the role of the ancient nobility in the local governing coalitions, cultural politics were 
increasingly professionalised, and determined by the rising middle classes. This led to conflicts with 
the theatre's (exclusively aristocratic) box-owners on the repertoire and on the style of performance. 
 

French Opera in Russia after 1789: the View from the Imperial Theatres 
Rosamund Bartlett (EHRC, Oxford) 
 

With the exception of a few isolated studies, often constrained by the Soviet censor, the 
Rezeptionsgeschichte of French opera in Russia has rarely been made the subject of scholarly 
investigation.  Before considering the impact of the events of 1789 on the performance of French 
opera in Russia, this paper therefore will seek first of all to provide an overview, by discussing 1) the 
rise of French opera in Russia under Catherine the Great, whose enthusiasm for opéra comique 
cooled in direct correlation with the increase of implicit social criticism contained in its librettos, 2) 
the history of the French Court Opera founded by Paul 1 in 1796, which closed abruptly when 
Napoleon invaded Russia, and 3) the attitude towards the French repertoire taken by the Imperial 
Theatres, which maintained a monopoly on opera production in St. Petersburg and Moscow until 
1882.   The first Russian productions of Meyerbeer’s operas will be discussed as a case study.  
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