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Introduction




I looked on with the greatest pleasure while all these people flew about in sheer delight to the music of my Figaro arranged for quadrilles and waltzes. For here they talk about nothing but Figaro. Nothing is played, sung or whistled but Figaro. No opera is drawing like Figaro. Nothing, nothing but Figaro. Certainly a great honour for me!





In such gratified terms did Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart write to his young pupil Baron Gottfried von Jacquin in a letter from Prague in 1787.


In those few words Mozart expressed all the delight of an artist that his creation had become the common property of the world. At this stage of history it signified a release from bondage that had confined and irritated musicians and painters for so long. They had good cause to be grateful for rich and noble patronage when there was no other sure way of earning a living; but it could become a tyranny which a good-natured man like Josef Haydn bore with fortitude, which Mozart found irksome and which Beethoven detested and fought against. A growing demand for public concerts helped, but it was the theatre that was gradually to offer the way of escape. It is all too easy to over-simplify a description of the process which took many decades, and whose circumstances varied from country to country and person to person, but the first half of the 19th century saw a remarkable change in the position of the artist and the gradual commercialisation of the arts.


In the first place it was a social change. As wealth gradually spread beyond the aristocracy and the rich upper middle-class traders, firstly to the large and increasingly well-educated middle class as a whole–though not to the working classes until almost the end of the century – composers and authors could depend more and more on the simple rule of commerce: Provide the goods that the general public wants and you can make a fortune. Today the commercial or ‘popular’ musical world is a totally different one from the academic or so-called ‘serious’. Composers like Irving Berlin and Richard Rodgers would be disgruntled not to find people singing and whistling their works for they are written expressly for that purpose, and they, rather than the serious composers, who depend as greatly on official patronage to get their works produced as the early composers did on the nobility, are the real heirs to Mozart, Lully, Rossini, Donizetti and Offenbach.
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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozert (1756-1791)





What Mozart wrote in his letter was symptomatic of a growing, if not often openly expressed, belief that music, especially theatre music, was for ‘everybody’. The divergence of music into two distinct streams, ‘art for art’s sake’ and ‘music for the people’, was only hinted at in Mozart’s time and for at least another sixty years composers were simply pulled toward such a situation because more and more people could afford to be entertained and so demanded material which suited their unacademic tastes. As the potential audience grew, so many new theatres were built and dance halls and ballrooms abounded. These created a further demand for works that could draw an audience in the face of growing competition and writers who could turn out the material quickly and efficiently. The advent of cheaper music printing, pioneered in England by Novello, likewise promoted a growing demand for music in the home.


The great opera houses of the world, La Scala, Milan, the Paris Opéra, Covent Garden, had been founded at the end of the 18th century and, in addition to the constant rebuilding forced on them by the prevalent fire hazard, so common in theatres in those candle and gaslit days, they were all enlarged and modernised during the early part of the 19th century. New theatres specifically intended for more popular forms of opera sprang up in profusion as the century proceeded. It is interesting to note that, by the time the working-classes had added their demands in the latter half of the century, there were, by 1868, some two hundred premises devoted to an entertainment called ‘music-hall’ in London and another three hundred scattered throughout the rest of the British Isles.


The demands of ‘the general public’, a body hard to define categorically, can roughly be summed up as a good story coherently told (hence the growing tendency to supplant rambling recitatives with spoken dialogue and to keep the action moving), good melodies to hum, whistle and, in other forms, dance to (a tendency therefore toward isolated arias and choruses dramatically prepared for by the preceding dialogue), and plenty of spectacle. The Paris Opéra, for instance, which kept a large corps-de-ballet on its payroll, always demanded that operas staged there should have a built-in ballet, whether this assisted the plot or not. Eminent composers meekly obliged.
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Following in the light-hearted and melodious tradition of The Marriage of Figaro came the great Italian composers of the golden age of opera–Gioacchino Rossini (1792-1868), whose Barber of Seville in 1816 soon established itself as one of the most popular works of all time, followed by many more transient pieces before the great final offering to l’Opéra (ballet and spectacle included), William Tell; Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901) with such lasting triumphs as Rigoletto (1851), Il Trovatore and La Traviata of 1853; Vincenzo Bellini (1801-1835) and Gaetano Donizetti (1797-1848).
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Ferdinànd Hérold (1791-1833)





It was one particular work by Donizetti that suggests, in this context, a real turning point in the history of opera–La Fille du Régiment premièred at the Opéra-Comique in Paris in 1840. Rich in melody, with well-timed story and well-contrived ensembles, sparkling with good humour, it provided rich material for errand-boys, barrel-organs and the contrivers of polkas and quadrilles based on the operatic hits of the day. And, indeed, if we listen afresh to such arias as Maria’s ‘Chacun le sait, chacun le dit’, extolling the virtues of le régiment, we are already quite firmly in the world of operetta. Its ‘ra-ta-plans’ and ‘ta-ran-taras’ and its satirical view of the military world are the basic material of a large part of the light operatic fare to come in the last decades of the 1800s.


If Paris appeared as the simmering pot of operatic revolution, it was not merely because the foreign composers found it a profitable market. French composers, likewise under the influence of Mozart, had gradually been building a substantial repertoire of their own particular brand of light opera under the general term of opéra-comique, the equivalent of the Italian opera-buffa. Here also the trend was toward action in dialogue and isolated melodic arias, couplets and ensembles. Tuneful but essentially respectable conservatoire trained composers like Francois Boieldieu (1775-1834), Daniel Auber (1782-1871), Ferdinand Hérold (1791-1833) and Adolphe Adam (1803-1856), (following in the steps of Lully, Gluck, Grétry and Méhul) are now better remembered for their compact overtures than for what followed on the stage. These were the formidable rivals, along with the Italians and a few Germans such as Otto Nicolai (1810-1849), that an up-and-coming young composer of the 1850s would have to displace.
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Adolphe Adam (1803-1856)





By 1850 it could have been clear to anyone able to soar above the complicated and animated musical scene, particularly in Paris, that music was all set to depart in two self-possessed ways. All that was needed was a dominant pioneering figure to give the final impetus; a leader, perhaps even a scapegoat. In view of all that had happened, as briefly sketched above, and of what was happening on all sides, it is probably not wise to give all the credit to one person. But if one person has to be singled out as the founding figure of true French opérette, it must be Jacques Offenbach, a young Jewish musician from Cologne, who found himself thrust into this competitive musical world in 1835 when he left the Conservatoire. In his adopted country of France he helped to make operetta a distinctive genre. It could probably have happened there without him. It was the unfavourable circumstances that pushed him into his historic rôle rather than favourable ones. But even more clearly he was the cause of much that was to happen in other countries – in England he inspired Gilbert and Sullivan; in Vienna Johann Strauss and, by a linked chain of reactions, all the turbulent and revolutionary things that were eventually to happen in America. Could we not even find echoes of Offenbach in the bright operetta strains of the modern Spanish zarzuela? There were other candidates for leadership such as Offenbach’s close rival Hervé but it just happened that Offenbach was better at the game than anyone else, being both consistent and adventurous; so it was he who we must praise (or blame) for the clear emergence of the new, commercial, popular genre of theatrical entertainment that developed and thrived under such names as operetta, opéra-bouffe, light operetta and later musical comedy– or just plain ‘musical’. Even today there are many people who would see this as a not unmixed blessing but, prejudice apart, there is no doubt that Offenbach played the major part in sparking off a musical revolution that had repercussions as great and far-reaching as any of its political or industrial equivalents.


Peter Gammond, Shepperton




1 Monsieur ‘O’de Cologne


It is a fascinating paradox that the man behind the unmistakably French music of Les Bouffes-Parisiens – a music full of ‘verve and reckless gaiety’, as Constant Lambert described it, on the one hand, full of the elusive melancholy that we also find in Mozart, on the other – should turn out to be one of those enigmatic wandering Jews of the creative world who seem to have been responsible for ninetenths of the best in popular music. It makes the chemistry of what happened to music in those eventful years of Parisian dominance interestingly devious.


There is no long family tree to examine. The first of Offenbach’s ancestors to come to the attention of the public records was his grandfather Juda Eberst who had settled in Offenbach-am-Main, was the possessor of an excellent tenor voice and made a living by giving music lessons. Amongst his pupils were the offspring of the Rothschild family in the nearby town of Frankfurt of which Offenbach is now a suburb. A son, to be named Isaac Juda Eberst, was born on October 26th, 1779 and inherited his musical talent. At first Isaac was apprenticed to the safe and steady trade of bookbinding. This suited neither his inherited musical ambitions nor his wandering inclinations, so he left home at the age of twenty, earning a living as cantor in the synagogues of any towns he passed through by day and by playing his violin in taverns in the evenings. In 1802 he arrived in Deutz, a suburb of Cologne noted for a flourishing nightlife of gambling salons, inns and dance-halls. There were several itinerant Jewish bands in the area, offering ready and varied employment for a young bachelor musician, so Isaac Juda Eberst found himself lodgings and became a resident of Deutz. Known amongst his acquaintances as der Offenbacher he saw therein a better name for an ambitious musician than Eberst and began to call himself Offenbach. Under this name, in 1805, he married Marianne Rindskopf, the daughter of a respectable Deutz money-changer and lottery-promoter. During the ensuing years of the wars of liberation the entertainment business suffered many slumps and Isaac occasionally had to resort to his old trade of bookbinding in order to make a living. In 1816 the family moved into Cologne and found a small house in a courtyard off the Grossen Griechenmarkt which led to a school (all the buildings thereabouts disappeared in new housing developments sometime after 1870). A youngster named Albert Wolff (later to become music critic of Le Figaro and to write an introduction for Offenbach’s journal of his 1875 American trip) attended the school and knew the family well. He recollected:




[image: Illustration]


Isaac Offenbach, the composer’s father
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Offenbach’s Op. 1







The house in which Jacques was born was small. I see it still, on the right of the courtyard, at the farthest end of which my school was situated. The front door was low and narrow; the kitchen clean and bright, was located under the hall; copper saucepans hanging on the walls in beautiful order; the mother busy at her range; on the right, after crossing the kitchen, a sitting-room looking out on the street. The father reclining in his big armchair near the window, when not giving music lessons; he had a good voice and played on the violin. Mr Offenbach was already an elderly man; I have preserved a two-fold remembrance of the good man; when, on leaving school, I made too much noise in the yard, he would come out and administer to me a gentle correction, and on holidays he would cram me with cakes, in the making of which Mother Offenbach had no rival in the town.





Isaac taught singing and violin, flute and guitar playing. He was an intelligent man who composed both for his own purposes and for the synagogue, wrote verse and occasional tracts on religion expressing strong beliefs mingled with rationalist ideas on Jewish emancipation. These included two publications which achieved some fame: Hagadah (a story of the Israelites’ flight from Egypt) and a Prayer Book for the use of the young. The other industry which Isaac and his wife engaged in with typical Jewish fervour, and in spite of a precarious income, was raising a family. The important event for the musical world came on June 20th, 1819 when the seventh child and second son arrived and was named Jakob. He grew up with his elder brother Julius and four surviving sisters, studying at the adjacent school and playing in the nearby streets lined with second-hand shops. At six he was taught by his father to play the violin and became his parent’s special pride and joy when his exceptional musical talents began to emerge. At the age of eight he started to compose songs and dances. At the age of nine he revealed a special interest in the cello and as soon as he was big enough to cope with the instrument he was allowed to take it up and was given lessons by an eccentric professor in Cologne called Joseph Alexander. Albert Wolff also remembered him:




I used to see (him) sometimes in the street, wearing a threadbare coat with brass buttons, the tails of which reached down to his calves, a cane with an ivory handle, a brown wig, and one of those broad-brimmed hats then in fashion. Despite his comparatively comfortable income, Herr Alexander, the professor, was generally considered the greatest miser in the town. It was said that he had once exhibited great talent; and he was known in his own neighbourhood by the glorious name of ‘the Artiste’. It was from him that Jacques took lessons at the rate of twenty-five cents each. The end of the month was generally a hard time for the Offenbach family; but they deprived themselves of many little comforts in order to save the price of the lessons, for Herr Alexander did not trifle with such matters; the twenty-five cents had to be spread on the table before the beginning of the lesson. No money, no music!





As the family continued to grow to a hungry brood of ten a certain amount of child-labour became essential. The three most musical, Jakob, Julius and sister Isabella were formed into a trio whose talents were hired out to local dance halls, cafés and taverns. They offered a repertoire of operatic arrangements and current dance music. Isaac had by now achieved the permanent post of Cantor to the Jewish faithful of Cologne and, with his modest stipend and what his hand-reared trio brought in, he kept to an unswerving determination to give them all the musical education they needed. Jakob was the star, billed as a prodigy, with a modest understatement of his true age. He was moved to a more progressive teacher, a cellist with a local reputation as a composer, named Bernhard Breuer. Offenbach obviously enjoyed his time with Herr Breuer for he later dedicated his ‘Op. 1’ to him: Divertimento uber Schweizerlieder for cello, two violins, viola and bass (J. M. Busch, Cologne, 1833). Offenbach’s proletarian musical influences can only be hypothetically pieced together; a professional middle-brow mélange of Italian opera, café songs, Colognese carnival music, the popular dance tunes of the time. In distant Vienna young musicians like Josef Lanner (1801-1843), Johann Strauss (1804-1849), were already setting new trends in the dance halls; contemporaries such as Franz von Suppé (1819-1895) were learning their trade at the conservatoires; the younger Johann Strauss (1825-1899), in spite of parental discouragement, was, like Offenbach, fiddling in lowly taverns; in London Arthur Sullivan (1842-1900) was not even thought of.


Isaac Offenbach’s ambition for his children was not bounded by the local world of music that he had, of necessity, brought them up in. The only place for a talented fourteen-year-old like Jakob (and his eighteen-year-old brother Julius) to learn and thrive was in Paris. At the Conservatoire, in the city where being Jewish or any other nationality didn’t much matter, Jakob could become at least another Mendelssohn (already blossoming as conductor and composer) if not a Mozart or a Beethoven. Isaac and his sons took the long and arduous road to Paris in November 1833, leaving a weeping mother behind to imagine all the fearful things that could happen to them in such a wicked and avaricious place. They went straight to the formidable Luigi Cherubini, celebrated composer and director of the Conservatoire, with no doubt that such an infant prodigy as Jakob would be welcomed with open arms. Cherubini was a difficult man and he was backed by a rule that forbade foreign entrants to the Conservatoire. Even Liszt had been turned away on these grounds in 1823 and had found no way round the ruling of the intractible Cherubini. At fourteen, Offenbach was really too young to be officially admitted, but Cherubini was up against a practised preacher in the elder Offenbach who spoke with such eloquence and at such length that the stern professor consented to an audition. Jakob played his audition piece with such brilliance that, to the surprise of all, Cherubini stopped him halfway and said: ‘Enough, young man, you are now a pupil of this Conservatoire’.
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Cologne from an old print
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Luigi Cherubini (1760-1842)





But it seems that the background of popular culture had already taken too strong a hold. Offenbach was never happy at the Conservatoire. The pages of his personal copy of one of Signor Cherubini’s efficient but dull textbooks was well margined with disinterested doodles; even the cello lessons under M. Vaslin bore little fruit. In order to provide their keep and decent lodgings, the Offenbach boys earned a little by singing in a Paris synagogue choir. Isaac tried to find a permanent post in Paris but failed and eventually returned to Cologne, leaving his talented offspring to their fate. Julius passed dutifully through the Conservatoire, became a violin teacher, played for many years in his brother’s orchestra at Les Bouffes-Parisiens and later conducted it, and died three days after his celebrated relative. He had maintained a frustrating rôle for an elder brother.


Jakob found the tyrannical discipline of Cherubini and his staff increasingly irksome and meanwhile dreamed of the theatre. Following one or two brushes with authority he left the Conservatoire, after only one year’s incarceration, and, as Grove says: “without having distinguished himself or shown any taste for serious study”. Cherubini, once again tightened up his regulations about foreigners. So there was Offenbach in the battle-torn, rather desperate city of Paris, which he already instinctively felt to be his home and his stage, about to fend for himself. He was full of ambition and anxious not to disappoint his family, but he knew already that the world of academic music was not for him. The theatre and all its trappings, sights and sounds, attracted him most. He managed one or two temporary jobs in pit orchestras before getting a steady engagement at the Opéra-Comique. His friend at the time was the leading cellist in the band, a young man with a rather more successful career at the Conservatoire behind him, named Hippolyte Seligmann. They enjoyed themselves in the pit, their time mainly spent in annoying and deceiving the conductor. Seligmann was still studying his instrument under the celebrated cellist Norblin and Offenbach managed to afford the same luxury, obviously to his satisfaction as he was later to reward M. Norblin with the dedication of his Introduction and Valse mélancolique ‘par son élève Jacques O.’ Op. 14.
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Fromental Helévy (1799-1862)





The great name in Paris opera just then was Fromental Halévy and Offenbach played in the pit for several of his works. On the strength of this he begged a free ticket from the composer for his new masterpiece at l’Opéra, La Fuive. He had the honour of sitting with the composer and was so obviously appreciative that Halévy, then chorus-master at l’Opéra, agreed to give him lessons in composition and theatrical orchestration. Offenbach immediately put his new found knowledge to good use at the Opéra-Comique where he was occasionally allowed to provide some pieces of incidental music. He was also able to help the young composer Friedrich von Flotow with his scores of Martha and La Stradella, which are said to bear his musical fingerprints; and he orchestrated Le Naufrage de la Méduse, a work arranged by a number of composers.


It was now the inevitable time of loneliness and frustration that the teenage creative artist passes through. The elation of being near the heart of the musical world offers only spasmodic relief from the sense of making no headway toward becoming one of its leading lights. The pride at being a man of the world in a wordly city gives way to frustration and loneliness. How often he must have wished that he could take flight and rush back to the bright little house in Cologne and the practical friendship of the large family that he loved and longed for. But he knew that he had to earn a living, at an age when most boys were still students. He later told how an old tune he knew in Cologne would insistently come back into his mind to remind him of his hard but happy childhood. Then, at other times, drinking and laughing with his friends and fellow-aspirants to fame, he would imagine that the world was only teasing him by keeping him waiting and that fame and fortune were just around the corner. The family back in Cologne, in turn, were heartened to have a letter from Halévy to assure them that Jacques, as he was now known, was going to be a great composer.
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Louis Antoine Jullien (1812-1860)





The ‘great’ composer in the meantime had to content himself with writing a few dance-tunes in response to the constant demand for such passing trifles. The café-concerts, in the Parisian mode, half indoor and half outdoor, centres of eating, drinking, listening and dancing, were avid purchasers of the right material. The can-can was highly fashionable at this time but had such a low reputation that Offenbach as yet avoided making close acquaintance. He was due to elevate it to an art-form later when he could lend it respectability. Paris was full of great figures of the Lanner and Strauss stamp. There was Philippe Musard (1793-1859) who conducted the Opéra balls and was known as the ‘King of Quadrilles’. He and Offenbach did not get on with each other so there was no casual free-lancing to come from that direction. The famous Tolbecque family were a waning influence by the 1830s when Musard took over and his great rival Louis Jullien was beginning to build a reputation at the Jardin Turc in the Boulevard du Temple. Jullien, handsome and conceited, later to become the legendary showman of conductors, white-gloved and be-cloaked, was about to conquer Europe and America. He was a prolific composer himself but, probably through the influence of Halêvy, he accepted a number of waltz-suites from Offenbach and played them during the summer season of 1836. One of these, Fleurs d’hiver became fairly popular and was played at the Opéra and Opéra-Comique balls later in the year. The work was praised in a Paris musical paper but the critic hastened to add a warning that young M. Offenbach should not start thinking that he was ready to supplant Messrs. Lanner and Strauss. Other waltz suites he wrote at this time were Die Jungfrauen and Les Amazons. The following year he supplied the Jardin-Turc with a waltz Rebecca which aroused some adverse criticism because it was based on 15th century Jewish liturgical tunes. Offenbach replied that his father never hesitated to sing operatic tunes in the synagogue. Another waltz Brunes et blondes passed without comment.


No doubt Offenbach, had he really felt it his forte, could have dethroned them all with his special talent for gay and abandoned music. He could certainly have cornered the can-can market at anytime he wanted. But there was always one eye on the theatre and a feeling that this was the world to be conquered in spite of all setbacks. In 1839 he managed to get his name into a programme by writing the incidental music for the Anicet Bourgeois and Edouard Brisebarre comedy Pascal et Chambord which was produced at the Palais-Royal theatre. It was a fiasco from a musical viewpoint, and was made farcical by the clowning of its leading actor. It brought only meagre rewards. For the time being Offenbach relinquished his theatrical ambitions for a line that looked more profitable – that of virtuoso cellist. Friedrich von Flotow, already making his reputation as a composer in Paris, helped to introduce Offenbach to the fashionable salons. Between them they wrote two suites of cello pieces–Chants du Soir and Rêveries, which were soon published in Vienna on the strength of the growing reputation of the two young composers. Offenbach provided the melodies, which are curiously prophetic of operatta talents to come; Flotow wrote some rather awkward piano accompaniments to the quirkish tunes. They are interesting in their foreshadowing of all the elements to be found in the operettas. The flowing waltz of ‘Au bord de la mer’, the comic 3/4 of ‘Souvenir de Bal’ and the ‘Redowa brillante’ (in 3/8), the folky simplicity of ‘Danse Norvégienne’, ‘Scherzo’ and ‘Chanson d’autrefois’, the military nonsense of ‘La Retraite’, the gaiety of ‘Polka de Salon’. They could now be enjoyably arranged into a ballet score as Rossini’s ‘Sins of Old Age’ have been. But these would be the ‘Follies of Youth’! These pieces the future composers of Martha and Orpheus in the Underworld (works linked only by their tunefulness) played together, the ink hardly dry on the hastily written manuscripts, at a fashionable gathering at the house of the Countess Bertin de Vaux (the wife of an important newspaper owner and diplomat); and they went down very well. The skinny, six-and-a-half stone, but attractive and loquacious Offenbach was, according to Flotow, a great success. He was invited back to the Countess’s salon on many occasions and consequently to other fashionable evenings. So lucrative did the business become that he was soon able to give up his cello post with the Opéra-Comique to become a society entertainer. He also took the opportunity to provide further cello pieces and, in spite of the lavish competition around turned out numerous ballads in the prevailing Italian opera style–lush melody over an arpeggio accompaniment – that served the Victorian drawing-rooms so well for so many years. His first professional appearance as a cellist was at Pape’s Musical Emporium in January 1839 at which his ‘romance dramatique’, Jalousie (words by Aimée Gourdin), was also heard. Brother Jules took part in the same concert. Offenbach implemented his role of cello virtuoso with several works fully exploiting the instrument–Fantasie uber Themas polnischer Lieder (republished in 1841 as Fantasie sur des Thèmes Russes); and studies for two cellos–‘École de Violoncelle’. The cello-playing took up more of his time, Jacques following his father’s advice not to become too ambitious as a composer for the present but to make his way on the strength of his natural ability as a musician. He occasionally visited his home town, and enjoyed being a local celebrity. With Jules, he gave two concerts at the Cologne Assembly Rooms, with his proud family in attendance. Albert Wolff again remembers:
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Cello pieces of 1839 by Offenbach and Flotow
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Further collaborations by Offenbach and Flotow







[image: Illustration]


One of the ‘Chants du Soir’, the Offenbach style already established







This earliest and most accurate impression which I have preserved of Jacques’ youth, coincides with the first visit he paid his parents on returning from Paris. It was an event for all the friends of the family, where, for a long time past, nothing had been talked of except Jacques, who, it was currently reported, was coining millions in Paris by playing on the violoncello. Nobody in Cologne suspected that the father of Offenbach’s son earned his scanty living with great difficulty on the banks of the Seine. Through the mere fact that he was listened to in Paris, the city of artists and rich people, no one ever doubted but what Jacques must be a millionaire. It was said in the town: ‘Father Offenbach is a lucky man; it appears that his son is coming back with big diamonds instead of buttons in his waistcoat, and that his fortune is reckoned by hundreds of thousands of francs’. It was not this which drew me to the Offenbachs. In our youth we have but very vague idea of wealth; a ten-cent piece or the vaults of the Bank of France seem about alike; but if, in the evening, at the hour at which Jacques was expected, I found myself among the friends of the house, it was because on the morning of the same day I had smelt the savoury perfume of those famous cakes; I had been struck with astonishment at this extraordinary occurrence, for it was not the eve of a holiday. But, in reply to my eager inquiries, Mother Offenbach had replied: ‘This is a fête-day for us all, my boy; my son Jacques comes back this evening from Paris. Come in by and by, and have some cakes; I can tell you that I have spared neither eggs, nor butter, nor sugar’.


When about sun-down I crossed the threshold of the house, in the Rue de la Cloche, Jacques, who was sitting on the sofa by the side of his father, whilst his mother was getting supper ready for the beloved son–Jacques, I repeat, was for me but an object of the greatest curiosity. But my heart beat faster as I caught sight of a bottle of Rhein-wine standing on the white table-cloth between two dishes filled with delicacies, the whole sparkling under the light of a small brass chandelier, which was only lighted on great occasions. At that moment there was not in the town a happier house than this. Relatives and friends came in one after another, to welcome Jacques; and each time a fresh visitor came in, the dishes were sent around, and each time I helped myself to some fresh delicacy, so that, as a natural consequence, a formidable fit of indigestion nailed me for a week to my bed.





But the next visit to Cologne at the end of the year was to be a sad occasion. The youngest member of the family, Michel, died of typhoid fever at the age of twelve and Offenbach and his brother stayed at the family home for a while when his mother became seriously ill. They gave another Cologne concert, which included Offenbach’s Grande scène Espagnole for string sextet (later orchestrated) which was highly praised in the local papers, and a Grand Duo on themes by Auber (written in collaboration with Julius). It was to be the last united family occasion. Offenbach’s mother died a week later and on November 17th, 1840 he returned to Paris feeling that this must surely be the time for him to step out into the world and establish his name and his independence.


He took every opportunity to play in public, often for no payment. Although he made himself ill with overwork, he achieved his aim of becoming a fashionable virtuoso. Through this kind of fame, which was really of secondary importance to him, he knew that he could build opportunities to exploit his true calling as a composer. But it was to be as a very special sort of composer, a satirist, a popular entertainer, not as an exponent of the treacly drawing-room and salon material which he now had to play. More and more he was satirising the very stuff that gave him his reputation. In 1842 he had upset the critics by setting the Fables of La Fontaine to what they considered highly frivolous music, including a gay waltz. La Fontaine was later to supply the inspiration for several Offenbach operettas. In the Spring of 1843 he organised a concert at the Salle Herz which was made up entirely of his own music. It was a great success. One of the most popular items was a comic duet ‘Le Moine bourru’ which had a clear flavour of similar duets in operettas to come – Geneviève de Brabant for instance. It satirised Victor Hugo and grand opera. It was a mild taste of Offenbach’s destined artistic rampage. As a cellist he was now well-known, sufficiently so as to be caricatured in the papers with arms, legs and head growing out of a cello. His strange, bird-like appearance was a boon to artists and, without doubt, it did much to foster his public image. It is always a great help to look like a genius as well as being one. The next time he returned to Cologne he found the papers well briefed by his admiring father, and his reputation as a Parisian celebrity beyond question. He proved he was a serious composer by the performance of his Grosse Concert-Phantasie. This reputation was enhanced on his return to Paris by the writing of a song called ‘À toi’ (words Numa Armand) that soon became a best seller. It was dedicated to a young lady called Herminie d’Alcain, the daughter of a rich hostess at whose soirées he had played. [Published in English as ‘Love Me’ Francis Bros. & Day] it was sung in the London production of Planquette’s Les Cloches de Corneville in 1890 by Pattie Laverne). In April 1843 there was an important concert in Paris at which he played a brilliant fantasia on theme’s from Rossini’s operas entitled Hommage à Rossini (which no doubt endeared him to the great composer for life) and his fine Musette for cello and orchestra (described as an ‘Air de ballet in 17th century style’) which was to become a standard piece in the cello repertoire. At this point he became engaged to the charming Herminie. As final proof of his abilities and his desirability as a husband, he undertook a tour of France, then of Germany; and in 1844 he went overseas for the first time and arrived in the untried territory of the London musical world. He made his London début in the concert-room of Her Majesty’s Theatre on May 15th in a ‘grand morning concert’ arranged by Madame Puzzi. His fellow artistes were Giulia Grisi, Fanny Persiani, Julie Dorus-Gras, the Lablaches and Joseph Staudigl – all famous virtuosi of the day. The accompanists were no less than Michael Costa and Julius Benedict, two of London’s leading conductor composers. So Offenbach sailed into London in top-class company and one newspaper graciously remarked: ‘Herr Offenbach, a violoncellist, made a highly favourable sensation and may be pronounced one of the masters of the instrument’. The Dramatic and Musical Review said ‘He is on the violoncello what Paganini was on the Violin’. Another concert followed on June 10th and his odd appearance inspired one writer to describe him as ‘the religious Offenbach’. Four days later he appeared with Anne Thillon, the young Joseph Joachim and Alfred Shaw with Louise Dulcken and F. Mendelssohn-Bartholdy at the pianos. It was entirely in keeping with the musical tastes of the day that Offenbach increasingly used his cello as a means of somewhat vulgar virtuoso display. Indeed one critic remarked that he made it sound like everything but a cello. He had a flair for imitation of other instruments and even animals. At a Melodists’ Club concert he played his ‘ancient dance tune of the (thirteenth) century’ and ‘introduced a capital imitation of the bagpipes which was loudly applauded and encored’. He became as popular in London as he had been in Paris, and would appear in public for nothing if the publicity was worth it; at the same time demanding high payment for private engagement. The general opinion was reflected in The Musical World of June 27th which commented:
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