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THE FRENCH OPERATIC TRADITION
GRAND OPERA IN PARIS
During the nineteenth century there was more opera being performed in Paris than
in any other city.
There were three major semi-permanent companies. They operated in various
theatres for all or a large part of the century, and it might almost be appropriate to speak
of three different traditions. There were also various more transitory organizations.
The first major company was the Paris Opéra itself, based for over half the century
in the Salle Peletier, moving to the Palais Garnier at the beginning of 1875, and remaining
there until the recent opening of the new house at the Bastille.
The Opéra Comique ended the century where it had begun, in the Salle Favart,
although it performed at a bewildering number of locations on the way.
Although the Théâtre Italien did not survive to see the century out, it was, for the
first three quarters of that period, at least as important as the other two.
Reference books also mention Théâtre Lyrique and Opéra Populaire. The first
really applies specifically to what was in effect a fourth regular company which operated
from 1851 to 1870, although the title was used spasmodically, and somewhat episodically,
thereafter. The second was little more than a name of convenience for various attempts at
founding yet another company in the latter part of the century.
It is easiest to describe the Théâtre Italien. In effect it existed to promote Italian
opera sung in Italian, primarily by Italian artists. As far as can be ascertained virtually all
other performances of opera in Paris, throughout the nineteenth century and well into the
twentieth, were in French.
Differentiation between the Opéra and Opéra Comique is more complex. The
former was certainly grander, productions were more lavish, and the inclusion of a ballet
sequence became more or less obligatory. We can speculate that the audience was
probably somewhat more affluent. Initially the Comique concentrated on lighter works.
Super-imposed on this somewhat elastic notion was a legal requirement (Napoleonic
Decrees, 1806/7) that operas at the Comique had to include dialogue rather than recitative.
The latter would be the province of the Opéra. Hence Cherubini’s Médée was first
performed at the Opéra Comique.
During the 1850s and 1860s the Théâtre Lyrique operated as a fourth company. A
significant proportion of its work consisted of new operas; the remainder having been
produced already by one of the other companies. Faust had its première at the Théâtre

Lyrique before, facilitated by the addition of a ballet, it entered the repertoire of the
Opéra. Fidelio was first performed by a temporary company in 1825, and then by a
visiting German troupe (which included Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient) in 1831. It
entered the repertoire of the Théâtre Lyrique in 1860, and the Opéra Comique in 1898. It
was not performed at the Palais Garnier until 1926, and then only by a visiting Dutch
company. Yet a further decade elapsed before the Opéra company gave its first
performance.
Opera in France was by no means confined to Paris. Whilst there was nothing like
the volume of activity in the provinces of Germany and Italy, the French provinces
offered a variety of operatic fare. Lyons may well have been the most important centre
after Paris. A number of spa and casino resorts had interesting summer seasons, whilst
Monte Carlo, if, for the purposes of opera, Monaco may be counted as a part of France,
could be considered a major international centre for opera from 1879. Brussels, likewise,
may legitimately be considered within what could be termed the wider French operatic
tradition. There, too, opera was normally sung in French. During the course of their
careers many French artists spent seasons in Brussels. Often the Théâtre de la Monnaie
had a more adventurous management than was the case with the Paris companies, and
sometimes it gave the first performances of significant French works. Massenet’s
Hérodiade had its première there in 1881. It reached the Théâtre Italien three years later,
in Italian as required for that venue, but was not performed at the Opéra until 1921. Once
there, it received one hundred performances in little more than four years. Reyer’s
Sigurd was also given at the Monnaie a few months before it was first performed at the
Opéra.
Of the works featured on this Compact Disc, Faust, Hamlet, Les Huguenots, La
Juive and Sigurd were within the sphere of the Opéra, and each was of importance in the
repertoire at the end of the nineteenth century. By the year 1900, Les Huguenots had
been given around 1,000 performances, Faust just under 1,000, La Juive 500 and Hamlet
300. Sigurd received 100 performances in six years to 1891 and another 50 or 60 in the
next decade. Don Carlos, the most prominent of Verdi’s French operas, received its
première at the Opéra and another 42 performances in its first season, but thereafter
seems to have disappeared from the company’s repertoire until relatively recently. Of all
these works it is Faust which is most closely identified with the Opéra. By 1960 it had
achieved nearly 2,400 performances and at least one hundred sopranos had been given the
opportunity to sing Marguérite. The other operas on this disc belong to the Opéra
Comique repertoire. Adam’s Le Chalet is perhaps a quintessential Comique work. From
its première in 1834 there were 500 performances by 1851, and a further 900 by the end
of the century. However, even this number is put into perspective by the incredible
success of Carmen. Between 1875 and 1900 it received some 800 performances, and in
the next fifty years there were a further 1,800. There was a gala performance at the
Opéra in 1907, and Carmen finally entered the repertoire of that house in 1959. Grétry’s
Richard Coeur de Lion was given more than 500 times by 1900 and Thomas’ Le Caïd
had 400 performances. Grisélidis, a late work by Massenet, was given 50 performances
during the 1901-1902 season, but thereafter faded from the repertoire.
This plethora of operatic activity which characterized Paris could not have been

sustained without a considerable number of talented and hard-working singers. Whilst
Paris was certainly a well-to-do city, London impresarios could usually pay rather more
for a top artist, and by the end of the century New York could out-bid both. However,
London seasons were relatively short and, prior to the Metropolitan being first constructed
and then going through its German phase, New York was not really a major draw for
French artists. Thus the overall balance was not that unfavourable for those hearing their
opera in Paris. Calvé, Dalmorès, Plançon and Renaud did indeed build major careers
outside France, but there were also equally prestigious imported artists. Thus the de
Reszkes, Litvinne, and perhaps Mary Garden performed sufficiently often in Paris to be
accepted as ‘French’ artists. In any event many fine French singers built their careers
almost exclusively in the home country. The singers in this album are mostly in this
category. Any such concept as a national school of singing is always difficult to define.
However, there is one characteristic common to many French singers: clarity of
enunciation. Words are as important as music, if not more so. On many records of fine
French singers, it is possible to hear every single word. The same is much less true for
British, German and Italian singers. Happily there is now a good deal of available
documentation on French singers in general, and opera in Paris in particular, through the
works of Stephane Wolf on the Opéra and the Opéra Comique, and in Jean Gourret’s
dictionaries devoted to singers.
GABRIEL SOULACROIX (1852-1905) made his début at the Théâtre de la
Monnaie in September 1878 in Gounod’s Mireille. He spent seven seasons in Brussels,
developing a repertoire which included Papageno, de Brétigny in Manon, and
Beckmesser. Between 1882 and 1884 he also appeared with Gye’s company at Covent
Garden in Die Entführung aus dem Serail, Meyerbeer’s L’Etoile du Nord, Der Fliegende
Holländer, Semiramide and Il Barbiere di Siviglia. From 1885 the Opéra Comique was
his home, and over the next twenty years he sang a great variety of roles, including
Germont in La Traviata, Schaunard in La Bohème and Ford in Falstaff. He also
appeared regularly in Monte Carlo. In 1894 he was Iago to Tamagno’s Otello, whilst in
1904 he appeared as Belcore in L’Elisir d’Amore in a cast which included Caruso and
Regina Pacini. He also sang Beckmesser at La Scala. He seems to have appeared only
once at the Paris Opéra, in 1892. He died in the town of his birth in 1905.
AUGUSTARELLO AFFRE (1858-1931) made his début at the Opéra in January
1890 in Lucia di Lammermoor, with Nellie Melba. This was to be his home for some
twenty years and his repertoire included many of the greatest tenor roles: the Duke in
Rigoletto, Arnold in Guillaume Tell, Lohengrin, Radames, Faust, Raoul in Les Huguenots
and Sigurd. In 1909 he sang Faust and Samson at Covent Garden. It is reported that
after leaving the Opéra in 1911 he sang in San Francisco, New Orleans and Havana.
Affre’s is a central voice in the French operatic tradition, immediately recognizable for its
intense power and penetration, although some of the sounds are a little ‘unlovely’. It is
easy to understand both why he was the leading French heroic tenor for so long and also
why he never developed any kind of international career.
ANTOINETTE LAUTE-BRUN (1875- ) joined the Opéra in 1903 and remained
there until 1927, singing almost exclusively secondary roles. In this context it is worthy of
note that she seems in no way over-parted in the two major duets recorded with Affre.

An interesting exception to the generality of secondary roles was Faust. She first
appeared as Siebel, but in 1907 graduated to Marguérite. She also sang L’Infante in
Massenet’s Le Cid. Outside Paris there were appearances in Brussels and in the French
provinces.
CÉSAR VEZZANI (1888-1951) is probably rather better known to most record
collectors than many others in this volume. He is described aptly by Gourret as one of the
glories of French singing. His voice was evidently ‘discovered’ by the dramatic soprano
Agnes Borgo whom he later married. Vezzani made his début at the Opéra Comique in
the title role of Richard Coeur de Lion in 1911 and he seems to have been a regular
member of the company up to the outbreak of the war. He sang leading roles in Tosca,
Manon, Cavalleria Rusticana and Pagliacci. After 1918 he returned there much less
frequently. In a long career he sang extensively in the French provinces, and also in
Brussels and Switzerland. He excelled in the great tenor roles: Faust, Samson, Werther,
Eleazar in La Juive and Sigurd. For whatever reason, and Gourret speculates
inconclusively, he never appeared at the Opéra. On record we hear a highly individual
timbre, a cultured voice and some exceedingly fine singing. We may wonder if the Opéra
was over-addicted to Georges Thill, who had a huge career there singing many of the roles
which were also in Vezzani’s repertoire.
JEANNE BOURDON ( - ) first sang at the Opéra in Sigurd in 1909. She
spent nearly two decades with the company, mostly singing the heavier, more dramatic
soprano roles. These included major Wagnerian roles, Brünnhilde in both Die Walküre
and Siegfried, Kundry, Elizabeth and Elsa. Interestingly, she, too, had the opportunity to
sing Marguérite in Faust.
HIPPOLYTE BELHOMME (1854-1923) made his début at the Opéra Comique in
1879 in David’s Lalla-Roukh, and virtually his entire career was there. His rather dry
timbre probably debarred him from some of the major dramatic parts. He sang Basilio,
Lothario (Mignon) and a host of smaller roles, and also as Escamillo. There were a few
performances at the Opéra, and he also appeared in Lyons, Marseilles and Nice. From
1901 he sang various parts at the Monnaie in Brussels, including Osmin in Die Entführung
aus dem Serail. He retired in 1916.
PAUL AUMONIER (1874-1944). It is hard to imagine a greater contrast than that
between the bass voices of Belhomme and Aumonier. On disc the latter has a huge
‘black’ voice, seemingly of tremendous power. Most of what we know about him is
from the large number of recordings made when the industry was in its infancy. We
know much less about his performance career. In 1904 he appeared in Tremisot’s
Pyrame et Thysbe at Monte Carlo. He also sang in Samson et Dalila, and as the King in
two performances of Aïda in a cast which included Caruso, Russ, Renaud and Arimondi.
Whilst his name is not mentioned in Rosenthal’s Two Centuries of Opera at Covent
Garden, French sources suggest that he also sang Ramfis opposite Caruso at Covent
Garden. Aumonier first sang at the Opéra in 1919, again in Samson et Dalila, and
afterwards in Reyer’s Salammbô. All in all there is perhaps a bit of a mystery about the
actual career of the possessor of what, by any standards, must be considered a remarkable
voice.

EDOUARD COTREUIL (1874- ) does not appear to have sung at either house
in Paris, or at Monte Carlo. He was with the Théâtre de la Monnaie for three seasons
from 1902-3, and appeared in the very first performances of d’Indy’s L’Étranger and
Chausson’s Le Roi Arthus in the latter of which he sang Merlin. In 1904 he was in the
cast for Gounod’s Philémon et Baucis at Covent Garden. Both in that season and that
following he also, presumably, appeared in various other minor roles. He returned in
1919 and subsequently until 1927. Cotreuil sang Schaunard in La Bohème with Melba as
Mimi in the very first post-war performance and he can be heard in the live recordings of
her farewell at Covent Garden seven years later. For much of the 1920s he was also a
member of the Chicago opera.
ALICE RAVEAU (1887-1945) made her début at the Opéra Comique at the end of
1908 in Gluck’s Orphée et Eurydice. The list of her roles at the house is not very long,
but does include such major parts as Charlotte in Werther and Carmen. Whilst she was
only a regular company member for a few years, she was associated with the house over
a much longer period. She appeared in the very first performances of Rousseau’s Leone
and Bloch’s Macbeth in 1910. Seventeen years later she was still on hand for the
première of Delannoy’s Le Poirier de Mis?re. Her sole appearances at the Opéra were
as Dalila in 1929. She performed in various provincial centres as well as in Scandinavia
and North Africa. In addition, she gave many recitals in Paris.
DINH GILLY (1877-1940) launched what became a significant international career
in Paris. After early appearances at the Opéra Comique he participated in the first Paris
performance of Pagliacci, at the Opéra in 1902. Gilly was Silvio and Nedda was Aïno
Ackté. Canio was Jean de Reszke; it was his last season, and his last new role. What is
particularly extraordinary in the Parisian context is that Pagliacci was one of the few
works to be in the repertoire of both the Opéra and the Opéra Comique. Over the next
few years Gilly sang frequently at the Opéra. His roles included Amonasro in Aïda, de
Luna in Il Trovatore, Wolfram in Tannhäuser and Gunther in the very first performance
in the house of Die Götterdämmerung with van Dyck as Siegfried. He also sang in Monte
Carlo. Between 1909 and 1914 Gilly gave nearly 250 performances with the Metropolitan
Opera in New York and other North American centres. It was probably during rehearsals
for the world première of Puccini’s La Fanciulla del West that the long-running and
passionate affair began between Gilly and the great Czech soprano, Emmy Destinn.
During that time they recorded a few Czech songs in duet. From 1919 to 1921 Gilly sang
at Covent Garden and he returned there with the British National Opera Company in
1923. During 1922 he was in South America and appeared as Amonasro in Aïda,
opposite Ofelia Nieto, an outstanding Spanish soprano who died tragically young, and
Miguel Fleta. He also appeared in Pagliacci and Rigoletto in São Paulo. His small
recorded legacy demonstrates much that is best in the French singing tradition; a lovely
smooth line, emotion and drama, balanced with lyricism and outstanding enunciation.
FERNAND FRANCELL (1880-1966) devoted almost all of his singing career to
the Opéra Comique. He joined the company in 1906 and was Yamadori in the first
French production of Madama Butterfly. The cast included Marguerite Carré and
Edmond Clément. He sang many major roles with the company, including Don José,
Hoffmann, Don Ottavio, Tamino, Rodolpho in La Bohème and Alfredo in La Traviata.

In 1919 he sang Pelléas opposite Carré. Francell created the title-role of Messager’s opera
Fortunio in 1907.
Stanley Henig
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