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Table 1.1 Four versions of Les Peélerins de la Mecque

Year and place Librettist/adapter First published librerto associated
of premiere Composer with that performance
performance
1726, Paris Alain-René Lesage and Les Pélerins de la Mecque, in Le
D’Omeval Thédtre de la foire, ou L. ‘opéra
comique, vol. 7 (Amsterdam and
Paris, 1731)
1764, Vienna Louis Hurtaut Dancourt La Rencontre imprévue (Vienna:
Christoph Willibald Gluck Ghelen, 1763)
1771, Frankfurt Johann Heinrich Faber Die unvermuthete Zusammenikunfi,
Gluck oder Dic Pilgrime von Mecca
(Frankfurt: Andreiiische
. Schriften, 1772)
1780, Vienna Based on Faber Die unvermthete Zusammenkunft,

Gluck oder Die Pilgrime von Mecca
(Vienna: Logenmeister, 1780)

likely that the 1780 Viennese editors wanted to avoid the carlier translation’s hint
that Rezia was sexually attacked on the pirate ship.

Similar to the 1780 version of Gluck’s work, most operas presented at the
National Singspiel in the late 1770s and early 1780s could be performed only after
a strict scrutiny for potential breaches of decorum that often resulted in revisions
of even slightly suggestive remarks. This chapter traces the roots of this preoccu-
pation with good morals at the National Singspiel. An examination of the 1764
version of Gluck’s exotic opera shows that the concern with the suppression of
morally suspect content and the strengthening of educational elements was an
important aspect of Viennese court theater from at least the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury onward. At the same time, the interest of Viennese authors and state officials
in didactic opera grew particularly strong during the National Theater era and
reflected aesthetic and political debates about the function of German musical
theater as a means of courtly and national representation.

Introducing Viennese morals into Les Pélerins de la Mecque

The 1780 moralistic revision of the text for Gluck’s opera was in fact not as exten-
sive as the revision involved in preparing the libretto for the 1764 production.
The 1764 opera was based on an earlier work by Alain-René Lesage and Jacques-
Philippe D’Orneval first performed in 1726 at the Parisian fair of St. Laurent under
the title Les Pélerins de la Mecque (“The Pilgrims to Mecca”) and published in
1731 in volume 6 of the collection Thédtre de la foire. Tn 1763, Count Giacomo
Durazzo, the director of the Vienna court theater between 1754 and 1764, com-
missioned the actor Louis Hurtaut Dancourt to adapt the 1726 text for Gluck. The
1726 work therefore originated in the traditions of Parisian fairground popular
culture, but in 1763 Dancourt needed to make it presentable at a prestigious court
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institution frequented and supported by the royal family. As part of his revision,
Dancourt both intensified the didactic message of the opera and greatly reduced
suggestive elements of the original libretto.’

The sharpened didacticism becomes especially apparent at the end of the 1764
opera, where the Sultan grants mercy to the lovers and the treacherous dervish.
The 1726 Paris Sultan says that it was Rezia and Ali’s Jove for one another and
their noble birth that calmed his anger (“Votre amour et votre naissance, / viennent
de calmer mon courroux).® The 1764 Vienna Sultan claims, by contrast, that he
was swayed towards mercy not by the tender feelings of Rezia and Ali but by their
readiness to remain faithful even when faced with torture and separation: “Love
can have no influence over my heart at the expense of justice. Your constancy and
the heroism of your feelings have disarmed my anger.”® Whereas the Paris Sultan
responds to the lovers’ sentiments and their social status, the Viennese adaptation
presents him as more concerned with good behavior and high moral values, espe-
cially constancy. The 1764 work also subdues elements of political satire in the
Parisian opera’s conclusion. In 1726, the Sultan reflects on his merciful decision
in & maxim drawn from the tragedy Pyrrhus by Prosper Jolyot Crébillon (pre-
miered in the same year as Les Pélerins) and adapted for the circumstances of the
opera’s plot:1?

Puisqu’un remords suffit pour appaisser ~ Since remorse is sufficient to appease

les Dieux, the gods,
Un Sultan auroit tort d’en exiger plus A sultan would be wrong to require
qu’eux. more than them.

This potentially didactic moment is subverted when Ali’s servant Arlequin “looks
at the Sultan with insolence and puts his hand on the Sultan’s forehead” (“Arle-
quin ... s’approche du Sultan, le regarde sous le nez, et lui met la main sur le
front”) — Arlequin is checking whether the Sultan is delirious. Although he is
dragged away by the guards, Arlequin here clearly ridicules the Sultan’s maxim,
and perhaps also the whole gente of serious tragedy from which the maxim is
drawn. The Viennese adaptation replaces Arlequin’s irreverent lazzo with a mor-
alistic observation by Ali: “Wherever a just and generous sovereign reigns, there,
too, happiness can be found” (“Partout oti régne un souverain généreux ef équita-
ble, on trouve la félicité”).!! Also reduced in the 1764 opera were Arlequin’s and
Amine’s protests against the pardoning of the Calender.'2 The Viennese version
imbues the moment of clemency with seriousness and tmiversality, strengthens
the prominence and validity of the Sultan’s decisions, and thus transforms a satir-
ical plot of fairground entertainment into a celebration of absolutism and morality
typical for courtly spectacles of ancien régime, such as Metastasian opera seria."?

Throughout his revision, Dancourt also diluted sexually suggestive content
and strengthened the theme of Ali’s faithfulness to Rezia, Most prominently, the
libretto published for the 1764 production suppressed several scenes in the third
act (scenes 2, 3, and 7) where Arlequin dresses as a female pilgrim and flirts both
with Amine and the Calender. Also cut was a scene in which the Calender flirts
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