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The Rise of the Common Man in French Opera 1643-1805: Dramatic and Musical Representations in 

a Changing Cultural and Political Context 

Introduction: 

As a University Scholar, I will immerse myself in an area of music history that is often overlooked. 

I will study the evolution of “low” characters and their music in French opera beginning with the reign of 

Louis XIV (1643-1715) and culminating in Beethoven’s rescue opera Fidelio (Vienna, 1805). Rescue 

operas portrayed non-aristocratic characters with the dignity and nobility that were traditionally 

associated with aristocrats in earlier French opera.  I will study the development of opera during this 

period to trace the common man’s gradual rise to political and cultural prominence within opera.  

 I will embrace this study as both a scholar and a performer. I will examine in a thesis  the political 

and musical trends, most importantly the French Revolution, that drove the rise of “low” musical genres 

such as vaudeville and opéra-comique, featuring lower class characters. These vulgar genres began 

humbly at country fairs but gradually replaced the aristocratic tragédie-lyrique as France’s dominant 

operatic genre. My head advisor, Dr. Glenn Stanley, an expert on Beethoven and Fidelio, will guide me in 

this area. Also, I will stage a lecture-recital featuring excerpts of a French vaudeville as well as Pierre 

Gaveaux’s Leonore (1798) and Beethoven’s Fidelio, which are both based on the French Revolution 

libretto, Leonore, by J. N. Bouilly.  Dr. Sylvia McClain will supervise this work.  

 My work as a University Scholar will enrich me as a scholar and a performer. My intensive 

research and score analysis will aid me in graduate school as I continue my studies in vocal performance 

and musicology. Through my lecture-recital I will learn to study and perform music at a more intimate 

level than ever before. That experience will carry over to my graduate school studies, when I will take on 

more complex repertoire. Finally, I will develop new levels of discipline, focus and cooperation as I 

pursue this rigorous paper and organize a performance involving many people. 

Review of the Literature 



 Heartz’s Music in European Capitals is a thorough study of musical developments from 1720-1780 

in musical capitals such as Paris and London. The chapter on Paris studies the formations and 

development of The Théâtre Italien and the Théâtre de la Foire. Both groups pioneered the vaudeville 

and the opéra-comique while competing with the official royal institution, the Académie Royale de 

Musique. Heartz also provides detailed biographies of composers and librettists such as Favart and 

Monsigny who transformed the opéra-comique into a legitimate genre containing dignified and virtuous 

characters from the lower class.  

Fubini’s Music and Culture in Eighteenth- Century Europe, features translated primary sources 

discussing musical trends of the 18th century. It contains material on the “Querelle de bouffons,” an 

intellectual controversy in the mid-18th century about the direction of French opera. Some scholars 

argued that French opera should retain its unique national sound, originated by the composer Lully 

during the reign of Louis XIV, while others wanted to incorporate Italian elements into French opera.  

 Robinson’s Ludwig van Beethoven: Fidelio examines the opera in a musical and cultural context. It 

contains a chapter by David Charlton that examines the French theatrical origins of Fidelio.  

 Campbell’s The Origins of the French Revolution is a compilation of essays that study the revolution 

from various perspectives including the French economy, the Paris Parlement, religion, art, and the 

viewpoints of peasants and bourgeoisie. 

 McDonald’s Rousseau and the French Revolution examines Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s intellectual 

influence in French politics and culture. His philosophies on government and education, discussed in 

works such as On the Social Contract and Émile, contributed to Enlightenment movement. Many of his 

ideas were central to the common’s man rise in the world and in art during the revolution. 

 Boyd’s Music and the French Revolution is a collection of essays examining the French Revolutions’ 

influence on French music. Certain essays such as: Michael Robinson’s “Opera buffa into opéra-comique, 

1771-90”, David Galliver’s “Leonore, ou L’amour conjugal: a celebrated offspring of the Revolution”, and 

Beate Angelika Kraus’ “Beethoven and the Revolution: the view of the French musical press” will be 

particularly helpful for my project. 



 Dr. Burney’s Musical Tours in Europe, edited by Percy A. Scholes, is an account of Dr. Burney’s 1770 

tour of France and Italy. Originally published in the eighteenth-century, it contains first-hand accounts of 

opéras-comiques performed by the Comédie Italienne. 

 Methods 

 My work will begin next semester in Dr. Stanley’s independent study. Through continued reading 

and score analysis, I will begin to develop my ideas about the rise of the common man in French opera 

and his representation in music. 

 As I begin a second independent study and the French Revolution seminar next fall, I will form a 

thesis and begin a preliminary draft of my paper. Although I will not have had an independent study with 

Dr. McClain yet, I will meet with her to discuss the excerpts performed in the lecture-recital and to recruit 

my fellow vocalists and instrumentalists for auditions. 

  Fidelio and Leonore are dramatic rescue operas that center on a devoted wife’s rescue of her 

imprisoned husband under an authoritarian regime. At this time next year, I will have to decide to stage 

either a production of Fidelio excerpts or have a simplified lecture-recital featuring a few vocalists 

accompanied by a pianist. Ideally, I would like to apply for a SURF grant to hire musicians to complete the 

student orchestra and cover expenses for sets, costumes and technical support. Generally, I would like to 

use as much student talent as possible, ranging from set designers to vocalists. A fully-staged production 

would draw the audience more effectively into this beautiful story. 

 However, if there are financial problems or time constraints, I could have a simple lecture recital 

in which I would perform relevant excerpts, accompanied by a piano and a few of my fellow vocalists. My 

lecture would remain largely unchanged as I highlight the differences in libretto, music, and character 

development, and examine how both a Frenchman, Gaveaux, and a German, Beethoven, conveyed the rise 

of the common man. The lecture-recital will also feature excerpts from an earlier French vaudeville in 

order follow the common man’s rise from a low social position to the more human, celebrated versions in 

Gaveaux and Beethoven’s works.  



 In the spring 2010, I will work on the lecture-recital with Dr. McClain in an independent study. In 

addition to helping me interpret the excerpts, Dr. McClain will also coach me to sing the part of Leonore. I 

will begin writing my paper with Dr. Stanley as well. 

 In my final semester I will finish my paper and give my lecture-recital.  

Plan of Study 

Many of the music classes required for my vocal performance degree are essential to completing 

my university scholar project. Harmony (1-4) and Form (1-2) equip me with tools to analyze relevant 

operas harmonically, while History of Music (four semesters) Workshop and Opera Theater will not only 

improve my performance skills, but teach me how to stage and direct operas while expressing the 

emotions of the story and characters. 

 Several music classes will be particularly relevant to the performance aspect of my project. French 

Diction teaches singers to perform French-language songs with accurate pronunciation through the 

International Phonetic Alphabet. Students in French Vocal Literature study and perform songs from 

French vocal genres. 

 I plan to take independent studies with Dr. Stanley to research and write my thesis. I will also 

work with Dr. McClain to prepare for the lecture-recital. 

 I would also like to take a graduate history course studying the French Revolution during the fall 

2010 semester. Upon acceptance into the University Scholar program, I will contact the professor to get a 

permission number. 

 To incorporate these many classes into my schedule, I have decided that I will add another 

semester, which will primarily be needed to finish my dual degree in journalism and to finalize my 

university scholar project.  

 I have not fulfilled a general education requirement (Q course) for my journalism degree. I plan to 

take that course during the summer. 
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Spring 2009__ (year) 
Standard Plan of Study Proposed University Scholar Plan of 

Study 
Jour 1002 , Jour 3030 (Copy Editing)  

Musi 1111(Choir), Musi 1231(Piano), Musi 
2254 (French Diction 

Same with Musi 4999 (Independent Study 
with Dr. Stanley) 

Musis 3312 (Ear Training), Musi 3314 
(Harmony) 

 

Musi 3222(Voice Lessons) Musi 1119(Opera 
Workshop) 

 

Musi 3724(Vocal Lit: British Songs)  
  
  

 
 

Fall 2009____ (year) 
Standard Plan of Study Proposed University Scholar Plan of 

Study 
Musi 3321 (Form I) Musi 3404 (History of 

Music 3) 
Musi 3723 (French vocal literature) 

Musi 5325 (Opera Theater), Music 3222 
(Voice) 

Hist 5410 (French Revolution) 

Musi 4731 (Conducting I), Musi 1101 
(Convocation) 

Musi 4999(Ind. Study with Dr. Stanley) 

Jour 3020 (Law of Libel) Musi 1111 (Choir)  
Jour 3002 (Ethics) No Jour 3020, Musi 1101 

  
  

 
Spring 2010___ (year) 

Standard Plan of Study Proposed University Scholar Plan of 
Study 

Musi 3322 (Form II) Musi 4372 
(Conducting) 

Musi 4999 (Dr. McClain) 

Musi 3222 (Voice) Musi 1101 (Convocation) Musi 4999 (Dr. Stanley) 
Musi 3231 (Vocal Pedagogy) Musi 5325 

(Opera Theater) 
 

Musi 1111 (Choir) Jour 3013W (Magazine 
Journalism) 

No Jour 3013W 

  
  
  

 
 

Additional Coursework (Summer, additional semesters) 
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Semester Course 
Taken 

Standard Plan of Study Proposed University Scholar Plan 
of Study 

Summer 09  Q course 
Fall 2010 Musi 3322 (Voice), Jour 

3012W 
Musi 4999 (Dr. Stanley) 

Fall 2010 Musi 3723(French vocal lit)  Jour 3020 
Fall 2010 Musi 4979 (senior recital) Jour 3013W 

   
   
   

 
 

 


