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born 
June 20, 1819

Cologne, Germany

died 
October 5, 1880

Paris, France

Jhahk Awf-ehn-bahk

A composer of the Romantic Era

Jacques Offenbach was born Jacob Offenbach in the city of Cologne, 
Germany. He changed his first name to Jacques when he was 14 and living in 
Paris. Jacques’ father was a musician, and gave lessons on violin, flute, guitar, 
cello, and composition. Jacques began composing songs at the age of eight. At 
age 14 he entered the Paris Conservatory, but left after a year. However, Jacques 
continued to take composition lessons. He supported himself as a cellist in an 
opera orchestra, gave concerts, and became known as a fine soloist.

In Paris, Jacques fell in love with Herminie D’Alcain, but didn’t have enough 
money to marry her. So he did concert tours of France, Germany, and England, 
and earned enough to marry Herminie in 1844. After his marriage, Jacques 
turned his attention to composing, and was primarily interested in writing 
operettas and music for the theater.

Jacques and Herminie left Paris briefly during the French revolution of 1848, 
but returned less than a year later when Jacques was named musical director of 
a theater. Here he composed songs and other music for plays and operettas that 
were performed in other theaters in Paris.

In 1855 (age 36), Offenbach formed his own opera company which he 
called Bouffes-Parisiens. The Bouffes-Parisiens performed light comic operettas 
written by Jacques as well as other composers. The performances were mostly 
successful and well attended, but the company had continuing financial 
problems due to Offenbach’s extravagant spending on costumes and staging. 
While he was working with Bouffes-Parisiens, he wrote an opera which is now 
one of his most popular, Orpheus in the Underworld.

Offenbach became a French citizen in 1860, and in 1862 he resigned as 
musical director at Bouffes-Parisiens. Throughout the 1860s he continued to 
write operettas, which were performed in Paris. Most were successful, but there 
were a few failures.

Offenbach left Paris and moved to the countryside in 1870 to escape war in 
France. He had become close to Napoleon III, and when Napoleon was ousted 
as president, Offenbach’s music fell out of favor in Paris. His music remained 
popular in England, so Offenbach traveled there and presented several of his 
operettas in London. He returned to Paris after a year and became manager of 
a theater company, but it went bankrupt. In 1876, Offenbach toured the United 
States where he conducted over 40 concerts.

Although he wrote more than 100 operettas and comic operas, Offenbach 
had never completed a successful serious opera. He was finishing The Tales of 
Hoffmann, a serious opera which would become one of his most famous works, 
when he died of heart failure at the age of 61 in October of 1880. The opera was 
completed by his 18-year-old son Auguste, with help from a family friend, and 
the opera was premiered in February of 1881.

Simplicity is the 
final achievement. 
After one has played 
a vast quantity of 
notes and more 
notes, it is simplicity 
that emerges as the 
crowning reward 
of art.
–Frédéric Chopin

Offenbach:  
the Mozart of 
Champs-Elysées.

–Gioachino Rossini

Jacques Offenbach
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1819: Birth of Jacques Offenbach. Thomas Jefferson establishes the University 
of Virginia.

1826: The first experimental steam locomotive is built by John Stevens of 
Hoboken, New Jersey.

1830: A patent for a sewing machine is granted in France.

1836: Mount Holyoke College is founded in South Hadley, Massachusetts. It is 
the oldest women’s college in the United States.

1845: The United States Naval Academy is founded in Annapolis, Maryland.

1850: Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel The Scarlet Letter is published.

1864: The Hunley, a Confederate vessel, becomes the first submarine to 
torpedo an enemy ship, in Charleston harbor, South Carolina.

1872: The Metropolitan Museum of Art opens in New York City.

1880: Death of Jacques Offenbach. The first cash register is patented.

Jacques Offenbach

Offenbach Factoids:

• Most of Offenbach’s operas contained elements of satire and were sometimes
considered to be “naughty.”

• When Offenbach toured the United States as part of the country’s centennial
celebration, he was welcomed as a famous celebrity. But many American
performances of his operas received bad reviews.

• Toward the end of his life, Offenbach became a recluse as he worked to
complete his final opera, The Tales of Hoffmann. “I have not much time left,”
he said.

• When Offenbach died he was given a state funeral by the government of
France, which was unusual for a naturalized citizen.

Famous Works:
The Tales of Hoffmann – 

an opera
Orpheus in the Underworld – 

an operetta
Daphnis and Chloé – an operetta
Robinson Crusoé – an operetta

Jacques Offenbach
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Jacques Offenbach (1819–1880)
“Infernal Galop” from Orpheus in the Underworld

Jacques Offenbach’s famous “Infernal Galop” appears in Act II, Scene 2 of his comedic opera Orpheus in the 
Underworld (Orphée aux enfers). Offenbach himself coined a new term for this and similar works, called in French opéra 
bouffon (in Italian, known as opera buffa). The original French text for the piece was written by Ludovic Halévy, and 
revised later by Hector-Jonathan Crémieux.

Offenbach founded a small 300-seat theatre in 1855, the Théâtre des Bouffes-Parisiens in Paris, France, for the 
performance of operas and operettas. He felt that this new genre of works would appeal to the masses, plus provide 
French composers with additional opportunities for performances. On October 21, 1858, Orpheus in the Underworld was 
performed there with a cast of 16 singers. Soon after, a larger venue, the Salle Choiseul, was constructed with a seating 
capacity of approximately 900.

Though this work is often referred to as an operetta, it is full-length and in two acts. (Offenbach’s earlier pieces were 
smaller-scaled works in one-act.) The “Infernal Galop” is also widely known as the “Can-Can.” (The actual can-can, 
a lively dance in  time, originated in Paris around 1830.) It’s interesting to note that French composer Camille Saint-
Saëns used this famous Offenbach melody to represent the tortoise, arranging it for strings in a very slow tempo in his 
suite The Carnival of the Animals.

Initially, the popular opera ran for 228 performances. It was produced in Vienna to great success in 1860, then played 
on Broadway (in German) at the Stadt Theatre beginning in 1861. A Czech premiere opened in 1864, followed by a run in 
Her Majesty’s Theatre in London in 1865. A longer, revised version in four acts appeared in 1874.

The opera reworks the story of a husband and wife, Orpheus and Eurydice, who dislike each other. Each is in love 
with another. It is a classic tale of mistaken identity, using names from Greek mythology. The moral character called 
“Public Opinion” oversees the story, as she is in charge of keeping all the characters from cheating on each other. The 
“Infernal Galop” occurs during a large party, during which all of the gods are having a fun time in Hades. As the music 
heats up, the characters start carrying on with wild abandon.

• Originally, a galop was a dance in  time.

• Study the art of Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, who designed posters for the Moulin Rouge, where the can-can was
often performed.

TIMING

 :01 A light introduction is played on strings and woodwinds plus triangle.

 :06 Opening A theme is played twice through softly.

 :19 Quarter notes fortissimo. Repeats with a second ending, building 
dotted rhythms.

 :39 A new B theme is introduced with brass and woodwinds. Percussion plays 
on the beat while strings play the back beats. Repeats.

 1:05 Back to the A theme, ending builds.

 1:24 We hear the B theme again, this time with tremolo strings. It repeats and 
moves into a second ending.

 1:55 Busy strings and woodwinds play sixteenth notes.

 2:01 Listen to the brass play their strong high-to-low scale patterns. Dotted 
rhythms move into strong chords to end the piece.

Out of every  
hundred you meet, 
ninety are lovely.

– Jacques Offenbach,
describing the young
ladies of America

Track
8 Listen!
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Place the letter of the correct answer in the space provided.
For True/False questions, print True or False in the space provided.
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Jacques Offenbach

1. True or False: Offenbach was born and died in France. _____________

2. Jacques’ father gave him lessons on ______ .

A. violin
B. flute

C. guitar
D. all of the above

3. True or False: Offenbach did European concert tours in order to make enough
money to get married. _____________

4. Offenbach enjoyed writing ______ for the theatre.

A. medleys
B. operettas

C. overtures
D. ballets

5. True or False: The Bouffes-Parisiens performed mostly heavy, serious operas.
_____________

6. True or False: When Napoleon was ousted as president of France, Offenbach’s
music fell out of favor. _____________

7. Offenbach was working to complete ______ , his final opera, before he died.

A. Orpheus in the Underworld
B. Daphnis and Chloé

C. The Tales of Hoffmann
D. Robinson Crusoé

8. True or False: The Listening Example is in  time. _____________

9. True or False: Orpheus in the Underworld is a fanciful and humorous take on
characters from Greek mythology. _____________

10. The Listening Example starts ______ and ends ______ .

A. softly
B. loudly

Bonus:
Which French composer borrowed Offenbach’s theme from “Infernal Galop” to use 
in his music? _____________________

Review! Can you can can?
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PUZZLE #1:   MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS

Place the words into the grid in crossword fashion, 
either across or down. Cross off the words as you use 
them, since each will be used exactly one time.

4 LETTERS 5 LETTERS 6 LETTERS 8 LETTERS 10 LETTERS 12 LETTERS
BASS BANJO CORNET MANDOLIN CONCERTINA GLOCKENSPIEL
DRUM BONGO VIOLIN RECORDER SOUSAPHONE
GONG BUGLE ZITHER TROMBONE
HARP CELLO
HORN CHIME 7 LETTERS 9 LETTERS 11 LETTERS
LYRE FLUTE MARACAS CASTANETS HARPSICHORD
OBOE ORGAN PICCOLO WOOD BLOCK SYNTHESIZER
TUBA TRUMPET XYLOPHONE
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