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Introduction
Songs for New Worlds








Erik is restless. Alone in his Coney Island hideaway, he waits. He cannot allow himself to settle or sleep, wracked with anticipation that at any moment his one true love might return, after losing her ten years earlier to a man who was everything he despised. His life is one ruled by the absence of a voice. Until Christine Daaé walks back through the door and sings once more, Erik (The Phantom) will wallow incomplete, unfinished, and unfulfilled. Without the voice of his muse, the masked protagonist of Love Never Dies (2010)—Andrew Lloyd Webber’s sequel to The Phantom of the Opera (1986)—would, presumably, have little reason to go on living.

As an agent of primal longing, voice is not just the preserve of the deformed and reclusive on the musical stage. It becomes the most immediate form of communication for Clara and Fabrizio, who otherwise struggle to connect romantically and erotically across a language barrier in The Light in the Piazza (2005). Elsewhere, voice can place characters in mortal danger, as Ariel found out, signing her voice away in a Faustian pact with Ursula for the promise of her prince (The Little Mermaid, 1989), or as Floyd discovered when the echoes from his call led him one cave too far (Floyd Collins, 1996). Voices can be unspeakably fragile, singing of familial connections between fathers and sons too intimate for speech (Closer than Ever, 1989); they can joyously celebrate newfound romance, causing a simple-minded shop assistant to declare his amazement that she does love him, after all (She Loves Me, 1963); they can be outsized, giving voice to the soul of Doris Winter far beyond the constraints of her church choir (Mama, I Want to Sing, 1983). Voices can assert and subvert identities, or become politicized, such as when black, Hispanic, and Asian performers sing the lives of white men and women (Hamilton, 2015), or when voices are dragged, toying with ideas of gender and sexuality (Betty, 1915; Matilda, 2011).1

Romantic, erotic, dangerous, immediate, intimate, physical, familial, joyous, outsized, assertive, subversive, politicized; voice in musical theatre can be all of these things and much more as it shifts and writhes through a complex set of sonic expressions. However, despite its shared status in the trinity of musical theatre disciplines (singing, acting, and dancing), and its primacy as an agent of meaning, emotion, and aesthetic value, most considerations of the singing voice in musical theatre have tended to focus on aspects of pedagogy and practice, examining the how and taking the why, when, and even at times the what, for granted.2 There are exceptions, but these could almost be counted on the fingers of one hand. For example, a special issue of the journal Studies in Musical Theatre was published in 2012. Guest edited by Millie Taylor, it offered a rich and varied set of lenses through which voice and vocal excess were conceptualized on the musical stage. Jake Johnson’s monograph Mormons, Musical Theater, and Belonging in America (2019) considers voice and religious identity in the American musical, while several doctoral theses have examined key aspects of musical theatre voice.3 Scholars including Stacy Wolf, Mitchell Morris, and Raymond Knapp have further considered vocal registers and characterization, while these discussions have tended to be implicit in their reading of something else or occupy only a chapter in more broadly themed publications.4 Elsewhere, Taylor and Johnson have considered how musical theatre voice ‘encodes’ meaning through the various facets of which it is composed, while Dominic Symonds has explored how musical theatre voices can be fetishized on recordings.5 Alongside the occasional article, however, these are but three further chapters in a large and international body of musical theatre scholarship that has been cautious to explore voice beyond discrete ideas in larger collections, musicological taxonomies of voice type and character, or general discussion. This book aims to fill that void, to render present that absence, and to ask why, when, and what in a meaningful and provocative way. (After all, Christine did eventually return to Erik.)

Asking questions forms the foundation of this book. This introduction will ask several, to make sense of the ones that follow in the subsequent chapters. As we will see, the answers to each question are not definite; they exist in spaces or states between, the reasons for which will become clear throughout. First, acknowledging the lack of sustained scholarship on voice in musical theatre, it seems appropriate to ask why. Why has there yet been no previous attempt to write a critical or conceptual study of voice in musical theatre?

‘Betwixt and between’: The State and Status of Musical Theatre
One answer might relate to the difficult status of musical theatre in popular culture, something Stacy Wolf sees as a ‘paradox’. As a global phenomenon, musical theatre is ‘dominant’ in the cultural landscape yet ‘contested’ as to its legitimacy.6 It is a cultural magpie—a chameleon—borrowing freely from a range of high, low, and contemporary forms, styles, and genres in pursuit of its commercial aims. Variously, such borrowing involves theatre genres and forms including opera, operetta, music hall, vaudeville, burlesque, minstrelsy, and melodrama, along with musical styles including jazz, blues, folk, rock, pop, gospel and liturgical music, and hip hop. Neither fully at one with the opera house nor completely at home in the music hall, it is the ‘Fabulous Invalid’ of popular musical entertainment. Occupying a space between the ‘Great Divide’ of ‘high culture’ and ‘low culture’, musical theatre might therefore be understood as ‘middlebrow’.7 This positioning relates to the fact that while musical theatre is a commercial form, its stories address many serious social issues from domestic abuse (Carousel, 1945) to mental health (Next to Normal, 2008). For David Savran, understanding musical theatre in this way offers an opportunity both to ‘study the circulation of the artwork-as-commodity’ and the ‘sophisticated’ musical and theatrical devices present in the form.8 As chapter 2 considers in detail, this combination characterizes the ways in which we might listen to musical theatre vocality. Here, however, a more direct literary rendering of the ‘middlebrow’ helps articulate the complex status of musical theatre.
In a posthumous essay entitled ‘Middlebrow’ (1942), Virginia Woolf defined middlebrow culture as existing ‘betwixt and between’ in a cultural area that was ‘in pursuit of no single object, neither of Art itself nor life itself’; a space where efficacy and entertainment are ‘mixed indistinguishably, and rather nastily, with money, fame, power, or prestige’.9 Early in the essay, Woolf claims that highbrow art is concerned with beauty, value, form, and integrity, while lowbrow work may not be intellectual but is modest in its aims and knows its audience, for which it is worthy of equal regard. When thinking about musical theatre, the notion of a form which exists ‘betwixt and between’ offers a succinct and acute description. Musical theatre is not opera, but at times it displays operatic aspirations.10 It is not a form composed solely of American popular idioms but, along with a range of European influences, it is nevertheless characterized by influences from jazz, blues, and gospel styles, derived from African and African American musical forms, whether openly or indirectly. It is a form that once fed the popular music charts but is now inspired by (and borrows from) them, as seen in the proliferation of jukebox musicals, particularly from the late twentieth century to the present. In other words, the status of musical theatre as ‘betwixt and between’ highbrow and lowbrow culture has also been the paradoxical source of its (contested) success.
Stacy Wolf goes further, suggesting that this in-between character can be identified in the structures and aesthetic influences of musical theatre alongside its cultural status. Engineering the coherence of disparate textual elements (book, music, lyrics, and choreography) and requiring real-time negotiation of the divergent and conflicting demands of music, movement, and speech in performance, musical theatre often borrows from, transgresses, repurposes, or reimagines boundaries between a range of art forms and disciplines. Such conflation, circulation, and borrowing across various structures and aesthetic practices was also noted by the director Peter Brook when reflecting on the popular impulse of what he termed ‘Rough Theatre’. Brook observed that: ‘Brecht was rooted in the cabaret: Joan Littlewood longs for a funfair [and it is] to Broadway that American poets, choreographers and composers turn. A choreographer like Jerome Robbins is an interesting example, moving from the pure and abstract theatres of Balanchine and Martha Graham towards the roughness of the popular show’. Such a blurring of boundaries evidences the pitfalls of analysing generic conventions through a discrete or bifurcated approach.11 As a consequence, musical theatre occupies a paradoxical space ‘betwixt and between’ various analytical paradigms, something which both sustains and reflects its complex cultural status. It is neither wholly the preserve of musicology, nor a discipline entirely suited to dance studies, and only temporarily resident in the realm of traditional theatre and performance studies (which, at times, have more closely aligned with literature).
Since the late 1990s, however, studies in musical theatre have flourished, examining the complex place of the form in popular culture, and critiquing its status and function as art. These studies have explored its use of intertextuality, analysed its disciplinary complexities, engaged with its cultural history and international circulation, and interrogated its capacity for performing issues including politics, identity, and nationhood, while recently re-evaluating the systemic whiteness of the form—particularly in North America. Returning to the question above, why has this not yet included an extensive study that seeks to articulate the cultural significance of musical theatre voice? One reason may be that in its liberal borrowing from musical idioms, styles, forms and cultures, any discussion of voice in the musical, by necessity, becomes a discussion of—and between—multiple vocal idioms, styles, forms, and cultures. It is therefore fraught with difficulty and complexity, given the breadth of vocal properties inherent within, and contingent upon, musical theatre performance. The traversing of disciplinary boundaries in the form itself also extends any consideration beyond discussions of popular music (song) or straight theatre (speech) and into the realm of multi-modal analysis. Such difficulties have long posed a challenge to the scholarly study of voice at large.


‘The most beautiful sound . . .’: The Voice Problem
Reflecting on what he calls the ‘problem’ of voice, Konstantinos Thomaidis has observed that, until recently, there has been a ‘paucity of critical writing’ on voice in theatre and performance studies.12 Beyond speech and actor training, such work remains somewhat disparate, and on this basis, Thomaidis notes the historical tendency for ‘voice studies’ to come from the realm of philosophy.13 Taken together, some foundational texts in this area help to establish why voice is a ‘problem’ and at the same time demonstrate why it is a rich and fruitful area of study. Drawing upon the contentious status of voice-as-sound, philosopher Adriana Cavarero’s For More than One Voice (2005) challenges the logocentrism in Western critical traditions, arguing that to privilege written and semantic discourses ‘devocalizes’ what is said, constructing a patriarchal history of understanding and marginalizing who it is that speaks. In many ways, her desire to reconfigure the relationship between patriarchy, politics, and sound—a ‘politics of the voice’, as she proposes—is sympathetic to (while at times a critique of) theorist Jacques Derrida’s work in Of Grammatology (1967) and Voice and Phenomenon (1967). Derrida took issue with the privileging of voice and speech as the bearer of meaning. Contending that an overemphasis on phōnḗ (what is heard) demotes writing (logos) to a secondary position, Derrida suggests that the sonorous and the semantic should be understood in interplay.14
Such a complex and equitable relationship between phōnḗ and logos is not to be found in the structural theories of linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, however, arguing as he did that sound was simply the carrier of semantic signs and symbols. It was, for him, an agent without agency—something with which Roland Barthes seemed to struggle. In ‘The Death of the Author’ (1967), Barthes betrays logocentrism when he suggests that readers re-author texts at the expense of authorial intention. To this extent, Barthes’s thinking echoes that of Derrida, sharing a concern for how readers engage with words. In another essay, ‘The Grain of the Voice’ (1972), Barthes also argues for the uniqueness of individual voices, noting that any song performed always betrays the material presence of the vocalist as it reveals ‘the body speaking its mother tongue’. Cavarero is sympathetic to this position, focussing as it does on the individual singer, yet critiques Barthes for reducing voice to a mere mediating function between body and language. Echoing this hierarchy or intersectionality between voice, language, and the body, philosopher and psychoanalyst Mladen Dolar’s A Voice and Nothing More (2006) develops Jacques Lacan’s notion that alongside its sonorous properties and capacity to convey meaning, voice embodies thought and desire, while Steven Connor’s work has suggested that when a voice leaves a body it becomes a ‘vocalic body’ of its own. Elsewhere, Michel Chion has considered the body/voice split from the perspective of what can be seen and what can be heard in cinema, developing the idea of acousmêtre (a voice without origin) that has been employed by scholars such as Jennifer Fleeger and Brian Kane in their considerations of voice, sound, and technology.15
Examining the gendered and racialized politics of voice, its presence and/or absence, the psychology and biology of the voice in production, the relationship between logos and phōnḗ, the nature of vocal sound when mediated by technology, and its configuration via cultural spaces of listening therefore offers rich and complex possibilities in theatre and performance studies, something Thomaidis has called for more purposefully in his recent work. Taken together, the works mentioned might also form the basis of thinking that constitutes the growing field of voice studies—a trans-, cross-, and interdisciplinary area that has been developing as a specific concern since the mid-2010s in Western scholarship and beyond.
Interdisciplinary approaches to the study of voice have been codified as a field of inquiry through the establishment of the Journal of Interdisciplinary Voice Studies (2014–) and the Routledge Voice Studies monograph series, which launched in 2015 with the edited collection Voice Studies: Critical Approaches to Process, Performance and Experience. In the introduction to that edited volume, a critical perspective on voice is offered, understanding its sonic space as an ‘in-between’: ‘the junction point for multiple encodings of experience to be negotiated and understood’.16 Such experience may relate to the foregoing concerns of gender, technology, language, or presence, or they might include aspects of eroticism, intimacy, family dynamics, unabashed joy, or political subversion, mentioned at the outset. As an in-between space, musical theatre voice is also complicated by what and who is singing, and indeed, the very act of making a sound. Seeking to codify voice in popular music, Simon Frith tells us that a voice can be all-at-once a musical instrument, a body, a person, and a character.17 In other words, any voice that sings can be heard as a sound, a vocal presence, as the person singing, and the persona determined by the lyric. Each of these layers encodes the voice, as it occupies an in-between space in which embodied presence, technological mediation, outsize expression, emotional solitude, vectors of gender or race, character or performer, sound, and word freely negotiate, play, coexist, or vie for dominance.
As chapter 1 explores in detail, these concerns—and the philosophical tenets that underpin them—are already to be found in the large body of writing on voice in opera. For example, Mary Ann Smart, Catherine Clément, and Carolyn Abbate have explored complex notions of the female voice in opera and its relationship to presence, patriarchy, and politics, while Wayne Koestenbaum has considered operatic vocality with regard to queerness and sexuality. In each case, the materiality of the voice as a sonic object or point of focus serves as a departure or complication, something also seen in works by Michel Poizat and Gary Tomlinson, as they listen to vocal presence and absence in opera, considering notions of transcendence and metaphysical sonority.18 Such ideas have, at times, found their way into musical theatre scholarship, the uses of which are considered in the following chapter. However, as mentioned above, beyond pedagogy or practice, a sustained exploration of the cultural, philosophical, or conceptual properties of musical theatre vocality analogous to the work of Tomlinson, Poizat, Abbate, and other opera scholars mentioned above has yet to be forthcoming. There are several reasons for this.
First, opera studies focus on an older and more assuredly ‘highbrow’ cultural form with closer ideological links to the philosophical concerns seen in the writing of Cavarero or Dolar, for example. Second, musical theatre occupies an in-between space in popular culture and is paradoxical in its structural conceits, expressive qualities, and formal conventions. Third, the recent concept of studying voice as an interdisciplinary in-between brings with it a peculiar challenge. It asks us to move beyond ideas or analyses of register, range, character, or the conventions of style or stereotypes. It requires that we allow all of those things free rein in a sonic space that is plural and fluid. Instead of listening to, it needs us to listen in, through, across, and between ‘multiple encodings’, a position developed later in this introduction, and which exceeds current analytical parameters in musical theatre scholarship.19 In this context, the study of voice in musical theatre becomes the study of a vocal in-between in a form that already exists ‘betwixt and between’. The challenge of how to approach this is therefore significant and fraught with possible complications, blind alleys, contradictions, and unknowns. To begin mapping a path, we need to return to first principles and ask another question: why do musicals sing?


‘The song that goes like this’: Why Musicals Sing
Received wisdom says that characters, and any choruses to which they may belong or might attach themselves, must have a reason to sing. This reason cannot be simply that ‘musical theatre has music and songs’ (even if that statement says more about the cultural value of the form than its cynical naiveté might suggest). Musical theatre lore tells us that the primary reason song (and dance) occurs in a musical is because a character’s emotional state has outgrown the expressive potential of speech. This focus on emotional expressivity is seen in Scott McMillin’s 2006 book, The Musical as Drama. He argued that the ideal of integration so beloved of Rodgers and Hammerstein was an impossibility. Suggesting that the unavoidable tension in the gear changes between book, music, lyrics, and dance in performance provides musical theatre with its distinct thrill, McMillin proposed that musical theatre operates through two ‘orders of time’. First, ‘book time’ concerns the narrative, exposition, and dramatic action, while in ‘lyric time’ songs stop the action to enlarge on thoughts and feelings, as characters uncover what Carey Wall calls their ‘full self’ in performance.20
Whether focussing on conventional book musicals, so-called concept musicals that toy with linearity and the nature of storytelling, through-sung works such as the megamusicals of the 1980s and 1990s, or more challenging pieces that play with accepted conventions of melody, shape, and form (such as London Road, 2011; or, A Strange Loop, 2022), the gospel of heightened emotion or realism is still perpetuated as the rationale for musical theatre’s reliance on singing (and dancing). As recently as 2019, a panel of musical theatre and popular music scholars continued to agree that ‘the voice is where musical theater places its truest meaning’.21 While this is a central tenet of the form, and while emotions—such as those offered at the outset—are many and varied, might there be more to it?
In his seminal essay ‘Entertainment and Utopia’ (1977), Richard Dyer suggests that through sustained melodic expressivity, singing enables performers (and the characters they create) to communicate with emotional ‘intensity’ and ‘transparency’. For Dyer, this allows musical films to offer an image of utopia—defined as ‘something better’ than lived reality and, here, transposed to live musical theatre performance.22 Through the outsized emotional ‘energy’ inherent in song and dance, in its many variations, musical theatre configures human relationships and stories not as they are, but as they could be, with a directness that suggests resolutions can be easy and complexities reduced to their simplest, essential, or discrete components.23 For example, while Erik is wracked with self-doubt, anxiety, loss, confusion, and unresolved bitterness, the opening moments of Love Never Dies hear the Phantom reach fever pitch in a soaring tenor torch song, ‘’Till I Hear You Sing’. Complex though his emotions may be, they are distilled into a moment of full expression as his dream of Christine’s return is given voice. Dyer says that the utopia evoked from this transparency of emotion, facilitated by the intensity and energy of performance, is something for audiences ‘to escape into, or something we want deeply that our day-to-day lives don’t provide’.24
Therefore, beyond giving a character an emotional outlet they would be denied in reality, singing in musical theatre serves an ideological function. McMillin once wrote that as a performer moves from speech to song (or dance) in live performance, they enter a ‘space of vulnerability’ in which the voice could crack, or strain, or break, and in which minds can blank and lyrics or choreography could be forgotten. The act of witnessing someone overcome this vulnerability, facing down the ‘danger of failure’ through the intensity and emotional expressivity of song and dance, is, in itself, an image of something beyond the mundane—something outside the lived reality of audiences.25 On this basis, as Dyer further reasons, utopia is experienced ‘at the level of sensibility’ or feeling—not in where, how, or why songs occur—but in the experience of their performance. Utopia is therefore an affective rather than structural ideal.26 This position is echoed by Jill Dolan, who considers the liveness of performance essential to the experience of utopia. Since live performance is transient, any intensity experienced in musical theatre song is also transient. This means that any glimpse of utopia can never be fixed. Dolan suggests it is ‘not a world in being’ but merely an ‘index of the possible’—a feeling of ‘something better’. In this context, song and dance function as ‘never finished gestures toward a potentially better future’, categorized as what Dolan might term ‘utopian performatives’.27 Some moments proffer what theorist Ernst Bloch understood to be an ‘abstract utopia’ of compensation; a state that is wishful rather than wilful; expressing a desire for change rather than an anticipation of material difference.28 At the ‘level of sensibility’, the abstract ‘utopian performatives’ of the musical stage are not song and dance as structural, textual, or narrative entities. Rather, they are singing and dancing—non-representational gestures of ‘something better’ that are never fully actualized, even if their sonic intensity suggests emotions can be overt, direct, tangible, and uncomplicated.
29 Borrowing a term from sound studies scholar Salomé Voegelin, we might say that the utopian performative of the sung voice in musical theatre offers audiences a ‘sonic possible world’ through voice, a vocal utopia.30
The term ‘vocal utopia’ might sound tempting as a way to talk about the quality of voice in musical theatre through the lens of Dyer’s essay. Yet, if voice—and the sonic space it creates—is in itself a messy in-between full of ‘multiple encodings’, then might this destabilize Dyer’s claim to the transparency and intensity of singing in musical theatre?31 Does it challenge the emotional directness that is key to Dyer’s idea of ‘something better’? Developing this question further, if vocal sonority is always plural and fluid, then a ‘vocal utopia’ must also be plural and fluid. Is this what Dyer meant? To answer these questions, a closer look at the nature of utopia will demonstrate that, in many ways, it is similarly complex, fluid, and plural—a fact that both enhances and complicates the ways in which we might listen to voice in musical theatre.


‘Singing the world into tune’: Vocal Utopia(s)
In Western thought, the idea of utopia can first be found in Plato’s Republic—a manifesto for a political and social ideal. Among Plato’s policies, there would be a rigid set of social hierarchies, fairly distributed wealth and resources, the promotion of law and order (but few laws and no lawyers), and the removal of theatrical performance to ensure citizens were protected from succumbing to craven (or rebellious) desires. A similar form of social utopia was also found in England in 1516, with the publication of Thomas More’s Utopia.
32 While More’s text has variously been seen as a representation of an ideal society and a secular satire, at its heart is a dilemma over the meaning of ‘utopia’. Derived from the original Greek, ‘utopia’ might mean either ‘no place’ (ou topos) or ‘good place’ (eu topos), which are homophonic in the original language. Paradoxically, it might mean both of these at the same time: a good place which does not exist. As theorist Edward Rothstein puts it, this ‘good place’ is an ‘ideal toward which the mundane world must reach’.33 Through the intensity of its performance structures and aesthetic, musical theatre does indeed elevate the mundane to the utopian, as audiences listen to and thrill at bank clerks, barbers, bakers, cavers, coves, children, politicians, princesses and preachers, or witches, wives, and widows achieve the intensity of voice that might reach towards ‘something better’ in their emotional fulfilment or social relationships. In such moments, Dolan suggests that ‘audiences feel themselves allied with each other [as] social discourse articulates the possible, rather than insurmountable obstacles of human potential’.34 However, as the best place never to have existed, utopia also has several additional characteristics not considered in Dyer’s essay which may challenge a singular view of utopia and its possibilities.
As a human concept borne of ‘the conviction that humanity is perfectible’, utopia is a future realm of ‘impossible perfection’.35 In other words, the nature of utopia is rooted in paradox and contradiction. In his essay ‘Utopia and Its Discontents’ (2003), Rothstein observes that ‘one man’s utopia is another man’s dystopia’. Turning to literature to demonstrate his point, Rothstein considers the fact that both Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World and George Orwell’s 1984 depict societies ‘specifically designed by their rulers to be utopias’. He notes that neither ‘show societies designed to create unhappiness’, and yet—because of the oppressive, authoritarian, and inhumane effects on the central characters—Huxley’s and Orwell’s novels are paradigmatic works of dystopian fiction.36 In a broader social example, the mythological ideal of the American Dream—celebrating economic success and individual achievement—may be vaunted as a capitalist utopia, yet as geo-political and global economic shifts have taken place across the last fifty years, the American Dream is viewed increasingly as a ‘nightmare’ world of ‘joyless materialism and brutal exploitation’.37 In short, as Rothstein concludes, the greatest contradiction in utopia is that ‘all of these paradises are really varieties of hell’.38
This foundational contradiction may be because while ‘something better’ is an idealized future state, it is built upon versions of present (or past) social structures.39 As utopian scholar Lyman Tower Sargent suggests, these may include ideals which are ‘socialist, capitalist, monarchical, democratic, anarchist, ecological, feminist, patriarchal, egalitarian, hierarchical, racist, left-wing, right-wing, reformist’. For Sargent, these ideals also embrace everything from ‘Naturism/Nude Christians [and] free love’ to the whole spectrum of nuclear, extended, and blended families.40 Yet such contradictions may be negotiable, surmountable, or even desirable, as a way of achieving utopia. Demonstrating Sargent’s argument, political sociologist Luke Martell considers the complexities of economic capital in an illustrative utopia founded on ‘collective ownership of the economy and of work’. Acknowledging that some in that society may not conform entirely to such an ideal, that particular utopia may ‘accept pluralism and diversity, including a minority role for private enterprise. To not do so would require authoritarian imposition on those who wish to do something different’.41 For Martell, ‘[t]his does not mean utopia is a variety of utopias but a utopia to which alternatives are permitted’.42 Far from being a homogeneous state of ‘escape’ and wish-fulfilment, and notwithstanding the internal contradictions at play, utopia may therefore be characterized by plurality and accommodation.43 This sense of accommodation is also understood as indicative of utopia’s malleability and openness to change to reflect shifting cultural or social ideals. For example, republics overthrow monarchies, Judeo-Christian governance cedes place to secular politics over time, and civil rights or social justice is championed, reckoned with, or achieved. As Martell notes, ‘[w]hat is utopian now or at the time it is achieved may not continue to be ideal because of developments, intended or unforeseen, such as in technology or human nature . . . and so will need change’.44
To speak of a vocal utopia in musical theatre, then, is to invoke a contradictory, plural, and changeable ideal of a flawed but good place that does not exist. In many ways, this echoes the idea of voice as a plural in-between seeking to negotiate multiple ideas and experiences which, over time, may change in their nature or value. While the vocal utopia of musical theatre might not explicitly engage or encode some of the political ideals Sargent outlines (even if many narratives of musical theatre do), the plurality of styles and aesthetics inherent in musical theatre vocality gives evidence of complexity, changeability, and lack of homogeneity, considered in chapter 2. Of course, if voice is all-at-once an index of intense expressivity and yet so multi-faceted that it performs a range of cultures, styles, emotions, ideals, intentions, and situations, questions arise in light of the complex nature of utopia identified above.
Do all voices in musical theatre sing utopia? Do different voices give space for ‘alternatives’ in a sonic demonstration of utopian plurality? If the ideal of ‘something better’ changes over time (and is always flawed), does the sonic quality of voice change with it, betraying imperfections as it does so? Can the singing voice in musical theatre ever really capture a sense of emotional intensity or transparency if utopia is always a negotiation founded upon a contradiction? What happens when musical theatre rejects such imperatives from Dyer, when characters appear to resist the urge to sing, or when the entire musical is characterized by a style or idiom such as hip hop which places voice on a continuum somewhere closer to speech than song (In the Heights, 2008; Hamilton, 2015)? Can these voices also be understood as utopian? If any definition of utopia also implies its opposite, are there communities for whom certain voices may be heard or experienced as dystopian; communities excluded or silenced from the dream of ‘something better’ such as those from whom certain musical or vocal styles have been appropriated at the service of white privilege and culture? Elsewhere, how are we to understand voices that sound like other voices, in tribute or imitation? Do they perhaps epitomize a utopia defined as ‘nowhere’?45
Such questions give pause for thought and demonstrate the complexity of examining voice as a utopian property or ideal in musical theatre. This book, then, will seek to examine the ways in which the plural, contradictory in-between of voice—in a form that is paradoxical, and occupies a ‘betwixt and between’ space amidst various spheres of popular culture—reflects, critiques, negotiates, denies, or reaches towards ‘something better’; the paradoxical, changeable, plural, imperfectly perfect utopian. How might such an undertaking be approached?46


‘Someone’s gonna listen . . .’: Approaches to the In-between
Conceiving of voice as an in-between means it is no longer possible only to listen to a fixed idea of vocal utterance. Rather, we need to find other ways of listening to help identify the ‘multiple encodings’ and negotiations taking place. As a first step, we might borrow an approach from Thomaidis and engage in an act of ‘listening across’ the sonic (and plural) qualities of vocality as they play out within, between, and across time, space, culture, and race.47 Thomaidis observes that ‘[n]ot only is voice multiple [in its sonic, semantic, and cultural properties], it is also heard plurally’ by those who listen. Such listening may be complicated, however, because ‘listening is also a culturally and historically situated practice’ offering the listener agency in constructing the affective characteristics of the voices that are heard from a given position.48 Exploring vocal utopia therefore entails a reflective understanding of how we listen to what is sung and asks us to situate our own listening practices in relation to the world.
A further way to listen is once more found in the work of Salomé Voegelin, who has argued that as material, sound (and, by extension, vocal sonority) exists in an experiential space ‘anterior’ to the tyranny of speech and the predominance of visual culture (a duo which have jointly ‘muted’ sound in Western culture and philosophical thought since Plato). Freed from seeing the world through the ‘signs and symbols’ with which ‘language and culture assert their superiority’ and determine boundaries of analysis, this consideration of vocal utopia in musical theatre therefore rejects what Voegelin has termed the ‘chronological and patrimonial ancestrality’ of traditional Western analysis.49 Instead, it focuses on the sound and uses the complex interplay and multi-faceted intersectionality of sonic properties, form, style, and texture as a way of listening to popular culture across, between, and within eras, races, genders, politics, and thought.50
Beyond such an approach to listening, the cultural and historical situatedness of the listener has informed recent thinking about the relationship between voice and race. Building on established paradigms from voice studies outlined above, Nina Sun Eidsheim frames notions of ‘hearing race’ as ‘the acousmatic question’. She suggests that the very enquiry ‘who is speaking?’ invites the listener into an acousmatic search for identity and meaning beyond the body of the voicer. Building from the position that ‘voice is not innate; it is cultural’, Eidsheim interrogates at times problematic or stereotypical assumptions made about the relationship between voice and racial identity.51 As a complementary study which precedes Eidsheim’s work, Jennifer Lynn Stoever develops the concept of ‘the sonic color line’ using W. E. B. Du Bois’s original term ‘the color line’ to listen for the ways (white American) culture ‘racially codes sonic phenomena such as vocal timbre, accents, and musical tones’.52 Both Stoever and Eidsheim are acknowledged in the work of music scholar Matthew D. Morrison, whose concept of ‘Blacksound’ offers tools for listening to and ‘uncovering the political implications of embodying, making, and commercializing popular music [and forms of popular entertainment such as the musical] in the United States, from its origins in blackface to the present’.53
As seen throughout this book, the relationship between race, voice, and utopia in musical theatre is a complex one, particularly in light of the (mis)appropriation of African vocal styles and practices, along with those from other communities and cultures, in developing an artform often understood as white and middle-class. Engaging with these complexities, my own cultural and historical ‘listening ear’ (to borrow a further phrase from Stoever) has inevitably informed this book.54 As a Caucasian male, born and raised in the UK, my ability to listen to ‘Blacksound’ or (have the right to) speak with authority about cultural sensitivities regarding African American vocal practice and its appropriation into musical theatre on Broadway is accordingly limited.55 Yet, recognizing the centrality of such issues to the properties, potentials, and problems of a ‘vocal utopia’ in musical theatre as a form, where such issues are raised, I use the listening experience as a means of questioning assumptions or exploring what may be inaudible, relying on scholars (some of whom are listed above) to enable my ‘listening ear’ in this and other areas, to be as informed and attuned as possible.


‘Raise your voice’: How to Read Singing Utopia

Drawing together the above positions on listening, voice, sound, culture, and identity, Singing Utopia comprises five chapters in two parts and features fifteen wide-ranging case studies from musicals produced between 1900 and 2019, informed and expanded with reference to many more. The voices these works contain are heard as sonic pluralities anterior to the fixedness of traditions, politics, or culture, while nevertheless imbricated within and between them. Singing Utopia therefore uses the complex interplay and multi-faceted intersectionality of sonic properties, form, style, and texture as a way of listening to popular culture across, between, and within eras, races, genders, politics, and thought. On this basis, Yiddish comic vocality will be listened to in the same space as crooning; the queer spectrality of a disfigured musical genius will be heard to occupy the same vocal sphere as a Kentucky spelunker; and the ambivalent solitude of a man on the outside engages in a provocation with the chaotic cacophony of his married friends. Each relationship demands that we listen ‘across’ and ‘between’ rather than to the voices, treating them as sound beyond the confines of their time, place, or character, but always imbricated with these facets.
Part I (‘Cultural Contexts’) sets a foundation for how musical theatre voice might be explored on its own terms. Chapter 1 begins by distinguishing the metaphysical vocality of opera and the vernacular properties of musical theatre (and its progenitor musical comedy) as a middlebrow form. With specific reference to the work of utopian theorist Paul Ricoeur, the chapter explores the limitations of reliance on psychoanalytical or phenomenal paradigms often transposed from opera studies to listen across voices in musical theatre. Centred at a point of divergence in the late nineteenth century, it finds that while the high cultural status of opera can often be heard to give voice to otherworldly grandeur at the service of implied cultural capital or dissimulated power structures, the development of musical theatre might be understood as a form of utopian ‘rupture’ whose voices sing of possibilities beyond the status quo.
Building from this position, chapter 2 examines musical theatre as a middlebrow form drawing liberally from a smorgasbord of lowbrow and popular vocal styles while retaining some of the aesthetics heard in its progenitors of opera and operetta. As an in-between space, voice in musical theatre is therefore heard as a plurality configured by means of recrafting other styles within conventions of the form. Listening closely to five works of the musical stage, from the British fin de siècle to a twenty-first-century African American rock musical, the chapter borrows from musicologist John Potter and Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci to construct a theory of vocal style. Doing so, the chapter considers the complex stylistic properties of musical theatre voices, hearing in them what Paul Ricoeur has called an ‘exploration of the possible’ through which ‘various alternatives are permitted’, but not without challenge, provocation, and the occasional threat.56
Part II (‘Critical Approaches’) progresses to develop new approaches for listening to voice in musical theatre, examining how some of its complexities might be understood taxonomically. Chapter 3 turns its attention to the dramaturgical structures of different vocal groupings in a further three case studies. Listening across the intersection and interaction of generalized choral declamation and the particularity of solo songs, duets, trios, quartets, and quintets, the chapter combines neurobiological research and discourses from the social sciences to consider the utopian properties of ‘community’, drawing on ideas from Lyman Tower Sargent, Victor Turner, and Zygmunt Bauman. Borrowing from musical theatre scholar Bethany Hughes, the chapter asks how musical theatre might give voice to a ‘manifestation of community’ across its various vocal groupings, and how in turn, these reveal different characteristics of utopia (or, in some instances, challenge them).57 What, for example, is shared—and what differs—between the choral aesthetic of the Arcadians before James Smith arrives (The Arcadians, 1909) and the foundry workers of Hadestown (2019)? They are worlds apart. Can they both sing utopia? What might have changed; the voice, or the definition of utopia? Chapter 3 also listens to the ambivalent speech-inflection heard in Stephen Sondheim and George Furth’s Company (1970)—an aesthetic which expands in focus in the following chapter.
What else might be revealed about the complexity of musical theatre performance and its ideals of ‘something better’ when musicals feature performers or characters who appear to resist the shift from speech to song?58 Engaging phonetic, ethnomusicological, and linguistic analysis, chapter 4 asks what happens when characters eschew the seeming transparency or immediacy of melody. Placing an American revolutionary in dialogue with the ringleader of Victorian pickpockets, and a bandleading con artist side by side with Milky White’s best friend, the chapter invites us to listen beyond our current understanding of utopia, hearing in such voices inaudible aspects of what it might mean to ‘sing’ utopia, including the emerging spectre of what Malcolm Chase and Christopher Shaw called the ‘counterpart’ of exploring the utopia: nostalgia.59
Before the conclusion, chapter 5 borrows from cultural theorist Svetlana Boym to further listen to two competing tendencies of nostalgia, listening across them through the imitative vocal representation in bio-musical performances. Drawing from three twenty-first-century examples of voices that sound like other voices, a close listening to the vocal space in-between utopia and nostalgia is developed through the application of three theoretical audio filters: sonic drag, responding to ideas from José Esteban Muñoz; ventriloquism, using the work of Steven Connor; and simulacrum, after Jean Baudrillard. The chapter concludes by introducing a new way of articulating the binary interactions of past and present with real-life voices and theatrical imitations. Together, these interactions reveal further tensions, complexities, and limitations in the relationship between nostalgia and utopia.
Each chapter informs its listening using key philosophical or theoretical approaches including linguistics, narratology, sound studies, musicology, dramaturgy, literary studies, sociology, anthropology, and more, applied at liberty across a range of discussions and ideas. While some readers might wish for a more consistent set of tools, this approach aims to demonstrate the rich potential in listening across both the numerous kinds of musical theatre voices and the diverse range of analytical approaches that can be used to do so. This interdisciplinary approach will be most rewarding when the book is taken as a whole and its analytical approaches are understood in context. However, chapters may also be read discretely should a reader want to take other possible routes through the discussion. For example, readers interested in musicological analyses may wish to focus on chapters 1, 2, and 3, with the third of these also including dramaturgical and sociological concerns. Chapters 2 and 5 foreground sonority or aurality in particular, while chapter 4 employs a synthesis of ethnographic and linguistic analysis.
At certain points, the book considers what voices are heard and what voices are silenced; when they are present, and how often they appear. At other points, it explores aesthetic properties, the vocal qualities or production of musical theatre vocality, or offers a sense of what it means to listen as well as to sing. In some cases, this involves focussing on specific performances of a song or character by a particular artist or a specific cast recording; in others, the analysis listens to a general iteration of the character as written or usually performed—details of which will be evident in each example. Where case studies rely on particular recordings to inform the analysis, these are—where possible—the original cast recordings in due recognition of the impact this has on the history of the musical. It is, of course, recognized that cast recordings are not representative of the entire history or sound of a given musical, with cast changes or cultural shifts offering new ways of listening across. In such cases, the analyses are indicative of the approach taken or the possibilities of listening across musical theatre vocality, rather than assuming a prescriptive or definitive position.
While raising an abundance of questions (many of which act as rhetorical provocations), this book repeatedly returns to one predominant concern: what kind of voice is this? Of course, it is foolhardy to suggest that—individually or collectively—the examples here are in any way paradigmatic or universal in their content or what they reveal about voice in musical theatre. What this book offers, then, is a starting point—an invitation or provocation for each reader to find other examples to which they might listen across, and which may yield parallel or surprising results. The contradictions, impossibilities, dangers, and pitfalls may already seem clear as the volume listens to a paradoxical ideal, voiced as a plural in-between, that evokes the romantic, erotic, dangerous, immediate, intimate, physical, familial, joyous, outsized, assertive, subversive, and politicized within a cultural ‘betwixt and between’. Against such a background, perhaps it is understandable that no book on this subject has yet been written. It is also my explicit motivation for writing Singing Utopia. As musical theatre scholarship and sound studies thrive, and interdisciplinary approaches to voice flourish, the time seems right to tackle the ‘problem’ of voice in a form which can scale the heights and plumb the depths of human emotion with a universal appeal and intensity that no other form of theatre has. As such, this book—with exciting finds, contentious claims, unresolved loose ends, and thorny contradictions—is a beginning, and it starts with the complicated ‘problem’ of middlebrow vocality.



Part I Cultural Contexts



1 Reaffirmation and Rupture
Why This Is Not Opera








In a cosy scene from The Sound of Music (1959), the nun-turned-governess Maria is trying to teach the seven von Trapp children to be more musical. Strumming her guitar, she suggests that they start the lesson at the very beginning because it is, after all, a very good place to start. This chapter also starts at the beginning, reiterating the common lore of musical theatre history which begins in Florence in 1600, encompasses the development of monody and its historical aspiration, moves forward through opera seria, opera buffa, and opéra comique, and traverses Europe through to the nineteenth century. Arriving in New York by way of London, it picks up a strand of the narrative involving a mediated or diluted operatic form—operetta (or comic opera)—from the pens of W. S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan, Franz Lehár, or Jacques Offenbach, moving through the musical comedies produced by George Edwardes, Charles Frohman, and others, the musical plays of Rodgers and Hammerstein, the work of Stephen Sondheim, Andrew Lloyd Webber, their contemporaries, and those who followed in their footsteps. This history is easily compartmentalized. It has a clear beginning, with what Pietro Bardi once called the ‘birth’ of opera in Jacopo Peri’s L’Euridice in the early seventeenth century. This implies that, notwithstanding geopolitical shifts and cultural changes, there is a genetic link between Peri’s L’Euridice and Anaïs Mitchell’s Hadestown (2019), even if it also acknowledges the influence of other forms on the popular musical.1 Of course, no history can be so linear, unbroken, or entirely accurate, so this chapter begins more readily with a less idealized statement:

Musical theatre is not opera.

To the casual theatregoer, the differences between the two may seem obvious. They might notice differences in ticket prices, venue expectations, and audience demographics.2 Aesthetically, they might perceive differences in the grandiosity and overt earnestness of through-composed operas in comparison with the lighter-hearted frivolity of book musicals, full of jazz hands and kick-lines. Some of these differences may be (partially) accurate, and there are some to which we will return. What happens, though, if the differentiation becomes more specific?

Musical theatre voice is not operatic voice.
3

This is a bold claim. Beyond the perceived differences above, opera and musical theatre are both musical-dramatic forms and share certain structural and generic conventions. For example, in common with the book musical, numerous operas feature spoken dialogue between the formal musical numbers, including The Magic Flute (1791), Carmen (1875), and Hansel and Gretel (1893). Likewise, the use of declamatory vocal writing is a feature of both operatic recitative and through-sung musicals like Porgy and Bess (1935) and Les Misérables. According to Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, recitative in opera serves an expository and plot-driven function, while arias (and other set numbers) are ‘static’, illuminating a moment or emotion. This description parallels Scott McMillin’s distinction between ‘book time’ and ‘lyric time’ in the musical.4 However, while these two forms may have such structural and dramaturgical conceits in common, a close consideration of the aesthetic qualities and cultural lode of the voices that sing in opera and musical theatre offers some clear distinctions.

In opera, vocal control, beauty, and virtuosity are often ‘desired, worshipped and fetishized’ by audiences and scholars, many of whom ‘locate [opera’s] aesthetic foundation in the singing’, and through which the genre ‘marks its own singularity’.5 In the most dramatic or emotional arias, ‘the literary text melts away . . . or even completely loses its meaning’ as the text cedes dominance to the virtuosic, exaggerated, and cultivated sound of the ‘trained operatic voice’. Achieving this requires a specific emphasis on diaphragmatic control and a strong command of vocal tract resonance to affect vocal timbre. On this basis, as Lawrence Kramer puts it, ‘[v]irtually everyone can sing; very few people can sing opera’.6

Musical theatre also fetishizes the singing voice (otherwise, there would be no need for this book). In contrast with opera, it does so by giving primary emphasis to lyrical intelligibility, focussing on characters and stories. Often written with a lower tessitura and more limited range, musical theatre also places less emphasis on legato delivery and emphasizes straighter tone phonation (especially since the 1940s). In combination, these aspects produce a more speech-like quality in all aspects of vocal performance, from moments of declamatory vocal delivery to comedic patter songs and even soaring ballads. As Ana Flavia Zuim has argued, musical theatre ‘requires a different muscular demand’ from opera: it sounds different.7 The expectation for a different sound is perhaps exemplified in the experience of actor Celeste Holm when she auditioned for the comedic supporting role of Ado Annie in Oklahoma! (1943). Composer Richard Rodgers asked her to sing ‘as if you’ve never had a lesson in your life’. Shocked, Holm exclaimed: ‘You mean I’ve studied three years for that?’ Rodgers replied: ‘Oh, you have to know how to in order to know how not to’.8 In other words, technique is vital to both forms, while the primary concern of musical theatre tends towards a more vernacular, rather than virtuosic, sound.

Classical singing pedagogy from the nineteenth century onwards has placed great emphasis on the singer’s formant. With a resonant frequency between 2500 and 3200 Hz, this allows opera singers to be heard over an orchestra without the need for amplification. The acoustic ring is produced by the narrowing of the laryngeal resonator and is independent of the vowels being sung. Referred to as squillo, the timbral aesthetic of this common operatic vocal sound is concentrated in the vocal tract, augmented by an increased presence of vibrato to carry the sound further. Yet, while opera performance remains largely acoustic, with performers appearing two or three times a week, contemporary musical theatre voices are amplified by throat or head microphones, allowing performers to sing in a more ‘intimate, conversational manner’ than their operatic counterparts and performing six to eight times each week.9 The embrace of microphone technology also allowed musical theatre to incorporate popular genres in the form, such as rock and hip hop, which rely on amplification as part of their aesthetic. Before amplification, the necessary presence of classical singing techniques in early twentieth-century musical comedy was a result of the ‘practicalities of projection’ across the orchestra and into the auditorium: ‘[T]o be heard at the back . . . required a fuller tone that is a consequence of lowering the larynx. This inevitably made popular singers in both operetta and musical comedy closer in timbre to classical singers than they would be after amplification’.10

The technical requirements of a vocal style ‘closer in timbre’ to the classical or operatic was therefore part of early musical comedy as it emerged from operetta, and it can still be heard in the style commonly referred to as ‘legitimate’ (often abbreviated to ‘legit’). It is the ‘cultured’ and ‘trained’ sound heard in voices ranging from Emile in South Pacific (1949) to Maria in West Side Story (1957) or Clara and Fabrizio in The Light in the Piazza (2005). A common assumption equates the ‘legit’ voice with the operatic or classical, and it is perhaps revealing that such a ‘cultured’ voice quality is attributed as ‘legitimate’ in its designation, perhaps reinforcing the ‘divide’ between high and low cultural practices considered in the introduction. Yet, while it derives from classical singing, ‘legit’ is different, emphasizing speech inflection in a way not found in opera and with a predominance in the high-middle range. The delivery is therefore brighter, with ‘twangier’ vowel formants than those in classical singing.11

While opera has squillo, musical theatre has the ‘belt’ sound typified by Ethel Merman holding a C5 for sixteen bars at the close of ‘I’ve Got Rhythm’ in George and Ira Gershwin’s Girl Crazy (1930). Performed without amplification, Merman’s singing prompted the composer to tell her never to take a proper vocal lesson for fear of becoming ‘diaphragm conscious’ and losing the ‘natural quality’ of her instrument.12 Yet, belting is produced—and ‘rings’ differently—to squillo. While opera singers of the nineteenth century may have projected their voices across the rich orchestral music of Puccini or Wagner, the musical theatre orchestra (and latterly the pit band) often produces a harsher, more contemporary or urban sound for the singer to negotiate with brass, reeds, drums, and in later work, electronic synthesizers and guitars. Because of this, when belt voice is used it may be more ‘aggressive, visceral and intense’, imbued with a ‘twang’ quality in its character.13 It comes from the chest rather than laryngeal or pharyngeal resonators, and as voice teacher Jeanette LoVetri puts it, belting is ‘just chest register . . . carried up above normal speaking range, and at high volume’.14 Such examples are not exhaustive but demonstrate contrasts in vocal production and sound quality between these two forms.

The technical, mechanical, or artistic production of musical theatre voice is not, however, the focus here. While giving attention to the means of vocal production is inherent in any act of close listening, a further level of contrast between the vocal aesthetics of opera and musical theatre concerns the distinct cultural meanings attributed to, or encoded within, the sung voices of these two forms. A bold claim has already been made in the Introduction, and in the very title of this book: musical theatre sings utopia, offering a cultural meaning that dreams forwards through a sonic exploration of the possible. Given that these two forms ‘sing’ differently, what distinct cultural meanings might be heard, produced, or encoded in operatic vocality in contrast, divergence, or similitude with musical theatre?

In his essay ‘The Creativity of Language’, utopian theorist Paul Ricoeur considers the ‘ensemble of symbolic discourses’ that comprise the ‘socio-political imaginaire’ of a given society. This ‘imaginaire’ operates as either a ‘rupture’ or a ‘reaffirmation’ in the production of cultural meanings. Ricoeur assigns the quality of rupture to ‘utopian’ ideals as they serve to critique the present and configure a ‘symbolic opening towards the future’. By contrast, the imaginaire of reaffirmation functions via the notion of ‘ideology’, using the ‘foundational symbols’ of a given society to enact a ‘symbolic confirmation of the past’ to justify the present.15 Ricoeur therefore constructs a contrast between two cultural discourses, articulating a temporal pull between ‘cultures [which] create themselves by telling stories of their past’ via ideology, and a utopian exploration of the possible.16 If musical theatre ‘sings’ utopia, it seems logical to infer that opera can be heard to ‘sing’ ideology. What ‘stories of the past’ might opera use to create a culture and how might it do so? What social imaginaire is justified or reaffirmed in the moment of performance? To answer these questions, we will revisit the ‘birth’ of opera in the sixteenth century and progress through its cultural development to arrive at what Ricoeur might call the ‘turning point’ of the nineteenth century—the period in which ideology and utopia become distinguishable in their function, and the development of popular musical theatre begins.17 Only after considering this history can the assertion that voice in opera is ideological be understood, and a distinction drawn with the cultural imperatives of voice in musical theatre.

‘Stories of the past’: Opera and the (Re)creation of (High) Culture
The story goes that opera had its beginning in seventeenth-century Italy, where the Florentine Camerata—an informal group of scholars, composers, musicians, and philosophers including Vincenzo Galilei and Jacopo Peri—would meet to discuss art, literature, and science. Often credited with early innovations in opera, these men were supported by the patronage of the wealthy Count Giovanni Bardi who, it is believed, sponsored Vincenzo Galilei’s musical studies as early as 1560.18 The Camerata and their patron were among ‘the most refined and intelligent’ noblemen in Italy.19 Italian opera would continue to be sponsored by wealthy aristocratic patrons through the early decades of its history. The Medici family commissioned Peri to write a proto-operatic spectacle (La Pellegrina) for a dynastic wedding in 1589, while Claudio Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo (1607) was commissioned by the Gonzaga family at the Court of Mantua. In the courtly surroundings of Italian palaces, proto-operatic and early operatic spectacles were apt to recreate ‘stories of the past’, featuring fantastical and mythological themes blended with the pastoral.20 Renaissance Florence saw musical-dramatic ‘stories about nymphs, shepherds and half-gods, living in marvellous gardens or fantastic country paradises [with] characters so exceptional that they might plausibly be imagined to converse in music’. Such characters thus acted as fitting ‘foundation symbols’ for the social imaginaire of the rich and powerful among the audiences, reaffirming their exceptional status.21
While this elite culture fostered the development of opera in Europe, it did not remain exclusive. Teatro San Cassiano—the first Venetian opera house—opened in 1637, and welcomed an audience of ‘all social classes’ from ‘the general public’.22 In the 1600s, the public may have attended an ‘attione in musica or a festa teatrale, a drama musicale or a favola regia, a tragedia musicale or an opera scenica’, while the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians helps to further define the form by directing readers to no fewer than eighty-nine other subject categories as part of its entry on ‘opera’.23 For much of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, opera was a popular and accessible form, characterized by a broad audience demographic enjoying a ‘messy variety of musical drama’.24 It was not until the nineteenth century that this variety was more formally brought under the nominal umbrella of a single term, and—with a focus on the United States and Great Britain from the 1860s onwards—it is at this point that the familiar social imaginaire of elitism re-emerges and, in this context, gives credence to an ideological understanding of voice in opera.
In 1865, the American Civil War was coming to its bitter end. Following surrender by the Confederacy, the release of over four million African American slaves as nominally ‘free’ men and women would begin to reorient the social fabric of America. Across the Atlantic, that same year saw the birth of the future King George V, as Queen Victoria reigned over a nation and Empire being reshaped in real-time as the consequences of the Industrial Revolution were felt. In 1866, the SS Great Eastern would sail from Sheerness to commence laying the first durable transatlantic telegraph cable in the ‘first age of globalisation’.25 By the early 1880s, North American free-market capitalism had recovered from the war, and ‘urban, urbane’ centres including New York and Boston were coming to exert influence in both a national and increasingly transnational economy, creating a nouveau riche borne of industry (those now known by their surnames: Vanderbilt, Rockefeller, Carnegie, and others). This coincided with unprecedented migration to America from Germany, Italy, and Scandinavia, as migrants sought to improve their lives beyond European struggles with war, drought, and economic instability.26 In the United Kingdom, the mid-to-late nineteenth century saw similar growth in industrial and metropolitan centres, migration from towns to cities, and the parallel establishment of a similarly industrialized middle class borne of new money.27
Along with social, technological, and political change, increased migratory networks and economic change led to a concomitant reorientation of cultural structures, values, and ideals.
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