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While her name is primarily associated with Massenet, Bréjean-Silver
distinguished herself in many other roles and deserves to be regarded as
the great French coloratura soprano of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Born in Paris on 22 September 1870, she came from a
modest background: her father, François-Adolphe Sixsout, declared his
occupation on the birth certificate as ‘wine merchant’s assistant’. Although
her mother is listed there as Émilie ‘Bréjeon’, it was clearly her surname
that Georgette would adopt for her career. Her parents lived on the rue
du Renard, in the working-class Marais district. We have no idea how
they coped with the successive hardships of the Siege of Paris and the
Paris Commune shortly after their daughter’s birth.

Georgette Bréjean was fourteen when she entered the Conservatoire,
where she attended the solfège course for women taught from 1887 by
Édouard Mangin and studied with the tenor Charles Ponchard (opéra-
comique class) and the baritone Eugène Crosti (singing class). Although
she won no prize at the 1889 end-of-year examination, she sang scenes
from Poise’s L’Amour médecin (role of Lucinde) at the prizegiving cere-
mony. That summer, she began appearing in concert and in the salons.
At the 1890 examination, before a jury that, in addition to Ambroise
Thomas, the Conservatoire’s director, included Massenet, Delibes and
Guiraud, she won a second prix for singing (shared with Lucienne Bréval)
in the mad scene from Lucia di Lammermoor and, in the duet ‘Pourquoi
cet air sombre et sévère’ from Auber’s Actéon, a premier accessit (hon-
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ourable mention) in opéra-comique. The ‘nice little plump brunette’, as
La Coulisse rather ungallantly described her, was already making a name
for herself with her feel for the subtle half-tone, her aptness of expres-
sion and the ‘very pleasant, crystalline timbre’ of her high notes. 

It is likely that Tancrède Gravière, director of the Grand-Théâtre de
Bordeaux, noticed the young singer at her final examination. He engaged
her as a member of the company, and she achieved great success there in
early October as Inès in L’Africaine, then as Marguerite (Faust) and Juliette.
In December, the Bordeaux press announced her marriage to Gravière,
previously the husband of the mezzo-soprano Gabrielle Figuet, who had
died at the dawn of a brilliant career the previous year, aged just twenty-
seven. It was therefore under her new name of Bréjean-Gravière that she
sang Marguerite de Valois in Les Huguenots in the spring of 1891. After
giving birth to a son named Marcel, she returned to the stage in December
as Philine in Mignon and participated in a charity gala as Ophélie in Act
Three of Hamlet, with Lassalle in the title role. While her Countess Adèle
in Le Comte Ory seems to have been slightly disappointing in January 1892,
it began an auspicious year for the young soprano: after Esclarmonde that
same month in the local premiere of Massenet’s opera, conducted by the
composer, she sang Gounod’s Mireille in April, and then took part in the
premiere of Clémence de Grandval’s Mazeppa. In addition to a revival of
Les Huguenots, she appeared as Rosina in Il barbiere di Siviglia and, in
November, triumphed as Manon, with the Algerian bass-baritone Jacques
Isnardon as Lescaut. In 1893, she took on the roles of Isabelle in Le Pré-
aux-clercs and Catherine in L’Étoile du nord. After Hamlet, she was heard
in December in the title role of Messager’s Madame Chrysanthème, which
had been premiered in Paris in January of the same year.

On 14 January 1894, the Bordeaux press announced that Bréjean-Gravière
had been engaged by the Opéra-Comique. The press attributed this
recruitment to Henri Carvalho, son of Léon Carvalho and Caroline



Miolan, but we may well imagine that Massenet had some say in the mat-
ter, since he needed to find a Manon worthy of succeeding Sibyl Sanderson,
who had just left the Opéra-Comique for the Opéra, where she would
create the role of Thaïs on 16 March 1894. While awaiting her debut at
the Opéra-Comique, then housed at the place du Châtelet, Bréjean sang
one last Bordeaux premiere in April 1894 as Françoise in Bruneau’s
L’Attaque du moulin, conducted by the composer himself with a top-notch
cast. During the summer, she began her long association with the Grand
Cercle Casino in Aix-les-Bains as Leïla in Les Pêcheurs de perles.

As the third interpreter of Manon at the Opéra-Comique, where she
rehearsed the role with the composer, Bréjean had to contend with two
unforgettable artists: the Antwerp-born Marie Heilbronn, the original
1884 singer, whose ‘lascivious charm and mocking spirit’ Adolphe Jullien
recalled, and the Californian Sibyl Sanderson, for whom Massenet had
adjusted the vocal part to showcase her virtuosity, and whose acting skills
Parisian audiences had found no less captivating. Quite apart from the
comparisons the critics invariably made with her predecessors, Bréjean,
Parisian though she was, faced an additional disadvantage because she
had spent time in Bordeaux. (Reading the newspapers of the time,
whose contempt for the provinces is matched only by their sexism, leaves
one speechless.) It is also touching to note that among the audience on
17 September 1894, in addition to celebrities like Catulle Mendès and
the cabaret singer Thérésa, there were many Bordeaux residents come
to support the diva whose artistry had charmed them for four seasons.
Flanked by two other Opéra-Comique debutants, Leprestre and Isnardon,
Bréjean received a warm welcome from the audience. ‘Her voice’,
noted Charles Darcours in Le Figaro, ‘is remarkably pure and expansive,
with a metallic, penetrating timbre; her vocalisation is brilliant and pure;
her phrasing is elegant.’ Her restrained yet expressive acting was also
praised. Although the critics, then as now, paid little attention to ques-
tions of musical text, all the evidence suggests that she sang the role in
a ‘brilliant’ version following in the Sanderson tradition. As Jean-
Christophe Branger has pointed out, the almost simultaneous publica-
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tion of the definitive vocal score, which incorporates most of these vari-
ants, would seem to confirm this.

Launched under such favourable conditions, Bréjean’s career at the
Opéra-Comique continued in November 1894 when she sang Angèle in
Le Domino noir, in which Edmond Stoullig judged her ‘deft, intelligent,
charming, equally adept at acting and singing’. In February 1895, she cre-
ated the title role in Edmond Missa’s Ninon de Lenclos, with a libretto in
‘unrhythmic prose’ by André Leneka and Arthur Bernède. Deemed too
similar to Massenet, the work had a very short run. Nevertheless, the press
emphasised Bréjean’s qualities, describing her as an ‘expert actress’ and
a ‘precise and perfect artist’. After making her debut in Monte Carlo as
Lakmé, with Engel and Isnardon, she replaced a colleague who had fallen
ill in Les Pêcheurs de perles with Jérôme and Bouvet as her partners. In the
years to come, Leïla would become one of her signature roles, which she
performed with the leading singers of the time.

The year 1896 saw Bréjean’s career spreading to other venues and
roles. Invited back to Monte Carlo as Marguerite de Valois, Manon and
Lakmé, she made her Marseille debut as Rosina. The bi-monthly maga-
zine La Cigale reported that, in the singing lesson scene of the second
act, she interpolated the dazzling variations on ‘The Carnival of Venice’
composed by Victor Massé for Caroline Miolan-Carvalho in La Reine
Topaze. In Marseille, she also sang Juliette, Gilda in Rigoletto, and Lakmé.
For her debut in Nice, she sang Manon, then Isabelle in Le Pré-aux-Clercs
and La Reine Élisabeth in Ambroise Thomas’s Le Songe d’une nuit d’été.
At the Opéra-Comique, where she was also heard as Gluck’s Eurydice,
her run as Manon ended in June 1896 after twenty-one performances.

In February 1897, Bréjean appeared in concert in Bordeaux, where –
among a number of songs by Massenet – she premiered Chanson pour
elle, which was dedicated to her. She also performed in Aix-les-Bains,
singing in Manon, Roméo et Juliette and Thaïs. Massenet, with whom she
had worked on the role of Thaïs, expressed his enthusiasm in a letter
quoted by Jean-Christophe Branger in his biography of the composer:
‘She is a marvel. Voice, diction, feeling, everything is exquisite and true.’
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At the end of the year, she appeared in Algiers in several roles (Lakmé,
Rosina, Lucia, Juliette, Manon) and returned to Aix-les-Bains for Faust,
Lakmé and Manon. As for 1898, it was truly a Massenet year for her. In
March, she gave the provincial premiere of Sapho in Bordeaux, reprising
the role in Aix-les-Bains in the summer. But this Massenet year was above
all a Manon year: she sang the part in Bordeaux and Nice (in the pres-
ence of the composer) and, most importantly, in the performance inaug-
urating the Opéra-Comique’s new home at the Salle Favart on 16 December.
For the occasion, Massenet composed a new air to replace the Gavotte
of the Cours-la-Reine scene: designated either as the ‘Fabliau’ or ‘Le Rire
de Manon’, this highly virtuosic number was previewed on 17 November,
before an audience of 3,000 people, at a gala held at the Élysée Palace for
the presentation of the Spanish Order of the Golden Fleece to President
Félix Faure. Bréjean would henceforth incorporate it in the score when-
ever she appeared in the role.

It is significant that, in comparison with 1894, the critics of 1898 had no
reservations whatsoever about the singer. When she made her return to
the Paris stage as Rosina at the Théâtre du Château d’Eau, which the
Opéra-Comique occupied in the summer of 1898 because of delays in the
construction of its new building, Stoullig acknowledged that ‘since Madame
Carvalho, no one had sung in Paris with such sheer virtuosity’. And when
she reappeared as Manon in Nice in January 1899, one critic went so far
as to prefer her to Heilbronn, whose ‘voice was admittedly impeccable,
but whose acting was far from having the animation, the verve, the brio
of Mme Bréjean-Gravière’s!’ For another critic, who heard her in con-
cert as Philine and in the Fabliau at the Cercle Militaire on 7 February
1899, she was ‘the only perfect light soprano we possess at the moment’.
There was the same unanimous acclaim when Bréjean created the role of
the Fairy – the only part Massenet truly conceived for her – in Cendrillon
on 24 May. While Reynaldo Hahn, then starting out as a music critic,
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soberly noted that she ‘phrases and vocalises marvellously’, Arthur Pougin
was positively dithyrambic:

Not only is her voice delightful, but she displayed first-rate talent in a role

where the composer seems to have blithely accumulated every difficulty

of the art of singing. Trills, runs, arpeggios, scales of all kinds – she makes

light work of all these obstacles, overcoming them with prodigious ease

and executing them with an agility matched only by her confidence.

This triumphant year also saw the sudden death of Gravière from a pul-
monary embolism at the end of August, while he was accompanying his
wife to Aix-les-Bains where she was singing Manon. But Bréjean did not
interrupt her career. At the Salle Favart, alongside her role in Cendrillon,
she reappeared as Leïla in the autumn, sang Eurydice, and gave her first
Paris performances as Lakmé; in concert, she was heard at the Conservatoire
in Brahms’s German Requiem in April 1900; and that same month, she
appeared in Montpellier as Lakmé, Lucia and Mireille, receiving the award
of the Cigale d’Or (Golden cicada) from the Félibrige association. 

Bréjean’s marriage to Charles Silver in September 1900 was marked
by another name change (and the adoption of young Marcel by his step
father), but also signalled the beginning of a slowing in her career. She
reprised the role of Manon that autumn at Favart, but Catherine Mastio
took over the following revival, and Bréjean only returned for a final run
of the opera in 1905. Should we see this as a sign of a cooling of relations
with Albert Carré, whose wife Marguerite was now cast in several roles
from Bréjean’s repertory? For it was she who created the role of Titania
in Georges Hüe’s opera of the same name in 1903, a part for which Bréjean
had apparently been considered. Similarly, it was Lucette Korsoff, not
Bréjean, who sang the revival of Cendrillon in 1903, and Marie Thiéry
who created the role of Geneviève in Silver’s Le Clos at Favart in June
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1906. Nevertheless, Bréjean’s schedule remained quite full. In March
1901, she appeared again in Algiers, where she sang Manon and gave the
local premiere of the revised version of Thaïs, with the Oasis scene. Sapho
was becoming one of her signature parts: she created the role in Montpellier
and Marseille in 1901 (with Pierre Cornubert, her future partner in La
Belle au bois dormant), in Lyon in 1902 (with the composer present) and
in 1903 at La Monnaie, where she had made her debut as Manon in
December 1901. Bréjean’s only other known performance outside France
(excluding Algeria) was a Lakmé in Bilbao in April 1902. 

Advertised on the score as scheduled for November 1901, the prem-
iere of La Belle au bois dormant on 9 January 1902 was presented as ‘a
most important attempt at decentralisation’. Along with the Fairy in
Cendrillon, this was the second role specifically designed for her voice,
but it is worth noting that not only is it quite a short part, but it also
lacks any virtuoso passages. Bréjean’s recruitment to La Monnaie for
the 1903/04 season, announced in March 1903, allowed her to reprise the
role in Brussels in January of the following year. She also sang Philine,
Ophélie and Gilda, and appeared for the first time as Queen of the Night
in Die Zauberflöte. From then on, she reserved for Marseille her most
significant appearances – and some of her most unexpected, such as
Carmen (with a number of transpositions arranged by Silver, including
the Habanera) and Mimì in 1905, alongside Ophélie, Juliette and
Marguerite in Faust. Still in Marseille, she expanded her repertory with
Messager’s Jacqueline (Fortunio) in 1907 and the title role in Xavier
Leroux’s La Reine Fiammette in 1908; however, her Manon and Violetta
of 1907 revealed a prematurely worn voice. In Paris, she performed arias
from Ernani and Les Vêpres siciliennes at a concert celebrating thirty years
of theatre at the Trocadéro Palace. In the spring of 1909, she made her
Bordeaux comeback as Manon and Rosina, while at the Grand Cercle
in Aix-les-Bains she sang Manon and Sapho again in 1908, as well as
Geneviève in Silver’s Le Clos and, in the summer of 1909, Princess
Kalidgé in the premiere of Maïda, a conte musical by André Bloch, with
Geneviève Vix in the title role.
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From 1905 onwards, Bréjean devoted an increasing portion of her time
to teaching, which she dispensed primarily in her Paris apartment on the
avenue Beauséjour. She continued to appear in concert until the Great
War, notably in works by her husband, and often with her students. The
fact that these pupils included Madeleine Grey is an indication of the qual-
ity of her teaching. Widowed in October 1949, she died in Paris on 30
August 1951. Bréjean-Silver survives thanks to the few 78 sides she made
in 1905-06 for Fonotipia and Odéon. Despite their technical limitations,
these recordings allow us to appreciate her virtuosity in some of her roles
– Gilda, Leïla, Marguerite, Manon, Thaïs – and especially in the Fabliau
composed for her by Massenet.
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Mme Bréjean-Gravière in the role of Manon. Photograph by Becque-Bary.
Le Théâtre, January 1899.

Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris.

Mme Bréjean-Gravière dans le rôle de Manon. Cliché Becque-Bary.
Le Théâtre, janvier 1899.

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris.


