Salon Savvy: The Chamber Operas of Pauline Viardot
as a Vehicle for Performance and Pedagogy

Lydia Bechtel, DMA

Guten Morgen Freunde der Vokalmusik und vielen Dank. Today we will be exploring the Salon
Savvy of Pauline Viardot and her use of chamber operas as a vehicle for performance and

pedagogy.

If a composer writes a piece of music and no one else hears it, are they still a composer? This
question may have challenged the career aspirations of a number of female composers in the
nineteenth century who struggled to have their works publicly performed. However, through
innovative performance contexts, composers like Pauline Viardot (1821-1910) were able to have
their works performed. While Viardot’s mezzo-soprano voice gave life to the works of Giacomo
Meyerbeer (1791-1864) and Charles Gounod (1818-1893) at the Paris Opéra; her gender
prohibited her from having her own compositions heard on the same stage. Thus, she focused her
compositional efforts on smaller chamber operas that could be performed by developing singers
in the successful salon that she operated. This paper will explore how Viardot utilized her salon
as a vehicle for performance of her chamber operas Le dernier sorcier (1867) in Baden-Baden
and Cendrillon (1904) in Paris. Additionally, it will highlight the pedagogical purposes of these
works, as Viardot recognized the practicality of composing for her own students.

Historically, French salons empowered women to facilitate political, literary, and artistic
discourse, and throughout Pauline Viardot’s performance career, she attended and performed in
salons throughout France, Germany, and Russia, so she understood the power that they could
yield under proper leadership.! Thus, it was not surprising when she (semi) retired from the stage
in 1863, that she turned her attention towards composition, teaching, and operating her own
salon. After Viardot left the stage, her family, along with Ivan Turgenev, moved to Baden-
Baden. In part they sought to escape political turmoil in France, but they also knew that the city
hosted a vibrant performance season from April to September—the perfect location for Viardot’s
next ventures.> While Viardot hosted salons in Paris as early as 1842, it was in Baden-Baden that
she made her Sunday matinées the must-attend event of the week.® Hosting the likes of: Clara
Schumann, Johannes Brahms, Gustave Doré, Anton Rubinstein, and King Wilhelm and Queen
Augusta of Prussia.*

It is also during this time that Viardot turned her focus towards teaching, and found that she
could use her talents as a composer to write chamber operas that highlighted the talents of her
students, provided them with pedagogical tools, and gave them performance opportunities in
front of a musically and socially esteemed public in the salon.> Thus, her chamber operas were
born.



Le dernier sorcier

Viardot and Turgenev discussed collaborating on operas for years, and on September 20, 1867
their opera Le dernier sorcier was first performed in Villa Turgenev at Baden-Baden. The
premiere primarily featured Viardot’s children, but she wrote the lead soprano role of Stella to be
performed by her student Marie Hasselmans, about whom the artist and writer Ludwig Pietsch
wrote, “with what amusing naiveté, with what a ringing, lark-like soprano, with what impudent
verve, with what a genuine French accent does she bemoan her little anxieties, does she apprise
the trees of her dreams and desires, does she proclaim with joy the sweet hopes that the fairy has
encouraged.”® Other attendees voiced their praise of the work and performers as well, including
Queen Augusta who stated, “the King must see this when he comes.”” News of Le dernier
sorcier’s charming music and story quickly spread throughout Europe in a number of periodicals
and a performance at the Weimar Royal Court as Viardot continued to mount productions for
student performances in her salon for years to come.®

Now, let us explore the opera itself in more detail to determine what pedagogical purposes Le
dernier sorcier offered and still offers to young singers. The opera focuses on the old sorcerer
Krakamiche (played by a bass-baritone) who the treble voiced fairies of the forest pester
constantly. The Queen of the fairies (who could be played by a lyric soprano or young dramatic
mezzo) gives Prince Lelio (a mezzo en travesti) a magic flower that makes him invisible to
Krakamiche, so that he can finally have a moment alone with Stella (a coloratura soprano) to
confess his love. In the end, all ends happily with Krakamiche repenting for his past wrongs
towards the fairies and allowing Stella and Lelio to marry.

When considering the usefulness of programming this opera for university students there are
many obvious factors to address. First, it is only two short acts that total around 90 minutes, this
makes it a great first experience with opera for young singers that are not vocally prepared to
sing a three-hour Mozart opera, and may have limited previous experiences on stage. Within
those two acts, all the action occurs in the same place, Krakamiche’s hut, so money can be saved
on set design. Second, it only requires piano accompaniment, although an orchestral version was
made for the 1869 Weimar production.” For many universities this provides more flexibility in
production if the orchestra does not have to be involved, and some programs may not have an
ensemble with which to collaborate. The opera also relies on spoken dialogue, rather than
recitative. For young singers the nuance of appropriately stylized recitative can take years to
master, and for non-native French speakers the language itself is very difficult to execute
accurately. Thus, utilizing a spoken dialogue can help young singers develop their French skills
in a less intimidating setting than recitative, and help with their dialogue skills—an ever more
necessary skill for crossover artists of opera and musical theater. Finally, the size of the cast and
necessary voice types aligns well with the needs of most university settings, which tend to have
larger numbers of treble voices in their departments. Along with the lead roles, the fairy chorus
provides many opportunities for a department with a large pool of talented treble voices.



While all of the roles in Le dernier sorcier provide singers with opportunities for vocal growth,
Stella, Lelio, and Krakamiche most clearly prepare singers for future roles in larger productions.

In Krakamiche’s aria, “Ah, la sotte existence” the key of C minor and rhythmic intensity
immediately recall Méphistophélés’s aria “Le veau d’or” from Charles Gounod’s Faust, which
premiered nearly ten years earlier in 1859. However, unlike Gounod’s aria, “Ah, la sotte
existence” does not maintain the same high tessitura throughout the aria, a useful feature for a
young bass-baritone still working on their high voice. It encourages a more gradual approach
into the high voice through stepwise motion, while often leaping quickly into the low for
dramatic effect, which is an easier vocal gesture for a young singer. In the sighing “ah” section,
Viardot utilizes rests and the open [a] vowel as an exercise in balanced/coordinated onsets, or
what she described in her exercise book as the “free and pure attack of the note emitted” which
insure a singer’s success in their vocal development (Figure 1).!° Ultimately, the aria and role of
Krakamiche make what Viardot might have envisioned as a pedagogical stepping stone toward
Mephisto.
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Figure 1. Le dernier sorcier, “Ah, la sotte existence,” mm. 2146 (DMA Diss. University of
Alabama, 2018), 94-5.

The role of Lelio represents preparation for two Gounod roles en travesti, Siebel in Faust (1859)
and Stéphano in Roméo et Juliette (1867). The range of the entire role spans from B3 to F5, and
the tessitura is centered in the singer’s chest and mix. Thus, the role makes a great exercise for
the young mezzo in unifying their registers. The aria, “Dans le bois frais et sombre” begins with
Lelio lower in their voice and in the middle of the aria the singer is required to slowly move
through their chest and mixed registers until they leap up to sustain an F5. This initial gradual
approach into the higher register, before leaping to sustain the F, allows the singer to have a
more comfortable approach into their high to successfully perform the leap and sustaining figure
that follows (Figure 2). For a mezzo-soprano who might eventually tackle “Que fais-tu blanche
tourterelle” this will help with the leaps followed by descending stepwise motion back into the
low that the role requires, and in “Faites-lui mes aveux” they will be ready for the sustained Gs
at the end of the aria (Figures 3 & 4).
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Figure 3. Roméo et Juliette, “Que fais-tu blanche tourterelle,” mm. 32-42 (New York: G.
Schirmer, 1897), 137-8.
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Figure 4. Faust, “Faites lui mes aveux,” mm. 83-95 (New York: G. Schirmer, 1902), 108.

Finally, we come to the role of Stella, originally sung by Viardot’s student Marie Hasselmans
who went on to sing roles like Oscar in Verdi’s Un ballo in maschera (1859) and Juliette in
Gounod’s Roméo et Juliette.!! While the role itself only contains a single aria which requires
both sustained lyricism and coloratura, it is clear in the opera’s later duets that Viardot viewed
Stella as a character study for her young singers in bel canto (both the operatic period and school
of vocal pedagogy).!? In the aria, Viardot combines leaping dotted eighth note figures with
arpeggiated sixteenths to avoid, “a vocalization which is uneven, hard, either jerky through
aspirates, or tame and vacillating through lack of accentuation.” (Figure 5)!3 In combination with
the corresponding exercises she might have provided to Marie Hasselmans, it is likely the aria
helped her to achieve a “vocalization which is even and well-proportioned to all the degrees of
velocity” as Viardot desired (Figures 6 & 7).!'4
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Figure 5. Le dernier sorcier, “Coulez, coulez, gouttes fines,” mm.
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Figure 6. An Hour of Study: Exercises for the Voice, Book I, Leap Exercise, (New York:
Kalmus Classic Edition, n.d.), 61. Corresponding to measures 51-6 of “Coulez, coulez.”



Andante.

Figure 7. An Hour of Study: Exercises for the Voice, Book I, Arpeggio Exercise, (New York:
Kalmus Classic Edition, n.d.), 60. Corresponding to measures 58—65 of “Coulez, coulez.”

Cendrillon

After the success of Le dernier sorcier (which was composed around the same time as Trop de
femmes and L 'ogre), it was over ten years before she wrote her next chamber opera, Le cont de
fées, and at the age of 83 in 1904 she wrote the chamber opera Cendrillon to her own libretto.!?
The opera premiered in Paris at the salon of her former student Mathilde Nogueiras on April
23", who played Cendrillon in a later performance of the opera.'® In the premiere several of the
female roles were performed by singers who might have been Viardot’s students as she dedicated
works to them.!”

Much like Le dernier sorcier, Cendrillon boasts many of the same advantages for performances
by young singers at university programs: small cast, piano accompaniment, spoken dialogue, and
only about an hour-long run-time. Plus, this opera features a plot sure to be familiar to singers
and audiences alike, a bonus for increased ticket sales. It recounts the traditional Cinderella tale,
but instead of an evil stepmother, it is her father’s cruelty which keeps Cinderella from finding
joy in life.!® The variety of voice types and prominence of treble voice characters, again makes
this an ideal work for developing singers. In Cendrillon, the roles of La Fée, Cendrillon, and
Barigoule prove particularly beneficial to the pedagogical development of the singer.

Let us start with Count Barigoule, who might seem like an odd choice over Prince Charmant, but
he sings significantly more in the opera, as the Prince only sings in a duet in the second tableau
and in a few of the ensembles.!® To open the second tableau, Barigoule sings a spirited aria about
how exciting it will be for him to play prince for a day as he and Charmant changed roles to test
the constancy of the prince’s potential suitors at the ball. The aria begins with one of the few true
recitatives in Viardot’s chamber operas, that culminates in an exhilarating cadenza before the
start of the aria proper (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Cendrillon, “Puisque me voilad Prince,” mm. 13—18 (Paris: G. Miran, 1904), 34.

The challenge of this aria is that it moves through several different tempi and stylistic qualities,
which makes it a great learning experience for a less experienced singer. It moves from the
opening recitative into a dancing allegro that requires vocal flexibility through short fioratura,
and consistency through registration as the voice frequently leaps from D-G. This gives way to a
brief andantino that shifts into a recitative and the aria’s main theme repeats with even more
embellishments (Figure 9). In this aria and throughout the opera, Barigoule serves as an excellent
preparatory study for the young tenor leggero or even a budding character tenor.
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Figure 9. Cendfrillon, “Puisque me voilad Prince,” mm. 116-55 (Paris: G. Miran, 1904), 38-9.




The role of Cendrillon largely seeks to reinforce concepts of breath management, legato, and
unification of registers through her gentle lyricism in arias, duets, and trios. There is also one key
technical achievement Viardot desired the singer to master in this role, and it comes at the
beginning of the opera in the form of an a cappella aria reminiscent of a folk song. In her
exercise books for her students Viardot advocated for young singers to acquire an “exactness of
intonation.”?° Thus, it is not surprising that she might challenge a student’s skill by asking them
to sing an unaccompanied aria. What is particularly challenging about Cendrillon’s aria, is that
she also speaks between vocal phrases, forcing her pitch memory to be as precise as possible
(Figure 10). This mix of singing and spoken dialogue poses a dramatic challenge for a young
singer who must accomplish pedagogical feats while seamlessly moving from speaking to
singing and maintaining the dramatic integrity of the scene.
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Figure 10. Cendrillon, “Il étaitjadis un Prince,” mm. 16-28 (Paris: G. Miran, 1904), 3-4.
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In the character of La Fée, Viardot presents her most vocally challenging role yet in the opera, in
a role that requires “quiet steadiness” in the sustained opening and brilliant dexterity at the end of
the opera.?! This mimics her teaching, as she endorsed pupils to “begin [their] daily practice with
sustained tones, followed by some exercises in graduated velocity.”?? The exercise shown
provides excellent preparation for La Fée’s opening aria which maintains a high tessitura that
barely rises above a mezzo-forte dynamic (Figures 11 & 12).
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Figure 12. An Hour of Study: Exercises for the Voice, Book 11, Exercise for sustaining high
voice, (New York: Kalmus Classic Edition, n.d.), 102.

Later in the opera, the singer could use the exercise that follows to prepare for the cadenza before
the final scene; ultimately leading La Fée to execute the cadenza “with the full natural voice;
without effort” as Viardot desired of all singers (Figures 13 & 14).2*> Through these roles and
operas, Viardot insured that singers today continue to maintain the principles of vocal pedagogy
laid out by her and her brother’s teachings.
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Figure 13. Cendrillon, La Fée’s final entrance, (Paris: G. Miran, 1904), 79.



Figure 14. An Hour of Study: Exercises for the Voice, Book 11, Agility Exercise, (New York:
Kalmus Classic Edition, n.d.), 102.

Of Viardot’s chamber operas, Cendrillon specifically has seen a resurgence in productions in
university and young artist programs across the U.S. and Europe, and professional productions
all over the world from Wexford, Ireland to New Delhi.?* This is due to the accessibility of the
opera, the growing understanding of the usefulness of the work as a pedagogical tool for young
singers, and the renewed recognition of what critic René Lara wrote in Le Figaro in 1904: “This
Cinderella score, so mischievous and so cheerful, denotes a liveliness of imagination and an ease
of expression that more than one musician could envy. We sometimes look for a salon operetta,
easy to interpret: it is now all found...”?’

The chamber operas of Pauline Viardot demonstrate not only her compositional abilities, but her
savvy navigation of the male dominated worlds of composition and vocal pedagogy in the
nineteenth century. Recognizing the context in which she created these works helps to better
understand her role as a composer and salon hostess in the nineteenth century. Furthermore, it
reveals the usefulness of programming these works for young singers in the twenty-first century
to continue their role as pedagogical operas for the developing singer.
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