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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

Rameau’s opera Castor et Pollux debuted in 1737 and was revised in 1754. During these two decades, 

Rameau also published theoretical treatises positing his theory of the fundamental bass and participated in 

literary debates over music and its cultural significance. In the 1730s, the debate was between the 

supporters of Rameau and those of Lully. It focused on Rameau’s work with musical textual co-ordination 

and his incorporation of Italianate devises and harmonies. In the 1750s, the debate was between the 

supporters of French tragédie lyrique and the bouffonists, who supported Italian opera buffa. This was 

again a debate over French and Italian musical influence and developing music theory, but also had a 

cultural and political aspect though the bouffonists’ anti-absolutist associations and their attack on the 

culturally French tragédie lyrique. 



 v 

 This thesis examines the role of Castor et Pollux in the debates of the 1730s and 50s. It shows that 

at both points Rameau was responsible for revitalizing tragédie lyrique. The 1737 production created 

controversy that drew audiences interested in the debate between Lullistes and Ramistes, whereas the 1754 

production solidified the place of tragédie lyrique with a successful run of over forty performances. 
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Introduction: Rameau, Aesthetics, and Intent 

 

Throughout the many controversies of his career, Jean-Philippe Rameau (1683–

1764) played an essential role in developing and maintaining French opera. By the end of 

his life, Rameau was perceived by his contemporaries as a raving theorist who had 

overreached his intellectual bounds—a senile old man with rambling ideas, as portrayed 

in Diderot’s Le neveu de Rameau.1 At the same time, they acknowledged him as the 

greatest composer of French opera of the period. Starting fairly late in his life, Rameau 

became an influential theorist and composer, directly addressing the aesthetic and cultural 

forces affecting French opera in the eighteenth century. Through a series of written 

debates set against the backdrop of the French Enlightenment, Rameau sought to reform 

French opera by redefining the relationship of its music and text. His contributed to a 

larger intellectual conversation and defended French opera with his musical works. 

During the 1730s and 1750s, when Rameau’s opera Castor et Pollux was produced, 

Rameau revitalized opera in the form of tragédie lyrique and maintained this French 

cultural music in the face of decline and opposition. 

Castor et Pollux was one of five operas Rameau wrote in the genre of tragédie 

lyrique. These traditional tragic operas were part of an established style with many social 

and political connotations, including a deep connection with the absolutist monarchy of 

Louis XIV and Louis XV. Tragédie lyrique developed from seventeenth-century spoken 

tragedy and as such was focused on serious treatment of texts.2 This new operatic style 

was defined in contradistinction to contemporary Italian opera and came to represent a 

                                                
1 Walter E. Rex, “Music and Unity of Le Neveu de Rameau,” Diderot Studies 29 (2003): 83–99. 
2 Graham Sadler, “Tragédie en musique,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, ed. Stanley Sadie (New 
York: Grove’s Dictionaries of Music, 1992), 4:779–82. 
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significant part of French culture and artistic expression. Rameau worked with these 

same French-Italian contrasts during the first half of his career and developed the genre 

with new ideas of how music worked with the text. The critical reception to his first 

tragédies lyriques was extreme and sharply divided between those who praised his work 

and those who instead favored the traditional music of Jean-Baptiste Lully (1632–87). 

Though Rameau professed deep admiration of Lully and situated his music as a 

continuation of the older composer’s style, he emphasized the musical components more 

strongly as part of the drama than Lully’s operas had. By employing richer harmonies 

and thicker orchestral textures, he participated in the work of eighteenth-century scholars 

to raise music to at least equal level with text. Over the course of his career, Rameau’s 

music altered the relationship between text and music to further the dramatic tradition 

and in doing so effected reform. 

In the eighteenth century, calls for reform of tragédie lyrique and the 

Enlightenment discussion of aesthetics led to change in the perception of music 

composition and musical drama. Rameau focused his reform efforts on relations between 

music and text. He felt that music was at least as capable of conveying meaning in a work 

as the words it was there to support, and he believed that the key to emotional portrayal—

affective music intended to stir a response in the listener—was in harmony. He saw this 

affective goal to be best achieved through his own theoretical principles of the basse 

fondamentale and the corps sonore, which derived a natural source of harmony from 

which musical systems could be derived.3 His main opponent was Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

                                                
3 Jean-Philippe Rameau, Treatise on Harmony, trans. Philip Gossett (New York: Dover Publications, 
1971), 59–61.  
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(1712–78), who found the emotive qualities of music in melody.4 Rousseau led the 

opposition in the second debate of Rameau’s career, the querelle des bouffons of the early 

1750s, to combat Rameau’s theory and music—and the political principles that it 

reinforced. Rameau reacted to this and other criticisms in his revisions, adapting many of 

his theoretical positions to suit audience preference. Having written Castor in 1737, 

Rameau significantly altered the text and musical setting in 1754. His revisions provide 

an excellent opportunity for examining the change in his musical style and thus his 

sustaining the genre of tragédie lyrique.  

The 1730s and 1750s were key periods in the operatic tradition of eighteenth-

century France. The 1737 version of Castor was comparatively successful for a tragédie 

lyrique at the time, garnering attention partly because of Rameau’s controversial place as 

a reformer. The 1754 production achieved even greater critical and audience acclaim, 

with over forty performances before 1755 and revivals continuing regularly until after the 

revolution.5 Unlike the 1730s, when Rameau was still proving himself as a composer in 

the French tradition of Lully, by 1754 he was established enough that his successful 

production represented French opera in a great victory over the Italian comedies. By the 

1750s the war of letters known as the querelle des bouffons pitted French tragédie lyrique 

against Italian comedic operas under aesthetic claims of melody versus harmony.6 

Rameau revitalized tragédie lyrique at these two key points in the eighteenth century. 

Castor et Pollux serves as an example to examine how Rameau engaged with aesthetic 

                                                
4 Peter Le Huray and James Day, Music and Aesthetics in the Eighteenth and Early-Nineteenth Centuries 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 85. 
5 Graham Sadler, “Castor et Pollux,” in Sadie, New Grove, 1:761–2. 
6 John Neubauer, The Emancipation of Music from Language: Departure from Mimesis in Eighteenth-
Century Aesthetics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 95–6. 
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and social debate to maintain French opera in the face of declining popularity or 

heightened competition. 

Chapter 1 discusses the tension between French and Italian dramatic music as 

well as Rameau’s stance in this conflict. Antagonism towards Italian music was a 

common theme in French musical history; French opera had always used its Italian 

counterpart as a foil against which it defined itself. Rameau’s relationship to Italian music 

in the 1730s and the 1750s changed radically but essentially fits within this tradition. 

Elements in Castor et Pollux taken from each of these decades mark Rameau’s changing 

stance in relation to Italian opera. First, by using Italian elements during his reform 

efforts as part of his developments to musical textual relationships, he seemed to place 

himself in opposition to the existing French operatic tradition. In the 1750s the position 

was completely reversed, and he stood as a representative of French operatic tradition 

against the bouffonist supporters of Italian comedy. Since the history of French opera was 

rooted in this same pre-existing struggle with Italian music, Rameau’s apparent reversal 

can be seen instead as a shift in the usage of his work—rather than a shift in his musical 

intentions—due to the context of contemporary debates and a change in the requirements 

to preserve the genre of tragédie lyrique.  

This change came not only from the reform efforts by Rameau and French 

composers in general but also from the eighteenth-century intellectual discussion of 

aesthetics, which changed the perception of music. The very principles of aesthetics, 

genre, and musical textual relations were being challenged in treatises on the science of 

harmony, taste, and the natural understanding of music’s power. With the goal to express 

meaning and emotional affect, Rameau and the philosophes debated the mathematical 
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and mimetic or natural and human origins of music’s power.7 Chapter 2 discusses 

Rameau’s theoretical work in order to understand his approach to the broad aesthetic 

issues debated by Enlightenment thinkers. Rameau’s theoretical works attempted to 

reduce harmony to an essential, natural component from which all music, and more 

radically all art and science, could be derived. His claims were tied to contemporary 

discussions of musical signification, which was particularly important to the operatic 

genre because of tragédie lyrique’s supposed roots in seventeenth-century French and 

classical Greek tragedy. These discussions centered on issues such as the affective 

qualities of music, whether melody or harmony was more useful in this regard, and how 

music could be used to mimic, reinforce, or stand in place of text. Rameau expressed 

strong opinions on these in his theoretical works, but key principles of taste and 

accessibility to listeners determined how evident these theories were in his music. 

This shift in musical signification and the development of Rameau’s status as the 

French operatic conservative came to a head in the querelle, where opera took on greater 

social and political significance. The intellectuals who opposed tragédie lyrique were, in 

a large part, also those who opposed absolutist monarchy in the way it was then practised. 

Chapter 3 addresses tragédie lyrique’s strong political ties to the monarchy and, through 

those ties, how it served as a symbol by which an operatic work could take a side in a 

social and political debate. The very musical textual debate in which Rameau actively 

participated would be taken up later in the century in the music of the revolution.8 

Beyond the not insignificant royal financial support, French tragic opera maintained the 

divine elements of gods and miracles that had been stripped from Italian opera; these 

                                                
7 Neubauer, The Emancipation of Music, 80–9. 
8 David Charlton, “Introduction: exploring the Revolution,” in Music and the French Revolution, ed. 
Malcolm Boyd (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 1–14. 
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were representative of the royal patron’s power and propagandistic through their 

reference to Rome. Though many operas had shifted away from using mythology based 

on classical religion—such as Rameau’s own Persian-based Zoroastre (1749)—in order 

to refer less to monarchic structures, Rameau continued to use harmonic structures that 

traditionally represented divine authority until the very end of his career.9 The 1754 

revision of Castor et Pollux appeared on the Parisian stage to great acclaim, effectively 

shutting down the bouffonist’s arguments that tragédie lyrique no longer held interest for 

audiences. It maintained the classical gods and miracles that received so much criticism 

in the religiously skeptical Paris and used harmony traditionally referential to absolute 

authority. Though many features of the opera did not directly support Louis XV, by the 

1750s Rameau represented a strongly traditional French icon and maintained a genre that 

could very easily be perceived in support of traditional French politics. 

This thesis will discuss the struggle for meaning, music, and signification in 

eighteenth-century French opera by examining the two versions of Castor et Pollux and 

will demonstrate how Rameau reinvigorated tragédie lyrique. He revitalized the genre 

through his contributions to the theoretical developments and reform efforts of the 1730s 

and 40s. In the face of declining popularity of tragédies lyriques, the 1737 production of 

Castor drew enough audiences for a moderately successful run and was discussed in the 

debates between Rameau’s supporters and the supporters of Lully. In the 1750s, Rameau 

again maintained the genre’s popularity against the proponents of Italian opera in the 

querelle des bouffons. The success of the 1754 production of Castor was an effective way 

to prove tragédie lyrique’s continued appeal to French audiences. In these two decades, 

                                                
9 Geoffrey Burgess, “Enlightening Harmonies: Rameau’s corps sonore and the Representation of the 
Divine in the tragédie en musique,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 65 (2012): 416. 
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Castor et Pollux serves as an example of Rameau’s renewal of tragédie lyrique and his 

championing of French opera. 
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Chapter 1: French and Italian Opera 

 

From French opera’s invention to the time of Rameau, Italian opera frequently 

acted as an important catalyst for change in the French musical style. Composers and 

critics debated how and whether to distinguish a “national” operatic style, often while 

still being influenced by Italian elements. During the spread of opera outside of Italy, 

many countries either adopted Italian opera or, as in the case of France, created an 

indigenous style in their own language. The balance between more or less Italian 

influenced music was at least nominally at the fore of many musical controversies, 

something that is particularly clear in the literary debates of the eighteenth century. The 

use of Italian music in combination with or to the exclusion of French music often 

determined the cultural significance or popular success of a genre. Rameau’s career 

exemplified this: he acted both as a continuator of Jean-Baptiste Lully’s style of French 

opera and as an innovator. In this latter and sometimes controversial role, he developed 

Lully’s style of simpler musical elaboration on the text into a more complex musical 

texture, often through his incorporation of Italian musical style and elements of late 

baroque harmony and counterpoint. Castor et Pollux, produced in 1737 and 1754, serves 

as an ideal example of his operatic development. Each of the two productions came at a 

critical point in French operatic history. Rameau went from the position of a supposedly 

radical innovator in the 1730s to that of a conservative defender in the 1750s. Though 

Rameau’s actual use of Italianate devices was largely unchanged, by the 1750s he had 

established a reputation as a composer of French opera by maintaining and reforming the 

traditional French genre of tragédie lyrique. In this form it was able to, at least for a time, 
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succeed popularly in competition with Italian opera buffa. An examination of Rameau’s 

inclusion of and competition with Italian developments will illuminate the ways in which 

he contributed to the success of tragédie lyrique. Considered within the framework of 

Italian controversy, Castor et Pollux is thus indicative of two turbulent times in 

eighteenth-century and Rameau’s revitalization of a national form of French opera.   

In the eighteenth century active literary discussion surrounded French musical 

production. French Enlightenment intellectuals, known as the philosophes, debated 

musical theory and practice in gazettes such as the Mercure de France, in open letters, 

and in articles published in the academic project that was the Encyclopédie. This 

discussion was frequently turbulent, revolving around the development of the style of 

opera created by Jean-Baptiste Lully in the form the French lyric tragedies. The writings 

of philosophes such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) and Jean le Rond d’Alembert 

(1717–83) included music as part of a broader scientific and political discussion. Beyond 

simply the objective musical qualities, the philosophes’ discussions addressed the 

worthiness of the genre, the science of harmony and aesthetics, and the absolutist ideals 

that were at the root of the opera and its organization. Rameau’s participation in this 

dialogue was essential to his reform and revitalization of French opera. 

Rameau actively participated in two central debates during his operatic career, 

those of the 1730s and 50s. The first, between the Lullistes and the Ramistes, pitted 

Rameau’s late baroque style against the simpler tragédies lyriques of Lully and renewed 

conflicts over Italian opera that had already existed in France. In this debate, Rameau’s 

thick musical textures were set in opposition to what was considered traditional French 

music. The querelle des bouffons in the 1750s reversed this tension, and Rameau 
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defended French opera against those who would promote the Italian style instead. In both 

of these occasions, Rameau’s operas attracted audiences and revitalized tragédie lyrique. 

Castor et Pollux, which was influenced in its 1737 and 1754 versions by these debates, 

demonstrates both Rameau’s influence on the genre’s popularity and his transition to 

becoming the representative of French opera. 

 

Establishment of “National” Style and Influence of Italian Opera 

Opera began in Italy in the early seventeenth century out of the incorporation of 

music into drama. It developed in part from the discussions of the late sixteenth-century 

Florentine school of Count Giovanni de’ Bardi and the academy known as the 

Camerata.1 The first operas, including Jacopo Peri’s Dafne (1598) and Euridice (1600), 

were reactions to this Italian literary debate on dramatic music’s ancient Greek origins 

and the nature of its emotional impact.2 These Italian operas soon spread, and other 

countries either adopted the Italian style or created their own. French opera developed 

over the course of the seventeenth century, unique in its creation through concerted 

governmental effort in the form of a royal academy. The French style was distinctly 

different from Italian opera, particularly in its incorporation of airs, the style of its 

declamatory recitative, and the inclusion of extended sections of ballet du cour; 

nevertheless, early Italian opera was integral to its growth.3 

Italian opera first came to France in 1645 during Louis XIV’s minority, brought 

by Cardinal Mazarin (1602–61), Louis’ Italian-born Prime Minister. It was, however, 

                                                
1 Howard Mayer Brown, “Opera,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, ed. Stanley Sadie (New York: 
Grove’s Dictionaries of Music, 1992), 3:671–4. 
2 Ibid.  
3 Donald Jay Grout and Hermine Weigel Williams, A Short History of Opera (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2003), 134–6. 
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fairly unsuccessful. Although Mazarin imported musicians and stage designers from Italy 

to perform in a series of about seven operas, his French audiences preferred the ballets 

that were performed between acts, such as those written by Lully. Italian comedy found a 

place in France, but on Mazarin’s death, the importation of Italian opera ended.4 Many of 

the spectacular elements, such as the stage machines, delighted French audiences, but 

musically and emotionally, Italian opera was overly passionate and too fantastic in 

comparison to the theater of Corneille and Racine. Nevertheless, the incorporation of 

French elements, such as the ballet du cour between acts in an attempt to increase the 

operas’ success, made them important predecessors to the French genre.5 

Despite this exposure to Italian opera, French opera developed only with great 

difficulty. This was due partly to belief that the French language was not suited to the 

form. Pierre Perrin (1602–76) was the first to be charged with the goal of creating French 

opera, and his early attempts, like the opera La Pastorale d’Issy, failed for the lack of 

dramatic action and for the French language recitative, which has been described by a 

modern scholar as weak, labored, and without expressive impact.6 Perhaps more 

importantly, many believed that French opera was not desired after Mazarin’s failed 

attempts to introduce its Italian counterpart. This, more than the suggestion by Perrin’s 

lawyers that Lully had “always claimed that opera was something particular to Italy and 

impossible to execute in our language,” is likely the reason for Lully’s declining the 

initial offer to head the royal academy of opera in 1669.7 

                                                
4 Rebecca Harris-Warrick, “Paris,” in Sadie, New Grove, 3:856.  
5 Claude V. Palisca, Baroque Music (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968), 159–60. 
6 Robert Donington, The Rise of Opera (London: Faber and Faber, 1981), 282. 
7 Lois Rosow, “Lully,” in Sadie, New Grove, 3:83.  
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French opera was officially created and governed through a national opera 

institution, the Académie d’Opéra in Paris, structured under royal direction in 1669. This 

institution was founded on the basis of national pride to compete with Italy, despite the 

lack of such an academy in other countries.8 The institutional support and economic 

subsidy would later provide the financial backing to keep the genre afloat. Financial aid 

was vital to the continued composition of French tragic opera, which remained constant if 

varied into the eighteenth century in contrast to the troubles of other serious genres to 

stay economically viable.9  

 Tragédie lyrique, also called tragédie en musique, was the style of French lyric 

tragedy introduced by Lully in 1673 with his opera Cadmus et Hermione. Lully became a 

proponent of French opera, which he had originally opposed, when he took control of the 

Académie d’Opéra, which was then renamed the Académie Royale de Musique. Lully 

developed his operatic style out the existing arts of ballet and tragic theater.10 He had 

previously worked mostly in ballet, the genre that he felt most interested French 

audiences from his own experiences of composing ballet music to go with Mazarin’s 

Italian operas. Besides ballet, his early compositions with French recitative during his 

collaborations with Molière were a highly successful step in developing the declamatory 

style he would employ in his operas.11 After initially turning down the position, he fought 

for control of the Académie from Perrin and dominated French music for fifteen years.12 

                                                
8 James R. Anthony, French Baroque Music from Beaujoyeulx to Rameau (New York: Norton, 1981), 20–
1. 
9 Charles William Dill, “The Reception of Rameau’s ‘Castor et Pollux’ in 1737 and 1754” (PhD diss., 
Princeton University, 1989), 10. 
10 Grout, A Short History of Opera, 132–5. 
11 Rosow, Lully, 85.  
12 Anthony, French Baroque Music, 20–2. 



 13 

 These five act operas were mythologically based works of great drama set to 

“conventional” music—that is, moderate music not intended to revolutionize or startle—

with a focus on ballet and instrumental music.13 Lully emphasized the dramatic aspects of 

his works, drawing a connection to the tragic tradition growing out of the seventeenth-

century French theater of Corneille, Molière and Racine. Characters were serious, with 

nearly all of the operas lacking comic figures, and the plots were discursive but not 

focused on realism. Plot and text were as important as music in these works and received 

as much attention and criticism, a trait that distinguished French opera from its Italian 

counterpart. Tragédie lyrique was set apart from Italian opera by other elements: for 

example, the airs were imbedded continuously with the recitative rather than distinctly 

separated like Italian arias and the recitatives were less ornamented than in the Italian 

virtuosic style and often declaimed rather than sung.14 Showing the genre’s early ties to 

ballet, dance and spectacle music called divertissement was interspersed within the operas 

in scenes that had little bearing on the plot.15 The origins of tragédie lyrique set the stage 

for the debates of the eighteenth century, establishing French opera—created 

intentionally to compete in the international arena—in opposition to the early failed 

Italian operas. 

 

The Lullistes and the Ramistes 

 Lully’s operas became the measuring stick by which later tragédies lyriques were 

judged. They remained very popular even after his death and possessed a devoted and 

                                                
13 Grout, Short History, 134–5.  
14 Cynthia Verba, “What Recitatives Owe to the Airs: A Look at the Dialogue Scene, Act I Scene 2 of 
Rameau’s “Hippolyte et Aricie” - Version with Airs,” Cambridge Opera Journal 11 (1999): 103–4. 
15 Grout, Short History, 134–5. 
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admiring following. In the years following Lully’s death, however, tragic operas other 

than his own decreased in popularity and received dwindling support of audience 

attendance. Although new compositions in the style of tragédie lyrique were always 

included in the seasons at the Académie, Lully’s operas were kept ready and often 

replaced them when they stopped drawing crowds. This frequently happened after 

relatively few runs, such as the seven performances of Joseph-Nicholas-Pancrace Royer’s 

Pyrrhus (1730) and the three performances of Louis de Lacoste’s Biblis (1732). Despite 

moderate success, Castor et Pollux (1737) was also replaced—by Lully’s Persée—after 

twenty-one performances.16 Thus, although the persistence of Lully’s operas stemmed 

from the belief that tragédie lyrique was the more worthy genre and the idealization of 

Lully as a symbol, the financial advantage of cheap and popular opera-ballets meant that 

light genres were more frequently represented in the theaters.17 

 In 1733, Rameau began contributions to the tradition of tragédie lyrique that 

would revitalize the genre, for better or worse. In many ways, he retained Lully’s style: 

his plots still preserved the grand, mythological adventures, the spectacle-based dance, 

and the chorus scenes of his predecessor. He was, however, a revolutionary theorist and 

addressed music differently than Lully, who focused more on drama than elaborations in 

music. Though his music was full of parallels to Lully’s, he made many developments to 

the genre that made clear his place in the Italian high baroque and pre-classical style.18 

The baroque musical style originally came out of experimentation in Italy. By the 

mid-to-late seventeenth century, it had developed into an established style defined by 

rules and standardization. Dissonance became increasingly regulated, and harmonic 

                                                
16 Dill, “The Reception of ‘Castor et Pollux,’” 1–6. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Palisca, Baroque Music, 168. 
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motion through chords came to dominate over harmony resolved through melodic voices 

in counterpoint.19 After 1720 this style spread to France and in many ways determined 

Rameau’s theoretical writings. The period of the “high baroque” from the 1690s to the 

1740s was dominated by fixed rules of expressivity, in which affections—physical and 

emotional responses to music—were guided by reason and intellectualism.20 By adhering 

to many of the beliefs of the high baroque, Rameau separated himself from Lully in 

harmonic complexity. His particular goals lay with redefining textual and musical 

coordination. Aiming to match the poetry of the libretto to music that properly conveyed 

the scene’s meaning, Rameau engaged in the aesthetic conversation surrounding 

affections. He focused his attention on how harmony through basse fondamentale—

fundamental roots from which chordal motion could be derived—and the corps sonore—

the vibrations of the bass and its upper partials—moved the vibrating bodies of the ear 

and affected emotions. His theoretical position followed a mathematical method from 

which he derived harmony and constructed a hierarchy of motion.21 This complex 

harmonic motion of tension and resolution, full of dissonance and modulation, was often 

termed “confused” or bizarre by French audiences.22 

Taking into consideration the firm establishment of Lully’s music, this reaction to 

Italian baroque harmonies was not unusual and makes clear Rameau’s reasons for 

maintaining strict continuity with Lully despite his attempts at reform. Parisians had a 

particularly strong customary culture, in which even unformalized rules were considered 

firm simply through their tradition. While their culture was not actually static, the 

                                                
19 Palisca, Baroque Music, 5–6. 
20 Ibid. 
21 John Neubauer, The Emancipation of Music from Language: Departure from Mimesis in Eighteenth-
Century Aesthetics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 76–84. 
22 Palisca, Baroque Music, 3. 
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conception of something as “established” rather than as innovative was essential to its 

acceptance. Phrases denoting innovation—such as “baroque”—had pejorative 

associations.23 Breaking established norms “was morally repugnant and provoked 

indignation.”24 For all that Rameau sought to invigorate a dying genre with “new” 

stylistic and harmonic devices, he was constrained by the deeply engrained conventions 

of tragédie lyrique. In response to the declining preference for tragédies lyriques as early 

as the 1720s, treatises addressing reform proliferated in the 1730s and 40s. Even those 

treatises directly in opposition to Rameau, such as the satire thought to be by François-

Antoine Chevrier that critiqued the state of French opera, acknowledged the underlying 

causes of operatic decline and efforts for reform of which Rameau was a part.25 

Lully had defined French opera in opposition to its Italian counterpart and 

Rameau’s developments set about shifting this definition. Rameau’s operas were 

drastically different in harmony, employing chordal movement from dissonance to 

resolution, which came from a theoretical outlook that was itself based upon Italian 

harmonic practice. Rameau’s first opera, Hyppolite et Aricie (1733), received derogatory 

critique for its complexity. It was the first musical work to receive the description 

“baroque,” and André Campra (1660–1744) referred to it as having enough music for ten 

operas.26 This was, in the eyes of many, an affront to the style and memory of Lully.27 He 

was not unique in his adoption of the Italian high baroque, but his successful employment 

of it, drawing revenue if only through his controversy, enlivened the stagnating genre. 
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26 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
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For this reason some people—known as the Ramistes—thought he was saving the genre 

while others—the Lullistes who disliked the sound of his harmonies and the position he 

was taking in relation to Italian and French music—thought he was destroying it.28  

 Castor et Pollux (1737) originally premiered during the height of the debate and 

illustrates some of the elements most objected to by the Lullistes. These debates centered 

on the definition of tragedy and the way Rameau’s music might threaten the dramatically 

focused tradition established by Lully.29 Charles Dill examined his recitatives in 

particular as indicative of reform efforts, shifting the dramatic effort by more selective 

use and focus on declamatory monologue scenes—particularly in the 1754 version, these 

scenes also took a step towards bridging drama and divertissement with their orchestral 

accompaniment.30 Here, the prologue serves as an example both of his continuity and his 

developments from Lully. 

 A comparison between Rameau’s 1737 production of Castor and Lully’s Atys 

(1676) illuminates this sharp contrast, keeping in mind the sixty-one years between the 

two works. This comparison will focus of the prologues of the two, significantly because 

the prologue of Castor was removed—excepting the overture—in the 1754 revision. 

Castor’s prologue maintained many elements already firmly established by Lully, but in 

addition expanded on the Lullian style of opera composition, bringing in new features of 

orchestral and harmonic technique. Like Lully’s operas, the prologue links the opera with 

politics through an analogy of current events. The exact political references of Castor 

will be discussed further in Chapter 3, but for now what is important is Rameau’s 
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29 Ibid., 32. 
30 Ibid., 108 and 124–7. 
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adherence to French models while he expanded his music in complexity through baroque 

and Italian styles.  

 The prologue of the 1737 Castor, at nearly the length of a full act, was 

significantly longer than an Italian prologue, and in this way it kept very closely with the 

French tradition established by Lully. French opera at this point in the eighteenth century 

continued with the seventeenth-century fashion of an allegorical prologue featuring 

dances and glorifying the king. Castor’s prologue is a brief interaction of Venus and 

Mars, celebrating the recent end to the War of Polish Succession. Minerva aided Venus in 

the conquest of Mars, referring then to wisdom and love coming out ahead of war. It was 

an end-of-war story, opposite of the preparation-for-war story in Atys, which was told 

through the coming of spring, and it glorifies the royal triumph.  

Castor’s prologue begins and ends with a French overture, which is the only part 

of the prologue of the 1737 version retained in the 1754 revision. This overture follows 

the standard French two-part form; the first section is slower with dotted rhythms and the 

complementary second section is quicker and fugal.31 Lully’s overture in Atys contains a 

third part reminiscent of the first typical of the form, but otherwise the two are 

remarkably similar. 

  

     

 Fig. 1a Atys overture, mm. 1–2. Fig. 1b Castor overture, mm. 1–2. 

                                                
31 Stephen C. Fisher, “French Overture,” in Sadie, New Grove, 2:300. 
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The overtures are both in G minor, typical of Lully, and end their first section in a 

half-cadence. They begin with a similar dotted pattern: a note, dotted, followed by a short 

and then long note of the same pitch and then a leap down of an octave. The rhythmic 

pattern is repeated, though only Castor maintains identical intervals in a method more 

reminiscent of the fugal use of eighteenth-century counterpoint, entering with the same 

pattern in the dominant in a lower voice (Figure 1).32  

 

 

 

 Fig. 2a Atys overture, mm. 17–8.  Fig. 2b Castor overture, mm. 19–23. 

 

 The beginnings of the two second sections are also similar: runs of eighth notes in 

triple meter followed by an octave leap and a step down (Figure 2). In both cases the 

entrance of the theme is fugal as dictated by the French form—in Lully’s case as 

establishment of the form and Rameau’s as continuation—with the first voice in the 

tonic, G minor, and the second voice entering at the dominant, D major. However, in 

comparison to Lully’s, Rameau’s fugal style demonstrates the developments of 

eighteenth-century counterpoint through his frequent use of sequences. This is clearly 

seen in the two-measure motif that is repeated, shifted down a step in a descending fifths 

sequence, from m. 42 to m. 50, followed by a similar ascending step-wise sequence of a 
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repeating measure-long motif from m. 50 to m. 52 (Figures 3 and 4). These sequences 

allow for richer harmonic progressions, leading the ear through repetition. In many ways 

Rameau followed the style of Lully—even so far as melodic similarity—but his 

counterpoint techniques and harmony demonstrate a shift towards complexity. 

 

 

 

Fig. 3 Castor, Overture mm. 42–50 

 

Fig. 4 Castor, Overture mm. 50–2.  

 

 Minerva’s air, Implore, amour, in scene one is another example of this accretion 

on Lully’s devices. 33 This air features the characteristic French dotted rhythms 

symbolizing pomp, which carries the political meaning of the prologue particularly well 

since the dotted rhythms are most notable on the word “triomphe.” Quickly following this 

French example, however, is an ariette that is distinctly Italian. Contrasting in tone by 

                                                
33 Cuthbert Morton Girdlestone, Jean-Philippe Rameau: His Life and Work (New York: Dover 
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switching to C major for a light-hearted, happy mood, the ariette demonstrates Italian 

virtuosity in its use of enthusiastic movement while the text holds little bearing to 

advance the drama. Both the violins and the voice employ runs to this effect (Figure 5).34  

 

 

Fig. 5 Castor, “Venus, que ta gloire,” mm. 1–10. 

 

Just as Rameau employs elsewhere, this use of Italian virtuosity is beyond what Lully 

would have employed. The planetary ariette, Brillez astres nosveaux, from Act V of 

Castor, which has been labeled in modern scholarship as a “pleasing example of an 

unwanted genre.”35 This ariette is clearly delineated from the surrounding recitative, 

unlike those of the established French tradition; Rameau felt the need to label it an ariette, 

which he often neglected to do with those airs that would be more obvious to his 

listeners—that is, the French ones.36 The melodic line is heavily ornamented, and then 

repeats itself in the Italian da capo style, accented further in with coloratura. The ornate, 

virtuosic vocal line was allowed because it was not plot bearing and was sung by an 

unnamed character—a planet. Lully’s design for the recitative of French opera relied 

heavily on the declamatory style of tragedies like those of Racine. This precluded Italian 
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virtuosic techniques and limited singers to small embellishments—agrémens—like 

shakes, slides and swells. The departure from this in the ariette was acceptable because of 

the unimportant status of the character that sang it, but indicates a break from the restraint 

shown in Lully’s typical vocal lines. The ariette is more Italian in style than Lully had 

used or to which he would even have been exposed.37 Since its place in the plot was 

insignificant, it was not a full departure but rather an elaboration on Lully’s style. It was a 

very Italian piece to include but was incorporated into the broader French context to the 

extent that he retained it when the opera was produced again in 1754—when it needed to 

be most French for its use against the pro-Italian bouffonists. 

 In general form, the prologue of Castor follows the style developed by Lully in 

Atys. The melodies and forms are similar, as seen in the overture, but Rameau’s music 

shows several differences, as would be suggested by the debate of the Lullistes and the 

Ramistes. These developments—Italian in origin through theoretical and virtuosic 

elements—were employed in Rameau’s goals to reform. The central issue was that of 

music’s relationship to the text—whether it embellished, provided entertainment, or 

simply overwhelmed the text. Music was not supposed to overwhelm text. Corneille, 

while he had used music in his spoken tragedies, used it only when the noisy stage 

machines prohibited dialogue from being heard. Lully had continued this in his use of 

only continuo accompaniment to accompany plot-bearing recitative. Rameau instead 

developed complex orchestral accompaniment for his recitative, believing in music’s 

power to be at least equal to the words in conveying plot and emotional movement.38  
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 Through his work during these early decades, Rameau engaged not in overturning 

the existing genre but rather participating within an ongoing reform movement. The 

decline of tragédie lyrique with only the rare successful new work was a matter of 

consternation to audiences, though they did not correct it through their presence.39 It was 

instead the scholars and composers who attempted to remedy this by addressing the 

dramatic and musical needs they saw in the genre. It was with this as a goal that Rameau 

and Voltaire had been working on a project—the incomplete opera Samson—prior to the 

original production of Castor.40 Rameau’s role as a reformer allowed him to practice his 

theoretical ideas in a more outright and radical way, and through this work, he maintained 

and strengthened tragédie lyrique in the 1730s and allowed it to remain a strong French 

cultural icon that would be able to hold its place in the next debate. 

 

Querelle des Bouffons 

In comparison to the Lullist controversy early in his career, Rameau became the 

conservative in the next debate, known as the querelle des bouffons, which lasted from 

1752–54. On the surface, this debate consisted of a series of writings and commentaries 

in support of or against Italian comedic music. The political implications of this will be 

discussed in Chapter 3; here the focus is instead on the musical debates and, in particular, 

on the way these debates focused on national styles. Just as Rameau had revitalized 

tragédie lyrique in the 1730s, so too in the 1750s he championed the genre’s popularity. 

His success was demonstrated in the popularity of Castor et Pollux (1754). 
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While France had not taken up Italian opera seria, Italian comedies had become 

increasingly popular. As with French opera-ballet, this type of comedic opera, known as 

opera buffa, was more profitable than tragedy. The history of these comedic genres was 

long and defined by tension between French and Italian music. The Comédie-Italienne, 

which had taken root in popular entertainment despite Louis XIV’s expulsion of Italian 

comedians in 1697, was granted subsidies in the early eighteenth century by the Duke of 

Orléans during Louis XV’s regency.41 While not considered as culturally important as 

tragédie lyrique, it maintained audience interest much longer. Rameau had brought 

popular tragédies lyriques to the stage of the Académie d’Opéra in addition to Lully’s 

canonical works, but the “breach of French resistance to the importation of Italian opera” 

in 1752 led to a new debate on the worth of composition and genres in French theaters.42  

Giovanni Battista Pergolesi’s La Serva Padrona was the key example of popular 

Italian music in France. While it had premiered in Italy in the early 1730s, it took longer 

for the opera to enter France. La Serva Padrona was initially part of a larger work, but 

met much greater success independently. In 1746, it came to Paris and then continued to 

be revived over the proceeding decade, with its 1752 performance acting as the spark to 

begin the querelle. It was, in a way, the revival of Castor in 1754 that “ousted” it from 

the Paris stage.43 The querelle had ended that year, and the success of Rameau’s tragedy 

confirmed the French victory. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau led the pro-Italian side of the debate, one of the many 

instances where he and Rameau proved to be rivals. His publication Lettre sur la musique 

française (1753) was an argumentative denunciation of French operatic practice. In 
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addition to flaws he saw in performance practice, Rousseau argued against the nature of 

French composition. He found that the melodies of Italian composers were predisposed to 

be more beautiful by nature of their language, while French composers were constrained 

by their more restricted declamatory style.44 Even after the creation of French opera, 

detractors espoused that only the French could possibly enjoy the unique nature of French 

recitative. In response to Charles Burney (1726–1814), an eighteenth-century English 

critic, Georg Philipp Telemann (1681–1767) provided anecdotal evidence for what he 

saw as a strong support of French opera: whereas he had met men of many nationalities 

who could sing memorized portions of Lully’s works, he could think of no one, he 

claimed, who could say anything but that Italian music was beautiful and easily 

forgotten.45  

While Rousseau did not directly address Rameau or his theoretical writings, his 

representation of Italian music as superior through melodic content was in competition 

with the key property of Rameau’s theory, which was that harmony rather than melody 

was the source of passion and movement. Rameau responded to this in his Observations 

sur notre instinict pour la musique (1754). Line-by-line, Rameau contradicts Rousseau’s 

critique of the “faulty setting” of melody in a famous monologue from Lully’s Armide. 

Where Rousseau had found the mood of the words undermined by the melody because of 

its constraint to harmony, Rameau demonstrated through analysis based on modulation 

that it was from the motion of the harmony that the mood of the monologue was 

achieved. Arguing against the mimesis of vocalization through contours of the line, he 
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demonstrated that the modulation of harmony, chromaticism, and changes of mode had 

subtly conveyed Lully’s meaning.46 

Letters between Karl Heinrich Graun and Georg Philipp Telemann show the 

degree to which these issues of Italian melody versus Rameau’s harmony were debated 

among composers outside France. Graun wrote to Telemann, critiquing the recitatives of 

Castor et Pollux and rewriting them as Italian recitativo secco to demonstrate the melodic 

improvement. Telemann responded with a line-by-line analysis of Rameau, justifying the 

original harmony and critiquing Graun’s version as being monotonous and “mournful and 

sour” in harmony.47 In the discussion of Graun and Telemann, as in those between 

Rousseau and Rameau, the issue of unison of meaning between the libretto and the music 

is central. This comes from both the existing tradition of French tragedy and from the 

baroque concept of affect. Not only was tragedy—through words and action—supposed 

to convey a feeling in order to bring about moral reflection, but also in the baroque ideal, 

the music should be the source of emotion. The issue was then rather that Rousseau and 

the bouffonists felt that the melody—more effective in the Italian style—should carry the 

emotion through conventions and imitative signifiers and Rameau felt it should be 

through harmony, derived from naturally occurring mathematical and physical 

relationships.48   

Rameau’s music at this time, however, did not always reflect this professed goal 

of his writing. The revisions of Castor et Pollux provide a glimpse at this shift. In the 

1737 original, his theories were represented clearly in the reunion scene between Castor 
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and Telaire in Act V, Scene 2. In this scene, he uses a complex modulation and tonal 

instability to match the joy of the two characters tragic reunion and Telaire’s slow 

realization that Castor will not remain with her. Castor sings in C minor, the key in which 

the tonal instability will eventually resolve, while Telaire resists by pulling to the relative 

E-flat major, at first unaware and then disbelieving that the joyful reunion is in reality a 

goodbye. His use of minor for Castor and the reality of the situation contrast sharply with 

Telaire’s denial in major.49 At this time, aestheticians from the turn of the century such as 

Johann Mattheson (1681–1764) and Johann David Heinichen (1683–1729) had agreed 

that modes could be used to convey any affect.50 Nevertheless, the matching of minor-

major contrast to convey the divide between the characters’ emotional states fits well 

within the affective tradition’s employment of modal motion for music-text 

coordination.51 Rameau’s use of common modal associations (minor for tenderness or 

mournful songs and major for rejoicing or furies), at least at this early part of his career, 

was spelled out as such in his theoretical work:52 that harmony rather than melodic 

devices could convey emotion correlated to Rameau’s theoretical work initially set out in 

his Traité de l’harmonie in 1722. Despite the fact that his 1754 Observations only made a 

firmer case for Rameau’s theories using Lully’s modulatory use of harmony, the reunion 

scene was rewritten in the 1754 revival. Despite nearly identical text, Rameau completely 

reset the music, simplified with much less challenging harmony.53  
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In this way, Castor still remains indicative of Rameau’s relationship to the 

debates and his revitalization of tragédie lyrique. While in his writings, he continued to 

stand with his harmonic theory, which had been so important to his reform efforts, his 

music pulled closer to typical traditions of tragédie lyrique—albeit those being criticized 

by Rousseau. Rather than challenging and reform oriented, his music drew on his 

established status as a French composer to secure success for the opera that symbolized 

the end of the querelle. 

In the end, tragédie lyrique did not fall out of favor in either the 1730s or the 

1750s, instead remaining prominent at the Opéra. Rameau used the revival of Castor with 

the huge success it achieved to prove the establishment of French opera and his position 

as a composer within that tradition. Just as the end of the querelle was not a definitive 

end for Italian opera in France—which would lead to the highly successful opera 

comique composers of the late-1750s—Castor was not an uncontested symbol of victory: 

the opera still contained many Italian elements, such as the planetary air discussed above, 

and made concessions, as in the reunion scene, against Rameau’s harmonic theory. The 

Bouffonists critiqued the revival as unsatisfactory, still lacking enjoyable quality, as they 

had argued all French opera did. In the words of Jean Montucla (1725–99), a lawyer and 

mathematician from Lyon then living in Paris, it was “neither the triumph of French 

music nor the grave of Italian.” He remained unimpressed by the airs and the 

orchestration, and he commented that “the only tune is at the end of the third act, imitated 

from Mondonville, with an Italian accompaniment.”54 It was, however, a huge popular 

success and a clear way to draw audiences away from La Serva Padrona. In the words of 

a more supportive writer, Jean-Benjamin de Laborde (1734–94), “the man of genius 
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scorned the envious and responded to them only with new masterpieces, which finally 

forced them into silence. The revival of Castor et Pollux won every vote. There has never 

been a success to compare to it.”55 

Rameau’s complex relationship to Italian music is tied with his efforts to maintain 

French opera, first as a reformer and then as a traditional representation of the genre. He 

remained firmly within the French tragic tradition—plots based in emotional conflict, use 

of ballet and orchestral music, divertissements, and generally short airs. However, his 

changes to the genre focused on the developments of the Italian high baroque and 

developing pre-classical style—melody and motion driven by harmonic progression and 

slowing harmonic rhythm—tied into his own theoretical claims. The larger conversations 

of music-text relationships and the opposition of melody versus harmony to achieve 

affect were essential to Rameau’s place in the debates that were at their peak at the time 

of each publication of Castor. In 1737, in order to bring about reform needed for the 

genre, he challenged French tradition with harmonic textures that redefined the musical-

text relationship. Reversing this, his music became representative of French tradition, and 

Castor’s 1754 return to the stage reaffirmed tragédie lyrique, though Italian comedy and 

comedic opera would not disappear and would in fact receive approval in the form of a 

royal subsidy in the following decade.56  
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Chapter 2: Tragedy and Aesthetic Theory 

 

From its founding to the critiques and reforms it has faced, French opera owed 

most of its history, social importance, and emphasis on text to tragedy. The very name 

tragédie lyrique addresses this essential link, but for all the appeals to Greek tragedy and 

choruses during opera’s founding, there was never easy accord between the art forms. 

Style developments and literary discussion frequently revolved around this clash between 

words and music, drama, and content. The librettists, composers, and theorists whose 

writings contributed to tragédie lyrique and music in general built new aesthetic 

principles based on what they felt contributed to beauty and, for the legitimacy of 

tragedy, artistic unity. Rameau’s theoretical work established a harmonic system that 

implied a natural, even scientific basis for aesthetics. In his Traité de l’harmonie (1722), 

he set out his mathematical and practical applications of harmony. He continued writing 

theoretical works throughout his career, though most harkened back to the original Traité. 

His Génération harmonique, ou Traité de musique théorique et le clavvecin, ou pour 

l’orgue (1737) and Observations sur notre instinct pour la musique (1754) offer 

particular insight to the two productions of Castor et Pollux by pinpointing Rameau’s 

theoretical developments in those years. Rameau’s claims about fundamental principles 

that could be derived mathematically and philosophically and used to orient all of 

musical practice escalated throughout his career as he strove to prove increasing 

universality for his theory and achieve recognition from the scientific community. 

However, while his practice in his early career—as is represented in the 1737 version of 

Castor et Pollux—applied these theories to composition, his later works tended to be 
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more reserved. This is particularly visible in revisions, such as the 1754 revival of 

Castor, where some of the more theoretically relevant scenes have been removed. This 

inverse relationship indicates not only of Rameau’s participation in the developing 

theories on aesthetic and tragedy but also of his relationship to Paris audiences and 

maintenance of tragédie lyrique as a popular genre. 

 

Tragedy and Unity 

The tragedies of Corneille dominated the Parisian stage in the seventeenth century 

and, along with those of Racine and Molière, defined the genre and its standing as a force 

for moral edification. The goals of this type of tragedy focused on the emotional state of 

the audience and on inspiring terror and pity that could be used to warn or direct.1 The 

seventeenth century saw as much debate over tragedy as the eighteenth century did over 

tragédie lyrique and set the president for many of the issues of the operatic conflict. By 

the eighteenth century, the mythical status of tragedy in French culture as a refined genre 

and national monument made it the necessary originator with which to compare tragic 

operas.2 The necessity in the 1730s and 1750s to retain tragédie lyrique as a successful 

genre must be considered as part of the genre’s relationship to tragedy and tragic opera’s 

own claims to the status of French national symbol. 

When Lully set about writing the first tragédies lyriques, he did so as a lyric 

continuation of this tragic theater. Like other forms of opera, it was meant to be a modern 

interpretation of Greek tragedy. Superficially, there were many similarities to Cornelian 
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tragedy: the five-act structure, noble characters, and conflict resolution in the form of 

conversation between confidantes, for example. In its romantic focus, however, it was 

also influenced by the seventeenth-century French pastorale and its employment of love-

plots.3 In fact, one of the principal tenets used by Corneille in defining tragedy and 

separating it from the tragicomic was that tragedy dealt with affairs of the state while 

matters of love were in the realm of comedy. Thus while Racine’s tragedies dealt with 

romance, such as Phèdre’s love for her step-son, their emphasis was on duty rather than 

love as a source for pathos.4 

Rameau engaged with this tragic tradition in the 1730s. His first tragédie lyrique, 

Hippolyte et Aricie (1733), was based upon Racine’s Phèdre; the natural comparison 

between the two allowed Rameau’s librettist, Abbé Simon Joseph Pelligrin (1663–1745), 

to describe the work in his introduction as true to the spirit of Racine but yet a necessary 

development that acknowledged the operatic stage’s possibilities for the fantastic.5 The 

dramatic material of Castor et Pollux, Rameau’s second tragédie lyrique, offered more 

emotional conflict than the action filled Hippolyte et Aricie, which only further immersed 

Rameau’s operas in the affective and moral purpose of tragedy. Castor et Pollux 

demonstrates this conflict between tragic heroic elements and amorous ones. While as 

was common in opera, the root of the plot is love—the brothers’ love of Telaire, who was 

not only the cause of Castor’s death but also the one for love of whom Pollux seeks to 
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take Castor’s place—beyond this romance, is the Cornelian motivation of duty and 

conflict between the two brothers. 6  

Tragedy was a moral genre, intended to teach some sort of lesson to its audience. 

Those who opposed tragic opera believed that the addition of music weakened this 

lesson, turning the production entirely to spectacle. The addition of love-based plots and 

motivations, they felt, corrupted the hero’s lesson.7 Opera’s proponents, however, argued 

that music could be used to the opposite effect. By enhancing pleasure the music was able 

to agitate the passions, bringing the audience into the action: he or she would 

experience—both emotionally and physically—the fears, despair, and triumph of the hero 

and ultimately learn his lesson. The affective power of music was, as this suggests, a 

central topic of debate in determining the aesthetics at this time. In the eighteenth 

century, the belief that music caused a physical stirring—often discussed in medical 

terms—was used to justify opera by offering a means by which it could convey the 

proper feeling towards a moral or intellectual situation.8 

The powerful effects that the music of the ancients had on its listeners were no 

exception to the preoccupation eighteenth-century composers and theorists had with 

recreating this ancient music through opera.9 However, the understanding of exactly how 

music affected its listeners, emotionally, physically and even medically, was a subject 

that changed drastically over the course of the eighteenth century. In many ways, the 

fascination with the idea tied to the Renaissance belief in cosmological harmony and the 

nearly magical properties of music, which could be used to heal a person from many 
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illnesses.10 Abbé Pierre Bourdelot and Jacques Bonnet give an example of Lully’s operas 

used by a doctor to cure a woman from madness brought on by an unfaithful lover.11 

Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the belief in music’s power took 

varying forms, from a physical mimesis to a stirring of passions. In the context of opera’s 

status with respect to tragedy and the need to create sympathetic emotions and 

identification, opera held an important position in the discussion of musical aesthetic. 

Whatever opera’s political and social identity, its advocates claimed that it held a power 

to reconcile the individual with general humanity, thereby imparting moral standards.12 

As music’s magical paradigm decreased in the seventeenth century, discussion 

instead took on analytical terms, turning to a representational system. Harmony was no 

longer part of a grand cosmological system, but instead merely represented it.13 Rousseau 

believed that melody could imitate anything, “even those objects that are purely 

visible.”14 Through movement, music could stir up passions and excite “in the soul 

feelings similar to those that it experiences” when faced with an object or action of life.15 

Rousseau contributed to the systemization whereby a musical syntax or language could 

be created to convey emotional impact. His belief relied on reproducing the sound of a 

voice in passion through vocal melody, and felt that “harmony itself does not have 
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anything to do with musical imitation, since there can be no connection between chords 

and the objects that are to be depicted or the passions that are to be expressed.”16 

Rousseau, however, disagreed with simplistic mimicry of the words. For example, 

he complained of expression in French music, where the association between words and 

music commonly linked slowing with pathos. “Whence comes it that the French believe 

that all that is slow is pathetic, and all that is pathetic must be slow?”17 Demonstrated 

most clearly in his earlier works, Rameau’s compositions defy Rousseau’s critique. This 

stems in part from his theoretical applications of harmony. Phoebe’s scene at the 

beginning of Act V (1737) breaks the common connection between slow tempos with 

melancholic monologues. Its motion is quick, rhythmic. Instead, it captures the 

melancholic feeling following Rameau’s harmonic basis of mood. It begins in the minor, 

following a pivot chord modulation to the relative major.18 Following his ideas on the 

properties of mode and key, this movement from the minor—“suitable for mournful 

songs”—to the major—“suitable for tempests, furies, and other similar subjects”—

allowed him, through the quality of the mode rather than the tempo, to exhibit the 

emotional turmoil of the character.19 

Music could be used not just to imitate but also to guide the audience through the 

passions: “just as an orator, using transitions, guides his listeners to ideas that did not 

seem contained in his first subject, so a composer, with the help of modulation, arouses in 
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our soul extremely varied passions.”20 Actions and emotions were imitated by affecting 

their movement of the soul. Through intervals, rhythms, modes and other musical means, 

the soul could be tempered in its passions, making music a moral accompaniment to 

tragedy.21 This was part of a broad history of natural music, where harmony dictated the 

mathematical workings of the universe. This concept of musica mundana, the musical 

workings of the spheres, had existed since the medieval period, cited in Boethius in the 

sixth century.22 The cosmological belief became less popular in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries due to a growing emphasis on empiricism.23 These new 

mathematical approaches led away from the cosmic perspective, but some, such as 

Rameau, never fully abandoned the idea.24 This received critique by Rousseau, who saw 

harmony instead as a human invention and of limited expressivity in comparison to the 

natural movement of the voice, and was central to the changing perspectives on music 

and affect.25 

 
On hearing the psalms sung to four-part harmony I am always to begin 
with overwhelmed and ravished by the full and vigorous harmony…but 
hardly has the music continued for a minute than my attention begins to 
wander…this does not happen when I listen to good modern music…the 
difference springs from the character of the two kinds of music, one being 
merely a succession of chords, the other an extended melody.26 
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By moving the passions, music affected this harmony and acted in an emotionally 

complementary way with the text it accompanied. 

There were also those who believed the opposite in the debate over the 

relationship between text and music: they believed that it was detractive rather than 

synergistic to the affective aims of tragedy, and thus obstructed the goals of declamation. 

Jean Léonor Le Gallois de Grimarest discussed this in his 1707 publication, Traité du 

récitatif.27 No matter how clear a singer’s diction was in performing a recitative, it was 

inevitable that some words would be obscured. Even the attention of the audience could 

not be guaranteed, since listening too intently was considered unfashionable.28 Music was 

instead a pleasant entertainment.29 To be successful, the music needed to entertain, but it 

also needed to communicate the deeper plot in order to remain part of tragedy. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Rameau believed that through his theory he 

could link music and text on a more complex level. Music in this estimation should not 

be used only to elaborate melodically or mimic individual words or ideas of the text, but 

should rather support the dramatic action with physical response in his listeners through 

affective harmony.30 Rameau proposed his harmony as one that was innate, a physical 

reaction that produced sensations even in untutored listeners.31 “Suddenly there arose in 

me the suspicion that the harmonics, which I (and others like me) had always heard in 

fundamental sounds, might after all be the true cause of the predilection that I felt for 
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certain sounds.”32 This was an inherent emotional response to harmony similar that 

observed by Michel Paul Guy de Chabanon, in which he argued against Rousseau’s 

aesthetic goals and instead claimed that emotional qualities of music were natural, not 

conventional or symbolic.33 

A distinction by La Mesnardière in the seventeenth century can be used to explain 

the affective motivations of tragedy versus Rameau’s musical goals. Whereas terreur—

defined in the Encyclopédie as poetic and intellectual response—was used in tragedy for 

moral identification, Rameau’s intended horrere—which he listed as his goal in his Code 

de musique pratique (1760)—was a physical response, described in medical terms as a 

kind of “trembling.”34 Considering Rameau’s claims to scientific legitimacy, this is a 

very understandable distinction, and one that is unsurprising that he would choose to 

employ. This sort of physical response would support his theoretical approach where 

harmony, through the vibrations of the corps sonore, could ultimately move emotions in 

an innate or natural way. 

 

Rameau’s Theoretical Work 

As a composer and theoretician, Rameau maintained close, if sometimes 

tumultuous relationships with various philosophes. He collaborated on the incomplete 

opera Samson with Voltaire only three years before Castor premiered in 1737, a reform 

effort which collapsed under differing philosophies. Beyond creative collaboration, he 

corresponded with scientists such as Louis-Betrand Castle and later d’Alembert over the 
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course of his career, though these relationships frequently resulted in conflict and 

estrangement.35 He sought to have his theories approved by scientific authorities in the 

Académie Royale des Sciences, both in 1737, when he received only a moderate 

response, and in 1750, when his work was highly praised and accorded the privilege of a 

tribute by d’Alembert in the Encyclopédie.36 However, for all that Rameau sought to 

incorporate scientific reasoning, his scattered and sometimes seemingly naïve approach 

to others’ methods frequently drew criticism. Even those who otherwise praised his 

theories—including Jean Jacques Dortous de Mairan (who was at various points director 

of the Académie), d’Alembert, and at some points Rousseau—criticized his 

epistemology, over reliance on mathematics, and metaphysics.37 In his theory, he worked 

to establish harmonic principles on which the aesthetic ideals of the eighteenth century, 

namely affective unity between text and music, could be derived. While doing so, 

however, he attempted to prove the “natural” affects of music scientifically, creating a 

harmonic system that reached mathematically and pressed too far beyond its limitations. 

This was done not just in his application of harmonic theory to areas beyond 

music, where it was unreliable, but also in the techniques he used to prove it. 

Nevertheless, Thomas Christensen claims that Rameau’s scattered use of scientific 

methods was part of his immersion in the French Enlightenment rather than his 

separation from it. Rameau’s theories simplified and rationalized harmony to the concept 

of the fundamental bass, taking harmonic theory from a series of contradictory or 

arbitrary rules to a concise theory. Christensen presents Rameau in much the same way 

that Rameau immodestly presented himself, as a revolutionary and the first to shift 
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thinking away from the overly complicated methods of composition and thorough bass—

which was a numeric system dictating the movement of intervals above the bass. To this 

end, Christensen illuminates the theoretical ideas that he feels are deprecated in historical 

literature and attempts to reconcile these theories with the scientific proofs often excised 

or smoothed over by much of Rameau’s historiography.38  

Rameau’s central theory, introduced in the second book of his Traité de 

l’harmonie, was the basse fondamentale, or fundamental bass. This was a theoretical 

clarification for a common practical application. Through the division of a string like the 

monochord, he derived the upper partials from a fundamental—twenty years after but as 

yet unaware of the acoustical study of Joseph Sauveur (1653–1716)39—and demonstrated 

through it the derivation of consonances and their invertability.40 He sought to show 

through his expansion of this mathematically derived fundamental that all music was 

harmonic at its core. From the succession of fundamentals comes a cadential system for 

root progression involving a dissonant seventh chord resolving to a consonant triad.41 All 

else in music could be derived through the mathematical, harmonic relationships; this 

included melody, counterpoint, mode, and even rhythm.42  

Rameau’s Traité contributed to the eighteenth-century perception of harmony and 

its greater connection to the workings of the world. In the Renaissance understanding 

harmony was central to the function of the world and could serve as a model to the 

universe, which gave it a divine impact in healing the body and soul. 43 In the writings of 
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Renaissance scholars, such as Marsilio Ficino (1433–99), music was mimetic, imitating 

the physical and emotional states of characters with such power that the passions were 

impressed upon the listeners.44 This is very close to what the Enlightenment era writers 

sought in their descriptions of musical workings, simply with a transition away from the 

magical and cosmological towards the natural. It seems understandable, then, that upon 

discovering his fundamental bass, Rameau would seek to apply it more broadly and reach 

a universal truth. 

He was not alone in this, though his pursuit of it to extremes alienated his 

supporters. His aesthetic principles were well rooted in scholarship of the time; though he 

took a harmonic route rather than Rousseau’s melodic route—believing through the 

fundamental bass that natural expression of music was harmonic—he followed Charles 

Batteaux’s treatise Les beaux-arts réduits à un meme principe (1746) in claiming that 

music should mimic nature in order to affect the passions. The concept of rapport was 

extremely important to Rameau and his contemporaries, such as Diderot. The principle of 

rapport, which emphasized order, proportion, and relationship, situated Rameau’s work 

in the aesthetics of Jean-Pierre Crousaz (1663–1750) and Yves-Marie André (1675–

1764). Crousaz claimed that genius came from the greatest amount of diversity without 

losing the relationships within the music.45 Rameau placed the responsibility of this 

relationship on the harmony of the corps sonore—a “vibrating body” which produced 

harmonics above its fundamental and could be used to derive harmonic dissonance and 
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resolution—showing that his naturally generated proportions in harmony could be 

applied to create aesthetic unity, not just in music but to promote beauty in general.46 

The theory of the fundamental bass was first advanced in Rameau’s Traitè, but 

Rameau’s approach to it and to various derivatives and secondary theories was continued 

in writings throughout his entire life, with varying levels of clarity, continuity, and 

success. This leaves his theoretical works with the elusive complexity of constantly 

developing theories without any attempt at summary. This is further exacerbated by his 

often-incorrect pseudo-scientific methods, which were adopted from contemporaries with 

varying levels of success.47 

Part of the advantage of Rameau’s theoretical practice was its presentation of 

music theory as a scientific system. It was not so much a discovery as a synthesis of the 

many preexisting methods used to dictate orders of intervals. On the other hand, the sheer 

magnitude of the synthesis was what gave Rameau the title of the Newton of music. 

Similarly to the way that Newton reinterpreted and condensed his scientific predecessors 

to systematize celestial mechanics and optics, Rameau used a kind of unification to create 

a clear science of music distinct from arbitrary rules derived from thorough bass and 

abstract numerology associated with earlier theorists, such as Pythagoras or Boethius. 

Contemporaries such as the secretary of the Acadèmie Royale des Sciences used the 

comparison to Newton to emphasize the enormity of Rameau’s synthesis, with Jean-

François Marmontel in his ode to Rameau making the direct comparison in his opening 

line, naming Rameau the “Newton of music.”48  
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This scientific codification of longstanding aesthetic principles follows the 

general path of naturalization which aesthetics was following at this time. Downing 

Thomas claims that the Newtonian and Cartesian mechanics that dominated the 

eighteenth century naturalized the concepts, but maintained an intense fascination of 

“occult musical effects” that was rooted in the Aristotelian essentialism of the 

Renaissance.49 The way music acted on the body took on pseudo-scientific terms when it 

was claimed to act by the harmonies’ sympathetic resonance on the nerves or “nerve 

fluid.” The corps sonore, which translated literally means “vibrating bodies,” was 

essential to Rameau’s theories. He believed that all music could be simplified to rational 

laws, which he based on the harmonic partials of any resonant body.50 This would have 

deep affective applications through the human body’s resonance. The mechanical and 

moral effects—distinct but interrelated, as defined by Joseph-Louis Roger, a doctor of the 

Montpellier school, in 1758—acted on any corps sonore, whether it was air or the ear.51 

This continued interest in the power of music was simply transformed into a discussion 

through natural effects that was typical of the eighteenth century.52  

In contrast to the effectiveness of his “Newtonian” synthesis, his arguments also 

tended towards Cartesian.53 Though the height of intellectual fashion in the early-

Eighteenth century, the Cartesian concept of discarding preconceived notions and, by 

unbiased examination of a subject, deriving essential, self-evident truths was an 

anachronism by the time Rameau appropriated the language. He borrowed evidence and 
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arguments from other philosophes in order to continue developing and refining his 

theories, and represented his theory of the fundamental bass in the rhetoric of many 

disparate fields. “One might compare his approach to the Australian Bower bird which 

builds its nest out of any discarded bits of colored paper and shiny metallic objects it can 

find.”54 Using Cartesian concepts of the blank slate, he claimed universality for his 

methods by examining them as if from the perspective of an untrained listener. This 

allowed him to claim that there was a natural order to affections, one that was not 

syntactical but rather rooted in the movement of the fundamental bass.  

 

Application and Taste 

While there was general agreement that music should support the text of operatic 

works, there were many ideas of how to do so. The scientific discussions of music all 

held that it had an effect on the listener, but whether this was through vibrating the nerves 

or nerve fluid—the corps sonore—or through imitation of the voice in passion was still 

debated. Rousseau believed that music communicated emotion through establish syntax, 

one based on vocal and melodic experience, while Rameau believed there was a natural, 

harmonic basis which could be reached and that emotion could be conveyed in 

dissonance and resolution. To further complicate an issue of objective musical affect, 

practical music had to obey good taste, bon goût. Good aesthetic relationships were only 

half of the equation and were reflected through the ability of the listener to perceive these 

relationships. Taste and opinion changed constantly and unpredictably and impacted the 

effectiveness of an accompaniment. Even in reference to Lully’s works, a character in the 

satirical opera Spectacles malades (1729) commented, “these drugs of divine virtue, 
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which of old did me so much good, today no longer do anything for me.”55 In Paris where 

operas relied on audience attendance for success and were immediately replaceable, it is 

inevitable that while Rameau’s theoretical works claimed increasing universality for his 

fundamental bass, his composition itself would respond instead to critique and taste. This 

becomes increasingly important in the 1750s during a time where he was competing 

actively with the successful Italian comedies. 

Nicolas Malebranche (1638–1715) was one of the first to separate the geometrical 

hold on music’s proportions from its appeal as art. He did not deny the aiding application 

of proportions, but in geometry’s abstract scientific hold and art’s responsibility to 

imitate nature—concrete, rather than abstract—the two are, in fact, separate.56 Pure 

relationships might not be the most agreeable and admitted nothing to preference. Le 

Goût, taste, was a consideration undertaken by those exploring the expression of music 

and audience interpretation of it. Rousseau saw taste as the judgment by which “ears that 

are sufficiently trained” could reach a consensus on music. “Where there is not perfect 

unanimity, this is because not everyone is equally well endowed with sound judgment.”57 

It was the realm of taste to discern between the creations of geniuses, and, in his 

estimation, the common French audience was particularly bereft of taste. For him, the 

audience decided what was popular, but certainly not what was good.58 
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Rousseau acknowledged individual preference, separate from this view of taste—

which had the connotation of intellectual judgment—but did not give it as much weight.59 

The intellectual elite certainly engaged with and in varying ways understood the music, 

but for a huge majority of the opera-going Parisians, attending the opera was a social 

event and the music merely a pleasant ornament of the spectacle. For all Rameau’s 

aspirations, his music had to fit within the preferences of aristocracy and royal 

administrators.60 

Though not his most innovative work, the original production of Castor et Pollux 

exhibited many of Rameau’s theoretical claims. The example from the last chapter is a 

clear instance, where modulation was used in Castor and Telaire’s reunion duet in order 

to portray her denial and his sad goodbye in a pull between the major and the minor. In 

this instance, Rameau exhibited a text to music relationship that was very in line with his 

theories. Harmony was determined by the text—by the sad interplay between the two 

characters—but further interpreted it as well—in this case, by using harmony not to 

accent words but to illuminate the fundamental disconnect between the characters.61 In 

the revisions of 1754, Rameau edited this without prompting from commentators, 

completely rewriting the accompaniment despite very little alteration of the libretto to 

warrant it. He weakened the broad implications of the modulations and focused the 

chordal movement instead on the passing implications of the words.62 He shifted his 

definition of referential music, more traditionally linking words with embellishments, 

                                                
59 Rousseau, Taste, 90. 
60 David Garrioch, The Marking of Revolutionary Paris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 
10. 
61 Charles William Dill, Monstrous Opera: Rameau and Tragic Opera (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1998), 64–7. 
62 Ibid., 91. 



 47 

which gained him approval of audiences but weakened his standing in relation to his 

theorizing.63 “What changed in this situation were the assumptions the composer made 

about music’s capacity for signification. Straightforward, formal structures went the way 

of the elaborate recursive gestures of the 1730s, marking a flight from the text-oriented 

features to musical features treated qua music.” Modulation is still present in the 1754 

production, but it bears on the mood not by requiring the listeners to follow subtle voice 

leading but rather by drawing attention to how the musical features highlight the text.64 

This makes it a much more text-based, dramatically emphasized accompaniment. 

Rameau was very aware, however, of this position in respect to his theory and his 

audience. There was controversy over whether theorists made good composers, and the 

issue of reconciling his theoretical and practical work was further complicated by 

constant critique.65 In the 1740s and 50s, Rameau focused much of his work towards the 

reconciliation of theory and practice while under critique, particularly in the set of drastic 

revisions he made to earlier works. The dramatic portions—recitatives or monologues, 

for example—received much of his attention, exploring text-music relationships and 

attempting to conform to both taste and his own theory.66 

 Rameau removed some parts because of the difficulty of performance. There was 

at least one instance in the early production of Castor where the refusal of singers to 

perform a difficult passage caused him to revise it.67 Some of his great passages, 

particularly ones that used very close dissonances—a singer singing a minor second 

above the note played by the instrumentals—or enharmonics intended to create 
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recognizable difference, were above the level of performance. Rameau recognized that 

this “would require docile musicians.”68  

 He shifted his attention, however, rather than abandoning his intentions. With 

focus on dramatic intent in response to critique, he placed his complexities away from the 

words, allowing the text to be ornamented but not dominated. This was a complete 

change in his thoughts on text setting, but was met with much greater approval than his 

work of the 1730s had been.69 His theories claiming natural properties to music had not 

changed, but by moving them away from the words, he was able to satisfy taste. 

Audiences shifted their attention slowly from narrative scenes—seen in Parisian 

preference for spectacle—despite what some of the intellectual debate insisted, and so 

Rameau’s attention shifted as well.70 

 This is typical of the history of musical scholarship, explained by John Neubauer 

as “the alternating dominance, the frequent battles, and the occasional peaceful 

coexistence of verbal and mathematical approaches to music.”71 Rameau pushed his 

theory towards a very scientific, mathematical understanding of the more linguistic 

affections. That his instrumentals become the platform for his theoretical work while his 

vocal selections become more imitative and linguistic in their affective method is in 

coordination with this development. Rameau’s “revolution” was that he drew attention to 

the music, rather than the recitative, which addressed long-term issues in French music 

between interest and drama.72 
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It is through his additions to divertissements, such as choruses, and through 

distinguished orchestral accompaniment that changes in style become most clear, where 

his focus shifts away from libretto and towards orchestration.73 The divertissements of the 

1754 Castor were expanded despite an entire act’s worth of additional dramatic material 

that required him to edit for length.74  This does not mean his use of accompanied 

recitatives was not complex. Rameau’s close incorporation of instrumental work with the 

voice was particularly well blended. The opening of the fourth act demonstrated this 

through the less independent orchestra already in the 1737 production.75 It is in the 1754 

revision, however, that his use of orchestra is most coordinated with the recitative. This 

was again used in close coordination with rather than long-term interpretation of the text, 

using timbre and musical texture to underscore the most important lines.76  

Unlike the 1737 version, the music focused more on the representation of 

situational detail. Nevertheless, Rameau’s emphasis on the music being as important as 

text remained. Several new recitatives were added, all of them accompanied by the 

orchestra. Rameau places these accompanied recitatives at key plot points where timbre 

and instrumental quality rather than long-range harmonic structures provide the musical 

interest (a case in point being Act 1, scene 2, which introduces Phébé).77 

By writing Castor et Pollux, a tragédie lyrique, Rameau participated in a dramatic 

tradition coming out of seventeenth-century spoken tragedy. Previous composers, 

particularly Lully, had conveyed the dramatic content through text embellished and aided 
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mimetically by music. In coordination with eighteenth century aesthetic discussion 

focusing on music’s affective power, Rameau shifted a greater emphasis to the music by 

attempting to harmonically guide deeper emotional movement of the scene, rather than 

emphasizing the individual words and phrases. He focused on the inter-workings of text 

with music, not intending to raise music above the drama it was supporting, but in doing 

so, he granted music the ability to stand on its own.78 

As seen in the previous chapter, in Rameau’s early career this focus allowed him 

to bring about reform and renew a lagging genre. By the 1750s, however, his goals had 

changed. His theoretical writings had increased the breadth of his harmonic claims, 

eclectically collecting evidence and applications that “proved” the natural structure of 

music around the corps sonore. Quite to the contrary, his music was less radical in its 

application of his theoretical principles. Rameau was established as a composer and his 

goals were no longer to reform theoretically or prove himself as a composer in Lully’s 

tradition, but rather to compose works that could compete popularly with opera buffa. 
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Chapter 3: Absolutism and the Querelle des Bouffons 

 

Meaning and emotion in music was a central preoccupation spurring the 

theoretical developments discussed in the previous two chapters. While composers 

debated how best to communicate through their music—and whether music should 

communicate at all or merely entertain—extra-musical ideas such as “national” identity, 

political alignment, and the task of upholding morals found a place within the works and 

their discussions. Particularly during a period of scholarly engagement such as the 

Enlightenment, opera served as a platform through which larger ideas could be expressed. 

The musical, tragic, theoretical, and aesthetic issues addressed in the previous two 

chapters were deeply connected to this expression through the musical vocabulary that 

had developed. As Enlightenment thinkers examined the religious and political structure 

of France, opera was one more domain in which their ideas could apply, and to this end 

tragédie lyrique served as a symbol for absolutist authority. Absolutism was present in 

the tragedies through their steadfast praise of the king and through institutionalized 

origins and support. Particularly during the querelle des bouffons, which was addressed in 

Chapter 1, a correlation between bouffonists and anti-establishment philosophes suggests 

that some of the motivation of the philosophes was not so much against the music of the 

opera as against the system it represented. They supported Italian comedy, which was 

part of a broader, lower culture. This control of taste presented a shift of audience similar 

to the shift of education to include a wider base inclusive beyond the aristocracy.1 This 

audience control could significantly affect the content of operas with their presence. 

Early in the century, Rameau had reformed tragédie lyrique, acting not against the 
                                                
1 Margaret C. Jacob, The Enlightenment: A Brief History with Documents (Boston and New York: 
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established French music but to maintain it. By the 1750s, however, his music was 

representative of a complex, national genre of French opera. The 1754 revision of Castor 

et Pollux particularly reinforced tragédie lyrique against the critique of bouffonist 

writings, representing the strength of French opera in the face of musical and social 

critique.  

 

Opera as an absolutist symbol 

The genre of tragédie lyrique gained value as much from symbolic importance as 

from aesthetic popularity. This can be seen in the way Rameau and others of the early 

eighteenth century focused their efforts on reform rather than abandoning the genre when 

it faced declining popularity.2 It was a French cultural icon with nationalistic 

implications, holding a patriotic position and, by extension, a strong connection to the 

French monarchy. 

The structure under which these operas were written was itself politically driven. 

Louis XIV established the Académie Royale de Musique as part of a system of academies 

in the arts and sciences meant to place them more effectively under his control. He took 

personal interest in opera and intervened through confirmation of personnel and music-

making decisions, such as picking libretti and operating rehearsals. Until late in the 

eighteenth century, all administrative decisions needed to be approved by the 

bureaucratic structure stemming from Versailles.3 Physically as well, royal presence 

would have been felt everywhere in the mid-century opera house. Around forty soldiers 

                                                
2 Charles William Dill, “The Reception of Rameau’s ‘Castor et Pollux’ in 1737 and 1754” (PhD diss., 
Princeton University, 1989), 76–7. 
3 James H. Johnson, Listening in Paris: A Cultural History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1995), 10–11. 
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armed with muskets patrolled the floors, and in the frequently rowdy setting, they were 

meant to maintain “the order due a Royal House.”4 In this atmosphere, dissent and open 

protest of disliked genres and content was expressed particularly in the parterre, the 

section of the audience for the less-elite Parisians. Attempts to control this disruption can 

be seen during the querelle when those on both sides of the debate—such as d’Alembert 

and Diderot and others—after being too rowdy in protest or support, were forced to sit on 

a raised bench by the police where their actions could be observed.5 

The fact that Académie was royally financed was one of the main reasons that 

tragédie lyrique was still a viable genre despite its production costs. The Académie’s 

productions were intended to make profit, as exemplified by the many reforms to this end 

in the early eighteenth century, such as the royal legislation of 1714. This same 

legislation, however, also ensured that the less profitable, tragic genre would continue to 

be performed, acknowledging its status as being more respectable artistically.6 Royal 

interference came in other forms, notably the slowly extending list of free admissions.7 

While Louis XIV had insisted that few if any grants of this sort were give, by the 1750s 

over two hundred administrators, actors, philosophes, and officers could attend the opera 

free of charge by royal grant, which biased the audience towards the governmental 

structures in which they participated.8  

  Just as the state maintained the opera, the opera maintained the state. In part 

because of the need for content and administrative approval that was so strong during the 

                                                
4 Almanach des spectacles (Paris: Chez Duchesne, 1759), 19. Translated in James H. Johnson, Listening in 
Paris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 9. 
5 Johnson, Listening in Paris, 18. 
6 Dill, “The Reception of ‘Castor et Pollux,’” 10. 
7 Johnson, Listening in Paris, 19. 
8 Ibid. 
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foundations of the genre at the time of Louis XIV, structural elements of tragédie lyrique 

were intended to praise and glorify the king. This is evident in the seventeenth and early-

eighteenth century prologues, which were intended to contextualize the opera within 

contemporary events that most glorified royal accomplishment.9 The original prologue of 

the 1737 production of Rameau’s Castor et Pollux offers a very good example of this. It 

was a standard analogy of current events, praising Louis XV’s actions in the War of 

Polish Succession (1733–8). Using the characters of Venus and Mars coming to a 

romantic reconciliation, Rameau praised the resolution that had recently been reached 

through the end of the war. The act glorifies more than the resolution itself, but also 

directly Louis XV’s person as king and his actions to bring about peace. As discussed in 

Chapter 1, this was a part of the opera that particularly emphasized French elements, built 

from spectacle and dances, most specifically the ballet de cour, which was the style that 

the king himself danced.10 The elements that were linked with distinctly French tradition 

were also those elements that were most praising of the absolutist bureaucracy.  

Beyond the origins that would imply an authoritative motivation, operatic content 

and philosophy lend it to propagandistically support royal authority. The classical origins 

of opera were closely associated with Roman philosophical and political roots: opera, 

particularly the French variety, was born out of an autocratic and aristocratic system, 

supported largely through patronage.11 The mythological content blended with 

philosophical underpinnings to imply Roman origins; the essential moral dilemmas of 

                                                
9 Graham Sadler, “Tragédie en musique,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, ed. Stanley Sadie (New 
York: Grove’s Dictionaries of Music, 1992), 4:782–4. 
10 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
2:91–2. 
11 Robert C. Ketterer, “Why Early Opera is Roman and Not Greek,” Cambridge Opera Journal 15 (2003): 
1. 
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“instinct and duty, emotion and reason, love and honor” so popular in baroque operas 

were rooted in Neostoicism.12 The Roman stoic struggle of duty and desire made its way 

through operatic history, and remained present in tragic works until late in the eighteenth 

century. Even as late 1791, Mozart’s La Clemenza di Tito finds resolution in “Senecan 

lessons about effective and responsible governance, and the Stoic tug and pull of honor, 

loyalty, duty, personal affection, tyranny and clemency.”13  

Roman imagery and classical association were common devices used in Old 

Regime France to justify power and wealth. The seventeenth century called on antiquity 

this way, such as in validation of the king’s power through classical precedent and the 

succession of empires in Discours sur l’histoire universelle, Jacques Bossuet’s address to 

Louis XIV.14 This sort of justification was then deeply tied to the academies in the 

quarrel of the ancients and the moderns, querelle des Anciens et des Modernes, in which 

antiquity and contemporary times were compared in such a way that even while claiming 

modern French power to exceed classical times—the perspective of the Moderns—

authority continued to be defined in classical language and association.15 

Through classical and royal association, tragédie lyrique was well established to 

reinforce absolutist principles. This was only reinforced musically after the eighteenth 

century aesthetic developments of affective music. In the context of music’s power to 

create sympathetic emotions and identification, opera offered a unique platform for 

                                                
12 Ketterer, Early Opera, 7–8.  
13 Ibid., 9–11. 
14 Sara Chapman, “Bossuet, Jacques-Bénigne (1627–1704),” in Europe, 1450 to 1789: Encyclopedia of the 
Early Modern World, ed. Jonathan Dewald (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 2004), 1:287–289. 
15 Joseph M. Levine, “Ancients and Moderns,” in Europe, 1450 to 1789: Encyclopedia of the Early Modern 
World, ed. Jonathan Dewald (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 2004), 1:61–63. 



 56 

imparting moral standards and retaining social systems.16 Highly political in origin, 

support, and content, opera was a cultural symbol around which intellectuals could debate 

the social and governmental order. Couched in musical terms, writings on opera extended 

existing arguments of the philosophes. 

 

Bouffonists and Rameau 

Though the exact intent of the writers is an extremely controversial issue, many 

scholars view the querelle des bouffons as having more political and social motivation 

than merely belief in aesthetic superiority. Beyond for all intents and purposes supporting 

Italian music as being inherently better music, Rousseau and the other bouffonists appear 

to have had anti-establishment critique in mind in their arguments against French 

tragédie lyrique. The historiography on this subject is greatly confused by the biases of 

twentieth-century scholarship on the French Revolution. In his outline of varying views 

on the bouffonists, Charles Paul divides the opposing views into those who believe that 

the bouffonists—those who were non-French, such as Rousseau, in particular—intended 

the destruction of French music and the government it represented and those who believe 

that the bouffonists merely commented on contemporary preference, observers but not 

actors in political discussion.17 While neither of these starkly divided opinions is likely to 

be completely correct, the vast scholarship on the matter invites a deeper look. The 

political climate in the 1750s was one of critique against royal authority, and it is likely 

that Rousseau and his contemporaries intended to contribute to that conversation. 

                                                
16 Downing A. Thomas, Aesthetics of Opera in the Ancien Régime, 1647–1785 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 180. 
17 Charles B. Paul, “Music and Ideology: Rameau, Rousseau and 1789,” Journal of the History of Ideas 32 
(1971), 395–410. 
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Whether they acted as a “conspiracy” sparking the next generation’s Revolution is less 

convincing, though their attacks contributed to the continued—but already long since 

begun—deterioration of French operatic hold and a general weakening of the moral and 

social structures it supported. 

In the mid-eighteenth century, France experienced a political disturbance along 

with much of Europe in the form of the imperialist War of Austrian Succession (1740–8). 

Louis XV achieved mixed success in the war, with his armies experiencing drastically 

reversing victories and defeats, and was viewed critically in terms of his competence and 

his court and mistress. By the 1750s, Paris had become a center of Enlightenment thought 

with an emphasis on the need for reform.18 Perceptions of the monarchy but also of Paris 

itself shifted in this time. At the beginning of the century, descriptions of Paris remained 

very positive, promising a sophisticated, cultured “famous city” to tourists and 

provincials. By the 1750s, however, negative discussion entered this picture, and the city 

adopted a comparison to Babylon.19 Daily interference and perceptions of despotism were 

increasing as the analytical efforts of the Enlightenment scholars impacted belief of how 

the government should be run. The increasing systemization to perfect the various 

bureaucratic organizations was undertaken both by those organizations and in discussion 

by the philosophes, and the imposition of the values of the educated on all classes came 

under critique.20 

Though censorship was not at its former height, critique and discussion of reform 

were not encouraged by the authoritative bureaucracy. The techniques used for discussion 

                                                
18 Jacob, The Enlightenment, 50. 
19 David Garrioch, The Making of Revolutionary Paris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 
209. 
20 Ibid., 226–31. 
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of reform were later named “Aesopian language.” These disguised their topic in some 

way, distancing the social commentary by creating fictional foreigners to critique French 

society or by praising outside utopias. More direct works were published anonymously or 

under a false or historical name.21 This kind of displacement of discussion is 

demonstrated again in the querelle, when focus is put on musical technique rather than 

social structures. 

The querelle focused ostensibly on two factions, one supporting tragédie lyrique 

and the other supporting Italian opera buffa—hence bouffonists—a group that 

corresponded consistently to known anti-establishment philosophes.22 The sheer hostility 

of the response from proponents of French music also suggests greater consequences than 

purely musical. As one of the clear leaders of the bouffonists, Rousseau attacked the 

fundamental idea of French music, not merely expressing the superiority of Italian style 

but claiming that French music did not effectively express sentiments in any way and 

clouded melody so far in complication that “the French nation has no music and can 

never have any.”23 The response was an attack not only on the bouffonists’ motivations—

claiming that they were attempting to subvert France’s political, religious, and cultural 

institutions—but also ad hominem against Rousseau, delineating his inferiority as a 

composer relative to Rameau.24 Protesting that true patriots could never make claims 

against such an honored tradition, the pro-French faction painted Rousseau as a madman 

                                                
21 Peter Gay, “The Enlightenment in the History of Political Theory,” Political Science Quarterly 69 
(1954): 384. 
22 Paul, Music and Ideology, 396. 
23 Ibid., 396–7. 
24 Ibid., 397–8. 
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out to destroy the French art, naming the cause as a “sick brain, unequivocal heart, and a 

dangerous and false mind.”25  

The bouffonists’ choice to support comic Italian opera was significant both for 

Italian opera’s long-standing use against French opera and also for several content 

reasons. Italian opera had, in the eighteenth century, eliminated deities from most 

storylines. With the skepticism of religion that was commonly associated with a 

weakening in royal authority—through the weakening of their divine right—cynicism in 

regard to operatic miracles was common. Opera buffa in this way would contrast with 

French opera, where the words and aid of the divine and, through it, the meddling of 

royal interference were still present in the conception great drama.26 

The choice to support a comedic genre not only exhibits genuine consistency with 

contemporary taste but also benefits from the advantages of comedy as social 

commentary. As discussed in Chapter 2, taste (le goût) determined the extent to which 

theories of aesthetics and intellectual trends could be employed in operatic works. In the 

eighteenth century particularly, the focus of creative work was turning from tragedy to 

more comedic sources. Even tragedies very much in the vein of French tradition, such as 

the opera seria libretti by Metastasio, were made more appealing to audiences through a 

comic core.27 The benefit of taste, which dictated the financial success of an opera, 

combined in comedic opera with the advantage of humor to enable social commentary. 

Humor has many uses to the human mind. It enables education and engaged thought by 

                                                
25 Jacques Cazotte, Observations sur la lettre de J.-J. Rousseau au sujet de la musique francaise (1753), 
quoted in Charles B. Paul, “Music and Ideology: Rameau, Rousseau and 1789,” Journal of the History of 
Ideas 32 (1971): 398. 
26 Geoffrey Burgess, “Enlightening Harmonies: Rameau’s corps sonore and the Representation of the 
Divine in the tragédie en musique,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 65 (2012): 391. 
27 Ketterer, Early Opera, 5. 
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making people take the extra few steps to “get” the joke. It can also provide a useful way 

to address topics that are uncomfortable or discouraged.28 Pergolesi’s La Serva Padrona, 

for example, exhibits the common use in the eighteenth century of servants mocking their 

masters for social commentary.29  

 

Castor et Pollux 

The 1754 revision of Castor et Pollux is an effective source for examining the 

effects of the querelle for a variety of reasons. As discussed in Chapter 1, despite protests 

to the contrary by several bouffonists, it represented an end to the querelle and a victory 

for tragédie lyrique. As a revision, it also provides an opportunity to examine the changes 

Rameau made, though these may or may not be directly caused by the querelle. Finally, 

in some ways, Rameau’s goals as a composer in this revisionary period of his career in 

coordination with his theoretical claims would require his music to contain very different 

features than those of a purely absolutist symbol. For all that the work was likely 

intended as a demonstration of victory over the bouffonists, its popularity in the socially 

critical mid-century atmosphere indicates a balance between acquiescence to audience 

pressures and reinforcement of Rameau’s own ends. 

As established at the beginning of this chapter, the genre itself was steeped in 

absolutism. Rameau, in his choice to write tragédies lyriques despite success in light 

genres, aligned himself with the ideals of tragic opera. In fact, had he written instead in 

the light genres, his theoretical work and adjusting of the relationship between text and 

                                                
28 James L. Teslow, “Humor Me: A Call for Research,” Educational Technology Research and 
Development 43 (1995):  6–7. 
29 Garrioch, The Making of Revolutionary Paris, 36. 
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music might have been better accepted.30 Tragédie lyrique was more admired as a genre, 

however, and symbolized something uniquely French. Audiences recognized the operatic 

genre as being representative of French culture.31 It was the fact that Castor was a 

tragédie lyrique in 1754 that defined its status against the bouffonists. It was extremely 

successful, remaining in production for many more runs than the original and receiving 

elaborate praise from the Mercure, which had been long absent in regards to Rameau’s 

work in the late 1730s and 40s.32 His intent in remaining in this genre is thus likely 

patriotic but was perhaps focused more on recognition than on being completely oriented 

around the monarchy or even national pride. In general, Rameau placed the most 

emphasis on his ideas and his music. Rameau’s style was more self-aggrandizing than a 

composer focused entirely on praising his sovereign would be.33 

Despite the inherent political reference within the genre, the structure of the 

tragédie lyrique was altered from how it had initially held the greatest political reference. 

Johnson lists the lack of a prologue in Castor’s 1754 version as a demonstration of 

decreased political reference, part of a broader trend of removal. This illustrates a change 

in taste, shifting the focus of taste from Versailles to Paris.34 It is important to make the 

distinction, however, that the removal of the prologue indicates Rameau’s awareness of 

the preference of his audience not a choice to decrease absolutist presence in his opera. 

One device in particular, however, was indicative of Rameau’s political, 

theoretical, and musical goals, and it is present in Castor et Pollux as with his other 

tragédie lyriques. Rameau’s theoretical work is represented in this opera in a way that 
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31 Ibid., 296. 
32 Ibid., 110. 
33 Taruskin, The Oxford History, 110. 
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exemplifies the underlying political representation in the music and Rameau’s own 

adaptation of it to work with contemporary preference. The corps sonore was his 

theoretical explanation of the harmonic series, the chords it generated, and the way those 

tones acted on resonating bodies. It was this system of harmony that he claimed was the 

underlying structure for many arts and sciences. The usage of this harmony, though not 

with Rameau’s name for it, was established in French canon, frequently used to signify 

oracles and divine words. By the late-seventeenth century, around 1680, it was common 

to use sonorous harmony simply resonating to accompany an oracle and give the words 

an ethereal quality.35 The harmonic halo used to represent divine words of oracles was 

consistent with Charles Batteaux’s guidelines for signifying the heroic or divine through 

extraordinary inflection. 36 That it was established in the French tradition to do so through 

harmonic rather than melodic means makes it a perfect device for Rameau to employ and 

draw on during his contest with Rousseau, eliciting an emotional response not through a 

linguistic representational status but rather through manipulation of harmonic materials.37  

This device can be seen in both the 1737 and 1754 versions of Castor et Pollux. 

Act V, Scene 4 (Scene 3 of the 1754 revision) serves as a consistent example between the 

two. In this scene, Jupiter enters to resolve the opera, offering a deus ex machina solution 

to the essential dilemma. Rather than either brother having to give his life for the other, 

Jupiter declares them both immortal. The god’s interruption is accompanied musically by 

the typical emphasis of ethereal harmony. The singer is accompanied by a single line 

marked doux (smooth). This usage is particularly interesting for its retention in the 

revised version, during a time when dues ex machina had waned in popularity. 

                                                
35 Burgess, Enlightenment Harmonies, 383. 
36 Ibid., 390. 
37 Ibid., 421. 
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His use of this divine harmony did not represent a purely musical or theoretical 

practice. Since the authority of the monarchy was strongly connected to their divine right 

to rule, the oracles and miracles that appeared on stage evoked thoughts of the absolutist 

system. Oracles represented a power beyond themselves, most obviously the power that 

allowed them the stage, which was the royal patron.38 Religious skepticism combined 

with mid-century grievances against the monarchy spurred the philosophes to question 

the legitimacy of divine right. As the gap between the divine and monarchic authority 

widened, these oracles moved offstage, out of the human experience, but their presence 

still indicated some kind of rule or truth from a larger source.39 The oracle still 

maintained its own authority, if not the king’s. The 1754 treatise La danse ancienne ou 

moderne, ou Traité historique de la danse by Rameau’s closely associated librettist 

Calhusac expressed the strong belief that art triumphed by way of the oracular word over 

“any modern reasoning, discussion, experience, or the best treatises.”40  

Despite Rameau’s incorporation of the corps sonore as reminiscent of the 

tradition, his writing showed a development of the idea to fit with what was expected 

from contemporary audiences. More than his increasing of its complexity through greater 

density of the orchestral accompaniment—essential to his issues of text-music 

relationships because of the ease with which the harmony overtook the words41— he 

applied it to choruses that were more referential to large groups of people. This can be 

seen earliest in Hippolyte et Aricie, where the corps sonore was employed to this affect in 

the Theban chorus to Hades and then continued in works such a Platée outside of the 
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 64 

genre of tragédie lyrique. In these instances, it is used not as divine inspiration but as the 

reasoned enlightenment of the people, drawn from nature rather than a divine source.42  

Rameau’s use of the corps sonore in this way adapted it to a broader social group 

but still reinforced its political reference. The adaptation demonstrated awareness of 

social reform of the Enlightenment but the harmony retained the theoretical ideas of 

Rameau. Rameau shifted divine revelation to the closely associated natural one. By 

imbuing, theoretically, the harmony of the corps sonore with a higher status inherent to 

all arts and sciences, it took on a creationist, divine source as the universe’s building 

block, similar to the concept of musica mundana.  Authority was deferred from the 

religious authority skeptically questioned in its imbuing royal power, but retained its 

divine source, harmonic and affective power, and referential quality.43 This fits with the 

idea that he was enforcing the established system, but was doing so to aid a much 

broader, French culture.  

Over the course of the eighteenth century, the visibility and employment of 

absolutism changed, both in opera and in society in general. Oracles became less 

common and moved off-stage as the link between the divine and authority on stage 

deteriorated. While oracles were not necessarily easy to remove from older works, the 

inclusion of them took on a decidedly reactionary tone. Rameau included them in all of 

his tragédies lyriques including his last in the late-1760s.44 With the drastic revision of 

Castor for its 1754 production and with the significant place it held in opposition to the 

querelle, the choice not to avoid oracles can be assumed to be an active decision. Despite 

their connotations, however, they provided Rameau with the opportunity to showcase 

                                                
42 Burgess, Enlightening Harmonies, 426 
43 Ibid., 439.  
44 Ibid., 416. 



 65 

traditional French uses of harmony in a way that also reinforced the political origins of 

tragédie lyrique. Through the use of choruses and his own metaphysical ties between the 

corps sonore and the universe, he made the authority of the oracles more natural and 

therefore more socially acceptable. 
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Conclusion 

 

The two facets of Rameau’s career, music and theory, followed opposite 

trajectories: his theories became more radical while his music became more accessible. 

This trajectory was in fact determined by the events of Rameau’s lifetime. His music at 

first seemed radical because of the need to reform tragédie lyrique, but became less so 

when the genre needed instead to be made accessible and win audiences. By that point, 

Rameau had already become well established. He frequently engaged in theoretical 

discussion about opera and was involved in an increasingly heated conflict with 

Rousseau. His arguments, with their eclectic methods and his own inflammatory 

personality, encountered opposition from even those philosophes who had long been his 

allies. Despite this, he was able to produce operas to great success, defeating the 

bouffonists through his work in the traditional French genre of tragédie lyrique. As with 

the representation of the divine through the corps sonore, he employed and developed 

harmonic devices to support and deepen the meaning of the scene, significantly in the 

latter case the absolutist implications that the bouffonists opposed.  

At the time of Castor et Pollux’s original production, the problems facing 

tragédie lyrique were centered on its stagnation since Lully. In the 1730s, Rameau 

revitalized tragédie lyrique by challenging the established relationship between music 

and text, and addressing music’s affective place in drama. Through his recitative scenes 

and use of accompaniment informed by his theoretical work on the fundamental bass, he 

renewed interest in the genre, if only through the controversy stirred up between the 
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Lullistes and the Ramistes. He addressed the definition of French opera, particularly as it 

related to Italian music, and helped to maintain tragédie lyrique as a French cultural icon. 

In 1754 when Rameau revised Castor et Pollux, his theoretical work had 

continued to develop, but the challenge to tragédie lyrique had shifted. The 1754 revision 

contended with the popularity of light genres, particularly Italian opera buffa, and the 

direct challenge offered by Rousseau and the bouffonists both to tragédie lyrique as a 

genre and to the absolutist regime it stood for. Rameau’s practical use of theory shifted 

away from the more challenging representations of the 1737 production, focusing instead 

on the sections of divertissement. However, the essence of his harmony is still visible, 

particularly through the divine harmony of oracles. The popularity of the 1754 production 

demonstrated Rameau’s success in maintaining interest in tragédie lyrique. 

As one of the main participants in the eighteenth-century discussion of aesthetics, 

Rameau engaged with mathematical, imitative, and natural theories both in his music and 

theory. He addressed the relationship between text and music, applying contemporary 

theory on affect to give music a more central role in conveying the drama of tragédie 

lyrique. In theory, Rameau developed music from a mimetic representation of words and 

phrases to more holistic musical textures. He used linguistic and mathematical musical 

elements synergistically for deeper textual interpretation, and to this end, he found the 

key to guiding his audience’s emotions in harmony, through modulation and consonance 

and dissonance guided by the corps sonore. In both 1737 and 1754 productions of Castor 

et Pollux, Rameau’s work enabled tragédie lyrique to remain, at least for a short while 

longer, a successful and profitable genre.  
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