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To my wife,
MILDRED COFFIN,
who has been my right arm,
editor, typist, and the main source of
encouragement in all my writings concerning
vocal repertoire and the pedagogy of the singing voice.
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Berton Coffin, 1910–1987

Dr. Berton Coffin, internationally known vocal pedagogue, Professor Emeritus, and former Chairman, Division of Voice, College of Music, was a member of the faculty from 1946 until mid-1977. He was selected by the Faculty of the College of Music in 1987 for the first “Distinguished Faculty” award.

Dr. Coffin’s contributions to the College of Music and the University of Colorado at Boulder included his long teaching career, with his love of teaching and personal interest in his students; establishing and implementing the Doctor of Musical Arts degree in vocal performance and pedagogy; the building and recruitment of an excellent vocal program and faculty; the creation of the Festival Chorus which blended “town and gown”; and his recognition as one of the leading authorities in voice and pedagogy due to his inquisitive mind and practical research with outstanding acousticians in Europe and the United States.

His numerous volumes, of which two will be published posthumously, and professional writings dealing with vocal techniques, phonetics, translations, and repertoire had basic underlying principles of the acoustics of the voice and the pitch of vowels. Professor Coffin’s major concern was always for vocal improvement in his students, and his investigations of techniques were to enable him to delve into the “why” of the singing voice (from his own singing experience and a teacher’s viewpoint); and the relationship to languages, with optimum resonance a primary goal. He credited the talented ears of his singer-concert-manager-wife, Mildred, and her editorial assistance, as being a significant influence in formalizing his observations of a lengthy pilgrimage in the Sounds of Singing, and other volumes.

The dedication and generosity in imparting vocal knowledge and encouragement to Berton Coffin’s singers went beyond these statements since he wanted them to learn vocal independence, be they University students or professional singers in 21 European opera houses in five countries, and in the United States at the Metropolitan, San Francisco, and Houston Opera companies.

A Citation of Recognition presented to Dr. Coffin in September of 1985 by the College of Music stated that his early Quaker training and background helped to mold and instill a love and passion for producing something peaceful and beautiful in his students and colleagues. This further reflects his keen sense of integrity and dedication which emanated from him to his loyal students. Many of these students and singing teachers have written that his books have been and will continue to be a mainstay in their vocal lives. Professor Coffin’s unique sense of humor, his healthy, deep sounding laughter, and his warmth of personality endeared him to students, colleagues, and other teachers of singing. These memories will linger together with his written legacy of vocal teaching principles.

This Citation is located in the Music Library of the University of Colorado, Boulder, in recognition of the outstanding service to the College of Music by Berton Coffin, and was prepared by Mildred W. Coffin and Dr. Robert R. Fink, Dean, College of Music.


Preface

I have done a considerable amount of research in areas related to the art of singing and have reviewed and interpreted eighteen books that are vocal pedagogy classics in the light of contemporary observations and findings.

Extensive fragmentary research has been done in various laboratories of the world, but many teachers have debated as to how those efforts could be related to the art of singing. Many of the researchers are not singers nor are they hearing many live performances of high-quality singing because of lack of interest, travel distance, the pressure of time, expense, etc.

The pertinent question is: How can a teacher teach high-quality live vocal performance if he has not heard it? How can a chef teach cooking without a taste for good foods? This implies that all teachers of singing should hear as much good-quality live performance as possible. With “live” (not dubbed) television performances, teachers and singers can see and hear how the world’s best artists are singing. This relates to posture and mouth openings for the various pitch levels, dynamics, and languages. Recordings are not to be trusted implicitly because many of the audible sounds of poor singing can be filtered out. A sound engineer’s responsibility is to sell records, not to “tell it as it is.” He is in the cosmetic business!

There are many types of oblivion. The great teachers of the past are no longer known when the careers of their singers come to an end, unless they taught teachers of singing or had assistant teachers. Many of the famous and effective teachers did not write their thoughts, preferring to keep their procedures secret. How can singing best be taught? By both sound and sight! A picture (live or synchronous as in television) is worth a thousand words, although much of what occurs is invisible inside the throat and body of the performer.

I have reviewed. what teachers of the past have had to say about their art.1 I will compare what they said about the state of singing at that time with present-day singing. The printed page is not necessarily correct; many written statements are partial truths. We need to know when something is true and when it is not. Most of the books reviewed are out of print, and part of my exciting quest has been to locate them in this country and in Europe.

Recent books are specialized—some on the breath, some on the muscles and cartilages, some on sounds, etc. All facets are involved with the singer’s art, but not consciously. The study of nature (science) is cold and calculating, but can be a partial basis for technique. The singing art is inspirational and intuitive, but its very foundation is vocal technique which enables the spark of emotional expressiveness to flourish in song.

The teaching of singing has frequently been involved with fads. On the occasion of Garcia’s 100th birthday, in 1905, it was stated that “Musical and medical science are in the present day brought very much together, so that it is often difficult to guess whether some learned expatiator on the last method of producing the voice is a singer who dabbles in surgery or a surgeon who has a taste for singing.” Since that time, we have had Symposiums on the Care of the Professional Voice, usually looking at the vocal cords as the total source of singing. Naturally the vocal cords are essential but are not the entire story. There has also been the fad of speech therapy which is certainly related to the teaching of singing, but unrelated to the projection of tone in large opera houses and/or concert halls. Now the fad is the Alexander Method, which has a relationship to posture and coordination based on the experiences of an actor from the spoken stage around 1903. The postures of speech and of singing are different because of pitch height. I consider Alexander’s writing primary to those individualized approaches based on his method. People interested in the Alexander Method should go back to his original statements. In other words, read the “Bible” and not what is said about it. The teachings of Garcia, Marchesi, Stockhausen, and Lamperti have been diluted in three generations until they are practically nonexistent.

It is the purpose of this book to bring those truths to the attention of teachers who are learning the art of singing from the “neophyte,” from those who have had long careers and usually teach their own techniques, and are now beginning to teach. Singing has not been at a lower level than it is now. As a case in point, check the Metropolitan Opera Roster of 1926 and 1986. There are exceptions because there always are great singers, but other forms of athletics have increased in quality and quantity. The low-quality versus the lack of high-quality singing is due to the void of knowledge of vocal technique and should encompass a thorough knowledge of the vocal instrument. There are many young singers constantly found through competitions who are potentially great singers if they have an established and dependable technique. However, they are often pushed into large and demanding roles before vocal maturity. Thus they are quickly worn out before they reach their zenith. If something is not done soon, many operas will disappear from the repertoire and the lyric art will fade into oblivion.

The song recital is in a state where only established, outstanding artists can attract a large paying audience. There seems to be no promise of increased activity in this area.

Perhaps we should return to the principles of Maurice Grau, who was Director and General Manager of the Metropolitan Opera and Covent Garden at the same time. He managed a concert bureau from his office and split the profits fifty-fifty with the singers. Grau said that his half was enough to pay Plançon’s salary at the “Met.” That was in 1903, the time of the Golden Age of Opera. All the singers of that era knew their technique, but sang so long that few learned the technique of teaching singing. Among those who did were Jean de Reszke and Lilli Lehmann, who are included in this text.

The basic thrust of this text is directed to the reader audience of teachers of singing, performing singers, and vocal pedagogy students. Vocal pedagogy is taught in few schools of music in colleges and universities. One reason is, as a friend of mine said of teachers of singing, “Thou shalt have no other Gods before me.” It is hoped that this collection of reviews will assist this reader audience in an understanding of their heritage and give them a perspective on which to base their teaching in their own individual ways. The teaching of an art and a skill must be within that framework. No two teachers are the same, and no two students are the same.

There are many negative factors working against today’s singers, as I have discussed in my books. Concert pitch is now higher than 440 in many places and higher than the 421.6 of Mozart’s time. Orchestras are louder than ever (decibels are higher) because of the development of instruments. American houses are larger than European opera houses and salons for which classical music was written. There are presently more opera houses giving opera, which dilutes the diminishing number of quality singers available for each performance. Some vocal coaches and conductors have little knowledge of the voice and are demanding pure vowels and consonants of the singers they coach. This is impossible if there is a pitch change in the melodic line. Fortunately, there are those singers with a singing sense who understand this.

Furthermore, the great singers are being worn out by jet travel and shorter periods of rest. With the din of sounds from television and recordings, there is a possibility that our sense of hearing is being dulled.

I hope this condition is cyclical and that there can be a rebound of bel canto. In summation, there cannot be an enduring art without an enduring technique. It is to this enduring technique that this opus; The Sounds of Singing; Overtones of Bel Canto; and the Chromatic Vowel Chart are dedicated.

Berton Coffin
June 15, 1986

Editorial Note: Since most of these books, as reviewed, are now out of print, Professor Coffin wanted to preserve them for the future of vocal pedagogy classes in colleges, universities, and conservatories; hence the compilation of this volume. (Mildred W. Coffin)

1. These reviews first appeared in the NATS Bulletin [now Journal], the official publication of the National Association of Teachers of Singing, Inc., between 1981 and 1984. Further comments have been added.


Historical Background

The art of opera began in rooms, salons, and small theaters which were the meeting places of society in Italy. At one time there were as many as sixteen “theaters” in Venice. The singers were from orphanages and had been trained for singing opera in small places with light instrumental accompaniment. Italian opera invaded Munich, and its acoustical housing is best observed in the princely, rococo Cueveille Theater which stands next to the State (National) Theater in all its classic splendor. The Cueveille Theater represents the period of the emasculated male voice which retained its soprano range. This fitted in very well with the visual and auditory tastes of the rococo, and is further explained in Appendix A.

The first two books reviewed in this text, Tosi and Mancini, are about the male soprano voice. Later the center of singing shifted to Bologna where the Teatro Communale still stands and is used. The castrati were trained and taught there. The name most closely associated with that type of singing is Farinelli who was taught by Porpora. Thus we see that architecture is related to a style of singing. Later Teatro San Carlo was built in Naples where Garcia I studied and upon which his review is based. By that time theaters were becoming larger, the orchestras less like guitars, and the vocal dynamics were louder than that of the bel canto singing that originated in the compositions of Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti. Also, there had been a law against the brutal preparation for the male soprano voice (castrato), so that the teachers of that time were castrati who passed along the agility and beauty of their art.

The book of Garcia II told of an enormous change in the technique of singing. He described the clear and sombre timbres used in the differentiation of lyric and dramatic singing. Alfredo Kraus states that the art of singing today was established by Garcia II. This book is very closely related to his teachings and those of his students, Marchesi and Stockhausen. The dramatic singing (sombre timbre) has been more in vogue since that time. Violins have steel strings for higher tunings (the harpist in the Vienna Philharmonic tunes to 447), but the human voice still has human tissue.

A very large percentage of international artists will cancel in Vienna when they encounter difficulties involved with higher pitch. The string players say their instruments sound more brilliant at the higher pitch. They also have a partial control in the selection of the General Music Director. We have international singers but not an established international pitch that is adhered to. I am including a pronouncement on this question by the American Academy of Teachers of Singing on the effect it has on the voice (see Appendix B).

Fewer and fewer international singers are coming out of Italy, and the supply of German singers is not enough so that all the Wagnerian operas can be given at Bayreuth even when calling upon international singers. Singers from all countries will benefit in emulating the bel canto style of singing described in this text.
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Pier Francesco Tosi: Observations on the Florid Song

INTRODUCTORY NOTE

Since the Papal Declaration by Pope Urban in 1586 that no female voices be used in the sacred services of the church, the use of Spanish falsettists and the castrati voices took their place. Tosi’s book is primarily concerned with the castrato voice and has little to do with the training of the male voice. It is the basis of the many techniques of the female voice which became very important in early opera and lighter music. The book was written in England at the time Honeywell Hall was built in Oxford. (It still stands next to Blackwell’s Music Company.) This was the first concert hall in Europe. The falsetto-castrato voice was not large and the size of the hall was optimum for the beginning of the recital era.

Castrato voices in choruses could be heard in the cathedrals, however. The castrato was a different species of man with a large chest and the voice of a boy. This enabled him to perform many vocal feats acceptable to operatic and other types of music. This was the basis of the vocal music that was to follow.

This first jewel on the teaching of singing was written in 1723 by the male soprano Pier Francesco Tosi (b. Bologna 1647, d. Faenza 1732), who was trained in Bologna by his father, sang in-Italian theaters in his native country, England, and Germany. He was giving regular concerts in London in 1693, and after losing his voice taught in London and was court composer in Vienna from 1703–1712. The text was written in Bologna in Italian, was translated and annotated by the theater oboist and composer Gaillard, who surely knew Tosi’s artistry as a soprano, composer, and teacher of singing. This classic was also translated into German with explanations and additions by Agricola, a student of J.S. Bach.

OBSERVATIONS FOR ONE WHO TEACHES A SOPRANO

In the training of the soprano voice Tosi recommended first the study of solfeggio to unite articulation with the vowel and to establish good intonation. The voice should be trained in Head Voice (voce di testa) and Chest Voice (voce di petto). The head voice was to be taken softly so that it did not shriek like a trumpet. The roulades and scales (divisions) were to be taught on the open vowels without separation of [h] or [g]. Of the five Italian vowels [a,e,i,o,u] Tosi states that fast passages should be taken on the first vowel, never on the third and fifth vowels, and in the best schools the close form of the second and fourth vowels were avoided. “Whoever would be curious to discover the feigned Voice of one who has the Art to disguise it, let him Notice that the Artist sounds the Vowel [i] or [e] with more strength and less Fatigue than the Vowel [a] on the high notes.”

Other suggestions were that the teacher should teach all of the intervals and that vocalises proceed from the easy to the difficult. The singer should always stand with a reasonable appearance and with an expression more towards a smile than of too much gravity, avoiding grimaces and tricks of the head.

In the beginning, the singer should hold out the length of the notes without shrillness and trembling. Later the messa di voce (swell and diminuendo) could be taught. He believed that teaching should be done on the three open vowels [a], [ε], and [[image: Image]] and not always on [a] so that the singer could more easily come to the words.

To teach the continuity of tone, there was to be a gliding between the tones. A dragging of the voice from high notes to lower notes should be taught, but the drag upwards was considered to be in bad taste. This is a technique which cannot be gained from sol-fa-ing.

The appoggiatura is the most important grace and should be taught, but used within the limits of good taste which he defined very carefully. A refined ear was considered the final arbiter of taste.

In the soprano voice (male or female) the trill is a necessity, and the singer’s technique is incomplete without it—he had found no rules for teaching it. He gives aesthetic rules for its use. However, after the trill has been taught it is necessary that the singer be able to sing without it; such study can make the voice tremulous.

Tosi points out that there is a tendency for teachers to always keep the voice in motion. There should be an easy velocity, but when taught exclusively the voice can lose in size. If the teacher hastens the tempo in runs, he can quickly free a voice (unbind it) and bring it more “volubility” [my guess is that this is round, full, purer with fewer overtones].

Correct pronunciation should be achieved, with care taken to distinguish between single and double consonants. If words are not understood there is little difference between the voice and the instruments.

The teacher should teach both forte and piano, but his experience showed that the piano was not to be trusted, “and if any one has a Mind to lose his Voice, let him try it.” “The Piano of a good singer can be heard because of the profound Silence and Attention of the Audience.” [One must keep in mind the size of auditoriums and the loudness of accompanying instruments. At the time of this writing there were no concert halls in Europe—the first one (1748) in Oxford, England, seats about 300 and still stands next to Blackwell’s Music Store. The first large opera houses were still to be built. The singer’s art was of the court theater.]

Tosi was especially noted for his recitatives, of which he said there were three styles—of the Church—of the Theater—and of the Camera (Chamber Music). That of the Church was to be with sanctity and devotion—of the Theater it was accompanied by action and should be done in the manner “with which Princes speak”—of the Chamber Music there should be a skill of the words, to move “the most violent Passions of the Soul.” Tosi felt that a teacher who disregards recitative probably does not understand the words, with the consequence that he cannot teach the singer expression in it.

OBSERVATIONS FOR THE STUDENT

• Study with the mind when one cannot with the Voice. Hear [and see] the most celebrated singers and instrumentalists.

• Too much practice and beauty of voice are incompatible, but art is dependent upon much practice.

• Imitate the cantabile of those who are best and the allegro of those who excel in that skill.

• “The best Singer in the World is still a Learner, and must be his own Master.”

• “. . . Women, who study, may instruct even Men of some Note.”

• “Let him [the student] shun low and disreputable company, but, above all, such as abandon themselves to scandalous Liberties.”

• Arrogance is ignorance in masquerade but “amiable Humility, the more the Singer has of it, the more it depresses him.” “Who would sing better than the arrogant if they were not ashamed to study?”

• “Interest will persuade you to conform to the Taste of that Nation (provided it be not too depraved) which pays you.”

• To copy is the part of a student, that of an artist is to invent.

“It may seem to many, that every perfect Singer must also be a perfect Instructor but it is not so; for his Qualifications (though ever so great) are insufficient, if he cannot communicate his Sentiments with Ease, and in a Method adapted to the Ability of the Scholar; . . . and a manner of instructing, which may seem rather an Entertainment than a Lesson, with the happy Talent to show the Ability of the Singer to Advantage, and conceal his Imperfections; which are the principal and most necessary Instructions.”

These are a few of the basic principles which should entice the reader to further valuable investigation of this classic.

REFERENCES

Agricola, J. H. (1757), (1966). Anleitung zur Singkunst. H. Moeck Verlag-Celle (includes copy of original Italian of Tosi, original German of Agricola plus Preface and Appendix by Erwin R. Jacobi).

Tosi, Pier Francesco (1743). Observations on the Florid Song. Tr. and annotated by Gaillard. J. Wilcox, London. Reprinted 1926 by William Reeves Bookseller Ltd., London.

Reprinted from the NATS Bulletin [now Journal], January-February 1981.
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Giambattista Mancini: Practical Reflections on the Figurative Art of Singing

INTRODUCTORY NOTE

This is the first book that speaks extensively on the registers of the voice, since it mentions the moral obligations to take into consideration the talent of the child before the preparation to become a singer. Mancini discusses the castrati and also comments on the two registers which he has called “chest” and “head” or “falsetto.” Very little is said about the male voice because the castrati were the teachers of the time and those techniques were used in the teaching of all singers.

Today we speak of three or more registers, but the blending of them is fairly well described by Mancini. The ornamentation is that of the castrati—the male voice had not come into its own at the time this book was written. I believe that the three-register approach used by some teachers and singers today is traceable to this document. Later, the extent of the full voice is told by Garcia II and Lilli Lehmann.

Much of what we know of singing today has its first statement in the stellar book of the castrato soprano Giambattista Mancini (b. 1714 Ascoli, d. 1800 Vienna), who was a student of Bernacchi, the founder of a school of singing in Bologna after the precepts of his teacher Pistocchi. Bernacchi’s most famous students were Senesino (for whom Handel wrote many operas over a period of ten years in London), Carestini (who sang for Handel for two years), and tenor Anton Raaff (for whom Mozart wrote the title part of Idomeneo. Raaff was the teacher of Ludwig Fischer, for whom Mozart wrote the part of Osmin in Abduction from the Seraglio). Mancini, as well as being a student of Bernacchi, was also a composition student of Padre Martini, as was Mozart for a short time. Both Martini and Mozart were members of the Accademia Filarmonica of Bologna. His Practical Reflections on Figured Singing was written in 1774, fifteen years after he was employed in the court of Maria Theresa of Vienna, to whom the book is dedicated.

The enlarged 1777 edition was translated by Pietro Buzzi in 1912 and dedicated to lyric tenor Alessandro Bonci, who in his acceptance of that honor stated, “If the modern scientific discoveries would blend themselves with the old Italian Method, using the latter as a foundation, then the Art of Song would again be raised to its former high standard.” Foreman has translated the 1774 edition and shows the changes in the 1777 edition with added historical information.

Mancini stated that during his time there were “many presuming to teach the art of singing who in truth never learned the rules.” It seems the first rule was, that to avoid the unhappiness of failure, certain talents were necessary in a boy or girl before their parents dedicated them to singing in either the theater or the church. Success could come only to those with a good voice backed by natural musical intelligence. Then, there should be an elevated chest, harmonious proportions of the vocal organs, symmetry of the mouth and teeth, and nose neither too short nor too long, because imperfect organs and physical defects are incurable and inevitably result in imperfect singing. Mancini added that a homely, inexpressive face “will not be tolerated unless the person is unexcelled in the art of singing.”

At that time teachers thought of the voice as having two registers, chest and head (or falsetto). These should be equalized by following “the natural instinct, but to never force Nature.”

Of interest to present-day teachers and singers is what Mancini has to say concerning the opening of the mouth. “I am of the opinion that to know well how to shape it [the mouth] can reasonably be kept as one of the essentials most important to a singer. Without this knowledge, although he may possess all the other abilities of the profession, he will never be able to please, and will often render himself ridiculous and disgusting.” [Have you, when you are pleased by a singer, observed how the mouth was being opened? The positions are those of resonation.] He acknowledged that all faces differ in structure, and some are better proportioned for singing than others; nevertheless certain positions were best for a smooth, pure quality of tone, and certain positions would bring out a suffocated and crude tone (too open) or a nasal tone (too closed). He thought the Italian vowels [a,e,i,o,u] could be sung on each note in the position of a smile with the [o] and [u] being slightly rounded. [We must remember that the upward extension of the soprano voice had not yet been found.] Mancini felt the [i] vowel was difficult and should be sung in the position of a “composed smile.”

He felt rules should be brought to life. “The general precepts are usually of little value, just as the practiced applications are good. In giving the precise rules to a student, let the teacher not only tell him and explain to him, but let him illustrate his meaning by making himself an example, by assuming the different positions of the mouth, the wrong as well as the right position, in order that the student may see and also hear the corresponding tone which comes from each corresponding position.” [Reviewer’s italics. We can all be aware of the relationship of tone and position now as never before with the use of tape recorders, mirrors, television, or video cameras.]

“As for myself I always acted with my pupils like a dancing master. I used to call my pupils one by one in front of me, and . . . placed them in the right position . . . if you lean your head forward on to your chest your side muscles of the neck are tense, and they are also tense if you lean your head back.” When the head is erect and natural the vocal organs remain relaxed and flexible.

“The voice cannot come out natural and spontaneous if it finds the throat in a strained position which impedes the natural action. Therefore, the student must take the trouble to accustom his chest to give the voice with naturalness and to use the throat smoothly and easily. If the union of these two parts [the breathing and the pronunciation] reaches the point of perfection, then the voice will be clear and agreeable. But if these organs act discordantly, the voice will be defective and the singing will be spoiled.”

Students should be taught according to the nature of their voices. In the case of a raw, robust, harsh, and shrill voice, the teacher should endeavor to purify it and to make it sweet, especially the upper voice, so that it is emitted without shriekiness. Following this the entire range should be equalized. At that time the voice could be expanded slowly in such a way that the roughness and crudity are eliminated.

The weak voice which was limited in range was considered worthless, but the weak voice which had an extended range with good high notes should sing chest notes for a period each day. Mancini suggested the use of even and quiet solfeggi with a round pronunciation to deepen the tone.

But basically there was only one way to place a voice and that was “to exercise it with sustained tones (whole notes) rendered with repose and taken one by one with due graduation.” “At the beginning of the tone, the mouth should be but slightly open, thus helping to draw the voice in its sweeter and softer quality. Then gradually reinforce the tone, by opening the mouth as wide as the rules of art prescribe.” [He does not mention that in the diminuendo the reverse occurs.] This practice should be undertaken with the greatest care since there was the risk of fatiguing the chest.

Mancini thought that “the graces and beauties that the art of singing use to enrapture the human heart are: Portamento di voce, Appoggiatura, Messa di voce, Trillo and Mordente.” The portamento was a part of Italianate singing and unsuited to French. He felt the trill was the most important embellishment and was taught by the old masters in the beginning of study. He observed that “agility cannot be perfect unless it is natural.” In that case he felt time would be wasted in trying to acquire it. “A run and all kinds of agility must be supported by a robust chest, assisted by the graduation of breath, and a light ‘fauces’ [the lower extensions of the soft palate] in order that each note can be distinct, although executed with the greatest velocity.”

He felt it very beneficial for a singer to read portions of poetry aloud daily in a loud voice to form the habit of making all those necessary changes and shades of voice. Besides, one learns to recite well in public—this leads to the technique of recitative, which “will always be languid unless it is supported by convenient action. Movement gives life and strength and value to speech.”

COMMENTARY

Just as our country has had many developments since 1776, so has our singing art. There are many things in our American Constitution that are as valid today as when they were formulated by our forefathers, but there have been several amendments. The same is true of our art. Most of Mancini’s principles can be taken as currently being constitutionally valid for the art of singing, but the first amendment, as viewed today, would concern the smiling position in singing. If still valid, it is only partly valid, and in only the very high and light female voice. Mancini’s statement referred to the male soprano voice [the “boy’s” larynx above a man’s enlarged chest—the female voice was referred to as “cantatrice” as late as 1777, according to Duey]. The smiling position with light “fauces” enabled the great agility and vocal displays of the first bel canto period. The development of pedagogical viewpoints on various mouth positions will be treated in a future discussion. Meanwhile, the other statements by Mancini, based on tactile sense and the senses of hearing and seeing, may be taken as quite valid, and if applied would enrich the art of singing today.
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Manuel Garcia I (Père): Exercises and Method for Singing

INTRODUCTORY NOTE

With Manuel Garcia (Père) we begin to have a statement on the teaching of the male voice. He had few fundamental statements to make on placing the voice, but had extensive exercises that were later used or adopted by his son, Garcia II, as well as by Marchesi and Stockhausen. These concerned all the styles of singing and were based on the teaching of Ansoni, who had a beautiful tenor voice. The exercises in all these styles should be used by today’s singers to maintain their flexibility and youth, coupled with the tuning of vowels and vowel pitch. This is only one relationship of vowel sound to pitch and that was on an Oh on C above middle C. As a teacher, he was a tyrant and made his son sing bass in The Barber of Seville at twenty years of age. The Barber of Seville, which was written for Garcia Père, included in it “Non più mesta,” later used in La Cenerentolla. This will give some idea of the agility required by the bel canto composers Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti. Much of that agility training and/or exercises have been omitted by today’s type of voice building, which contributes much to the decline of today’s singing.

What do Marilyn Horne, Joan Sutherland, Beverly Sills, and Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau have in common? Much of their art of singing can be traced to Manuel del Popolo Vicente Garcia né Rodriguez (1775–1832), whose principles of singing were the roots of many outstanding teachers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Garcia was an eminent tenor who had a remarkably flexible voice; because of this facility, and because of his inventiveness, he excelled in the lighter, florid music. (From about 1919 onward the name Garcia was spelled without the accent in all publications of the family, no student of the Garcias used it, and Manuel Garcia the son signed the facsimile of his centennial portrait by Sargent without the accent. [Frontispiece—Garcia the Centenarian. He should have known by then how the name should appear!] It is of interest to note that the 1980 Grove’s Dictionary article on the Garcias uses the accent, although the author of the Grove article uses the name without accent in her 1964 biography of Pauline Viardot Garcia, The Price of Genius.)

It would take years of study and travel to trace the musical activities and influence of the Garcia family and their artistic descendants. No more exciting and rewarding investigation for teachers interested in the art of singing and vocal pedagogy can be recommended. Space, time, and purpose of this review do not allow such a discourse, but an introductory bibliography is given for those who would like to begin such a project. Without the Garcias the art of song could not have achieved many of its highest moments.

A shortened version of the Garcia story would begin with an illegitimate six-year-old boy whose mother had just died and who was introduced to the maestro de capilla of the Cathedral of Seville by his stepfather, Garcia by name. There he was taught by Antonio Ripa and Juan Almarcha, and by the time he was 17 he had the reputation of being a fine singer, conductor, and composer. His travels led him to Cádiz, Málaga, and Madrid. He left Spain in 1808, never to return; his international career led him to Paris, Turin, Rome, and Naples (1811). There he became a friend of Rossini, who wrote the role of Almaviva in “The Barber of Seville” specifically for the tenor from Seville. While in Naples, Garcia furthered his Italianate singing and style by extensive study with Giovanni Ansoni, described by Burney as having one of the sweetest and most powerful voices of his generation. Gervasoni (according to Levien 1932) stated that Ansoni had “a very rare truth of intonation, great power of expression and the most perfect method, both of producing the voice and of vocalization.” Ansoni’s style and technique came from the old Neapolitan maestro Porpora. It was in Naples, and in the Neapolitan vocal style, that Garcia began his teaching.

In 1816 the Garcia family returned to Paris, where Garcia sang at the Théâtre Italien and continued his teaching, for which he achieved great fame. Garcia was described in a London tribute to his son in 1905 as not being a voice placer (a professor of voice production or anything of that kind), but as a great singer who knew how to communicate the secrets of his art to others. He was the teacher of, among others, Adolphe Nourrit, the famed tenor of the Paris Opera, and of his own children, Josepha Ruiz-Garcia, daughter by an early marriage, Maria (Malibran), and Manuel Garcia, the famed teacher of singing.

EXERCISES POUR LA VOIX

Sometime between 1819 and 1822, Garcia published in Paris Exercises Pour La Voix with preliminary discourse in Italian and French and with figured bass accompaniment (UCB). This was republished in 1824 by Boosey in London with the foreword translated into English (BML). In 1868 the text was republished with pianoforte accompaniment (NYPL). Without doubt, this classic of vocal pedagogy includes the secrets of the old Italian School divulged to him by Ansoni, and is the basis of the most rigid and thorough-going method by which he trained his students in Paris and London between 1816 and 1832.

By the time of the 1824 edition, Manuel Garcia was a member of the Accademia Filarmonica di Bologna [as were Mozart, Tosi, and Mancini], Primo Tenore della Reale Cappella Palatina di S.M. il Re delle due Sicilie, e Primo Tenore della musica particolare del Re di Francia.

RULES

Garcia I states that the Art of Singing is subject to rules and principles as are all other arts, so he has written 340 exercises to remove any obstacle that can be met in the management of the voice.

The preliminary discourse was only four pages long, since he did not deem it necessary to explain how each example should be used, believing that numerous explanations would more likely confuse than assist the student. He felt the instruction of a Master would explain any difficulty the singer might meet. However, he did give several rules for those who did not have a Master.

RULE 1

The exercises throughout were written in Do (C), yet he desired that they be transposed beginning with the lowest tone of the voice and ascend by semi-tone to the highest tone without forcing the voice.

RULE 2

All of the exercises were to be sung on the five vowels, beginning with [a], [e], [i], [the other two Italian vowels were [o], and [u]]. They were to be sung distinctly, not in a staccato manner, nor with the “unpleasant sounds of /ha/, /he/, /hi/, /ho/, /hu/” which he said was “a defect but too general.”

RULE 3

Garcia I embellished the three cadences in several ways with a view to opening an extensive range within which a diligent student might employ his imagination to sing with inspiration.

RULE 4

“The position of the Body must be erect, the Shoulders thrown back, with the arms crossed behind, this will open the chest and bring out the Voice with ease, clear and strong without distorting the appearance either in Face or Body.” [This should be read again by many singers, teachers, and coaches I have known in this country and in Europe.]

RULE 5

He advised, “never to commence singing in a hurry, always to take breath slowly and without noise, which would otherwise be unpleasant to those who listen and injurious to the Singer. . . .”

RULE 6

“The Throat, Teeth and Lips, must be sufficiently open so that the Voice may meet with no impediment since the want of a strict attention to either of the three is sufficient to destroy the good quality of the Voice and produce the bad one, of the Throat, Nose etc., besides, a proper attention to the Mouth will give that perfect and clear pronunciation indispensable in singing and which unfortunately few possess.” [Voice placement by ear.] He states that many of his scholars had imagined themselves as having limited voice, or even one of bad quality, who with his aid in pointing out defects obtained at least a pleasing voice if not a powerful one.

RULE 7

After taking the breath slowly and noiselessly, “. . . the Tone must be commenced as piano as possible gradually increasing its force to the utmost, returning again by the same method to the extreme piano, without renewing the breath,” taking care that the intonation neither rises nor falls, which is the nature of the voice.

Figure 1
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Figure 2
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RULE 8

To sing in the Italian manner, the greatest attention is necessary to the carrying or slurring of the voice. A passage on the word “amor” on two notes a third apart was to be sung as in Figure 1, not as in Figure 2 (see Figures 1 and 2).

EXERCISES

The first exercise involves Rule 7, which concerns the crescendo and diminuendo of the voice, the famous messa di voce of the castrati. The second, third and fourth exercises involve the connection of tones with slurs, crescendi, and diminuendi. These are followed by exercises of agility, encompassing the problems of the Rossini-Bellini-Donizetti bel canto period of which Garcia was a part [and in which style he himself wrote many operas].

The exercises are progressively difficult in agility and range. Particular care was to be paid to certain intervals; one page involves the [o] vowel [a favorable vowel at that point in the scale and a form of covering] around c1 and c2 (C4 and C5, U.S.A. Standards Association). One page was devoted to preparation of the trill, and many pages were directed to variations and cadenzas.

Exercises and Method for Singing is the work of the genius founder of the family which according to Chorley (1926) “impressed a permanent trace on the record of the methods of vocal execution and ornament.”

These rules and exercises were to be expanded and rearranged by the son of Manuel Garcia, who at 19 years of age had been trained for nine years by his father, and who within the year would travel to America with the first Italian opera company to perform on our shores. This classic of vocal pedagogy, Exercises and Method for Singing, led to the methods of Manuel Garcia II (see Vocal Pedagogy Classics, NATS Bulletin, May-June 1981), Mathilde Marchesi, and others which will subsequently be reviewed.
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Manuel Garcia II (Patricio Rodriguez): Memoire on the Human Voice

Singing and the terminology of singing come to us from the techniques and writings of the teachers of the castrati. The clearest line is through Manuel Garcia I (Manuel Popolo Vicente Garcia [Rodriguez], 1775–1832), whose pedagogical principles are found in most of the historical lines of the great teachers of singing. Garcia’s book, which contains rules and exercises for training the singing voice, was published in both Paris and London. Garcia’s son, Manuel Garcia II (Manuel Patricio Rodriguez Garcia, 1805–1906), based his treatises on singing upon his father’s book.

Manuel Garcia II presented a Mémoire sur la voix humaine to the French Academy in 1841, which, significantly, was five years after the introduction by Gilbert Duprez of the do di petto (chest-voice high C), and two years after the suicide of the elder Garcia’s celebrated tenor pupil Adolphe Nourrit, who took his life because he sought the voix sombre and had become despondent over its effect on his voice. The Mémoire was presented (and accepted by the French Academy) three years after the termination of the career of Nourrit’s famous pupil Marie Falcon, whose name still is used to describe a particular type of dramatic soprano voice. I detect these dramatic stories behind the explanation of clair (clear) and sombre (dark) timbres in relationship to the structure of the throat and to vocal registers, and in the extent to which they have affected the history of the development of the art of teaching singing.

In the introduction to the Memoire on the Human Voice, Garcia points out reciprocal actions among the vibrations of the cords, the breath, and certain parts of the vocal tube through which sound travels; it is by these physical activities that the voice is formed. Garcia’s observations took place in Parisian military hospitals, where he studied the physiology of the larynx, and voice production. The Memoire (the Paschke translation is here cited) opens with a short description of the vocal apparatus:


The human voice submits to the influence of age, sex, constitution, and undergoes innumerable modifications . . . there are also an unlimited number of nuances belonging to the organ of a single individual.



The sounds of the cry, the exclamation, the high or low speaking voice, the singing voice throughout its range, and the intensity of sound—all come from a small number of principles. It can be established that the human voice is composed of two registers—chest and falsetto-head (the lower part designated as falsetto or middle, the upper as head). In addition, there are two timbres, the clair and the sombre; all sounds of the same register are consequently of the same nature, whatever the modification of timbre or the degree of force used. And in a certain part of the voice, tones can belong to two different registers at the same time. This takes place between the chest and the falsetto, which coincide for the range from g to d2. [The Helmholtz system and the more current U.S.A. Standard Association system of pitch designation may be compared on page 43, Music Review Section of Bulletin.]

Garcia states that chest register is the basic essential of the female, as well as of the male voice, and that ordinarily the chest voice in women does not exceed g to g1. In male voices, as a whole, the chest extends from the low C of the serious bass to the c2 of the tenor. It is the fundamental part of the man’s voice. It is loud, round, and clear, and usually comprises a range of two octaves in each voice. Men always speak in this register; women seldom do. In Garcia’s terminology, the falsetto register extends from about a or b-flat to the c-sharp2 in both female and male voices. The tones resemble somewhat the low tones of the flute.

[image: Image]

The head voice is a distinct and brilliant part of the woman’s falsetto voice, and it makes its first sound on c-sharp2 or d2, and extends to the extreme high. Most men lose the head voice as the result of mutation, but occasionally in the high tenor [and countertenor] the head voice remains. Garcia points out that the register systems of male and female voices are essentially the same in that the falsetto register, in his terms, has the same extension. The difference is that the chest voice extends much lower in the male voice, while in the female voice, the head voice extends much higher. [This is an observation that has been overlooked by all but the most recent researchers of the singing voice.]

Timbre is the peculiar and infinitely variable character which can occur in each register. When the sound is emitted from the larynx, the pharynx takes possession and modifies it. A clear timbre carried to exaggeration makes the voice shrill and produces a yelling quality. Sombre timbre gives penetration and roundness to the voice, and enables the singer to give all the volume to the sound. However, if this timbre is carried to excess it muffles the tone. The action of the timbres is less obvious in the low portion of the voice than in the higher register. When the tones between e1 and b1 are given sombre timbre they acquire dramatic character in both men and women. [Such tones have been called mixed voice. In my tone analysis, I have found that in this area of the voice, the first and second partials are equally reinforced.] The sombre timbre in the head voice has a remarkable effect of making the tone pure and limpid. [An acoustical analysis of head voice shows that the fundamental is strengthened, that the partials are few, and that the scratchy effect of the 3000 Hz sound is filtered out.]

In clear timbre the larynx, serving as the base of the vocal tube, must necessarily rise to shorten the tube of the pharynx, and must lower itself to permit the tube to lengthen. In the process, the pharynx can vary its shape and its diameter. [The associated colors are denied to those who teach that the larynx should always be in the low position. This was probably Nourrit’s problem.] Garcia further points out that in the ascending scale in the chest register, the larynx initially lies in a position a little lower than the position of rest. The larynx then follows the voice in its pitch rise, carrying itself slightly forward. When the voice reaches the extreme pitch of which it is capable in that register, the larynx moves against the jaw, and the tone becomes thin and strangled. In higher pitches, the head tips back a little in order to facilitate the elevation of the larynx. The larynx and head movements occur when ascending through falsetto (middle) and head registers in the clear timbre, the larynx taking the lower position at a register change and then ascending by a slight movement, note by note.

Garcia states that in sombre timbre the larynx is fixed in the lower position. The lowering becomes especially apparent when the individual exaggerates the timbre and gives the voice all the volume of which it is capable; in this latter situation, the larynx remains immovably fixed in the lowest position for the entire compass of the register. One is obliged to facilitate this position by leaning the head forward a little.


As for the head tones, the larynx almost always produces them while rising rapidly.
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