
During his lifetime, Giacomo 
Meyerbeer was undisputedly 
one of the most influential 
and powerful composers in 
France, and perhaps all of 
Europe. That, however, his 
grand operas were among 
the most popular operatic 
works of the nineteenth 
century was interpreted for 
many decades following his 
death not as evidence of his 
talents, but rather as proof of 
his licentiousness, a position 
neatly summarized by 
Wagner’s pithy description 
of Meyerbeer’s operas: 
“effects without causes.” 
Over the past thirty years, 

many scholars have actively 
sought to counter this view, 
and yet the idea that 
Meyerbeer displayed 
weakness against 
demanding singers has 
lingered. In this talk, I seek to 
push against the assumption 
that Meyerbeer was cowed 
by his singers by exploring 
the relationship between the 
composer and one of his 
most important prima 
donnas: Pauline Viardot 
(1821-1910). I begin by 
consulting a unique archival 
document that provides a 
glimpse into what 
components of Le 

Prophète Viardot may have 
helped compose. I then seek 
to explore the deeper 
foundation of collaboration 
that existed between this 
singer and composer, a 
relationship grounded, as I 
hope to show, in artistry and 
mutual respect.
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