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Chorus and Orchestra of The 
Royal Opera House 
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NOTES by STEVE SCHWARTZ
This opera premiered in Paris in 1881, by which 
time its composer, Jacques Offenbach, had been a 
leading figure on the French operatic scene for 
several decades.  His reputation had been built 
almost entirely on a host of lighter operettas such 
as “La Pericole”, “Orpheus in the Underworld”, “La 
Belle Helene” and ”Gaite Parisienne”.  Indeed, the 
last named work, with its chorus of can-can dancing 
girls came to be regarded as the most memorable 
work of his considerable output.
Tales was Offenbach’s last opera, composed over 
several years, late in his career.  It had been his 
fondest hope to create a masterpiece of a full-blown 
opera, and thereby become known for his 
contribution to that more elevated genre of the 
musical stage.  But he waited too long and died in 
1880 before he completed it.  This version was 
completed by others after he died and was 
premiered posthumously.  So Offenbach never got 
to see his fondest hope fulfilled.
The name in the opera’s title is that of a 19th century 
German writer, E.T.A. Hoffmann, famed for writing 
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fantastic tales, some involving lost loves 
thwarted by an evil genius. The plot is a 
pastiche of stories pasted together in a 
creative and ingenious manner. 
The tales are told in a German beer hall by 
a confused poet who is always victimized 
by villains in his feckless search for his 
Muse.  It’s not hard to deduce that the fault 
is not that of any supposed villain, but in 
his own foolishness.  His tales are 
entertaining, since we know they’re from a  
poor schmo of a poet who has been a 
perpetual loser in life – at least, until he 
finds his Muse just before the final curtain.
The plot conflates realistic elements with 
the sublimely fantastic.  It comprises three 
different episodes tied into a more or less 
cohesive whole.  Each episode involves a 
different lady whom he had loved. For 
each, he describes the strange and 
unhappy circumstances of each romance, 
and how each was destroyed by a different 
villain.
This production was recorded by the Royal 
Opera live from the stage of Covent 
Garden, in 1981.  It stars the incomparable 
Placido Domingo, as our confused poet 
Hoffmann, with a fine supporting cast of 
three world-class sopranos as his three 
lady-loves and four bassos playing four 
villains who are versions of a single villain. 
A fourth soprano sings a trouser role and is 
in every act as Nicklaus, his sidekick, 
trying to protect our hero from himself, with 
scant success.      
The opera has three Acts, one for each 
lost love, and a Prologue and Epilogue 
tying them together. So, it is really five-act 
opera, and is often referred to as such.  
Each episode is set in a different city, 
presumably to emphasize the different 

natures of the three ladies.  
PROLOGUE

We start (and will end) in Nuremburg.  
We’re in a basement tavern filed with a 
bunch of drink-happy students.  In the 
background we hear sounds from the 
opera house next door where a 
performance of Mozart’s Don Giovanni is 
in progress. It stars Stella, Hoffman’s 
current love, whom he intends to 
accompany after the show ends.  Here we 
meet our first villain, Lindorf. 
Lindorf plans to get Hoffmann falling-down 
drunk and thereby keep Hoffman’s 
appointment with Stella after her 
performance  for himself.  
Hoffmann enters with Nicklausse, a 
faithful friend who is always at his side. 
Nicklausse tries unsuccessfully, to keep 
our hero from pursuing his path of folly 
and self-destruction. Lindorf induces 
Hoffmann to drink excessively, and he is 
soon totally drunk and bewailing his fate.  
The students encourage him to dispel his 
melancholia by singing them a song.  He 
responds with a long and meandering tale 
about a grotesque hunchbacked dwarf 
named Kleinzach.  But, he stops mid-way 
to digress into sad recollections of his 
unrequited loves.  
When the students tease him about his 
current relationship with Stella, Hoffmann 
offers to tell them details of three earlier 
love affairs.   He starts by naming the first 
of his three inamoratas: Olympia. At this 
point the curtain falls on the Prologue, and 
we  proceed to Act One.

ACT ONE
We are now in Paris.  The action opens in 
the home-laboratory of a renowned 
inventor and man of science named 
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Spalanzini, The room is filled with 
strange and fantastic devices he has 
created.  We learn that he is in financial 
difficulties due to the recent failure of his 
bank, but he hopes to get even by 
trading on the value of a wonderful 
mechanical doll he has constructed.  (Of 
course, that is Olympia.)  
Hoffmann comes for tutoring in science 
by Spalanzani (who claims that the doll 
is actually his daughter). Coppelius, the 
second of our villain, comes to demand 
payment from the inventor for his 
contribution to the mechanical doll, 
consisting of the magical eyes he had 
created for her. But, Spalanzani intends 
to cheat him of the payment he owes.  
Aware that Olympia will bring wealth to 
its owner, Coppelius seeks a way to get 
a share. The two make a deal: Coppelius 
agrees to sign away the debt he is owed 
in return for part ownership in the doll; 
Spalanzani gives him a bum check 
drawn on the bankrupt bank.  Each 
thinks he outsmarted the other.  
Coppelius suggests to Spalanzani that 
they leave Hoffmann alone with Olympia. 
‘Let this poor fool think he can marry 
her’, he says, implying that a pot-load of 
his money will then be theirs for the 
taking.  Our attention is diverted by a 
host of visitors who have come to see 
Spalanzani demonstrate his mechanical 
doll. (Their entrance is accompanied by 
the delightful march we heard in the 
prelude, and we’ll hear it as they exit.) 
Coppelius now reveals his crookedness 
to Hoffmann by displaying the wares he 
carries inside his overcoat and valise, 
including eyeglasses with magical 
characteristics. Hoffmann buys a pair 

that makes the wearer see everything as 
rosy, hence he sees the mechanical doll 
as being a real human being.  (We 
rather think that’s what this foolish man 
was hoping for when he began.)
Spalanzani shows Olympia off to the 
assemblage. Hoffmann, the eternal 
romantic dumbbell has already 
announced that he is in love with her. 
(As you will see, he always falls in love 
with an inappropriate heroine-de-jour 
and behaves like a total idiot, with a 
loser’s inability to differentiate between 
his fantasies and wishful thinking and 
what others on stage and we in the 
audience can recognize as being real.  
Of course, he repeatedly ignores 
Nicklausse’s sensible warnings, but that 
fatal character flaw is what makes the 
opera move forward.)
Olympia sings her marvelous tour de 
force aria (universally known as simply 
“The Doll’s Song”).  It is justly famous 
throughout the opera world, in which she 
hits some wonderful high notes, along 
with numerous roulades and cadenzas.  
When her pace slows and then stops 
dead in mid-cadenza (twice) everyone 
but Hoffmann knows she is a robot, 
whose spring has run down.
After her aria, everyone moves into the 
next room. Coppelius returns, furious at 
having discovered that Spalanzani gave 
him a worthless check.  Naturally, he 
vows revenge. Hoffmann returns, still 
wearing his rose-colored glasses, and is 
soon dancing a waltz with the doll.  With 
her spring fully wound, she causes 
Hoffmann to dance faster and faster until 
he finally collapses and Olympia retires 
to her seat under a canopy.  
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Suddenly pandemonium erupts; 
Coppelius has returned.  He literally tears 
the doll apart,  ending Hoffmann’s first 
romance and bringing the curtain down on 
Act One.

ACT TWO
We are in Venice. There is a sensuous 
ambience to the setting, with many 
couples in amorous embraces. Offenbach 
puts us into the mood at the outset with 
the most famous music in the opera: the 
Barcarolle.  Its sensuous swaying melody 
evokes a sense of floating on water, all of 
it is enhanced by Offenbach’s glorious 
harmonies in a duet between Nicklausse 
and Hoffmann’s love interest in this 
episode Giulietta, a courtesan.
 The villain in this episode is named 
Dapertutto.  The plot is more complex 
than the previous act and his villainy is 
even more insidious.    He is, in fact, a 
sorcerer with magical powers, and he is 
intent on stealing Hoffmann’s soul, using 
Giulietta as his lure.  
There is also a sub-plot involving 
Hoffmann’s rival for her affections. His 
name is Schlemil, who winds up being 
slain by Hoffmann in a mano-a-mano 
duel.  But the damage to Hoffmann’s 
psyche is inflicted by Dapertutto.  He 
bribes Giulietta with a huge diamond ring 
and demands in return that she trick 
Hoffmann into looking into a mirror he 
gives her which has the power to thereby 
steal Hoffmann’s soul. 
Meanwhile Hoffmann is so much under 
Giulietta’s spell that he comes to believe 
this high-priced hooker when she says 
she loves him and promises to be faithful. 
Again Nicklausse’s warnings are ignored.  
Hoffmann watches Giulietta depart with a 
sugar daddy. to end Act Two.

ACT THREE
This time we are in Munich in the home of 
our third heroine Antonia. Our villain this 
time is Dr. Miracle.  He is both a sorcerer, 
and a medical doctor who combines his 
professional training with his quite sadistic 
magical powers.  
Antonia is a talented singer who has been 
raised in a household where music is 
central to her heritage.  Her mother, who 
is dead, was a famous opera singer in her 
day, and her portrait hangs prominently in 
the room.  Antonia inherited her mother’s 
talent and at one time planned to follow in 
her footsteps.  However, she had also 
inherited her mother’s disease and was 
forbidden to ever again engage in serious 
singing; to do so would result in her death.    
When Hoffmann meets her, she is alone 
and softly singing to herself at a 
permissible level.  Her father, Crespel,  
returns and reminds her that she must 
refrain from singing – period!  He instructs 
his hard-of-hearing servant Franz (a 
character Offenbach used for comic relief 
in an otherwise heavy and emotional 
scenario) not to allow anyone into the 
house while he is away.  
Of course, Franz gets it wrong.  He also 
takes advantage of his master’s absence 
to indulge his own love of music, and he 
sings and dances – all of it poorly – until 
worn out from his exertions.  
Hoffmann arrives while Crespel is out.  
He’d been searching for Antonia for a 
year, ever since her father spirited her 
away from Hoffmann’s attentions to her.  
Now reunited, the lovers make it clear that 
they have already sworn their allegiance 
to one another and hope to marry soon, 
maybe even tomorrow.
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Despite her father’s strict admonitions, 
she asks Hoffmann whether he would like 
to hear her sing.  Of course he says yes, 
and together they sing a love duet until 
she stops when she begins to feel faint. 
Crespel returns and his concern for 
Antonia is increased when Dr. Miracle 
arrives, whom he considers a charlatan 
whose maltreatment of his wife had 
caused her death.  While Hoffmann 
watches from a hiding place, Dr. Miracle 
begins to ‘examine’ Antonia.
His quackery is made clear when we see 
that Antonia is not present in the room.  
Instead, Miracle goes through an 
elaborate charade in which he seems to 
be taking her pulse and holding a 
dialogue with her, as both Crespel and 
Hoffmann watch in disbelief.  When 
Miracle tries to give his invisible patient 
some sort of ‘medicine’ he’s concocted, 
Crespel finally throws him out.  
After a short time, the real Antonia enters 
and Hoffmann leaves. Miracle then 
reappears.  In keeping with his evil 
purposes, he tempts Antonia with 
memories of her lost hopes of a singing 
career, and again commands her to sing.  
At first she resists, and even appeals to 
the portrait of her dead mother to support 
her refusal.  Then, magically, we hear her 
mother’s voice tempting her daughter to 
do the opposite. 
The tension increases when Dr. Miracle 
returns and ratchets up the pressure even 
more on the now totally unnerved girl.  He 
persuades her that her mother wants her 
to succeed, just as she had when she was 
alive, and that her having come alive in 
the portrait proves it.  He declares that he 
is not speaking for himself, but that the 
mother is speaking to the daughter 

through his voice.  
Miracle picks up the violin and plays it 
with excessive violence so as to further 
excite and inspire her to sing, thus driving 
home the final nail in her coffin.   Antonia 
can no longer resist the pressure, and 
begins to sing her heart out.  The two 
proceed to sing in harmony at an ever-
increasing pitch and volume until, 
predictably, she collapses.   
Her father returns to find her lying on the 
floor.  Hoffmann enters to find Crespel 
kneeling over his unconscious daughter.   
But of course it is too late. Miracle now 
makes the last of his mysterious 
appearances.  He feels her pulse and 
confirms that she is dead. So once again 
we have seen our hero thwarted in his 
futile search for love. 

EPILOGUE
The tavern is as we left it in the Prologue, 
with Lindorf and the students present. In 
the interim, Hoffmann has imbibed untold 
quantities of beer and is now dead drunk. 
Nicklausse confirms what we surmised 
early on: that each of Hoffmann’s loves 
involved three different aspects of the 
same woman, who is Stella.   At this point, 
she enters the tavern, having concluded 
her operatic performance next door.  
She has come to meet Hoffmann, but 
finding him drunk, decides to leave with 
the triumphant villain Lindorf. Everone 
leaves and our hero is alone, with only the 
faithful Nicklausse by his side.  
Suddenly, Nicklausse discards her male 
garb and appears as a lovely young 
female. Only now does Hoffmann come to 
see that Nicklausse had always been his 
Muse, patiently waiting for him to 
recognize and respond to her.  With that 
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bright new outlook for his future 
happiness, the final curtain falls.

Some Final Comments
It’s hard to find a convenient handle with 
which to sum up this opera.  It is, quite 
simply, too unreal.  Of course that is the 
charm of Offenbach’s entire conception. In 
the end, an operagoer must fall back on a 
love of the genre, especially when an 
acknowledged classic in the repertory is 
presented with singing such as we have 
just heard from the stage of Covent 
Garden.
I hope you have found this work not only 
entertaining, but in its own peculiar way, 
inspiring. Personally, I consider it to be an 
allegory on the folly of ignoring what is 
rewarding in our own lives, and following 
instead a chimera that typically leads us 
down the wrong path.  But perhaps I wax 
overly philosophical.
So I close with my standing comment.  It 
is my fervent hope that you take with you 
an ever-increasing awareness of the 
pleasure that one can derive from 
watching an opera performed by an 
ensemble of world-class artists.

————- 

Opera at Riderwood 
presents both recorded and live performances 
of and about opera.  Live concerts are Purple 
Lady Productions; recordings are shown as 
Encore Opera.  
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Encore Opera Notes is published every 
week,  for the opera community at 
Riderwood and distributed without 
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and Judith Dighe to the cubbies of 
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