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INTRODUCTION

La Barcarolle an opéra-comique in three acts, with librettoBmgéne Scribe, was
premiered at the Opéra-Comique (Deuxieme SallerBawa 22 April 1845.

It is set in Parma in the eighteenth century aerahtively, at the time of the
Restoration. As act 1 opens the Count de Fiesques diis half-brother, the composer
Fabio, the poem to a barcarolle which Fabio isstd® music, and thus bring his work
to the attention of the Grand Duke. The Kapellnegi€€afarini and the Marquis de
Felino, who are seeking advancement at court thieesesecretly copy the poem and
set it to the music they overhear Fabio singinge Jdint effort of Cafarini and the
Marquis is concealed in a basket of fruit whiclsesit to the Grand Duchess.

As act 2 opens the Grand Duke has found the bdieand is consumed with
jealous suspicions about his wife. The Marquisgdrgpbio into singing the song and
admitting that he composed the music to the Coumtsds. The Count is arrested.
Fabio learns through Cafarini’'s niece Gina of thep&limeister's part in the plot.
Cafarini then blackmails the Marquis, because hielshthe copy of the poem in
Fiesque's handwriting. In act 3 Fabio, having b&ebidden entry to the Duke's
concert, disguises himself as a member of the stche@nd places the parts to his
barcarolle on the music stands. The Marquis stbpsperformance. Fabio offers to
exchange the incriminating copy that the Marquisienaf the poem for the Count's
liberty. Gina saves Fabio from arrest by producithgg music in Cafarini's
handwriting; the Kapellmeister disentangles himggff identifying the Marquis’s
draft. The Duke pardons everyone.

La Barcarolle would seem to have been produced on the stagefferedt
versions. Scribe, in collaboration with Varner, lgbt out a vaudeville called
Chanson ou I'Interieur d'un bureawith a subject identical to that of the opera on 25
February 1823. The libretto to Auber’s opéra-coraidg simply structured, but the
action moves forward most skilfully. Traces of wwgdi humour characteristic of the
original comédie-vaudevilldhhave been retained in the dialogue, even thougketh
elements were fundamentally toned down in the tibré his creates an unconscious
and slightly discordant duality between the spolkarmd musical numbers. The
Marquis is not altogether convincing as a villaamd his intrigues to imprison the
Count and exile Fabio seem exaggerated and owtnbdéxt.

Auber’s music is elegant, pliable and distinguisHéa all his work. Many motifs
recall memories from earlier works, and the compacsgpears at times to have
borrowed from himself. The first movement of theedure is distinguished by
mysterious effectgon sording and sounds like a Classical string quartet. Ve t
soprano arias, anddao bouffewere much applauded. The soprano air for Girecin
1 (“Personne en ces lieux ne m’a vue”) and the caioiet for two basses (“Viens,
que par toi nos muses”) offer good musical declanaifThe touching act 1 duet for
Fabio and the Count, in which they celebrate theiship, is sustained in its unison
cabaletta (“Nous sommes fils tous deux du méme 'inbyerich triadic treble chords
and a dominant bass pedal throughout, as if testtee depth of their blood tie.

The tarantella, the chorus “Le maestro Cafarithig quintet, and the finale of act
2, are well imagined. One of the rare instances pdlka in Auber’'s music is found in
the act 3 duet for Cafarini and the Marquis (“Cetitece...Laquelle?”). The Barcarolle
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itself serves as a Leitmotif, presented imagindfive various forms throughout the
work—solo, duet, quintet, sextet, and finally geart the end of the opera. Of the
sixteen numbers in the score, eight are duetspfsikem for male voices, including
two for the two basses. The score also tunes intcadition of satire—both of
musicians and artists, and of musical styles. Thstifamous French example was the
enduringly populat.e Maitre de chapell€l821) by Ferdinando Paér, while Donizetti
had done the same e convenienze ed inconvenienze teati8P7).

The original cast were: Gustave-Hippolyte Rogeb{®g Chaix (Felino); Léonard
Hermann-Léon (Cafarini); Edouard Gassier (CountFiesque); Mlle Anoinette-
Jeanne-Hermance Révilly (Clélia, daughter of theqguia); and Mlle Octavie Delille
(Gina, niece of Cafarini). The work did not lasyybed the year of its premiere, 1845.
There were 27 performancésa Barcarollewas translated into German, English and
Portuguese, and produced in Vienna (Theater atden, 5 September 1846 and
Karntnertor, 9 August 1849); Berlin; London (Priess Theatre 5 April 1847) and
Lisbon (1847 and July 1850).

The relative lack of success of the opera lies vétltombination of factors
involving librettist, composer and extraneous festoThe libretto has too much
topicality from its first incarnation and is lackjnn clarity as an operatic text. There
is an overall musical monotony with some ideasiedro extremes (like the recurring
barcarolle theme), and use of old-fashioned stfesdevices dulling something of its
appeal. Further, the years preceding the 1848 Rewnlwere socially troubled, with
an economic slump beginning in 1845. Frivolousgdlmnd little public response,
and may well have turned normally receptive listsravay from this work in which
the collaboration between Scribe and Auber is sutnik essentially most effective.

‘cLELIA, Qu'entends—je! — Acte 2, scéne 4,

Fabio sings his barcarolle (act 2 scene 4). Enggafrom Scribe's Works (1853-5)
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