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The spirit of the age
by Agnès Terrier
In 1830, three days of revolution, the ‘Trois Glorieuses’, installed a new regime, the July Monarchy, and placed Louis-Philippe on the 
throne as ‘King of the French’. An enthusiastic Berlioz orchestrated the Marseillaise and sang it on the barricades. Over the past few 
months, Parisians had been discovering Beethoven at the Concerts du Conservatoire. Hugo had just shaken up the Comédie-Française 
with his play Hernani, and Nerval had overwhelmed the young literary lions with the first French translation of Goethe’s Faust. While 
an English company revealed Shakespeare to audiences at the Odéon, Rossini and Schiller enthralled Opéra subscribers with the tale 
of William Tell. In Brussels, Auber’s La Muette de Portici sparked off the insurrection that led Belgium to independence. The winds of 
revolt were blowing everywhere. A new generation, the children of the First Empire, sought to make their mark in this materialistic and 
resolutely bourgeois society. To challenge conventions, to capture the imagination, to impress the masses – to live! Such was the driving 
force of French Romanticism at its dawning.

And it was in the theatres that the social comedy flourished. Lorgnettes and opera glasses were in constant use, and beneath the  
brilliantly illuminated chandeliers, managers hoping to captivate their subscribers had to invest in silver throats, splendid sets, the 
lighting effects made possible by the newly installed gas system, large choruses, ballets, supernumeraries, and, soon, advertising.
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In the preface to Cromwell, Hugo urged drama to ‘survey the centuries’ in 
order to ‘resurrect the past’. And indeed, at this period when the historical no-
vel gained enormous popularity, opera houses favoured subjects drawn from 
history for their inexhaustible dramatic and, above all, decorative potential. 
Another vein, with its origins in Germany and Britain, nourished French Ro-
manticism: the supernatural (le fantastique), which gave the theatre licence 
for so many daring musical and scenic innovations. An ingenious librettist 
seeking to combine the historical and fantastical registers would turn to a 
medieval subject. Viewed as the very epitome of superstition, the Middle Ages 
aroused keen interest in the nineteenth century, as is demonstrated, in diverse 
fashions, by the works of Michelet, Hugo and Viollet-Le-Duc, the fashion for the 
Troubadour and Neo-Gothic styles, and the vogue for architectural ruins.

What did contemporary audiences know of this distant era which preceded 
the Age of Reason? Everything that Zampa – set in the early seventeenth cen-
tury – presented on stage in 1831. The Romantics understood very well that 
pre-Enlightenment Europe lived in fear: fear of the Devil and terrible scourges, 
of war and armed bands, of the sea and the night, of the Turks and of malign 
fate. All these fears converge in the Sicilian village where Camille lives. No one 
believes in a clear separation between life and death: the catechism and popu-
lar superstition perpetuate doubts, fuelled by religious imagery. The fisherfolk 
have therefore placed themselves under the protection of a dead woman who 
fell victim to a corsair. In times of danger, her statue comes to life to warn them 
of it, out of gratitude for their hospitality. One day, the corsair himself appears: 
he resembles Faust in his rejection of all morality, Don Juan in his irresistible 
power of seduction, the Flying Dutchman in the way he intrudes on the community, 
and Hernani in the fatality that urges him on. He is a Romantic… and devilishly so.

This ideally operatic subject, inspired by Molière’s Dom Juan, was set to verse by Mélesville. Émile Lubbert, the new director of the 
Opéra-Comique, decided to assign it to Hérold, a talented and experienced composer aged forty. Having recently moved into the comfor-
table but costly Salle Ventadour, the Opéra-Comique was going through a critical period. Financial difficulties led to several closures and 
two changes of management in a single year, the repertory was getting elderly, and the institution was overshadowed by the Opéra. 
At the end of 1829, Meyerbeer had withdrawn the project of Robert le Diable from the Opéra-Comique to entrust it to the Opéra, then 
directed by… Émile Lubbert! When the latter subsequently took the helm at the Salle Ventadour, he tirelessly sought out a subject of 
equally brilliant promise, then handed it to Hérold, who was not only a composer of opéras-comiques but also earned his bread and 
butter as chef de chant at the Opéra. For once, the porous boundaries between the two institutions worked in the Opéra-Comique’s 
favour, for in the end Zampa ou la Fiancée de marbre was ready a few months before Robert le Diable.

The premiere took place on 3 May 1831. The production was in the meticulous hands of the stage manager Solomé, also poached from 
the Opéra expressly for the purpose. He designed Gothic sets and costumes, and a fine articulated statue in imitation white marble 
which he subsequently sold at a premium for revivals in other theatres because, he claimed, ‘the whole piece depends upon this statue’. 
In addition, he hired a fireworks expert and a lighting technician for the numerous lighting and smoke effects that were to represent the 
volcano – in itself a Romantic emblem (‘Your head seems to be a volcano in perpetual eruption’, wrote Rouget de Lisle to Berlioz).

The work was an instant success, beginning with its extraordinary potpourri overture. It is true that, from a musical point of view, ‘this 
score fulfils all the conditions Paris demands today of a proper opéra-comique’ (Berlioz) and that it offered a showcase to the talented 
artists of the company, first and foremost Mme Casimir as Camille and the splendid Chollet as Zampa. The opera had a first run of fifty-
six performances and was given nearly seven hundred times in the course of the nineteenth century. Many singers wanted to enrich 
their repertory with the title role, a flattering vehicle both for tenors with a baritone extension and for baritones capable of rising into 
the tenor tessitura. Hence the work swiftly began to travel: Brussels and Vienna as early as 1832, London, Naples, Turin and Moscow 
in 1834, and Germany soon afterwards. In his ‘Autobiographical Sketch’ of 1842/43, recalling his visit to Vienna in the summer of 1832, 
Richard Wagner expressed the exasperation he had felt:

Everywhere I went, I heard Zampa and medleys on Zampa by [Johann] Strauss [I]! Both – and especially at that time – were an 
abomination to me.

‘Abomination’ though it may have seemed to some elitists, Zampa managed to be at once touching and effective, Romantic and 
popular. In that respect, it perfectly carried out the mission Hugo had set for the theatre: to provide a vantage point on its time.
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