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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 
Jenny Bell, an opéra-comique in three acts with libretto by Eugène Scribe, was 
premiered at the Opéra-Comique (Deuxième salle Favart) on 2 June 1855. It is set in 
eighteenth-century London. Lord Mortimer, the son of the Duke of Greenwich, is in 
love with the celebrated diva, Jenny Bell, but his father has forbidden him to see her. 
When the Duke asks Jenny to refuse to admit his son, she recognizes him as the man 
who helped her, many years ago, when she was a starving waif, and promises not to 
see Mortimer. In Act 2 Mortimer gains entry to Jenny's home by passing himself off 
as a composer. She dismisses the goldsmith Dodson, who has been paying court to 
her, to keep her promise to the young man and examine his opera. Greenwich, who 
has caught a glimpse of his son in Jenny's anteroom, reproaches her, but she asks the 
Duke to hide in a closet to watch how she will discourage this admirer. 

Jenny looks at the opera and tells Mortimer that it is no good, whereupon he 
reveals his true identity and declares his love, but is rebuffed. When he faints, she 
leaves, and the Duke tries to console him. Jenny then attempts to cure Mortimer's 
infatuation by reading to her guests all the love letters she has received, and finally 
accepts diamonds and a proposal from Dodson. Mortimer challenges him, curses 
Jenny, and leaves. Act 3 opens in the Guildhall, where Jenny is to sing for the Lord 
Mayor. She is highly despondent and refuses either to sing or to receive Dodson. The 
Duke sees that Jenny really loves his son, and contritely gives his consent for their 
marriage.  

The model for Jenny Bell was the famous Swedish soprano Jenny Lind, although 
she never sang the role. The piece is well constructed, with interesting situations and 
well-handled dialogue. The secondary characters of Henriette, Jenny Bell’s chamber 
maid, George Leslie and Dobson are imaginatively integrated into the principal 
action. Motifs of an English provenance are introduced by the composer: firstly the 
cantilena which begins the overture and is later repeated in the vocal parts; and 
secondly the national anthems “God save the king” and “Rule Britannia”.  

The overture derives its vivacity from an alternation of galop and waltz. The 
opening galop is a D-major allegro from the act 2 finale. This contrasts with the 
waltz, a hesitant motif given jerking character stops and starts, and derived from 
Jenny’s aria at the beginning of the last act, in which she reflects on her trepidation at 
singing before the Royal family and a large audience while wrestling with her own 
inner conflict. This opposition of circumstances is mirrored in the overture by the 
contrasting use of D major and F major (in the last finale Jenny’s solo passage is in B-
flat major, the key associated with her). The opening galop is repeated in F major. A 
new galop theme in D major then leads into the reprise of “Chanter, ô terreurs”, now 
in B-flat, followed by the first galop in the same key. The second galop, now in D 
major, sharpens the tone of the final section before the short presto-stretta where a 
serious note is struck by a descending series of seven diminished seventh chords, 
aiming to return to B-flat but not actually doing so.  

Also of interest are the chambermaid’s couplets on the use of rouge by actresses 
(“Au théâtre, le secret”); the Goldsmith’s syllabic couplets; and the lament whereby 
Jenny Bell used to move the hearts of passers-by in her girlhood (“Dans la rue, à peine 
éclairée”). Auber responded with real feeling to this situation. His melodies, almost 



Daniel-François-Esprit Auber 

 
x 

always in the major mode, are sometimes spiced with chromatic alterations for 
generating emotional effect—as here in this pathetic begging song, where the 
sharpened fourth resolves a half-step downwards to the natural fourth degree of the 
scale—and the augmented triad is used to express deep emotional feeling (as by many 
French composers as late as Faure). The effect is sustained by the use of syncopation 
and the cross-rhythms typical of Halévy. The duet between Lord Greenwich and 
Jenny Bell is rich in motifs; the intercalated tyrolienne (“Ah! De la fauvette”) very 
graceful. The lovely tenor romance “À sa voix, à sa vue” with the theme of “God save 
the king” is followed by an ensemble that concludes the first act with real feeling.  

In act 2 the principal piece is the big duet in which Mortimer, under the pseudonym 
of William, declares his love for Jenny. Auber treated this complicated situation with 
the hand of a master used to overcoming difficulties. Use of chromatic chords as 
seasonings of an otherwise bland texture now develops into passages of harmonic 
richness, as at the phrase “...toujours me fait rire”, with its use of the Neapolitan sixth 
instead of the expected tonic cadential chord. 

The score of this work is one of the most elaborate and richest in variety of 
combinations among the composer’s opéras-comiques. One has only to consider the 
most unusual aria for the baritone “Le bruit est pour le fat” whose subject is a 
sentence borrowed from the comedy La Coquette corrigée. The variations on “Rule 
Britannia”, with sparing use of non-imitative counterpoint as Jenny sings brilliantly 
over the cantus firmus of the anthem, close the opera brilliantly. This is a work which 
should be revived and better understood. The original cast were: Caroline Duprez  
(Jenny Bell); Edmund-Jules Ricquier-Delaunay (Mortimer); Jean-Baptist Faure (the 
Duke of Greenwich); Charles-Louis Sainte-Foy (Dodson); Joseph-Antoine-Charles 
Couderc (George Leslie); and Sophie Boulart (Henriette, Jenny’s maid). The opera 
was only in the repertoire for one year, 1855, with a total of 36 performances. Jenny 
Bell was performed in Brussels and Hamburg, but never in London. 

 

 
 

Jean-Baptist Faure, creator of Lord Greenwich 
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