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Nineteenth-Century French Baritones, Volume 1: Léon Melchissédec, Jean Lassalle, Max 
Bouvet, Maurice Renaud (& Jean-Baptiste Faure?). 
Marston 53024-2 (3 CDs)       74 tracks                                                                192.08 minutes 
 
Apart from a handful of Odeons, APGAs etc. these transfers are mainly from Pathé cylinders and 
discs, though the collection opens with an 1899 Berliner of Melchissédec in a spectacular rendition 
of the “Air du Tambour-Major” from Le Caïd  - what! Plançon’s warhorse? Yes; though 
Melchissédec cannot rival Plançon’s remarkable fluency and aristocratic flourish in coloratura, he 
comes out of the comparison with high marks, and, furthermore, he gives us the extra 
ornamentation, neatly and spiritedly executed, and other unwritten “traditions” that he learned at the 
Opéra-Comique.  Needless to say, these ancient relics (the most modern recording is from “circa 
1908”!) have been dubbed by Ward Marston with his usual scrupulous care, and though the amount 
of surface noise and Pathé scratch and rumble – often quite negligible – varies according to 
condition, many of the cylinders support Edison’s claim that the cylinder was superior to the disc as 
a recording medium. As these cylinders (many from 1902) are so rare as to be unfindable, we 
cannot but rejoice when at last we can hear such truly magnificent singing from three great stars - 
and one gifted emulator  - from the now vanished French school of singing. 
 
      The star of this important issue is undoubtedly  the genial giant Jean Lassalle (1847-1909), from 
whom we have heard very little on CD: here we have 19 Pathé cylinders from 1902 plus 7 Odéon 
discs and 2 Pantophone discs from 1904! Attention flies at once to his “creator” recordings from 
Ascanio and Le roi de Lahore, both superb and highly instructive performances.  As Benvenuto 
Cellini in the Saint-Saëns opera Lassalle’s singing, in a kind of lullaby mood, is touchingly 
sympathique. His lovely, furry bass-baritone voice, always perfectly focused, caresses the melody 
and, despite his 55 years, he retains complete mastery of light and shade, including a flawless 
diminuendo. Equally distinguished is his execution of “Promesse de mon avenir”, an aria which he 
was the first to sing as Scindia in the première of Le roi de Lahore.   He shows great artistry in his 
mastery of phrasing and flexible rhythmic treatment.  With the greatest delicacy, he  maintains a 
perfect legato line while mostly avoiding portamento, even, on occasion, where Massenet has 
specifically requested it.  He passes from quiet musing to authoritative declamation in the middle 
section, intensifying the tone without shouting. Some high notes are still available, properly placed 
and not forced.  I was astonished when I realized that Lassalle, an authoritative artist in the Opéra 
repertoire, uses the portamento di voce (or should I say port de voix?) so rarely, unlike other singers 
of his generation. The aria is transposed a tone down, but I am not going to complain.  In Don 
Giovanni’s Serenade, also transposed down, Lassalle discreetly introduces a light and graceful  
portamento, both ascending and descending.   
Lassalle is a great song singer, and some of the songs are lovely, unusual mélodies, in all of which 
he is an irresistible charmer. (Listen to his agreeably seductive intonation of  “Viens charmer mon 
coeur amoureux” in Scindia’s aria!)  He is strikingly dramatic in Rubinstein’s “The prisoner”, Op. 8 
N° 5, then we can admire his beautifully even line in “Ô douce étoile” from Tannhäuser and the 
veiled but sinister  inflexions in “Voici des roses” from La damnation de Faust. 
 
     Comparing Lassalle’s “Promesse de mon avenir” with Maurice Renaud’s 1906 Pathé  disc, 
Lassalle gives the impression of a distinguished elderly gentleman who reveals  his amorous 
feelings without giving any offense to Parisian good taste,  Renaud, shamelessly exploiting the full 
resources of his splendid voice, refined technique and a sensual timbre that artfully suggests  
dangerously erotic emotions, extracts every drop of feeling from words and music, enriching the 
melody with portamento liberally and even audaciously.  We feel that Lassalle’s Scindia has 
reached the serenity of advancing years while harbouring wistful memories of his youth: Renaud, 
on the other hand, depicts a mature man still tormented by searing passions.  
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     Maurice Renaud (1861-1933), known to Italian record collectors as “the French Battistini”, sings 
yet again the same few pieces that he recorded repeatedly. No matter, for we have here an exciting 
discovery: not only do we hear all seven pieces he recorded on Pathé discs in 1906 (including two 
takes of the Toreador song!) but also 5 previously unknown Pathé cylinders of 1902. So we now 
have two different performances of that maddening piece of trash from Reyer’s Sigurd, which he 
sings with such high-priestly dignity! Renaud’s way of singing, so highly personal, might seem odd  
to most baritones today, based though it is on the true traditions of the Opéra, though in my 
experience many young singers find his records interesting and even thrilling.  
      
     Luc Bourrousse, the author of the extraordinarily detailed and informative booklet, is not a little 
scandalized by the liberties that Renaud permits himself to take with the music and with the French 
language (“much torturing of the line and the vowels”) while he rightly contemplates the voice 
itself with wonder: “utterly beautiful, and the phrasing and shading are masterly”.  A student of 
French repertoire would find in this 3 CD set many interesting but often conflicting hints on the 
classical pronunciation of French in singing: I have always recommended listening to Clément, 
Calvé and Renaud, but after reading M. Bourrousse I can hear that Renaud’s enunciation of French 
vowels is, perhaps, not to be imitated, for it is, after all, eccentric and rather wild. However, like the 
other three baritones here featured, he is neither disagreeably nasal nor boring. 
 
   We know that French singers preserved agility in florid singing long after the Italians had given 
up studying it, but here we get only two examples of the real thing: two versions of the “Tambour-
Major” aria from Léon Melchissédec, the 1899 Berliner disc and an unaccompanied performance on 
a Pathé cylinder from the same year. They have not the Plançon polish but they are very satisfying.  
Melchissédec came from a family already boasting two serious professional singers, and after 
graduating from the Conservatoire made his début at the Opéra-Comique in 1866.  His is a firm, 
steady and reliable, well-trained baritone voice with a warm and limpid timbre though not of 
outstanding beauty.  Like the very best singers of his epoch, his diction is perfect: clear and 
carrying, the words sounding perfectly natural, as in educated speech, nothing interfering with the 
perfect legato. In his book Pour chanter / Ce qu’il faut savoir…Ma Méthode [Editions Nilsson, 
Paris, n.d.] Melchissédec mysteriously and insistently repeats: “You must never let any chest sound 
be heard”.  As, like the other three baritones, Melchissédec boasts a chest register perfectly blended 
into a head register, I can only suppose that what he really wishes students to avoid is a throaty 
sound.  No throaty sounds are to be heard anywhere on these 3 CDs!  It is certainly interesting, 
though hardly a revelation, to hear the two Zonophone discs (one 10” record and a cut 7” version) 
in which Melchissédec dissects, singing and commenting upon, “Sois immobile” from Guillaume 
Tell.  Rather than a singing lesson, we have here a lesson in dèclamation lyrique,  which he taught 
at the Paris Conservatoire from 1894 to 1924.  
 
     After a less than successful period of study at the Conservatoire, Max Bouvet (1854-1943) began 
his career in Parisian music halls.  After finishing his military service he gained experience in the 
Opéra-Comique repertoire in Liège, Antwerp and Barcelona, where in 1881 he was Escamillo in the 
first performance in Spain of Carmen. After the usual and very useful apprenticeship in the 
provinces he reached the Opéra-Comique in 1884, singing in several world premières including Le 
roi d’Ys, Esclarmonde, Chabrier’s Le roi malgré lui and Bruneau’s L’attaque du moulin.  He was 
frequently heard at La Monnaie from 1887, passing to C.ovent Garden in 1891 and 1894  After 
1894 he was often heard at Monte Carlo, singing the rôle of the Grand Inquisitor in Don Carlo with 
Chaliapin in 1906. He sang in I pescatori di perle and Andrea Chénier at the Teatro Lirico, Milan. 
 
     Bouvet’s voice is of pleasing quality, sonorous and robust, and his technique is polished enough 
to allow him to sing some delicious modulations in the aria from Joconde by Nicolò-Isouard (better 
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in 1903 than in 1907).  He is, on the whole, less imaginative than his colleagues heard here, apart 
from some impressive and very theatrical declamation in “Spectre infernal” from Hamlet and a fine 
“Ah! mon remords te venge” from Le pardon de Ploërmel [aka Dinorah], in which Bouvet offers 
the traditional phrasing of the aria, hallowed by the Opéra-Comique, as well as demonstrating the 
technique enabling a nineteenth-century baritone to reach such easy and brilliant high notes.  He 
spoils Adam’s Christmas song by failing to count the number of beats in a bar and by a rough style.   
Bouvet and Albert Vaguet join in two takes of Faure’s “Le crucifix” and here, standing beside a 
more highly trained aritist, Bouvet surpasses himself, phrasing with sustained elegance and beauty 
of tone.  One last word on the pronunciation of French in singing: in the very last words of the duet, 
both Vaguet and Bouvet pronounce the second syllable of the verb “demeure” as an open “e”, no 
doubt following some forgotten or unwritten rule unknown to me.  This discovery, I fear, is going 
to cost me hours of research….. 
 
    The third disc ends with an appendix offering food for thought: the two cylinders attributed to 
Jean-Baptiste Faure  previously available on Symposium 1089, “Historic Baritones  - The French 
School”, in which the cylinder of Adam’s “Cantique de Noël” was transferred at too high a speed.  
M. Bourrousse makes a convincing case for the two cylinders having been sung by two different 
people, and the “Grand Air” from La favorite being too coarsely sung and in such inelegant French 
as to preclude any plausible attribution to Faure.  Whoever it is has a pompously confident manner 
(in the North of England we should call him “a peppery old geezer”)  and is certainly familiar with 
the Opéra-Comique interpretation of the aria, with interesting ornamentation.  The “Cantique de 
Noël”, unfortunately in poor condition but now heard at the right speed in the key of C, is revealed 
as a fine performance.  The unknown baritone, who sings French with the rounded vowels of the 
old school, introduces portamento only where indicated in the score.  He helps himself to plenty of 
extra breaths, but this would be the only reason to attribute the cylinder to a man of 70.  The highest 
notes he sings are C, D and E, and he takes them all easily in an orthodox mixed registration.  In 
sum, we shall never know.  It sounds very much as if both baritones are self-accompanied. 
 
     As always with Marston, the attractive box set is accompanied by a booklet - a masterpiece of 
research and criticism embellished with many beautiful photographs – almost entirely the work of 
Luc Bourrousse, with a foreword by Will Crutchfield and a detailed history of the Pathé recording 
system by Ward Marston himself, also explaining the birth and development of this ambitious 
project, which offers a tragic illustration of why so many of us deplore the disappearance of the 
classic school of French singing.     
 
Michael Aspinall    
 
 
   
 
 


