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Axel Körner
Donizetti à la Offenbach1

Rethinking opera beyond text
The 1838 catalogue of the Giovanni Ricordi publishing house, preserved at 
the Archivio storico Ricordi in Milan, lists thirteen piano reductions of com-
plete operas by Donizetti, six complete operas arranged for four hands, as well 
as eight arrangements for piano solo “in stile facile”, two complete Donizetti 
operas arranged for string quartet, and three operas for mixed quartets.2 Quite 
obviously, Donizetti seems to have played a role beyond the opera house. 

Just for Donizetti’s 1832 opera buffa L’elisir d’amore, the catalogue 
counts eighteen single pieces arranged for four hands, six pezzi staccati for 
piano solo, six arrangements for voice and guitar, seven pezzi staccati for solo 
voice, seven further arrangements for violin and piano, as well as a complete 
version of the opera arranged for violin and piano, the same for flute and 
piano, in addition to arrangements for solo violin and for solo flute. At the 
time of the Ricordi catalogue’s publication, L’elisir d’amore was Donizetti’s 
most frequently performed opera in Italy; and the most popular opera after 
Rossini’s Il barbiere di Siviglia, and Bellini’s Norma and La sonnambula, 
explaining the work’s frequent adaptations for productions off stage.3 The cat-
alogue also advertises numerous mixed albums containing pezzi staccati from 

1. Written within the framework of ERC research project Opera and the Politics of Empire in 
Habsburg Europe, 1815–1914 (Grant agreement no. 101018743), the research for this article 
has benefitted from a generous fellowship at the Remarque-Institute of New York University. I 
am grateful to Barbara Babić, Quirin Lübke, Riccardo Mandelli and the anonymous readers for 
their help with my research.
2. Archivio storico Ricordi, Milan: Catalogo della musica pubblicata nell’I.R. Stabilimento na-
zionale privilegiato di calcografia, copisteria e tipografia musicale di Giovanni Ricordi in Mi-
lano, Contrada degli Omenoni, N. 1720 (Florence: Giovanni Ricordi e S. Jouhaud, [1838]). For 
the relationship between the composer and Casa Ricordi see Mimma Guastoni, “Il compositore 
Donizetti e l’editore Ricordi: un lungo rapporto”, in L’opera teatrale di Gaetano Donizetti. Atti 
del Convegno internazionale di studio, Bergamo, 17–20 settembre 1992, edited by Francesco 
Bellotto (Bergamo: Comune di Bergamo, 1993), pp. 111–117.
3. Between 1830 and 1839, L’elisir d’amore was scheduled in a total of 214 seasons throughout 
Italy. Marcello Conati, “Presenze delle opere di Donizetti nei teatri italiani nella prima metà 
dell’Ottocento”, in L’opera teatrale di Gaetano Donizetti, pp. 433–436, p. 434.
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different operas by Donizetti, including again numerous pieces from L’elisir 
d’amore, in addition to mixed potpourris of different operas, marcie ed altra 
musica facile, as well as so-called souvenirs des opéras modernes, and other 
mixed variations and arrangements from Donizetti’s works, many of them 
taking up tunes from L’elisir d’amore. 

The 1838 Ricordi catalogue consists of a book of one hundred pages in 
small print. Issued by one of the world’s leading publishers for staged music, 
rather than advertising complete scores of operas, the catalogue mostly lists 
arrangements and extracts from operas: music to be used at home, in the sa-
lon, in coffee houses, or even the concert hall. Comprehensive catalogues like 
this were not produced every year, nor did they appear on any regular basis; 
for internal use Ricordi mostly relied on register books in manuscript form 
(libroni).4 The catalogue’s 1838 version was printed ten years before Doni-
zetti’s death, at a time when he was still to write about a dozen more operas, 
including some of his most famous works: La Fille du régiment (1840), La 
Favorite (1840), Linda di Chamonix (1842), Don Pasquale (1843), Maria di 
Rohan (1843). Therefore, the catalogue gives us just a partial view of the im-
portance of sheet music related to Donizetti’s work and its circulation in Italy 
and in Central Europe. Nevertheless, along with arrangements of Rossini’s 
most popular works, Donizetti dominated the market for arranged music.5 

In some cases, pezzi staccati and arrangements for different ensembles 
were produced, or at least authorised, by the composers themselves, with the 
copyright remaining with the opera’s original publisher, as we see with the 
works listed in Ricordi’s catalogue. This was not necessarily the case when 
variations on the theme of an opera or paraphrases were written by other com-
posers. These works would not be included in Ricordi’s catalogue, or would 
appear under the name of the composer who arranged them. The same is true 
for variations and sometimes arrangements that were published by independ-
ent companies or smaller print shops, meaning that the number of available 
arrangements always exceeded the number of works listed in the catalogue of 
the work’s original publisher. In addition to Italy and the German speaking 
lands, France with its countless musical salons was a particularly important 

4. See for instance Archivio storico Ricordi, Milan: Catalogo I, 1-2440 (Ms Rari, Librone 1), 
<https://www.digitalarchivioricordi.com/it/catalogo?relatedPeople=Antonio%20Melchio-
ri&page=1&listTipDataCatalogoIta=Data%20Libroni>, last accessed 17 January 2025.
5. We find further evidence for the role of Donizetti “off stage” in correspondence and diaries 
that report the performance of arias and extracts. For L’elisir d’amore see for instance the 
diaries and letters of the architect and amateur singer Giovan Tommaso Benevento, who regu-
larly performed extracts of the opera at private salons: Caro Aniello. I carteggi donizettiani del 
Fondo Moscarino (1836–1847), edited by Carlo Moscarino (Bergamo: Fondazione Donizetti, 
2008), pp. 188, 225, 234, 238, 247, 253, 292, 294. 

https://www.digitalarchivioricordi.com/it/catalogo?relatedPeople=Antonio Melchiori&page=1&listTipDataCatalogoIta=Data Libroni
https://www.digitalarchivioricordi.com/it/catalogo?relatedPeople=Antonio Melchiori&page=1&listTipDataCatalogoIta=Data Libroni
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market for this genre of sheet music. Periodicals such as Le Ménestrel catered 
to the salons by publishing arrangements, thereby becoming another lucra-
tive way of circulating operatic music.6 In 1840 the music publisher Heugel 
bought Le Ménestrel and used it systematically to promote the composers he 
had under contract.7 In these different ways, approximately 250,000 pieces of 
music were published in France every year since the 1830s, with print runs 
often starting at 500 copies. From France they were sold all over Europe, 
including the musical centres of the Habsburg monarchy, either as reprints 
or licensed copies. Successful composers received up to 500 francs for each 
piece and potentially much more for complete collections.8 One of the many 
masters of this genre in Paris was Jacques Offenbach, long before he estab-
lished himself as director of the Bouffes-Parisiens. Much of it he wrote for 
his own instrument, the violoncello, including paraphrases of operas from 
Mozart, Rossini, Bellini, Meyerbeer, and from Donizetti: from Anna Bolena, 
Parisina and L’elisir d’amore. The salon, where he performed these pieces, 
later became a topic in the plot of his operetta Monsieur Choufleuri restera 
chez lui (1861).9

Taking the example of Jacques Offenbach’s arrangements of extracts 
from Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore for violoncello solo (Figure 1),10 this arti-
cle discusses the nature and function of this genre of music, the relationship 
between original and its adaptation, and it contextualises Offenbach’s work 
within debates on the authority of musical texts: how nineteenth-century mu-
sic, and operatic music in particular, is to be understood in the context of the 
use people made of it in different cultural settings.11 The article argues that in 
order to understand opera in nineteenth-century European culture, scholars 
have to take account of opera being performed offstage, in its multiple forms 

6. Ralf-Olivier Schwarz, Jacques Offenbach. Ein europäisches Porträt (Vienna: Böhlau, 
2019), p. 41.
7. For a study of periodicals in France see Katharine Ellis, Music Criticism in Nineteenth-Cen-
tury France. “La Revue et gazette musicale de Paris”, 1834–80 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1995).
8. Schwarz, Jacques Offenbach, p. 41.
9. Péter Bozó, “Offenbach and the representation of the salon”, in Musical Salon Culture in 
the Long Nineteenth Century, edited by Anja Bunzel and Natasha Loges (Martlesham: Boydell 
& Brewer, 2019), pp. 139–152.
10. Jacques Offenbach, Mélodies de “L’elisire d’amore” de Donizetti (Mayence: Schott’s 
Söhne, [n.d.]), plate 11880. For further information on the editorial context see the Appendix.
11. Opera offstage and music for the salon is to be read as part of the nineteenth-century popular 
music revolution when new styles began to assert their independence and distinct values. See 
Derek B. Scott, Sounds of the Metropolis: The 19th Century Popular Music Revolution in 
London, New York, Paris and Vienna (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).
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Figure 1 
Jacques Offenbach, Mélodies de “L’elisire d’amore” de Donizetti (Mayence: B. 
Schott’s Söhne, [n.d.]), plate 11880. See München, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Mus.
Schott.Ha 12796-1, <https://www.digitale-sammlungen.de/en/details/bsb00152572>, 
last accessed 17 January 2025.



© 2025, Musicom.it - il Saggiatore
All rights reserved

Donizetti à la Offenbach

113

and functions: how operatic music penetrated and impacted different ways of 
making and consuming music beyond the theatre.12 Arrangements of Doni-
zetti’s operas, written during a career that span just over two decades, offer a 
prime example for such an investigation. Due to its specific musical culture, 
Habsburg Europe presented an important market for any kind of arranged op-
eratic music.

Musicking Donizetti
A quarter of a century ago, Christopher Small introduced the term “musick-
ing” to challenge musicologists’ narrow focus on the scores of great works 
as well as to widen our concept of research in music to include “the social 
and participatory nature of music as a human activity”.13 Small’s concept of 
musicking redefines the relationship between composer and performer, and 
between performer and listener, to question hierarchies as well as authority 
in making music. Paraphrasing Small, music is not a thing but something that 
people do.14 This includes what musicians make of an existing score: perform-
ers, but also composers that adapt or arrange music, or use it for purposes the 
original composer has no impact on. Conventionally, musicologists study per-
formance “as a one-way-system of communication, running from composer 
to individual listener through the medium of the performer”.15 Performance, 
however, “does not exist to present musical works, but rather musical works 
exist in order to give performers something to perform”.16 Approaching Italian 
opera through the ways it was adapted, arranged and parodied in performance 
gives us new clues to understanding opera within its changing social and cul-
tural contexts. Especially north of the Alps and in Habsburg Europe this form 

12. For Italy, and in particular the role of “salotti” in the diffusion of operatic music, see Carlida 
Steffan – Luca Zoppelli, Nei palchi e sulle sedie. Il teatro musicale nella società italiana 
dell’Ottocento (Rome: Carocci, 2023). For a study of Italian opera “off stage”, including music 
in the home and salon, the repertoire of brass bands, opera in puppet theatres and the diffusion 
of opera via music boxes, see also Roberto Leydi, “The dissemination and popularization of 
opera”, in Opera in Theory and Practice. Image and Myth, edited by Lorenzo Bianconi and 
Giorgio Pestelli (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003), The History of Italian Op-
era, 2, Systems, vol. 6, pp. 287–376. Organ grinders and mechanical music boxes, produced 
principally by French or Swiss clock makers and circulated widely in Europe, often played 
extracts from Donizetti’s works. See Derek Turner, “Donizetti and the Victorian musical ma-
chine”, Donizetti Society Journal, 1 (1974), pp. 129–135.
13. Franziska Schroeder, “Musicking”, in The SAGE International Encyclopedia of Music 
and Culture, edited by Janet L. Sturman (Sage Publications, 2019), online.
14. Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meaning of Performance and Listening (Middle-
town: Weslyan University Press, 20112).
15. Ibid., p. 6.
16. Ibid., p. 8.
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of engagement with Italian opera marked musical life on a daily basis, and in 
many different geographic and social settings.17

Applying the concept of musicking to Donizetti sounds less radical if one 
considers that the composer himself regularly adapted his operas to changing 
contexts of performance, making it almost impossible to speak of his works in 
terms of a definite text. As Roger Parker has argued, 

the man wrote (and revised what he wrote) ceaselessly for a quarter of a century; 
audiences all around Europe heard countless performances; many of them pro-
ducing copious amounts of text special to the event; his music was consumed in 
spaces large and small, public and private. At present the prospect of controlling 
this proliferation seems highly unlikely.18 

And should we attempt to control it? Re-arranging operas was also a way of 
questioning local conventions and challenging rules about musical forms and 
structures. With his 1827 comical one-act drama Le convenienze ed incon-
venienze teatrali, Donizetti himself made the caricature of—and the break 
with—theatrical conventions the topic of one of his earlier works, a practice 
that was not uncommon to theatres in Vienna, London or Paris.19 Moreover, 
in order to make full use of his musical language, he understood his role as 
composer to go beyond the semantic content of his operas’ literary origins 
and the work of his librettists. As Luca Zoppelli has shown, he rarely limited 
himself to simply “clothing” in music the drama provided by his librettist.20 
Instead, he chose to apply his own rationale to the drama and to directly in-

17. Central to this argument, see Nancy November, Opera in the Viennese Home from Mozart 
to Rossini (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023). In Vienna, parodies of popular 
Italian operas were a key feature of suburban theatres at least since the Congress of Vienna. See 
Barbara Babić, “The weight of lightness: Italian opera and parody in Congress Vienna”, Cam-
bridge Opera Journal, 37 (2025), pp. 53–77, <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954586725000011>. 
Barbara Babić, “Rossini in Krähwinkel? Una parodia del Tancredi viennese”, Bollettino del 
Centro rossiniano di studi, 56 (2016), pp. 9–61. For Offenbach’s adaptations of Italian music 
in Vienna see Walter Obermaier, “Offenbach in Wien”, in Jacques Offenbach und seine Zeit, 
edited by Elisabeth Schmierer (Laaber: Laaber, 2009), pp. 77–96.
18. Roger Parker, “Prefazione/Preface”, in Donizetti a Casa Ricordi. Gli autografi teatrali, 
edited by Alessandra Campana, Emanuele Senici, Mary Ann Smart (Bergamo: Fondazione Do-
nizetti, 1998), pp. XI–XIV, p. XIII. See also Luca Zoppelli, Donizetti (Milan: il Saggiatore, 
2022), pp. 11–13.
19. Luca Zoppelli sees a dramatic analogy between scenes of Donizetti’s short opera Il fortu-
nato inganno, set around the rehearsals of an opera company, and Offenbach’s Vie parisienne. 
The connection suggests that Offenbach took an interest in Donizetti’s play with operatic con-
ventions: Zoppelli, Donizetti, p. 115.
20. Luca Zoppelli, “Narrative elements in Donizetti’s operas”, Opera Quarterly, 10/1 (1993), 
pp. 23–32.
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tervene in the action provided by the libretto. Zoppelli sees Donizetti as a 
composer “who emerges from the text to mediate, order, make palpable [...] 
certain fundamental elements relevant to the ultimate meaning of the com-
position”.21 Subsequent composers, arranging Donizetti’s work for different 
purposes, engaged in the same kind of activity, taking their own subjectivity 
as a new point of departure.

The countless versions of Donizetti’s works, changed and adapted over 
and over again for different singers, stages and cities, suggest that the com-
poser was not too concerned about any definite versions of his works. This 
quality offers enormous possibilities to performers, as well as to musicians 
when rearranging his works. In Remaking the Song, Roger Parker shows how 
sketches from Donizetti’s works that did not make it into the versions of his 
operas as we know them today might inspire a singer to “new variations, new 
accommodations” between a singer’s voice and “the text Donizetti left us of 
his opera”.22 Parker uses such examples to argue for the impact that perform-
ers can have on our evolving response to canonical works of the operatic rep-
ertory. The aim here is to “hear afresh works we thought we knew everything 
about”.23 

If we apply Parker’s interest in the semantic potential of the musical text’s 
variations to what musicians might subsequently do with it, we get close to 
the practice of musicking Christopher Small wants us to explore; but taking 
this material into consideration also relates to what musicians and composers 
like Jacques Offenbach did with the works they arranged, adapted and often 
changed in their semantic content.24 When writing his mélodies on L’elisir 
d’amore, Offenbach understood his work less as that of a composer than as the 
musical practice of a famous cellist, who regularly performed in salons and 
bigger concert venues, and therefore constantly had to expand his repertoire 
and adapt it to changing occasions.25 He also needed material to sell to publish-

21. Ibid., p. 30.
22. Roger Parker, Remaking the Song. Operatic Visions and Revisions from Handel to Berio 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), p. 21.
23. Ibid., p. 2.
24. For a detailed analysis of Offenbach’s approach to the adaptation and paraphrasing of operas 
see Matthias Brzoska, “Offenbachs Meyerbeer. Zu den Réminiscences à Robert le diable”, in 
Der “andere” Offenbach. Bericht über das internationale Symposium anlässlich des 200. Ge-
burtstages von Jacques Offenbach in der Hochschule für Musik und Darstellende Kunst Frank-
furt am Main am 18. und 19. Oktober 2018, edited by Alexander Grün, Anatol Stefan Riemer, 
Ralf-Olivier Schwarz (Köln: Dohr, 2019), Beiträge zur Offenbach-Forschung, 4, pp. 53–58.
25. For Offenbach’s career as a cellist and cello teacher see Fabian Kolb, “Die Bühne im Blick: 
Jacques Offenbach als Cellist und seine Kompositionen für Violoncello”, in Durch die Brille – 
Jacques Offenbach: Einblicke und Perspektiven, edited by Arnold Jacobshagen, Fabian Kolb, 
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ers, and occasionally to teach his own pupils. In a review of Offenbach’s new 
opera Pépito, published in 1853, just two years before the composer opened 
his own theatre on the Champs-Elysées, The Musical Times still introduced 
him to its readers as “Offenbach, the violoncello player”.26 At that time he 
was frequently referred to as the “Paganini-” or the “Liszt of the violoncello”, 
being admired as a virtuoso, but also occasionally mocked for his exaggerated 
style of performance or his obsession with using his instrument to imitate an-
imal voices, other musical instruments, or all kind of different environmental 
noises.27 These facets of his success notwithstanding, the cellist Offenbach 
also played a significant role in familiarising European audiences with the 
most successful operas of his day, as well as with original material written 
for his instrument, including Beethoven’s sonatas for piano and violoncello.28 

Not just Offenbach’s inventiveness as a composer and arranger of music 
formed the basis of this career, but also a combination of obvious talent for 
his instrument, diligence and training. His early musical education, first in the 
context of his father’s activity for the synagogues in Deutz and Cologne, then 
as a pupil of two respectable local cellists, Joseph Alexander (1772–1840) 
and Bernhard Joseph Breuer (1808–1877), went hand in hand with his early 
experience of performance: starring with his siblings in local inns, and subse-
quently getting to know the operatic repertoire through puppet theatres and his 

Ralf-Olivier Schwarz, Jean-Claude Yon (Köln: Dohr, 2023), Beiträge zur Offenbach-Forschung, 
5, pp. 61–106. Also Jean-Claude Yon, Jacques Offenbach (Paris: Gallimard, 2000), p. 12. 
Schwarz, Jacques Offenbach, pp. 16–64. For just a short overview see Fabienne Ringenbach, 
“Offenbach violoncelliste”, Revue internationale de musique française: recherche, enseigne-
ment, formation, 11 (June 1983), pp. 93–102. With biographical mistakes and rather critical of 
Offenbach’s abilities as a cellist see Wilhelm Joseph v. Wasielewski, The Violoncello and Its 
History [1888], translated by Isobella S. E. Stigand (New York: Da Capo, 1968), p. 172. Several 
standard works on the instrument’s history and its masters, however, ignore Offenbach’s role 
as a cellist. Julius Bächi, Berühmte Cellisten [1973] (Zürich: Atlantis, 1987), p. 66 mentions 
Offenbach only in relation to Auguste Franchomme. Valerie Walden, One Hundred Years of 
Violoncello. A History of Technique and Performance Practice, 1740–1840 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1998) and George Kennaway, Playing the Cello, 1780–1930 (Farn-
ham: Ashgate, 2014) concentrate more on the history of instrumental technique, with emphasis 
on the period prior to the modern school Offenbach stands for.
26. The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular, 5 (1 December 1853), p. 303.
27. For an overview of contemporary comments and the frequent caricatures of the cellist see 
Kolb, “Die Bühne im Blick”, pp. 61–63. Also Peter Hawig, Jacques Offenbach. Facetten 
zu Leben und Werk (Köln: Dohr, 1999), Beiträge zur Offenbach-Forschung, 2, pp. 38, 51. 
It should be noted that at the time the term “Paganini of the violoncello” was applied also to 
other cellists, eg to François Servais of the Belgian school. See Margaret Campbell, “Nine-
teenth-century virtuosi”, in The Cambridge Companion to the Cello, edited by Robin Stowell 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 61–72, p. 64.
28. Kolb, “Die Bühne im Blick”, p. 85.
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teacher Breuer. Breuer played at Cologne’s cathedral orchestra (Domkapelle) 
and in the local theatre orchestra, where Offenbach started playing as a sub-
stitute as early as 1832. When at the age of fourteen he moved to Paris, where 
Luigi Cherubini admitted him to the Conservatoire, he stayed for just a year 
and then preferred taking private lessons with Louis Norblin, while starting to 
play in different local theatres, including the Opéra-Comique. Then he began 
writing and arranging music for the cello, and performing it in salons and 
concert venues. He came to it with a not very long, but certainly intense expe-
rience in the pit. The composer Offenbach therefore always also remained the 
musician Offenbach. As Jean-Claude Yon has recently shown, musicians fig-
ure everywhere in Offenbach’s works for the stage. He suggests that this “por-
trait de groupe” can in fact be read as an “autoportrait d’Offenbach” himself.29

Roger Parker begins Remaking the Song with an epigraph from Jerome 
McGann’s Byron and Romanticism, which argues that “meanings multiply, 
like people, through intercourse”.30 Taking Offenbach’s Donizetti adaptations 
as an example, this article will show how musicians arranged and adapted the 
works they encountered and thus multiplied their meanings. When arrang-
ing extracts of Italian opera for his instrument, Offenbach found himself in 
the good company of some very famous composers, like Sigismond Thalberg 
and Franz Liszt, the latter writing about seventy paraphrases of operas. Oth-
er famous colleagues of Offenbach’s own guild of cellists were similarly ac-
tive in this genre: Adrien Servais, Justus Johann Friedrich Dotzauer, Auguste 
Franchomme, Friedrich August Kummer, Georg Goltermann and Donizetti’s 
fellow-bergamasco Alfredo Piatti.31 All of them wrote, published and per-
formed fantasias for violoncello based on famous, mostly Italian, opera arias. 
In Piatti’s case this includes extracts from Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor 
and Linda di Chamounix, published with Schott and advertised on the back 
of Offenbach’s own paraphrases. These works represented a core aspect of 
the contemporary concert repertoire, and of these men’s careers as cellists. 
Some of them though went beyond writing well intended arrangements of 

29. Jean-Claude Yon, “Un autoportrait diffracté. Les figures des musiciens dans le répertoire 
offenbachien”, in Offenbach, musicien européen, edited by Jean-Claude Yon, Arnold Jacobsha-
gen, Ralf-Olivier Schwarz (Arles: Actes Sud, 2022), pp. 175–188.
30. Parker, Remaking the Song, p. VI. The quote refers to Jerome J. McGann, Byron and Ro-
manticism, edited by James Soderholm (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
31. For this list see Robin Stowell, “Other solo repertory”, in The Cambridge Companion to the 
Cello, pp. 137–159, p. 158. Piatti also stands for a further connection to Donizetti and Bergamo, 
where he played a role in the Italian reception of Beethoven’s cello sonatas, as documented by 
an original sketch for Op. 5 at the Istituto musicale Gaetano Donizetti: Andreas Holschneider, 
“Unbekannte Beethoven-Skizzen in Bergamo”, in Studien zur Italienisch-Deutschen Musik-
geschichte, 7, edited by Friedrich Lippmann (Köln: Böhlau, 1970), pp. 130–134.
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famous operas their audiences loved. In Cologne, Offenbach’s teacher Bern-
hard Breuer was a member of the local carnival society, for which he regularly 
wrote and arranged songs. Many of these carnival songs were parodies of 
well-known tunes from operas, sung in local dialect, usually including ele-
ments of political mockery.32 In addition to tunes from Weber, Lortzing and 
Marschner, but also Verdi (Rigoletto), a particularly popular song of Cologne’s 
carnival, frequently reprinted in collections of the city’s carnival associations, 
was the Donizetti-Lied: a parody of Dulcamara’s Barcarola “Io son ricco e 
tu sei bella” from L’elisir d’amore, which Offenbach included in his own ar-
rangements of the opera.33

As these examples show, opera offstage deeply marked musicking all over 
Europe. This was also the case for the Habsburg monarchy. In the empire, op-
eratic culture reached far into its Eastern and Southern peripheries, into count-
less towns, cities and regional capitals that all had their own theatres, music 
schools, concert halls and coffee houses.34 In these venues, musicians, reper-
toires, and related sheet music circulated widely across national, social and 
religious boundaries, and it was here where they were performed, arranged 
and adapted for ever changing contexts. Throughout the nineteenth-century 
the newspapers of provincial towns in Habsburg Europe regularly reported 
on opera performances in the monarchy’s cultural centres of Vienna, Buda-
pest, Milan or Lemberg/Lwów/Lviv, but they also included reports on produc-
tions in smaller theatres: Olmütz/Olomouc, Hermannstadt/Sibiu or Temesvár/
Timișoara. The Wiener Theaterzeitung, but also countless daily newspapers, 
advertised arrangements and extracts from the latest operas—local prints, or 
new editions from Vienna, Leipzig or Milan; and they reported what happened 
in theatres beyond the monarchy’s borders, in London, Paris, Berlin or Odes-
sa.

32. Schwarz, Jacques Offenbach, p. 22. This was possible only, because these operas circulat-
ed widely and were obviously well known in German translation. For an overview of German 
libretto editions of Donizetti’s operas see James P. Cassaro, Gaetano Donizetti. A Research and 
Information Guide (New York: Routledge, 20092), p. 152.
33. Paul Mies, Das Kölnische Volks- und Karnevalslied. Ein Beitrag zur Kulturgeschichte der 
Stadt Köln von 1823 bis 1923 im Lichte des Humors (Düsseldorf: Schwann, 1964), Denkmäler 
Rheinischer Musik, 2, p. 190 (the author wrongly identifies the song as an extract of La favori-
ta).
34. Most studies on this topic take a local or regional focus, and cannot be listed here. For a 
short overview see Stefan Schmidl, “Nationalismus, Weltanschauung und Moderne in der 
Kunst- und Unterhaltungsmusik Österreich-Ungarns”, in Das kulturelle Leben. Akteure–Ten-
denzen–Ausprägungen, edited by Andreas Gottsmann (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2021), Die Habsburgermonarchie 1848–1918, 10/2, Materielle und Immate-
rielle Kultur, pp. 1285–1313.
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Empires in turmoil
Despite the modest origins of a boy being born in a dark basement flat of the 
narrow Borgo Canale on the edges of Bergamo’s città alta, connections with 
the wider world marked Donizetti’s life early on.35 Contrary to what some bi-
ographers claim, Donizetti was not a native of Lombardy, or of the old Duchy 
of Milan, even if Milan was just about 45 kilometres away. At the time of his 
birth, in 1797, Bergamo had just adhered to the Cispadane Republic, a conse-
quence of the region’s French occupation. Before that, the city had belonged 
to the Republic of Venice for centuries: a world power marked by cultural 
and economic exchanges that reached far into the Adriatic Sea and the East-
ern Mediterranean, including many different national, linguistic and religious 
communities.36 Simon Mayr, Donizetti’s Bavarian teacher and lifelong paternal 
friend, reached his position at Bergamo’s Santa Maria Maggiore via Venice, a 
city that remained central to his international career as a composer.37 Likewise 
for Donizetti, Venice was the city of his operatic debut, with the first perfor-
mance of his Enrico di Borgogna in 1818, at the Teatro San Luca; and until the 
success of his Anna Bolena at Milan’s Teatro Carcano, as late as 1830, not Mi-
lan but Naples and Rome were the cities where he established his reputation. 
The fact that Naples was a court theatre meant that its operatic culture differed 
considerably from the operatic life of smaller theatres in Lombardy-Venetia, 
an experience that mattered in the context of his later appointments in Vienna. 
Even before the success of his works in Vienna and Paris, Donizetti was a 
musician and composer active within many different operatic cultures, an idea 
that does not easily fit with the concept of an “Italian” composer.38

35. For a colorful description of Donizetti’s modest origins see William Ashbrook, Donizetti 
and His Operas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 3. Ashbrook’s image is 
largely derived from the biography included in Guido Zavadini, Donizetti. Vita - musiche - 
epistolario (Bergamo: Istituto italiano d’arti grafiche, 1948), p. 3. For a critical reevaluation 
beyond the cliché see Zoppelli, Donizetti, pp. 34–36.
36. For an overview of the two regions’ historical connections see Marco Meriggi, Il Re-
gno Lombardo-Veneto (Turin: UTET, 1987). For Habsburg rule in the region see Brigitte 
Mazohl-Wallnig, Österreichischer Verwaltungsstaat und administrative Eliten im König-
reich Lombardo-Venetien 1815–1859 (Mainz: von Zabern, 1993). For a revisionist account of 
Habsburg rule in Venetia see David Laven, Venetia under the Habsburgs, 1815–1835 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002).
37. For an introduction see the chapters in Werk und Leben Johann Simon Mayrs im Spiegel 
der Zeit, edited by Franz Hauk and Iris Winkler (Munich: Katzbichler, 1998), Mayr-Studien, 1.
38. For this argument see Axel Körner, “Dalla storia transnazionale all’opera transnazionale. 
Per una critica delle categorie nazionali”, Il Saggiatore musicale, 24/1 (2017), pp. 81–98. 
Axel Körner, “Beyond Nationaloper. For a critique of methodological nationalism in reading 
nineteenth-century Italian and German opera”, Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 25/4 (2020), 
pp. 402–419.
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Especially during the composer’s early years, important sections of Berga-
mo’s local population, as well as the city’s surrounding countryside, remained 
loyal to Venice, partly due to religious convictions, which tended to clash with 
the anti-clerical propaganda of France’s political regime in the occupied ter-
ritories (or local perceptions thereof). Donizetti’s musical upbringing, within 
the religious framework provided by Simon Mayr and the city of Bergamo, 
should be seen in this context. Meanwhile, and despite the city’s close integra-
tion into the world of the Venetian Republic, Bergamo’s geographical prox-
imity to Milan stood for its exposure to the Habsburg monarchy, to its crown 
lands in Central and Eastern Europe, and to Vienna. The fact that both Mayr 
and Donizetti maintained connections to masonic circles does not need to be 
read as a contradiction to their religious allegiances, especially in a region and 
at a time when religious life was influenced by the Catholic enlightenment, 
which sought to reconcile reason and religious belief. It was mainly through 
the intellectual life of Milan and its connection with the Habsburg monarchy 
that enlightened ideas reached the surrounding cities and lands, prior to the 
import of new ideas as a consequence of the French Revolution.39 Emphasis-
ing this intercultural and political context of Donizetti’s early life is relevant 
to our understanding of his later development as a composer and explains his 
openness towards different musical conventions. More than other composers 
of his time, Donizetti had to be open towards changing cultural contexts and 
the musical expectations of different theatres.40

In addition to this multi-cultural world of changing state structures, mil-
itary turmoil was another key factor in Donizetti’s early experience of life. 
Francesco Izzo has argued for “the significance of militarism as a vehicle for 
humor” in 1830s opera buffa, referring specifically to the character of Belcore 
in L’elisir d’amore.41 Subsequent to northern Italy’s encounter with Napoleon’s 

39. Carlo Capra, La felicità per tutti. Figure e temi dell’illuminismo lombardo (Milan: Feltri-
nelli, 2017). Carlo Capra, I progressi della ragione. Vita di Pietro Verri (Bologna: il Mulino, 
2002). Italien in Europa. Die Zirkulation der Ideen im Zeitalter der Aufklärung, edited by 
Thomas Kroll and Frank Jung (Paderborn: Fink, 2014).
40. For examples where Donizetti accommodated the needs of his casts see David Kimbell, 
Italian Opera (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 485. For his strategies in 
adapting versions of his work to the conventions of different theatres and cities see the article 
by Roger Parker in this special issue.
41. Francesco Izzo, Laughter between Two Revolutions. Opera Buffa in Italy, 1831–1848 
(Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2013), pp. 48, 199–230. On the role of the tambu-
ro in introducing the military context see Luciano Alberti, “Donizetti, Romani, Sanquirico 
insieme per L’elisir d’amore”, in Il teatro di Donizetti. Atti dei Convegni delle celebrazioni 
1797/1997–1848/1998, 3, Voglio amore, e amor violento. Studi di drammaturgia. Bergamo, 
8–10 ottobre 1998, edited by Livio Aragona and Federico Fornoni (Bergamo: Fondazione 
Donizetti, 2006), pp. 361–373, p. 363.
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international armies, the wars led to the successive presence of Austrian and 
Russian troops in Bergamo, which served as the prelude to the decision taken 
at the Congress of Vienna to create the Austrian Kingdom of Lombardy-Vene-
tia. Only then did Bergamo become part of the Lombard section of this new 
kingdom, divided from its Venetian part by the river Mincio. For Bergamo this 
development meant regular visits of successive Austrian emperors and, even 
more frequently, other members of the imperial family with their accompany-
ing military entourage. During his childhood, and later during the early stages 
of his career as a musician, Donizetti was surrounded by family members, 
neighbours and acquaintances that fought in the Napoleonic wars, under dif-
ferent flags, returning from battlefields far afield and being conscripted again.42 
When Gaetano was called up for military service, in 1820, two of his brothers 
were under arms, in Austrian and Sabaudian service. He only avoided con-
scription thanks to the noble woman Marianna Grattaroli Pezzoli, who bought 
the young composer an exemption, a common practice at the time, not dis-
similar to Adina’s gesture towards Nemorino in Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore.43

Gaetano’s older brother Giuseppe also trained as a musician under Mayr, as 
well as under the boys’ uncle Giacomo Corini. He started his career as a military 
bandsman in the French army, staying with Bonaparte all the way to his exile in 
Elba and then following him to Waterloo. Subsequently, after service as a musi-
cian in the Sardinian army, he moved to Constantinople as Sultan Mahmud II’s 
Chief of Military Music at the Sublime Porte.44 This occurred during a period 
of dramatic internal and external turmoil affecting the Ottoman Empire, while 
at the same time the percentage of Ottoman subjects living in the empire’s 
European domains continued to shrink.45 Under Mahmud’s successor Sultan 

42. For the war’s impact on operatic life see Emanuele Senici, Music in the Present Tense. 
Rossini’s Italian Operas in Their Time (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2019). Also 
Axel Körner, “Music, power, and changing semantics of time in the long nineteenth century”, 
Chigiana, 52, Musica e Potere nel lungo XIX secolo, edited by Fabrizio Della Seta and Massi-
miliano Locanto (Lucca: Lim, 2022), pp. 25–38.
43. Ashbrook, Donizetti, p. 20; Zoppelli, Donizetti, p. 214.
44. Giuseppe Donizetti Pascià. Traiettorie musicali e storiche tra Italia e Turchia, edited by 
Federico Spinetti (Bergamo: Fondazione Donizetti, 2010). Emre Araci, “Giuseppe Donizet-
ti at the Ottoman Court: a Levantine life”, The Musical Times,143/1880 (2002), pp. 49–56. 
Vittorio Cattelan, Orizzonti della musica italiana a Costantinopoli nel primo Ottocento. Tre 
storie (1828–1856) (Turin–Lucca, De Sono–Lim, 2021); see also Larry Wolff, The Singing 
Turk: Ottoman Power and Operatic Emotions on the European Stage from the Siege of Vienna 
to the Age of Napoleon (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2016), p. 361. The following 
volume contains numerous documents relating to his Ottoman military career: Emre Araci, 
Giuseppe Donizetti. Il Pascià bergamasco (Rome: Sandro Teti, 2022).
45. For a general overview of the period see Donald Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, 1700–
1922 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 54–74. For a more recent account 
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Abdülmecid I, the architect of the Tanzimat era of reforms and a great support-
er of European music, Giuseppe Donizetti was elevated to the rank of pasha, 
comparable to that of a general or a provincial governor.46 In this function, he 
trained the palace musicians, recruited among the children of leading notables, 
and composed the Mahmudiye March, which became an Imperial anthem and 
was subsequently paraphrased by Franz Liszt.47 Later Johann Strauss would 
also dedicate a composition to Abdülmecid I, in turn recognized by the gift of 
a precious ring.48 As part of his imperial duty, Giuseppe Donizetti organised an 
annual opera season at Constantinople/Istanbul, as well as in nearby Pera/Beyo-
glu.49 His role mirrors the efforts of the Ottoman state to modernize its admin-
istration according to Western models, at a time when more and more officials 
were trained abroad in order to import knowledge and administrative practices 
into the empire. Western music became a key symbol in the representation of 
the reforming state, similar to the Ottomans’ use of new technologies such as 
the telegraph, railroads and photography.50 After Giuseppe’s death in 1856 he 
was succeeded by another Italian, Calisto Guatelli, appointed court composer 
and writing further marşlari for successive sultans and the Ottoman state. 

While we know little about how Giuseppe’s career at the Porte was per-
ceived by his family and locals in Bergamo,51 his ascension to the highest 
ranks of Ottoman musical life overlaps with the decline of Ottoman power 
in the world, which was regularly covered by the European press at the time, 

see also Adrian Brisku, Political Reform in the Ottoman and Russian Empires. A Comparative 
Approach (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), pp. 63–105. For a literary portrait of transnational ex-
changes between the Ottoman- and Habsburg-Empires, France and Russia see Ivo Andrić, The 
Days of the Consuls [Travnička hronika. Konsulska vremena, 1945] (London: Forest Books, 
1992).
46. See Gaetano Donizetti to Tommaso Persico, 6 June 1842, in Zavadini, Donizetti, no. 426, 
pp. 614–615.
47. Selim Deringil, “The invention of tradition as public image in the late Ottoman Empire, 
1808–1908”, in The Ottomans, the Turks, and World Politics. Collected Essays (Istanbul: Isis, 
2000), pp. 137–146, p. 143.
48. Ibid., p. 143.
49. Nicholas Tarling, Orientalism and the Operatic World (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2015), p. 1.
50. Deringil discusses these developments comparatively and, with reference to Eric Hobsbawm 
and Terrance Ranger, as examples of an “invention of tradition”. See Deringil, “The invention 
of tradition”. At about the same time when Giuseppe Donizetti invented Ottoman military mu-
sic, Mahmud II also commissioned an Italian artist to create a new version of the Ottoman coat 
of arms. Ibid., p. 140.
51. Giuseppe remained a frequent subject of exchange in Gaetano’s correspondence with his 
family, but without offering much commentary on his career. See Zavadini, Donizetti.
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not without ironic undertones.52 With Mozart’s Entführung as a particularly 
famous example, to be followed by Rossini’s and other composers’ operas on 
Turkish themes, Ottoman officials had been a constant subject of caricature for 
over a century, especially on the operatic stage, setting the tone for representa-
tions of military authority in Europe more generally.53 Gaetano Donizetti al-
ways remained interested in his brother’s Ottoman career, in particular his 
uniforms;54 and still at the time of his Dom Sébastien he showed amazement 
at how audiences would embrace the representation of “colonelli, generali, 
ciambellani”.55 

Warfare, and the impact of the military in civil society, figure prominently 
in many of Donizetti’s works,56 as well as in the paraphrases, adaptations and 
parodies of his operas by other composers. In L’elisir d’amore, the sergeant 
Belcore is handsome but loathsome at the same time. Love makes the rustic 
Nemorino a fool, leading to his decision to enlist in the army and to leave his 
village (and Adina!). Romani’s libretto for the opera, based on Scribe’s Le 
Philtre, composed by Auber,57 speaks to a tradition in Italian literature, and to 
operatic conventions, where “love and warfare” were frequently confused, a 
trope that can be traced to Tasso, Ariosto, Monteverdi, and later adaptations 

52. Comments on changing clothing laws during the Tanzimat era were a powerful symbol of 
Western representations of the East: Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, p. 66. Deringil, “The 
invention of tradition”, pp. 142–143. For a balanced comparative account see Brisku, Political 
Reform in the Ottoman and Russian Empires.
53. Larry Wolff has argued, however, that “modern Orientalism of the Other was in fact very 
different from the operatic idiom of the Enlightenment in which Europeans and Turks were 
closely connected by a set of overlapping cultural, musical, vocal, and personal resemblances”. 
See Wolff, The Singing Turk, p. 403.
54. Gaetano Donizetti to Giuseppe Donizetti, Vienna, 14 June 1843, in Zavadini, Donizetti, no. 
488, pp. 668–669, p. 669.
55. Gaetano Donizetti to Giuseppe Donizetti, Vienna, 29 July 1845, ibid., no. 642, pp. 817–818, 
p. 818.
56. L’elisir d’amore shows that for Donizetti the role of the military in civil society remained 
an element of popular folklore. On Volkstümlichkeit in Donizetti see also Friedrich Lippmann, 
“Die Melodien Donizettis”, in Studien zur italiensch-deutschen Musikgeschichte, 3 (Köln: Böh-
lau, 1966), pp. 80–113, p. 109. On Volkstümlichkeit and national style see Richard Taruskin, 
The Oxford History of Western Music, 3, Music in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), pp. 119–186.
57. On the sources of the libretto and its background in Franco-Italian exchanges see Anselm 
Gerhard, “Ein missverstandener Schabernack: Gaetano Donizettis eigenwilliger Umgang mit 
Felice Romanis L’elisir d’amore”, in Una piacente estate di San Martino: studi e ricerche per 
i settant’anni di Marcello Conati, edited by Marco Capra (Lucca: Lim, 2000), Quaderni di 
Musica/Realtà. Supplemento, 1, pp. 117–126. Also Mark Everist, Opera in Paris from the 
Empire to the Commune (New York: Routledge, 2019), pp. 292–309. Izzo, Laughter between 
Two Revolutions, p. 28.
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of these themes by Rossini and many others.58 As the remainder of this article 
will show, it was this aspect of Donizetti’s operas that attracted musicians and 
composers when paraphrasing his works, among them Jacques Offenbach. 

Offenbach’s L’elisir d’amore
Consisting of nine separate pieces for violoncello solo, based on different 
scenes of both acts of the opera, Offenbach published his Mélodies de “L’eli-
sire d’amore” de Donizetti as a print with Schott,59 but also included it as no. 
10 of the second part of his École du violoncelle (2ème partie). In addition 
to Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore, the second part of his École consisted of six 
collections of Fantasies pour violoncelle et acc. de piano on operas by Grétry, 
Bellini, Boieldieu, Mozart and Rossini, in addition to four collections of mélo-
dies for violoncello solo on themes of Donizetti’s Parisina and Anna Bolena, 
as well as on Bellini’s Beatrice di Tenda.60 By including these arrangements as 
melodic etudes into one of his main pedagogical works, he followed the exam-
ple of other well-known cello teachers like Justus Johann Friedrich Dotzauer 
or Sebastian Lee, Offenbach’s German colleague in the theatre orchestras of 
Paris. This does not mean that these works were not intended for public per-
formance, which is equally the case for the duos of his other pedagogical 
work, his Cours de violoncelle. 

The following provides an overview of the nine numbers of Offenbach’s 
Mélodies de “L’elisire d’amore”. In the original edition there are no titles 
or descriptions to the different numbers; for better orientation, this overview 
takes up the different parts of Donizetti’s opera.
No. 1 “Preludio and Chorus: ‘Bel conforto al mietitore’”, is the opening cho-
rus from Act 1, featuring the peasants. 
No. 2 re-arranges Adina’s cavatina “Della crudele Isotta”. The piece’s true 
protagonist, however, is not Adina. Instead, Offenbach chose the peasants in 
the piazza—in Donizetti’s original represented by the orchestra’s tune. For 
ease of the cellist, the piece is transposed from E to F major.
No. 3 is Dulcamara’s aria “Così chiaro è come il sole” from Act 1, including 
his aide’s trumpet solo. Transposed from A to D major.
No. 4 takes up the finale of Act 1, “Fra lieti contenti”. Transposed from E to 
F major.
No. 5 is the introduction to Act 2, miming the trumpet solo as a reference to 
Belcore’s military world. Transposed from C to D major.

58. Tarling, Orientalism and the Operatic World, p. 133.
59. Offenbach, Mélodies de “L’elisire d’amore” de Donizetti. The 1873 edition was sold for 
1,25 M, showing that it was available independent of the edition of his École.
60. For details of publication and plate numbers see the Appendix to this article.
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No. 6. consists of Dulcamara’s barcarola from Act 2, “Io son ricco e tu sei 
bella”. Transposed from B to D major.
Nos. 7 and 8 suddenly return to Act 1, to Belcore’s entrata, transposed from C to 
G major, followed by his cavatina “Come Paride vezzoso”, including the stretta.
No. 9. is a transcription of Adina’s “Una tenera occhiatina” (Act 2) from her 
duet “Quanto amore” with Dulcamara, transposed from E to D major.

Offenbach did not change the character of Donizetti’s and Romani’s main 
protagonists, as Franz Liszt did in his Rigoletto Konzertparaphrase, where 
arguably he turned Giuseppe Verdi’s Duca di Mantova into a romantic lover.61 
Through his rearrangement of the different numbers Offenbach did, however, 
change the dramatic structure of Donizetti’s opera. There are three characters 
in Offenbach’s version of the plot: Adina, Dulcamara, and Belcore. Offen-
bach introduces the village sergeant only after Dulcamara, suddenly switching 
back from the second into the first act. Belcore enters with a flock of soldiers, 
approaches Adina, and salutes her with his cavatina “Come Paride vezzoso” 
(like a charming Paris).

Even more surprising is what Offenbach leaves out. As Emanuele Senici 
has argued, “Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore is universally known as the opera 
of ‘furtiva lacrima’. [...] Its reception has been fundamentally influenced by 
the fame of this piece, which until our days dominates every production and 
discussion of the opera”.62 Not so, however, for Offenbach, where Nemori-
no is absent from the cast, cutting the opera’s most popular and sentimental 
character: by far Offenbach’s most radical intervention into the plot.63 Instead, 
Offenbach decided to foreground Dulcamara, a charlatan and quack doctor, 
and Belcore, a bold and ignorant military man, turning his version of the opera 
into a farce of almost grotesque characters. Even Adina only appears on the 
plot’s margins: a capricious landlady, proud of her irresistibility, presented 
in Offenbach’s version exactly as Romani and Donizetti invented her.64 The 

61. Franz Liszt, Rigoletto Konzertparaphrase (1859), written for Hans von Bülow and based 
on the quartet of the opera’s third act. I am grateful to Emanuele Ferrari (Milan) for sharing his 
insights into this piece.
62. “L’elisir d’amore di Donizetti è universalmente noto come l’opera della ‘furtiva lacrima’ 
[...]. La ricezione critica e popolare dell’Elisir d’amore è stata influenzata in modo fondamen-
tale dalla fama di questo pezzo, che tuttora domina ogni esecuzione e discussione dell’opera”. 
Emanuele Senici, “Le furtive lacrime di Giambattista Genero, primo Nemorino”, La Fenice 
prima dell’opera, 6 (2010), pp. 11–24, p. 11.
63. For a musical analysis of Nemorino’s role see Federico Fornoni, Oltre il belcanto. Diret-
trici drammaturgiche del teatro donizettiano (Milan: Musicom.it, 2020), pp. 40–42.
64. For a character portrait of Adina see William Ferrara, Staging Scenes from the Operas of 
Donizetti and Verdi. A Guide for Directors and Performers (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2017), pp. 3, 58.
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only other role in Offenbach’s version of the plot is given to the people, naive 
and manipulable, not dissimilar to the pastoral canvas Donizetti and Auber, or 
Scribe and Romani, had used as an intertextual inspiration: the peasants from 
Rousseau’s Le Devin du village.65 In changing the plot and its cast, Offenbach 
turned Donizetti’s melodramma giocoso into a sarcastic farce, a story freed of 
any romantic intentions.

From Donizetti to Rossini...
That Donizetti represented an important model for the dramatic development 
of Offenbach’s own work was obvious to his contemporaries.66 Laurence 
Senelick and Luca Zoppelli, among others, have pointed out how Offenbach’s 
La Périchole of 1868 was read as a parody of Donizetti’s La Favorite, for its 
Peruvian-Spanish setting.67 La Fille du tambour-major (1879), set during Na-
poleon’s Italian campaign, was accused of copying Donizetti’s Fille du régi-
ment. Similar arguments have been made regarding Offenbach’s Dragonette 
of 1857.68 All of these works by Donizetti were still regularly performed at 
the time and remained known beyond the stage due to the existence of many 
arrangements for the salon or use at home. Beyond noticing these intertextual 
connections between Donizetti’s and Offenbach’s works, a more interesting 
argument seems the recognition that Donizetti’s mastering of many different 
operatic styles prepared the stage for Offenbach, a few decades on, when Of-
fenbach, the musician who had learned his trade in the pit, used Donizetti’s 
models to diversify his own operatic and dramatic language. Donizetti wrote 
over sixty works for the stage, adapted and changed them, tried out different 
genres, from the farsa with dialogues to grand opéra and opera buffa. As a 
composer for the stage, Offenbach arrived at what would become his most au-
thentic style through similar stages of experiments. Arranging Donizetti was 
one of the ways of exercising exactly this skill.69 

In the case of his Mélodies de “L’elisire d’amore” de Donizetti Offenbach 
intervened in the semantic content of Donizetti’s opera, but he did not go much 
beyond what Donizetti himself did when he used Henry Bishop’s Home, Sweet 

65. For this connection see Zoppelli, Donizetti, pp. 212–213.
66. Offenbach himself claimed that Donizetti’s opéra comique served as a model for his 
own genre of opéra bouffe: Jean-Claude Yon, “Das gefährliche Debüt Offenbachs an der 
Opéra-Comique: Barkouf (1860)”, in Jacques Offenbach und seine Zeit, pp. 65–76, p. 73.
67. Zoppelli, Donizetti, p. 417. Laurence Senelick, Jacques Offenbach and the Making of 
Modern Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), p. 51. 
68. Ibid., pp. 58, 89, 193. Yon, Jacques Offenbach, p. 189.
69. This connection was noted even by contemporary observers. See Yon, Jacques Offenbach, 
p. 599.
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Home in the “Mad Scene” of Anna Bolena: a piece that in its original setting 
fulfilled a rather different role than what Donizetti intended when introducing 
it in his opera.70 Not in every case a musician’s or a composer’s intervention 
in an original work had to be carried to the extreme that we find in the case of 
William Schwenck (W.S.) Gilbert’s burlesque Dr Dulcamara or the Little Duck 
and the Great Quack, which was directly based on Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore. 
Gilbert used the original work to produce a completely different kind of music 
theatre. First presented at London’s St. James Theatre in 1866, it became the 
very model of the extremely successful comic operas W.S. Gilbert and Arthur 
Sullivan championed in London, and then all over the (colonial) world.71 Al-
though Offenbach’s arrangement of L’elisir d’amore stayed much closer to the 
original than Gilbert’s burlesque, and was not intended as a parody, by cutting 
Nemorino from the plot and moving the focus on Dulcamara and Belcore, Of-
fenbach also changed the semantic content of Donizetti’s work, exploring his 
characters’ dramatic potential and eliminating the original plot’s sentimental el-
ements. His version of L’elisir d’amore should become something of a prelude 
to a much more drastic intervention into the world of Italian opera. 

As Jean-Claude Yon has shown, the direct model for the new repertoire of 
Offenbach’s Bouffes-Parisiens, inaugurated in 1855 on the Champs-Elysées, 
were the works of Hervé (with real name Florimond Ronger), formerly an or-
ganist and pupil of Auber, who had composed the original version of Scribe’s 
libretto, which then became the basis of Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore.72 Hervé’s 
1853 Les Folies dramatiques were explicitly meant as “parodies du genre 
italien”, adapted for the French stage. They took the most famous works of 
Italian opera to turn their plots into a new genre of absurd theatre. Among oth-

70. Ashbrook, Donizetti, pp. 319, 693–694. In its original version, Bishop’s song referred to an 
Italian setting (Milan and/or Sicily). It is therefore another case of an “invented” Italian setting 
travelling back from its Anglo-American origin to Italy, where in turn it illustrates the feelings 
of English Queen Anne Boleyn.
71. For a discussion of the example see Roberta Montemorra Marvin, “Burlesques, barriers, 
borders, and boundaries”, in Operatic Migrations. Transforming Works and Crossing Bound-
aries, edited by Roberta Montemorra Marvin and Downing A. Thomas (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2006), pp. 205–215. For the date see The Cambridge Companion to Gilbert and Sullivan, edited 
by David Eden and Meinhard Saremba (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), Ap-
pendix 2, p. 244. The parody of Donizetti’s work was Gilbert’s first great success in the genre. 
See also Tarling, Orientalism and the Operatic World, p. 264.
72. Yon, Jacques Offenbach, pp. 129–130. Also Schwarz, Jacques Offenbach, pp. 68–69. On 
Hervé’s influence see also Siegfried Kracauer, Jacques Offenbach and the Paris of His Time 
[1937], translated by Gwenda David and Eric Mosbacher (New York: Zone Books, 2002), pp. 
163–165. See also Mark Everist, “Jacques Offenbach: the music of the past and the image of 
the present”, in Music, Theater and Cultural Transfer: Paris 1830–1914, edited by Mark Ever-
ist and Annegret Fauser (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), pp. 72–98.
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er scenes, Hervé’s first success adapted the overture of Rossini’s Il barbiere 
di Siviglia for a play with music: a great success with audiences and critics 
alike. Building on the French genre of the vaudeville, this new kind of parody 
of existing works established a novel genre, for which Hervé opened his own 
theatre on the Boulevard du Temple. 

For Hervé’s Oyayaye ou La Reine des îles, premiered in 1855, Offenbach 
wrote some of the music, again based on parodies of Italian opera. Subse-
quently, arrangements, adaptations and parodies of Italian opera became the 
foundation of what Offenbach created at his own theatre on the Champs-
Elysées, which made his breakthrough as composer and entertainment man-
ager in Paris.73 When applying to the French government for his license, orig-
inally linked to the opening of the 1855 Exposition universelle held on the 
Champs-Elysées, Offenbach explicitly argued that he wished to create a new 
kind of music theatre based on the Italian model of fantoccini and commedia 
dell’arte.74 On 5 July 1855 the curtains at his sumptuously decorated theatre of 
the Bouffes-Parisiens lifted. For the opening night, Offenbach presented a set 
of four one-act plays, concluding with the pantomime-ballet Arlequin barbier: 
a parody of Rossini’s Il barbiere di Siviglia.75 Innocent mélodies and fantasies 
on operas, that had their origin in Offenbach’s own career as a cellist in the pit 
of Cologne’s and Paris’s theatres, had become the foundation of a new musical 
genre, the latest reinvention of opera buffa in a new guise.

73. On the role of theaters’ location within the urban landscape see Suzanne Aspden, “Intro-
duction. Opera and the (urban) geography of culture”, in Operatic Geographies. The Place 
of the Opera House, edited by Suzanne Aspden (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2019), pp. 1–11.
74. Yon, Jacques Offenbach, p. 131; Schwarz, Jacques Offenbach, p. 70.
75. Yon, Jacques Offenbach, pp. 142–143.
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Appendix
Opera arrangements in Jacques Offenbach’s École du violoncelle 

Differentiating between Jacques Offenbach’s smaller composition for violon-
cello and their various editions throughout the mid- and second half of the 
nineteenth century is complicated. Some pieces were composed and published 
mostly for pedagogical purposes; others were written to be performed in pub-
lic. Most of them were available as single sheet music with separate plate 
numbers, as well as integrated in collections of pieces for one or two violon-
cellos.76 

The Mélodies de “L’elisire d’amore” de Donizetti for violoncello solo 
were published as no. 10 of the second part of Offenbach’s École du violoncel-
le, but also available as separate prints (Mayence: Schott’s Söhne, [n.d.], plate 
11880). The second part of his École contained six collections of “Fantasies 
pour Violoncelle et acc. de piano” on extracts of operas by Grétry, Bellini, 
Boieldieu, Mozart and Rossini (Op. 69–74, nos. 1–6 of the second part of his 
École), in addition to his four collections of mélodies for violoncello solo on 
themes of Donizetti’s Parisina (no. 7; Paris: Cotelle, [n.d.], plate 1006) and 
Anna Bolena (no. 8; Paris: Cotelle, [n.d.], plate 1005), as well as on Bellini’s 
Beatrice di Tenda (no. 9; Mayence: Schott’s Söhne, [n.d.], plate 1181) and 
Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore (no. 10; Mayence: Schott’s Söhne, [n.d.], plate 
11880). These mélodies nos. 7–10 had no separate opus numbers. The first 
part of Offenbach’s École du violoncelle contained four collections of three 
duos for violoncello, Op. 19–21 and Op. 34 (Berlin: Schlesinger, [n.d.], plates 
S.3543–S.3545).

The two parts of Offenbach’s École are not to be confounded with his bet-
ter-known Cours méthodique de Duos pour deux violoncelles, which contained 
his Op. 49–54 (Mainz: B. Schotts Söhne, [n.d.], plates S.1370.1–S.1370.3).77

76. For an overview in the context of Offenbach’s wider oeuvre for violoncello see Kolb, “Die 
Bühne im Blick”. 
77. For a detailed study of the Cours méthodique see Peter Hawig, “Erste Einsichten in Offen-
bachs Cours méthodique (1847) für zwei Celli”, in Der “andere” Offenbach, pp. 39–52. For 
a recent discussion of these works’ modern editions and its different parts see Paul Edward 
Christopher, “The Cello Duos of Jacques Offenbach: Cours de Méthodique de Duos pour 
Deux Violoncelles, Opus 49–54”, American String Teacher (May 2007), pp. 52–62. On Offen-
bach’s other, mostly romantic pieces for violoncello solo see Stowell, “Other solo repertory”, 
pp. 151–152.
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Abstract 
Taking the example of Jacques Offenbach’s arrangement of Gaetano Donizet-
ti’s L’elisir d’amore for violoncello solo, the article discusses the nature and 
function of this popular genre of adaptations and contextualises it in debates 
on the authority of musical texts: how nineteenth-century music, and operatic 
music in particular, is to be understood in the context of the use different peo-
ple made of it in a variety of cultural settings, from the private home and the 
salon to the concert hall. The article argues that in order to fully understand 
opera in nineteenth-century European culture, scholars have to take account 
of opera being performed offstage, in multiple forms and functions. Exploring 
Offenbach’s interest in Donizetti, the article shows how operatic music pen-
etrated and impacted different ways of making and consuming music beyond 
the theatre. Arrangements of Donizetti’s many operas, written during a career 
that span just over two decades, offer a prime example for such an investiga-
tion.


