


Research Report 

La Musique du Diable (1711) 
An obscure specimen of fantastic literature throws light on the 

elusive opera diva Marie-Louise Desmatins (A. 1682-1708) 

Music's inroads into Hell go back as far as Orpheus. His pierc- 
ing of the veil that keeps our world apart from its unknown other 
has earned him popularity throughout the ages. So it is that the 
resurrection of ancient drama ca. 1600 was placed in his magical 
hands. In opera after 1700, however, practitioners of Orphean dra- 
ma were often regarded as agents of the underworld: their descents 
into Hades appeared more like repatriation than reenactments of 
Orpheus' Mission Impossible. Thus can we account for the follow- 
ing statement: 

De mettre une fameuse Actrice de fopera de Paris, [...l Lib- 
ertine connue, dans les Enfers; quel tort lui peut-on faire! 
[what harm can be done by placing a famous actress of the 
Parisian opera [...l known debauchee, in hell!] 

The passage concerns Marie-Louise Desmatins, an historically 
elusive star of the Acadtfmie Royale de Musique, and appears in the 
obscure novel La Musique du DkbZe from 1711. Very little is known 
about Desmatins, apart from the basic documentation of her ca- 
reer (1682-1708; her short entry in Be New Grove Dictionary of 
Opera lacks a bibliography). ?he novel itself (LA I MUSIQUE I 
DU 1 DIABLE I OU I Le Mercure Galant devaist. I [the m- 
diacl ( A PARIS, I Chez Robert le Turc, rue d'Enfer. I M. DCC. 
XI.) survives in only a few copies and is practically unknown in 
the musicological literature (although it is available as part of the 
microform series Eighteenth Century French Firtion). It  merits at- 
tention not only for its references to Desmatins and Jean-Baptiste 
Lully, but also for the unusual light that it casts on French operatic 
culture at the dawn of Ze si2cZe des Lumi2res. 

La Musique du Diable is a narrative of episodic structure, fea- 
turing sundry historical figures and their interactions with the 
underworld. Desmatins is the first such character, which suggests 
proximity between her death and the novel's writing, or at least the 
strong impact of her loss on Parisian society: 

La mort de la belle Desmatins [...] chagrina entierement 
toute cette cdbre  Academie de Musique, Francine [its di- 
rector] en pensa mourir de douleur, [Jean] D'un, [Gabriel 
Vincent] Bevenart, & * * * * * s'en arracherent quelques 
cheveux, de desespoir; Grouin Garde du Tresor Roial, qui 
l'avoit si tendrement aimte durant plusieurs anntes, fut tou- 
cht si vivement de la perte de cette belle Me, qu'il protesta 
devant un assembltk nombreuse, qu'il eut sacrifit tout son 
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14-15) [here is [...l Lulli sings [...l is he here? [...l is it possible 
that I find here my dear Lulli, ah! how happy I am]. In a subse- 
quent episode, Pluto describes how Lully, himself waiting at the 
same place as Desmatins, taught Cerberus to sing in three parts 
(295-305). The most memorable scene, however, puts Lully at the 
center of a sadistic concert (curiously anticipating Monty Python's 
'Musical Mice'). Pluto commands Lully to entertain his company, 
Desmatins included, with 'un petit air diabolique' performed by 
'tous des plus fameux Maitres 8 chanter de la Musique du Roy' [all 
the most famous singing masters of the King's Music] now trans- 
formed into sea lions. Lully asks for a quarter of an hour to adjust 
his music for the ensemble, but is embarrassed to find that they 
cannot sing. To solve the problem, Pluto orders him to tune their 
voices by pulling on strings attached to their ears by fishhooks 
(53-58). ?his episode alone seems to justifjr the novel's title and is 
depicted in the engraving opposite the title page. 

How seriously can we take La Musique du Diable? Rctional ac- 
counts, especially those dealing with the underworld, have lim- 
ited factual weight. However, given the paucity of documentary 
evidence on Desmatins, we should not be too hasty in dismiss- 
ing the novel. While no one expects her infernal adventures to 
be true, the details of her earthly life are sufficient to intrigue the 
historian. Actually, the author himself describes his method as 'les 
fixions md&s agrkablement avec le vrai-semblance' (Preface) [fic- 
tions pleasantly mixed with likelihood]. ?he claim that Desmatins 
was mistress of the Royal Treasurer Grouin ('vous faisoit douze 
rnille livres de Rente, sans parler des prksens perpetuels que vous 
receviez de sa part tous les jours, dont il vous accabloit,' 18 bou 
would make twelve thousand livres, without speaking of the con- 
tinuous presents you would receive from him any day you would 
meet him]) is too specific for the historian to ignore. Indeed, a 
contemporary satire recovered by La Gorce describes opera stars as 
prostitutes ('Desmatins [le fait] pour de l'argent',A3) [Desmatins 
[does it] for money]. 

Even if Desmatins' crimes are fictional or wildly exaggerated, 
there still remains a core fact, which the author acknowledges: 

tout ce qu'ils vont voir au sujet de cette fameuse Actrice si 
connue, n'est qu'une legon qu'on donne ceux, qui soit par 
leur temperament naturel, le penchant qu'ils ont pour les 
femrnes de Theatre, le peu de comparaison qu'ils font du vice 
avec la vertu, & les enchainemens malheureux dans lesquels 
le commerce avec ces sortes de crkatures les entrainent, les 
kscartent furieusement du chernin du Ciel. (Preface) 
[all that they are going to see about this so well-known, fa- 
mous actress is only a lesson we give to those who by their 
natural constitution, the inclination they have towards wom- 
en of the stage, the little comparison they make between vice 
and virtue & the unhappy chains that their conduct with 
this kind of creatures leads them, stray fi-uiously from the 
divine path.] 

'This, then, is a cautionary tale against the perils of attachment 
to theatre: Marie-Louise Desmatins, the recently deceased priest- 
ess of French opera, became an ideal target for moral and social 
criticism against the institution and its culture. In oblique yet dis- 
cernible ways, La Musique du Diable exposes the degeneration of 
the Orphean project that we call music drama, and aligns itself to 
contemporary criticism of opera in France and England (Boileau- 
Despreaux, Dennis, Steele, and Addison). 
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