
Giacomo Meyerbeer 



 



Giacomo Meyerbeer: 

A Critical Life and Iconography 

By 

Robert Ignatius Letellier 
 
 



Giacomo Meyerbeer: A Critical Life and Iconography 

 
By Robert Ignatius Letellier 
 
This book first published 2018  
 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing 
 
Lady Stephenson Library, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE6 2PA, UK 
 
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 
 
Copyright © 2018 by Robert Ignatius Letellier 
 
All rights for this book reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without 
the prior permission of the copyright owner. 
 
ISBN (10): 1-5275-0396-8 
ISBN (13): 978-1-5275-0396-0 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 
List of Illustrations ..................................................................................... ix 
 
List of Abbreviations .............................................................................. xxiii 
 
Introduction ............................................................................................ xxiv 
 
Chapter One ................................................................................................. 1 
Giacomo Meyerbeer—The Sources: A Life Revealed in his Private Papers 

1) The Meyerbeer Papers [Nachlass] ..................................................... 4 
2) The Diaries ........................................................................................ 9 
3) The Style and Content: a Preoccupation with Drama ...................... 12 
4) Words and Music ............................................................................. 15 
5) The Operatic Emphasis .................................................................... 17 
6) Non-Dramatic Music ....................................................................... 20 
7) Musicians and Singers ..................................................................... 22 
8) Literary Concerns ............................................................................ 23 
9) Musical Criticism ............................................................................ 24 
10) The Press ....................................................................................... 26 
11) Negative Reputation: Heine, Schumann, Wagner ......................... 30 
12) Anti-Semitism ................................................................................ 35 
13) Religion and Attitude ..................................................................... 39 
14) Historical Questions: The Prussian State and the Liberal Ideal ..... 40 
15) A Life of Wandering ...................................................................... 46 
16) Questions of Health ....................................................................... 48 
17) Family Matters ............................................................................... 51 
18) Friendships .................................................................................... 55 
 

Chapter Two .............................................................................................. 60 
Giacomo Meyerbeer—The Background: Historical and Familial Matters 

A. The Jews in Prussia ......................................................................... 60 
1) Brandenburg and the Grand Elector ........................................... 60 
2) The Jews in Europe and in Berlin .............................................. 61 

B. The Family of Giacomo Meyerbeer ................................................ 64 
1) Jost Liebmann, Court Jew to the Hohenzollerns ........................ 64 
2) Jakob Herz Beer ......................................................................... 66 



Table of Contents vi

3) Liebmann Meyer Wulff ............................................................. 67 
4) Amalia Beer ............................................................................... 70 
5) The Portraits ............................................................................... 73 
6) Aron Halle Wolfssohn ............................................................... 74 
7) The Portrait of Meyer Beer as Boy ............................................ 75 
8) Wilhelm Beer ............................................................................. 77 
9) Heinrich Beer—Meyerbeer’s Forgotten Brother ....................... 79 
10) Michael Beer ............................................................................ 82 

 
Chapter Three ............................................................................................ 84 
Giacomo Meyerbeer—A Critical Life 

1. The Early Years (1791-1815) .......................................................... 84 
1791-1809 Berlin............................................................................ 84 
1810-1811 Darmstadt ..................................................................... 86 
1812 Munich .................................................................................. 92 
1813-1814 Vienna  ......................................................................... 95 
1814-1815 Paris, London ............................................................. 102 
Meyerbeer and the Pianists of His Day (1812-1818) ................... 106 

2. Meyerbeer in Italy (1816-1826) ..................................................... 110 
1816 .............................................................................................. 110 
1817 .............................................................................................. 115 
1818 .............................................................................................. 119 
1819 .............................................................................................. 123 
1820-1821 .................................................................................... 127 
1822 .............................................................................................. 130 
1823 .............................................................................................. 130 
1824 .............................................................................................. 135 
Il Crociato in Egitto ..................................................................... 135 
1825 .............................................................................................. 138 
1826 .............................................................................................. 141 

3. Meyerbeer in Paris (1827-1840) .................................................... 143 
1827 .............................................................................................. 143 
1828 .............................................................................................. 144 
1829 .............................................................................................. 145 
1830 .............................................................................................. 154 
1831 .............................................................................................. 156 
Robert le Diable  .......................................................................... 171 
1832 .............................................................................................. 175 
1833 .............................................................................................. 179 
1834 .............................................................................................. 180 
1835 .............................................................................................. 183 



Giacomo Meyerbeer: A Critical Life and Iconography vii 

1836 .............................................................................................. 185 
Les Huguenots .............................................................................. 188 
1837 .............................................................................................. 194 
1838  ............................................................................................. 197 
1839 .............................................................................................. 198 
1840 .............................................................................................. 209 

4. Meyerbeer in Berlin (1841-1846) .................................................. 210 
1841 .............................................................................................. 210 
1842 New Influences in Prussia ................................................... 213 
1843Generalmusikdirektor ........................................................... 215 
1844 .............................................................................................. 223 
Ein Feldlager in Schlesien ........................................................... 229 
1845 .............................................................................................. 231 
1846 .............................................................................................. 234 
1847 .............................................................................................. 241 

5. Meyerbeer in Austria and Paris (1847-1850) ................................. 250 
1848 The Year of Revolution ....................................................... 250 
 Bad Gastein and Bad Ischl .......................................................... 255 
1849 .............................................................................................. 262 
Le Prophète .................................................................................. 266 
1850 The Consolidation of Success ............................................. 277 

6. Meyerbeer in Berlin Again (1851-1853) ........................................ 290 
1851 .............................................................................................. 290 
1852 .............................................................................................. 295 
1853 .............................................................................................. 299 

7. Meyerbeer and the Opéra Comique (1854-1859) .......................... 304 
1854  ............................................................................................. 304 
L’Étoile du Nord .......................................................................... 306 
1855 .............................................................................................. 314 
1856 The Return to Italy .............................................................. 328 
1857 Paris and Nice ...................................................................... 344 
1858 .............................................................................................. 347 
1859  ............................................................................................. 351 
Le Pardon de Ploërmel ................................................................ 355 
Schiller and Goethe ...................................................................... 363 



Table of Contents viii

8. Meyerbeer Back in Berlin (1860-1862) ......................................... 367 
1860 Family Matters, Health and the Last Opera  ........................ 367 
1861 .............................................................................................. 375 
1862 .............................................................................................. 388 
The Last Visit to London ............................................................. 390 

9. Meyerbeer’s Last Return to Paris (1863-1864) .............................. 406 
1863 .............................................................................................. 406 
1864 .............................................................................................. 417 
Vasco de Gama/L’Africaine ......................................................... 423 
 

Bibliography ............................................................................................ 430 
 
Index ........................................................................................................ 453 

1. General Index ................................................................................. 453 
2. Index of Artists, Engravers, Lithographers and Photographers ..... 469 
3. Index of Biographers, Scholars and Critics .................................... 472 

1) The Sources .............................................................................. 472 
2) The Background ....................................................................... 473 
3) The Life .................................................................................... 474 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 
 
 
 

Iconography 
  
Map 1 Germany 
Map 2 France 
Map 3 Italy 

1. Background 

Fig. 1 The Great Elector, Friedrich Wilhelm 
Fig. 2 Friedrich I  
Fig. 3 Friedrich Wilhelm I 
Fig. 4 Friedrich II (Frederick the Great) 
Fig. 5 Moses Mendelssohn 
Fig. 6a Napoleon Bonaparte 
Fig. 6b Napoleon in Berlin 
Fig. 7 Friedrich Wilhelm III 
Fig. 8 Baron Heinrich Friedrich Karl von und zum Stein 
Fig. 9 Prince Karl August von Hardenberg 
Fig. 10a Das Brandenburger Tor (The Brandenburg Gate) 
Fig. 10b Berlin, Spandauer Strasse (painting, Wilhelm Brücke, 1840)  
Fig. 11 Henriette Herz 
Fig. 12 Rahel Levin 
Fig. 13 Karl Varnhagen von Ense 
Fig. 14 Dorothea Schlegel 

2. Youth 

Fig. 15 Jakob Herz Beer 
Fig. 16 Amalia Beer (painting, Carl Kretschmar) 
Fig. 17 The Beer’sche Villa am Tiergartin (water colour) 
Fig. 18 Meyer Beer at age eleven (oil painting by Friedrich Georg Weitsch, 1802) 
Fig. 19 Fräulein von Bischofswerder 
Fig. 20 Meyer Beer as child prodigy  
Fig. 21 Wilhelm Beer 
Fig. 22a & b Michael Beer 
Fig. 23 Meyer Beer as a young man 
Fig. 24 The Abbé Georg Vogler (painting, Friedrich Oelenhainz) 



List of Illustrations 
 

x

Fig. 25 Carl Maria von Weber (painting, Ferdinand Schimon) 
Fig. 26 Gottfried Weber 
Fig. 27 Johann Gänsbacher 
Fig. 28 Alexander von Dusch  
Fig. 29 Heinrich Joseph Baermann 
Fig. 30 Playbill for Jephtas Gelübde 
Fig. 31 MS of the cantatina “Hallelujah” 
Fig. 32 Antonio Salieri (painting, Joseph Willibrord Mähler) 
Fig. 33 Gasparo Spontini (lithograph, H. Grevedon, 1830) 
Fig. 34 German Troops Enter Paris, 1815 
Fig. 35 King Louis XVIII 
Fig. 36 London 1815, Blackfriars Bridge 
Fig. 37 Johann Baptist Cramer 

3. Italy 1816-1826 

Fig. 38 The Sizilianische Volkslieder, ‘La Pachianella’ 
Fig. 39 Louis Spohr (self-portrait) 
Fig. 40 Gioacchino Rossini, young (portrait, 1830) 
Fig. 41 Niccolò Paganini  
Fig. 42 Padua, Teatro Nuovo 
Fig. 43 Carolina Bassi (engraving, Luigi Radas) 
Fig. 44 Set for Semiramide Act 1 (Antonio Basoli) 
Fig. 45 Set for Semiramide Act 2 (Antonio Basoli) 
Fig. 46 Rosa Morandi (stipple engraving, Giovanni Antonio Sassi) 
Fig. 47 Luigi Lablache  
Fig. 48 Felice Romani  
Fig. 49 Milan, Teatro alla Scala (19c print) 
Fig. 50 Margherita d’Anjou: Medieval portrait of Queen Margaret of Anjou 

(Talbot Master, Rouen, 1430-60) 
Fig. 51 Venice, Teatro La Fenice (exterior, first theatre) 
Fig. 52 Giovanni Battista Velluti  
Fig. 53 Scene design for Act I of Il Crociato in Egitto (Alessandro Sanquirico)  
Fig. 54 Costume design for the Grand Master of the Knights of Rhodes (for 

Domenico Donzelli) 
Fig. 55 Costume design for an Egyptian Archer (pencil with colour wash, 

Hippolyte Lecomte, Paris 1825) 
Fig. 56 Giovanni Battista Velluti as Armando (watercolour, Chalon, London 1825) 
Fig. 57 Carolina Bassi as Armando (La Scala, 1826) 
Fig. 58a Meyerbeer in the mid-1820s. Lithograph by C. Constans, after a drawing 

by Pierre Roche Vigneron (Paris, c. 1825) 
Fig. 58b Coloured lithograph of the chalk drawing  



Giacomo Meyerbeer: A Critical Life and Iconography xi

4. Berlin 1824-26 

Fig. 59a Berlin in the 1820s: Leipziger Strasse 
Fig. 59b Berlin Unter den Linden (Friedrich August Calau, 1820)  
Fig. 60 Sir George Smart (painting, William Bradley) 
Fig. 61 Minna Mosson (xylograph after an oil painting) 

 5. Paris 1826-40 

Fig. 62 Giacomo Meyerbeer at the high point of his Italian career (lithograph by 
Loche, frontispiece in the Pacini vocal score of Il Crociato in Egitto, Paris 
1826) 

Fig. 63 The Paris Opéra, rue Le Peletier 
Fig. 64a Augustin-Eugène Scribe, young (painting, Bernard Romain Jullien)  
Fig. 64b Verses by Scribe 
Fig. 64c Scribe’s country house at Montalais 
Fig. 65 Louis-Marie-Germain Delavigne 
Fig. 66a Paris, The 1830 Revolution 
Fig. 66b Révolution de 1830: Combat de la rue de Rohan (29 July 1830) (painting, 

Hippolyte Lecomte) 
Fig. 67 King Louis-Philippe 
Fig. 68 Adolphe Nourrit (anonymous oil painting) 
Fig. 69 Nicolas-Prosper Levasseur 
Fig. 70 Daniel-François-Esprit Auber (painting, Antoinette Haudebourt-Lescot, 

1837) 
Fig. 71 Louis-Ferdinand Hérold (lithograph) 
Fig. 72 Jacques Fromental Halévy, young (painting, Charles Geoffroy) 
Fig. 73 Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient (lithograph) 
Fig. 74 Alexander von Humboldt, young (painting, Joseph Karl Stieler) 
Fig. 75 Heinrich Heine (painting, Moritz Heinrich Oppenheim) 
Fig. 76 The Paris Opéra (façade) 
Fig. 77 The Paris Opéra (auditorium) 
Fig. 78a Louis Véron (engraving, Mirecourt, 1855) 
Fig. 78b Louis Veron (caricature) 
Fig. 79 Rehearsal in Meyerbeer’s Apartments (A. Pavoni) 

6. Robert le Diable 

Fig. 80 Eugène Scribe in earlier years (lithograph, G. Sillard) 
Fig. 81 Meyerbeer (coloured lithograph) 
Fig. 82 The Legend: The Conversion of Robert, Duke of Normandy, known as 

Robert the Devil (painting, Guillaume-Alphonse Cabasson, 1841) 
Fig. 83 Playbill for the première on 21 November 1831 
Fig. 84 A performance of Robert le Diable in the Salle Le Peletier (coloured 

lithograph, Jules Arnoult, 1854) 



List of Illustrations 
 

xii

Fig. 85 Costume design: Robert (Nourrit) 
Fig. 86a Nicolas-Propser Levasseur as Bertram (engraving, Alexandre Lacaurie) 
Fig. 86b Costume design: Bertram (Levasseur) 
Fig. 87 Costume designs: Alice (Dorus-Gras) 
Fig. 88 Costume designs: Princess Isabelle (Cinti-Damoreau) 
Fig. 90 Act 1 Gambling Scene (Édition Chocolaterie d’Aiguebelle) 
Fig. 91 Act 1 Louis Gueymard as Robert (painting, Courbet) 
Fig. 92 Act 3 Scene at the Cross (Jenny Lind, 1847) 
Fig. 93 Act 3 Alice at the Cross (Jenny Lind, Staffordshire porcelain) 
Fig. 94 Act 3 Stage design of The Ballet of the Nuns (Pierre-Luc-Charles Cicéri) 

(lithograph by Benoist & Bayot) 
Fig. 95 Act 3 The Ballet of the Nuns (painting, Edgar Degas, 1876) 
Fig. 96 Act 3 The Ballet of the Nuns, Marie Taglioni and Adolphe Nourrit 

(contemporary lithograph) 
Fig. 97 Act 3 Ballet of the Nuns (sculpture, Mikhail Vrubel, 1894) 
Fig. 98 Act 5 Trio (painting, François-Gabriel Lépaulle, 1834) (1) 
Fig. 99 Act 5 Trio (painting, François-Gabriel Lépaulle, 1835) (2) 
Fig. 100 Act 5 Trio (the trapdoor) 
Fig. 101 ‘Robert le Diable’, rose subspecies 
Fig. 102 Pierre-Luc Cicéri (photograph, Nadar) 
Fig. 103 Henri Duponchel (portrait, Bouilhet, 1910) 
Fig. 104 Filippo Taglioni 
Fig. 105 Meyerbeer receiving in the Hotel de Richelieu (engraving by Paul Destez) 
Fig. 106 Frédéric Chopin and George Sand (unfinished oil painting, Eugène 

Delacroix, 1838) 

7. Les Huguenots 

Fig. 107a Meyerbeer at the time of Robert le Diable and Les Huguenots. 
Lithograph by François Delpech, after a drawing by Antoine Maurin (mid-
1830s) 

Fig. 107b Letter of Meyerbeer to Cherubini 
Fig. 108a Eugène Scribe (engraving, Illustrated London News) 
Fig. 108b Letter of Scribe to Schlesinger 
Fig. 108c Scribe’s country château Séricourt (postcard, Édition Brodard) (1)  
Fig. 108d Scribe’s country château Séricourt (postcard, Édition Brodard) (2) 
Fig. 109a Emile Deschamps  
Fig. 109b Letter of Meyerbeer to Deschamps (1) 
Fig. 109c Letter of Meyerbeer to Deschamps (2) 
Fig. 110 Prosper Mérimée 
Fig. 111 Adolphe Nourrit 
Fig. 112 Catherine de Medici 
Fig. 113 The Massacre of St Bartholomew’s Day (painting, François Dubois, 

1878) 
Fig. 114 The Murder of Admiral Coligny 
Fig. 115 Costume design for Raoul (Nourrit) 



Giacomo Meyerbeer: A Critical Life and Iconography xiii 

Fig. 116 Costume design for Marguerite de Valois (Dorus-Gras) 
Fig. 117 Costume design for Valentine (Falcon) 
Fig. 118 Costume design for Urbain (Flécheux) 
Fig. 119 Costume design for De Nevers (Dérivis) 
Fig. 120 Costume design for St Bris (Serda) 
Fig. 121a Stage design for Act 1 (Auguste Rubé & Philippe Chaperon, 1875) 
Fig. 121b Stage design for Act 1 (coloured maquette) 
Fig. 122a Stage design for Act 2 (Liebig Card) 
Fig. 122b Stage design for Act 2 (coloured lithograph, Deshaye) 
Fig. 123a Act 3 the duet for Valentine and Marcel (Pauline Viardot & Ignazio 

Marini) (engraving, The Illustrated London News, 1845) 
Fig. 123b Act 3 the Duel Septet (Liebig Card) 
Fig. 124 Act 4 the Blessing of the Daggers (Liebig Card) 
Fig. 125 Act 4 the Love Duet (painting, Camille Roqueplan, c. 1836) 
Fig. 126 Act 4 the Love Duet (Mario di Candia and Giulia Grisi) 
Fig. 127 Act 4 the Love Duet (painting, William Leftwich)  
Fig. 128 Act 4 the Love Duet (design, Teatro Real Madrid) 
Fig. 129 Act 5 the Nuptial Blessing (card, Chocolat Guérin-Boutron) 
Fig. 130 Act 5 the Trio, décor by Philippe Chaperon (engraving, Achille Devéria) 
Fig. 131 Act 5 the Martyrdom (aquarelle, c. 1865) 
Fig. 132a Marcel, Raoul and Nevers from Act 1 (Paris Opéra, 1900, coloured 

postcard) 
Fig. 132b Valentine and Raoul from Act 4 (Paris Opéra, 1905, postcard Walery) 
Fig. 133 Minna Meyerbeer, née Mosson, in earlier years (engraving, Degener from 

A. Kohut, Geschichte der Juden, Berlin 1898-99) 
Fig. 134 Franz Grillparzer (miniature, M.M. Daffinger, 1823) 
Fig. 135 Gilbert Duprez 
Fig. 136 Giovanni Mario (photograph) 
Fig. 137 Pauline Garcia (engraving) 
Fig. 138a Franz Liszt (painting, Ary Scheffer, 1837) 
Fig. 138b Countess Marie d’Agoult (painting, Henri Lehmann) 
Fig. 138c Liszt Playing in a Parisian Salon in 1840 (painting, Joseph Danhauser) 

(listening are left to right: Alexandre Dumas, George Sand, Victor Hugo, 
Paganini, Rossini and Marie d’Agoult) 

Fig. 139a George Sand (in male attire) 
Fig. 139b George Sand (Aurore Dudevant) 
Fig. 139c George Sand, older (photograph) 
Fig. 140a Chopin Playing the Piano in Prince Radziwill’s Salon (painting, Hendrik 

Siemiradzki, 1887) 
Fig. 140b Chopin (painting, Ary Scheffer, 1847) 
Fig. 141a Robert Schumann (photograph, 1850) 
Fig. 141b Clara and Robert Schumann (coloured engraving) 
Fig. 142 Heinrich Laube (engraving) 
Fig. 143 Richard Wagner, young (pencil drawing, Ernst Benedikt Kietz, 1842) 
Fig. 144 Rosine Stoltz and Gilbert Duprez in Act 4 of La Favorite (lithograph) 



List of Illustrations 
 

xiv

8. Berlin 1840-47 

  
Fig. 145a Meyerbeer seated at the piano (pencil drawing with colour wash by 

Samuel Friedrich Diez, Bad Langenschwalbach 1842) 
Fig. 145b Giacomo Meyerbeer wearing a cloak (engraving, R. Hoffmann; 

lithograph, F. Paterno, Vienna) 
Fig. 145c Giacomo Meyerbeer (engraving) 
Fig. 146a Title page of the first Fackeltanz 
Fig. 146b Costumes designs for Das Hoffest zu Ferrara 
Fig. 147 Giacomo Meyerbeer (portrait, Granger) 
Fig. 148a King Friedrich Wilhelm IV, young (painting, Franz Krüger) 
Fig. 148b Queen Elisabeth Ludovika 
Fig. 149a Prince Wilhelm of Prussia (lithograph, 1815) 
Fig. 149b Crown Prince Wilhelm of Prussia (c. 1850) 
Fig. 149c Princess Augusta of Prussia (pencil drawing, Wilhelm Hensel, 1849-50) 
Fig. 149d Crown Princess Augusta of Prussia (photograph) 
Fig. 150a Felix Mendelssohn (portrait, Eduard Magnus, 1846) 
Fig. 150b Fanny Hensel, 1842 (portrait, Moritz Daniel Oppenheim) 
Fig. 151 Ludwig Rellstab (lithograph, Korneck, Berlin) 
Fig. 152 Graf Wilhelm von Redern (lithograph) 
Fig. 153 Karl Theodor von Kustner (pencil drawing, Wilhelm Hensel, 1856) 
Fig. 154 Meyerbeer.(uncompleted charcoal drawing by Franz Krüger, Berlin, April 

1843) 
Fig. 155 Meyerbeer as Royal Prussian Generalmusikdirektor (lithograph, Mittag, 

after a drawing by Franz Krüger, Berlin, April 1843) 
Fig. 156a Berlin, Parade auf dem Opernplatz (with central cameo of left to right: 

Humboldt, Meyerbeer, Spontini) (painting, Franz Krüger) 
Fig. 156b Berlin, Kroll’s Winter Garden, with the Beer Villa in the right 

background (lithograph, Ludwig Eduard Lütke) 
Fig. 157 Hector Berlioz (painting, Émile Signol) 
Fig. 158 Play reading at Ludwig Tieck’s (Meyerbeer is second on the lower left) 

(xylograph, after a drawing by Ludwig Pietsch) 
Fig. 159 Jenny Lind (lithograph, C. Wildtnach, after a drawing by L’Allemand) 
Fig. 160 Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer (lithograph) 
Fig. 161a Medal of Meyerbeer (Borel, copper engraver, 1843) (obverse) 
Fig. 161b Portrait Medal (reverse) 
Fig. 162a Medal of Scribe (Borel, 1843) (obverse) 
Fig. 162b Portrait Medal (reverse) 

9. Ein Feldlager in Schlesien 
Fig. 163a Meyerbeer (oil painting by Louis Ferdinand Rayski, Dresden 1844?) 
Fig. 163b Eugène Scribe in middle age 
Fig. 164 The Fire at the Royal Opera (contemporary print) 



Giacomo Meyerbeer: A Critical Life and Iconography xv 

Fig. 165 The restored Opera House 
Fig. 166a Frederick the Great commanding (painting) 
Fig. 166b Frederick the Great encamped (print) 
Fig. 167 Leopoldine Tuczek (Vielka) 
Fig. 168 Eduard Mantius (Conrad) 
Fig. 169 Costume design for Vielka (Jenny Lind)  
  
Fig. 170a Queen Victoria (painting, Franz Xaver Winterhalter, 1842) 
Fig. 170b Prince Albert (painting, John Partridge) 
Fig. 171 Duke Ernst II of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha (miniature) 
Fig. 172 Michael Beer (pencil drawing, Wilhelm Hensel) 
Fig. 173 Struensee: Count Johann Frederick Struensee (painting, Jens Juel) 
Fig. 174 Struensee: Queen Caroline Mathilda of Denmark (painting, Francis Cotes) 

10. Austria & Paris 1846-48 

Fig. 175 Friedrich von Flotow (lithograph) 
Fig. 176 Vienna, Theater an der Wien 
Fig. 177 A typical gathering at the Concordia  
Fig. 178 Meyerbeer in Vienna for the production of Vielka (lithograph, Josef 

Kriehuber, drawn 26 December 1846—5 January 1847; published 20 January 
1847) 

Fig. 179 Meyerbeer: lithograph after Kriehuber 
Figs 180a & b Jenny Lind in Vielka 
Fig. 181 Bohemia, Franzensbad 
Fig. 182 Henri Duponchel (painting) 
Fig. 183 Nestor Roqueplan (photograph) 
Fig. 184 Alexander von Humboldt in old age (painting, Julius Schrader) 
Fig. 185 Paris Revolution of 1848 (painting, Emmanuel Philippoteaux) 
Fig. 186 Bad Gastein 
Fig. 187 Bad Ischl 

11. Le Prophète 
Fig. 188 Eugène Scribe in middle age  
Fig. 189 Giacomo Meyerbeer (lithograph, Vogel, after Kriehuber) 
Fig. 190 Johann van Leiden (engraving, Aldegrever) 
Fig. 191 Gustave-Hippolyte Roger (lithograph) 
Fig. 192 Jeanne-Anaïs Castellan (lithograph) 
Fig. 193 Pauline Viardot (lithograph) 
Fig. 194 Costume design John of Leyden (Act 2) (Roger) 
Fig. 195 Costume design John of Leyden (Act 4) (Roger) 
Fig. 196 Costume design for Fidès (Viardot) 
Fig. 197 Costume design for Bertha (Castellan) 
Fig. 198 Costume design for Anabaptist Jonas (Euzet) 



List of Illustrations 
 

xvi

Fig. 199 Act 2: John and the Three Anabaptists (Liebig Card) 
Fig. 200 Act 3: Le Ballet des Patineurs (stage design, Charles-Antoine Cambon   
   and Polycarpe-Charles Séchan) 
Fig. 201 Act 3 John “Roi du ciel” (Liebig Card) 
Fig. 202 Act 4: the Coronation March (painting, Ferdinand Keller) 
Fig. 203 Act 4: the Coronation March (cover engraving, Charles Bour, 1849)  
Fig. 204 Act 4: the Cathedral Scene (1849) (lithograph) 
Fig. 205 Act 4: the Cathedral Scene (painting, Edward Corbolt) 
Fig. 206 Act 4: the Cathedral Scene (painting, J. Steeple-Davis) 
Fig. 207 Act 5: trio (cigarette card) 
Fig. 208 Act 5: stage design (Philippe Charbon) 
  
Fig. 209 Vienna: Kärntnertor Theater 
Fig. 210 Vienna: Stage homage for Meyerbeer  
Fig. 211a Emperor Franz Joseph as a young man (drawing, Leopold Kupelwieser) 
Fig. 211b Field Marshal Radetzky (painting, G. Decker, 1850) 
Fig. 212 Adalbert Stifter (painting, Székely) 
Fig. 213 The Saxon Switzerland (Bastei über Kurort, River Elba) 
Fig. 214a Dresden Royal Opera House 
Fig. 214b Joseph Tichatschek as Rienzi 
Fig. 214c Johanna Wagner 
Fig. 214d Schröder-Devrient & Tichatschek as Venus & Tannhäuser, 19 October 

1841 (drawing, Theodor Tischbein) 
Fig. 214e Johanna Wagner as Elisabeth in Tannhäuser 

12. Berlin 1850-54 

Fig. 215 Berlin-Potsdam (Stadtsbibliothek) 
Fig. 216 King Friedrich Wilhelm IV, older (photograph) 
Fig. 217 Portrait of Meyerbeer by Karl Begas, commissioned by King Friedrich 

Wilhelm IV of Prussia (1853) 
Fig. 218a Spa: Meyerbeer Monument (perspective) 
Fig. 218b Spa: Meyerbeer Monument (close) 
Fig. 219 Spa: Meyerbeer Monument (detail of bust) 
Fig. 220 Spa: Meyerbeer Walk and the Pont du Prophète 
Fig. 221 Caricature of Meyerbeer riding his donkey in Spa (mid-1850s) (drawing 

by G. Gernay) 
Fig. 222 Giacomo Meyerbeer (coloured line drawing, Louis Hersent) 
Fig. 223 Giacomo Meyerbeer (lithograph) 

13. Paris 1854-55 

Fig. 224a Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte (lithograph) 
Fig. 224b Emperor Napoleon III (painting, Franz Winterhalter) 
Fig. 224c Empress Eugénie (painting, Franz Winterhalter) 



Giacomo Meyerbeer: A Critical Life and Iconography xvii 

Fig. 224d Princess Mathilde Bonaparte (painting, Dubufe, 1861 
Fig. 225a Parisian guinguette (painting, Vincent van Gogh)  
Fig. 225b Typical scene at a guiguette (Le dejeuner de canotiers) (painting, Pierre-

Auguste Renoir, 1880-81) 
Fig. 226 Louis Véron’s Memoires 
Fig. 227 Paris Exhibition 1855 
Fig. 228 Paris Opéra Comique  
Fig. 229 Giacomo Meyerbeer (lithograph) 

14. L’Étoile du Nord 
Fig. 230 Giacomo Meyerbeer in the 1850s (engraving A. Rimini after A. Tricca) 
Fig. 231 Meyerbeer (engraving) 
Fig. 232a Peter the Great (painting, Godfrey Kneller, 1698) 
Fig. 232b Empress Catherine I (miniature) 
Fig. 233a Caroline and Gilbert Duprez 
Fig. 233b Angiolina Bosio, the first Catherine in London 
Fig. 234 Costume design, Karelian folk dress (Ekimosma) 
Fig. 234a Costume design for Danilowitz (Mocker) 
Fig. 234b Costume design for Ekimosma, Karelian folk dress 
Fig. 235 Act 2: Tent Scene  
Fig. 236 Act 2: Rebellion (Drury Lane) (print, The Illustrated London News) 
Fig. 237 Act 3: Flute Piece (Kokkola, July 2017) 
Fig. 238a Stuttgart Royal Opera House 
Fig. 238b Act 2 Nordstern in Stuttgart 
Fig. 239 Amalia Beer in old age  
Fig. 240 Giacomo Meyerbeer (photograph, Jaeger) 
Fig. 241 Meyerbeer portrait (after Jaeger)  
Fig. 242 London 1855 (showing the Crystal Palace, 1851) 
Fig. 243 Giacomo Meyerbeer in London (English wood engraving after a photo by 

Claudet) 
Fig. 244a Hector Berlioz (1851, lithograph by Baugniet, London) 
Fig. 244b Richard Wagner (lithograph, F. Hanfstaengl, after an aquarelle by 

Clementine Stockar-Escher, 1853) 
Fig. 245 Charles Dickens 
Fig. 246 Auguste Bournonville (French Lithograph after a portrait by Edvard 

Lehmann, c. 1850) 
Fig. 247 Meyerbeer: Hommage (steel engraving by Carl Meyer, designed by 

Kretschmar after the portrait by Franz Krüger, after 1854) 
Fig. 248a Heine ill (pencil drawing, Charles Gleyre, 1851) 
Fig. 248b Heine and his wife Mathilde (photograph) 
Fig. 249a Adolphe Adam, older (lithograph) 
Fig. 249b Le Corsaire, the shipwreck (engraving) 



List of Illustrations 
 

xviii

15. Italy 1856 

Fig. 250 Venice, La Fenice (interior) 
Fig. 251a Giuseppe Verdi, middle age (photograph) 
Fig. 251b La Traviata playbill 
Fig. 252 Marietta Piccolomini (lithograph) 
Fig. 253 Parma, Teatro Regio 
Fig 254 Felice Varesi (lithograph) 
Fig. 255 Lodovico Graziani (lithograph, c. 1845) 
Fig. 256 Teresa Brambilla (lithograph, c. 1845) 
Fig. 257 Johann Strauss the Younger (painting, August Eisenmenger) 

16. Nice 1856-57 

Fig. 258 View of Nice 
Fig. 259a Nice: the Duchess of Sagan (Dorothea von Biron, aka Dorothée de 

Courlande) 
Fig. 259b Nice: the Grand Duchess of Baden (Stéphanie de Beauharnais) 
Fig. 260 Title page: “Nice à Stéphanie” 
Fig. 261a Mikhail Glinka in 1856 (+ 1857) 
Fig. 261b Prince Alexei Soltikoff (+1858) 
Fig. 261c ‘Religious Procession in Madras’ (lithograph, Voyage dans l’Inde) 
Fig. 262 Crown Prince Friedrich of Prussia (painting, Oskar Begas) 
Fig. 263 The Princess Royal Victoria 

17. Paris 1858-59 

Fig. 264 Jacques Offenbach (photograph, Nadar) 
Fig. 265a Portrait of Meyerbeer seated (photograph, c. 1856-57) 
Fig. 265b Meyerbeer seated (photograph, from the last years) 
Fig. 266 Meyerbeer (painting, after a photograph) 
Fig. 267 Giacomo Meyerbeer (photograph, Pierre Petit)  

18. Le Pardon de Ploërmel 
Fig. 268 Giacomo Meyerbeer (head and shoulders) 
Fig. 269 Jules Barbier (photograph) 
Fig. 270 Michel Carré (photograph) 
Fig. 271 Charlotte Birch-Pfeiffer (photograph, Berlin 1950) 
Fig. 272a Ploërmel (antique print) 
Fig. 272b Ploërmel (lithograph) 
Fig. 273a Breton Folk Costumes 
Fig. 273b Breton Folk Costumes 
Fig. 274a Playbill with Corentin (St Foy), Dinorah (Cabel) and Hoël (Faure) 



Giacomo Meyerbeer: A Critical Life and Iconography xix

Fig. 274b Act 2 the finale (Dinorah falls into the torrent) (coloured lithograph, 
after Joseph Mühldörfer's stage design) 

Fig. 275a Marie Cabel as Dinorah 
Fig. 275b Adelina Patti, a famous Dinorah (Franz Winterhalter, 1862) 
Fig. 276 Jean-Baptiste Faure, creator of Hoël 
Fig. 276b Charles-Louis Sainte-Foy (costume design for Corentin) 
Fig. 277a Meyerbeer at the time of Dinorah (photograph, Nadar, 1859) 
Fig. 277b Meyerbeer (coloured lithograph after Nadar) 
Fig. 278 Eugène Scribe in 1858 (photograph, Nadar) 
Fig. 279 Portrait of Meyerbeer standing (steel engraving by D.J. Pound, after a 

photograph by Mayall, part of “The Drawing Room Portrait Gallery of 
Eminent Personages”, London 1860) 

Fig. 280 Friedrich Schiller (painting, Gerhard von Kügelgen) 
Fig. 281 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (painting, Joseph Karl Stieler) 

19. Berlin, London, Paris 1860-64  

Fig. 282 King Wilhelm I (painting, Buelow, 1879) 
Fig. 283 Queen Augusta (painting, Franz Winterhalter) 
Fig. 284 The Coronation in Königsberg Castle, 1861 (painting) 
Fig. 285 Meyerbeer in profile (charcoal sketch by Rudolph Lehmann, c. 1860) 
Fig. 286a Giacomo Meyerbeer in old age (painting, Gustav Richter) 
Fig. 286b Minna Meyerbeer in old age (painting, Gustav Richter)  
Fig. 287a Giacomo Meyerbeer, photograph in carved wooden frame (Numa Blanc) 
Fig. 287b Minna Meyerbeer, photograph in carved wooden frame (Numa Blanc)  
Fig. 288 Cornelie Meyerbeer (drawing, Gustav Richter) 
Fig. 289 Fromental Halévy (painting) 
Fig. 290a Franz Liszt (painting, Torggler) 
Fig. 290b Princess Caroline von Sayn-Wittgenstein 
Fig. 290c Cosima von Bülow and her father Liszt (photograph) 
Fig. 290d Hans von Bülow (photograph) 
Fig. 291a Richard Wagner (photograph by Münhende, 1860) 
Fig. 291b Princess Pauline Sándor von Metternich (portrait, Franz Winterhalter) 
Fig. 291c Alfred Niemann (photograph, Fritz Luckhardt) 
Fig. 292a Meyerbeer in 1861 (lithograph, H. Rousseau from a photograph by 

Numa Blanc) 
Fig. 292b Meyerbeer (coloured print, after Numa Blanc) 
Fig. 293 London International Exhibition 1862 
Fig. 294 London: York Hotel, Albemarle Street 
Fig. 295a Meyerbeer, London Overture, title page 
Fig. 295b Auber, London Overture, title page 
Fig. 296 Meyerbeer in London for the Exhibition of 1862 (lithograph from an 

original photograph by John and Charles Watkins, The Illustrated London 
News, 31 May 1862)  

Fig. 297a Meyerbeer in his Berlin study (photograph by L. Haase)  
Fig. 297b Meyerbeer in the early 1860s (lithograph by W. Jab after the original 



List of Illustrations 
 

xx

photograph by L. Haase. Meyerbeer is depicted standing in his study in Berlin, 
holding a score of Robert le Diable. A portrait of the Abbé Vogler hangs on 
the wall behind him) 

Fig. 298 Meyerbeer in his Berlin study (coloured lithograph, after W. Jab) 
Fig. 299 Rossini (photograph, Carjat, 1865) 
Fig. 300 Meyerbeer in old age (photograph, P. Maurou) 
Fig. 301 Last thoughts (print of piano score) 
Fig. 302 Meyerbeer on his deathbed (pencil drawing, E. Mousseaux, 2 May 1864) 
Fig. 303 The funeral obsequies in Paris (L. Blanchard, 6 May 1864; lithograph, L. 

Dumont, L’Illustration) 
Fig. 304 The burial in Berlin (M. L. Loeffler, 9 May 1864; xylograph, 

L’Illustration, Journal universal, Paris, 26 May 1864) 
Fig. 305 The Beer/Meyerbeer Family Grave, Jewish Cemetery, Schönhauser Allee, 

Berlin) 

  
20. Vasco de Gama/L’Africaine 

  
Fig. 306 François-Joseph Fétis 
Fig. 307a Vasco da Gama (coloured print from a drawing)  
Fig. 307b Vasco da Gama (Antonio Miguel de Fonseca, 1838) 
Fig. 308 Vasco da Gama Leaving Portugal, (mural, John Henry Amshewitz 

1936). Abraham ben Samuel Zacuto presents his astronomical tables to 
da Gama before his departure from Lisbon in 1497. The mural resides 
in the William Cullen Library at the University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg. 

Fig. 309 Libretto draft (handwriting of a copyist, Scribe and Meyerbeer) 
Fig. 310a The principal roles 
Fig. 310b Costume designs for Vasco and Sélika 
Fig. 311 Act 1: the Council Scene (Liebig Card) 
Fig. 312 Act 3: the Storm and Shipwreck (Paris, 1865) 
Fig. 312 Act 3: the Storm and Shipwreck (Venice, 2013) 
Fig. 313 Act 4: the Temple (J. Steeple-Davis) 
Fig. 314 Act 4: the Love Duet (Liebig Card) 
Fig. 315 Act 5: Sélika’s Love Death (Liebig Card) 
Fig. 315a Act 5: the Mancenillier Tree (print of a piano score) 
Fig. 316b Act 5: the Mancenillier Tree (Stockholm) 
Fig. 317 Apotheosis: Meyerbeer surrounded by his principal creations (engraving, 

Annedouche, after a painting by Hammann). From left to right: Nelusko and 
Sélika from L'Africaine; Alice, Robert and Bertram from Robert le Diable; 
Fidès, John of Leyden and the Three Anabaptists from Le Prophète; Valentine, 
Raoul and Marcel from Les Huguenots. 



Giacomo Meyerbeer: A Critical Life and Iconography xxi

21. Posthumous Times 

Fig. 318a Meyerbeer (posthumous portrait, Vincenzo Punot, 1850-1911) 
Fig. 318b Meyerbeer (posthumous portrait) 
Fig. 319a Cornelie Richter Meyerbeer (portrait, 1880) 
Fig. 319b Gustav and Cornelie Richter (photograph)  
Fig. 320a Meyerbeer’s Tomb, 1991  
Fig. 320b Minna Meyerbeer’s Tomb, 1991 
Fig. 320c Meyerbeer Honoured by the City of Berlin, 1991 
Fig. 320d At the Bicentenary, 5 September 1991 (from left to right: John Carter, 

Gudrun Becker, Heinz Becker, Robert Letellier, Elisabeth Beare, Terry 
Letellier) 

Fig. 320e The 150th Anniversary of Death, Plaque from the City of Berlin 2014 

22. Caricatures 

Portraiture 
Fig. 321 Meyerbeer conducting (A. J. Lorenz, Charivari, 1842) 
Fig. 322 Caricature hommage (Charivari, 1858) 
Fig. 323 Caricature visage 
Fig. 324 Caricature visage 
  
Operas 
Fig. 325a Robert le Diable: Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient singing the Cavatina of 

Grace  
Fig. 325b Robert le Diable: The Evocation (Liebig Card) 
Fig. 326a Les Huguenots: Raoul duelling 
Fig. 326b Les Huguenots: The Queen of Navarre’s Page 
Fig. 327 Meyerbeer, released from Royal duties, clutches his African and Prophet 
Fig. 328 Le Prophète: Meyerbeer brings the Prophet to Berlin like a new Messiah 
Fig. 329a & b Dinorah: the Shadow Song in ‘Dinorerl oder die Wallfahrt in 

Hemdärmeln’ (prints,Wilhelm Busch, Fliegende Blätter, No. 775)  
Fig. 330a L’Africaine: Meyerbeer as Pygmalion guarding his African from the 

Director who wants to take her away from him 
Fig. 330b L’Africaine: The Director of the Opéra is allowed only to peep through 

the keyhole 
Fig. 330c L’Africaine: Vain attempts by fellow countryman to see the legendary 

African 
Fig. 330d L’Africaine: More vain attempts to see the legendary African 
Fig. 330e L’Africaine: The African Nélusko (Hamburg) 
Fig. 330f L’Africaine: Caricature of the creators in ‘Fiasco de Gama’ (Faure, Sass, 

Naudin) (Hadol, 1865) 



List of Illustrations 
 

xxii

23. Cards  

Visiting Cards (Cartes de visite) 
Fig. 331a Late photograph 
Fig. 331b Photograph by Nadar 
  
Cigarette Cards 
Fig. 332a Portrait (Ogden Card) 
Fig. 332b Coloured Portrait (Wells Card) 
  
Post Cards 
Fig. 333 Head and Shoulders (middle life) 
Fig. 334 Seated portrait (stipple engraving, after Kriehuber) 
Fig. 335 Head and Shoulders (after Kriehuber) 
Fig. 336 Drawing by Kriehuber (coloured lithograph) 
Fig. 337 Portrait (Vogel, after Kriehuber) 
Fig. 338 Seated, full-length (after a photo) 
Fig. 339 Head and Shoulders (photo, Jaeger) 
Fig. 340 Head and Shoulders (Richter) 
Fig. 341 Three-quarter standing (Pound) 
Fig. 342a & b Bust by Jean-Pierre Dantan (1864)  
Fig. 343 Giacomo Meyerbeer (lunette portrait by Krüger, with signature) 
Fig. 344 Meyerbeer Posthumous Hommage. The central portrait, after Nadar, is 

flanked by the Weitsch portrait of the composer as a boy, and by the 
Beer/Meyerbeer family tomb 

  
  
  
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
 
 
 
BT = Giacomo Meyerbeer: Briefwechsel und Tagebücher. Berlin: De 
Gruyter: vols. 1 (1960) & 2 (1970) ed. by Heinz Becker; vols. 3 (1975) & 
4 (1985) ed. by Heinz and Gudrun Becker; vol. 5 (1998) ed. Sabine 
Henze-Döhring, with Hans Moeller; vol. 6 (2002) & vol. 7 (2004) ed. 
Sabine Henze-Döhring with Panja Mücke; vol. 8 (2006) ed. Sabine Henze-
Döhring. 
 
Clément & Larousse = Clément, Félix & Larousse, Pierre. Dictionnaire 
des Opéras (Dictionnaire Lyrique): contenant l'analyse et la nomenclature 
de tous les opéras, opéras-comiques, opérettes et drames lyriques 
représentés en France et à l'étranger depuis l'origine de ces genres 
d'ouvrages jusqu'à nos jours. Revu et mis à jour par Arthur Pougin (Paris: 
Librairie Larousse, 1905), 2 vols. Reprinted New York: Da Capo Press, 
1969. All translations are by R. 1. Letellier. 
 
DGM = The Diaries of Giacomo Meyerbeer. Translated, edited and 
annotated by Robert Ignatius Letellier. Madison and Teaneck, NJ: 
Associated University Presses. vol. 1: 1791-1839 – The Early Years, Italy 
and the Parisian Triumphs (1999); vol. 2: 1840-1849 – The Prussian 
Years and 'Le Prophète' (2000); vol. 3 1850-1856 – The Years of Celebrity 
(2002); vol. 4 1857-1864 – The Last Years (2004).  

 
 LGM = Giacomo Meyerbeer: The Complete Libretti in Five Volumes. In  
 The Original and English Translation by Richard Arsenty with an  
 Introduction by Robert Letellier. London: Cambridge Scholars Press,  
 2004. 
 
Loewenberg = Loewenberg, Alfred. Annals of Opera, 1597-1940. 
Compiled from Original Sources by Alfred Loewenberg. With an 
Introduction by Edward J. Dent. Second edition, revised and corrected. 
New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 1970. 
 



INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
This work takes a fresh look at the reputation, career and work of 

Giacomo Meyerbeer (1791-1864) by considering the composer in terms of 
the primary sources of his life (diaries and letters). These are now 
available for forming a more complete and detailed biography unclouded 
by prejudicial or uninformed opinions. This book is no substitute for 
engaging with the original papers themselves—whether in the now 
completed Briefwechsel und Tagebücher (1960-2006, 8 vols) or The 
Diaries of Giacomo Meyerbeer (1999-2004, 4 vols). Both these resources 
are daunting prospects, however, requiring knowledge of German, French 
and Italian in the first instance, and time, dedication and expense in both 
cases. This volume provides a manageable account of the composer’s 
story, using a comprehensive selection from his diaries and letters that 
establishes the chronology of his life year by year, and also provides 
opportunity for some critical perspectives on his major works. These 
perspectives in turn are selected from the studies The Operas of Giacomo 
Meyerbeer (2006) and An Introduction to the Dramatic Works of Giacomo 
Meyerbeer (2008), both of which look at the composer’s achievement in 
more systematic depth. 

 

The Reputation 

Few composers have elicited such strong feelings as Meyerbeer does. 
Just to mention his name is to court immediate controversy, often with 
astonishing outbursts and a manifestations of scorn and contempt that 
border on hatred. The reasons for this remain unclear still. No other 
composer is treated with a type of moral opprobrium, both in relation to 
his work (often dismissed even by those who do not know it) and his 
person (where the ancient issue of anti-Semitism is still rife). The Berlin 
Philharmonic, for example, refused to play even a piece by Meyerbeer at 
the time of the 150th anniversary of his death in 2014. Why? A conductor 
of renown put the phone down when asked his opinion about Meyerbeer. 
And in this writer’s experience, a reviewer on Amazon.com even went so 
far as to wish a retrospective early death upon Meyerbeer in place of 
Bellini’s premature demise! Wherein lies the power of this prejudice? It 
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has something to do with vestigial racial prejudice, combined as this often 
is with an idolatry of Wagner who did so much to discredit Meyerbeer. 
Mendelssohn, who was also attacked by Wagner, has curiously remained 
untouched. One may in fact love Wagner’s music without espousing his 
Weltanschauung, and , amazing as it might seem, love both his and 
Meyerbeer’s music —as those great composers and magnanimous men 
Franz Liszt and Camille Saint-Saëns were able to do. Knowledge of 
Meyerbeer’s operas, and the immensely serious, challenging, and even 
contentious ideas they in fact explore, can be a transforming experience, a 
secret of the operatic repertoire that might surprise many present-day 
opera lovers if they can try to listen without preconceptions.  

The Biographical Sources  

The first part of the book looks at these matters—at the historical 
legacy of controversy and disapprobation, examining the nature of the 
prejudice, and assessing how the availability of Meyerbeer’s private 
papers, completely edited only very recently, makes all the difference in 
the historical process. This now constitutes a necessary precondition to 
any serious study of the man, and must question the formation of 
preconceived opinions about him that dominated musical history 
unchallenged for over a century. This introduction is essentially an 
updated version of the preliminaries written for the first volume of the 
English edition of Meyerbeer’s diaries. The range of considerations is very 
complex and needs to be opened to wider readership in addition to 
dedicated musicologists.  

The Jewish, Prussian and Family Background 

The extraordinary nature of Meyerbeer’s Jewish background, and the 
role of his dynamic family in Jewish emancipation, are also considered. 
The role of the Prussian State was of crucial importance in the unfolding 
of Meyerbeer’s life, in shaping aspects of his self-identity, and, because of 
his return to Berlin in mid-life, and his close association with the Royal 
family especially the later stages of his extraordinary career. The person of 
his mother Amalia Beer was of enduring importance for the composer 
both as man and artist, as were to lesser extent the lives and support he 
received from his gifted brothers Wilhelm and Michael Beer.  

At this point particular and grateful thanks are accorded Elaine 
Thornton for her specialist research into the Jewish population of old 
Berlin, and into the fascinating and influential Berlin salons of the 
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Romantic period and the wonderful women who hosted them. She has also 
looked closely into the family of Giacomo Meyerbeer, and has made her 
research available to this study: her work shapes the form and content of 
this chapter, and is her own very special contribution. 

The Life Unfolded  

The third section of the book is devoted, most importantly, to 
Meyerbeer’s life and works. These are presented in a critical chronology 
that is fundamentally based on his own private papers, with testimony 
(both positive and negative) from many contemporary sources. 
Meyerbeer’s diary was begun only in 1812, but was maintained in some 
form or another for the rest of his life. Where his activity precluded 
writing up this concise but cogent daily record, then his pocket books 
provide many vital and fascinating details about those whom he met and 
the nature of his work. Meyerbeer’s inveterate and lifelong travels all over 
central and western Europe, and his often picturesque observation of the 
details of his journeys, provide a remarkably consistent record of the life 
and times of a famous man and his world. The realms of opera, 
production, singers, theatres, contemporary composers, musicians, authors, 
directors and rulers, are vividly conjured up. His observations of events 
also help to readjust received positions, or speculative commentary on his 
artistic role and his personal character. Unsubstantiated assertions about 
the composer can now be compared to the sober record of his remarkably 
restrained and mortified daily life. Due attention is also paid to his famous 
working partner, the librettist Eugène Scribe, whose esperience of the 
dramatic and lyric stage was unparalleled. His wonderful stories reveal the 
breadth of his knowledge and reading, his acute awareness of national 
heritage, social trends and historical movements, his perception of the 
Zeitgeist, and his very deep compassion. The triumph of Meyerbeer’s 
operas was also that of this inspirational dramatist. 

The Iconography 

A detailed iconography is integral to this process, and helps to bring 
alive Meyerbeer’s story and music more immediately. This fourth aspect 
of the book presents the portraiture of the composer across his life 
(drawings, engravings, lithographs, prints, paintings, sculpture, caricatures); 
images of his family; those who played an important role in his life; those 
who influenced his career or the politics of the times he lived in; some of 
the places and events of central importance to his story. Added to this is a 



Giacomo Meyerbeer: A Critical Life and Iconography xxvii 

chronological selection of imagery from his operas. These were among the 
most widely known and performed works of the nineteenth century, and 
the most significant pictorialism arising from their production enriches this 
record of a life lived for music by one of the great innovators of operatic 
history. 

The Critical Edition and New Interest 

The second decade of this century saw the appearance of the critical 
edition of Meyerbeer’s scores, with most of the German, Italian and 
French operas published by Ricordi—in so far as this was possible with 
the loss of many Meyerbeer; manuscripts during the Second World War. 
The emergence of these scholarly editions has been accompanied by a 
resurgence of interest on the operas themselves.  

In 2011 Les Huguenots was presented in March in Madrid, and in a 
major production in June in Brussels. Other productions followed in June 
2014 in Nuremberg, and in November 2017 in Budapest. The years 2012-
13 were incredible for Robert le Diable, with productions in Erfurt, Monte 
Carlo, Sofia, Salerno, London and Geneva. In February 2013 the complete 
original version of Meyerbeer’s last opera Vasco de Gama was presented 
to the world in Chemnitz, for the first time. This was followed in 
November 2013 by a spectacular production of L’Africaine at La Fenice in 
Venice. The years 2015-17 saw revivals of Le Prophète in Karlsruhe, 
Essen, Toulouse and Berlin. The Deutsche Oper in Berlin launched a 
Meyerbeer cycle in 2014 with Dinorah, followed by L’Africaine in 2015, 
Les Huguenots in 2016, and Le Prophète in 2017. L’Étoile du Nord was 
revived in Kokolla, Finland (July & November 2017) and Marghetia 
d’Anjou featured in the 43rd Festival of the Valle d’Itria at Martina Franca 
(July-August 2017). 

This book provides an opportunity for a fresh look at Meyerbeer's life 
and work. 
 

                                                 Robert Letellier 
                                                 Cambridge 

                                                   15 January 2018 
 
 

 



 



CHAPTER ONE 

GIACOMO MEYERBEER—THE SOURCES:            
A LIFE REVEALED IN HIS PRIVATE PAPERS  
 
 
 
The most frequently performed of all composers in Covent Garden and 

at the Paris Opéra during the nineteenth century was neither Mozart nor 
Verdi but Giacomo Meyerbeer.1 His operas dominated the international 
repertoire with a popularity that seemed unassailable.2 Yet now he has all 
but passed out of popular consciousness. His operas until more recently 
have only been rarely performed, and the general public are not even 
properly able to hear his music, once so beloved.3 The average music-lover 
comes across his name only in reading about Richard Wagner, and the role 
he played in Wagner's path to glory. 4  The intellectual and popular 
perception of Meyerbeer is something of an historical phenomenon, a 
sociological as much as a musicological matter, an example of the 
perplexing power of prejudice.5 And yet the former ubiquity and longevity 
of his art suggests an intrinsic worth far beyond his historical significance as 
precursor of the sublime achievements of Wagner and Verdi. But the 
materials for a proper reappraisal of both the man and his music, let alone 

                                                           
1  See Harold Rosenthal, Two Centuries of Opera at Covent Garden (London: 
Putman, 1958) and Stéphanie Wolff, L'Opéra au Palais Garnier, 1875-1962 (Paris: 
Entr’acte, 1962) for the seasonal statistics.  
2 Meyerbeer's operas were an almost annual feature of the repertoires of Covent 
Garden, the Metropolitan and La Scala from 1870—1910. 
3 By 1999, for example, there were no commercial recordings of either Robert le 
Diable or L'Africaine, two of the most famous operas ever written—and this in a 
situation where the catalogues now boast extensive exploration of the most obscure 
composers. Imperfect live recordings appeared only recently: Robert le Diable 
(2001, 2013) and Vasco de Gama (2014). 
4 The cue has been taken from Hugo Riemann’s famous dictum: “History will point 
to Meyerbeer as one of the most important steps to Wagner's art” (Musik-Lexikon 
[1882]; reprint Berlin: M. Hesse, 1929). 
5 Franz Werner Halft is right in describing most popular and critical responses to 
Meyerbeer as “eine Anhäufung von Vorurteilungen” [a heap of prejudices] (Fono 
Forum [1975]:1109). 
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any curiosity about him, or a sense of justice about his treatment, are 
singularly lacking, most especially in the English-speaking world. 

This extraordinary situation is nonetheless bound up with Wagner. His 
following has come close to resembling a religious cult, and his words have 
often had the effect of scriptural utterances on the Wagnerians of this 
world—be they musicians, critics or ordinary music lovers. 6 Wagner’s 
repudiation of Meyerbeer has had the effect of a ban, and like so many of his 
ideas, they have exerted a pernicious effect far beyond their innate worth. It 

                                                           
6 Even during his life Wagner was referred to as “der Messias von Bayreuth” 
(Theodor Goering, 1881). George Bernard Shaw's The Perfect Wagnerite (1899) is a 
famous attempt at analyzing the emotional and the intellectual intensity of 
Wagnerolatry. Shaw’s discussion amounts to a demolition of Meyerbeer’s aesthetic 
integrity: “A race of literary and theatrical musicians appeared; and Meyerbeer, the 
first of them, made an extraordinary impression. The frankly delirious description of 
his Robert the Devil in Balzac's short story entitled Gambara, and Goethe's 
astonishingly mistaken notion that he could have composed music for Faust, show 
how completely the enchantments of the new dramatic music upset the judgment of 
artists of eminent discernment. Meyerbeer was, people said (old gentlemen still say 
so in Paris), the successor of Beethoven: he was, if a less perfect musician than 
Mozart, a profounder genius. Above all, he was original and daring. Wagner himself 
raved about the duet in the fourth act of Les Huguenots as wildly as anyone. 
“Yet all this effect of originality and profundity was produced by a quite limited 
talent for turning striking phrases, exploiting certain curious and rather catching 
rhythms and modulations, and devising suggestive or eccentric instrumentation. On 
its decorative side, it was the same phenomenon in music as the Baroque school in 
architecture: an energetic struggle to enliven organic decay by mechanical oddities 
and novelties. Meyerbeer was no symphonist. He could not apply the thematic 
system to his striking phrases, and so had to cobble them into metric patterns in the 
old style; and as he was no ‘absolute musician’ either, he hardly got his metric 
patterns beyond mere quadrille tunes, which were either wholly undistinguished, or 
else made remarkable by certain brusqueries which, in the true rococo manner, owed 
their singularity to their senselessness. He could produce neither a thorough music 
drama nor a charming opera. But with all this, and worse, Meyerbeer had some 
genuine dramatic energy, and even passion; and sometimes rose to the occasion in a 
manner which, whilst the imagination of his contemporaries remained on fire with 
the novelties of dramatic music, led them to overrate him with an extravagance 
which provoked Wagner to conduct a long critical campaign against his leadership. 
Thirty years ago this campaign was mentably ascribed to the professional jealousy 
of a disappointed rival. Nowadays young people cannot understand how anyone 
could ever have taken Meyerbeer's influence seriously. Those who remember how 
his reputation stood half a century ago, and who realize what a nothoroughfare the 
path he opened proved to be, even to himself, know how inevitable and how 
impersonal Wagner's attack was.” The rest of the article praises Wagner as "the 
literary musician par excellence". 


