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The aim of this essay is to evaluate the development of the soprano voice throughout the golden age of Opera, the Romantic period, which dominated the 19th Century. Many of the greatest composers to influence opera monopolized this period including Verdi, Puccini, Wagner and Dvořák as well as so many more. 

Until the romantic period, class was a definitive barrier for musical artists, not just for the musicians themselves but in terms of the characters depicted. “Peasants” only appeared on stage as a representation of themselves. They were accessories and effectual stage props to the operatic stage; people of the poorer, “common” class aided the story, but they were not the center of it. This was not just widely accepted but expected by frequent opera attendees. This of course limited greatly the style and stories told.

Wider social change transformed this, and notably in Germany:
“The elevation of Volkstümliche to the status of a romantic ideal changed all that. It happened first, of course, in Germany, the land where das Volk* was first “discovered”. And the first operas in which the new concept of das Volk showed up were the nineteenth-century descendants of the vernacular comic operas known as singspiels” (2)
* ‘Das Volk’ meaning ‘The people’. Despite its influence, “Volk” is a term notoriously problematic to define. David Gramit notes on the subject, “the identity of the Volk was by no means self-evident – did it refer to all the people of a nation, or to the common, unspoilt people, or to the ignorant in need of the cultivation that Volkslieder or Leieder im Volkston might provide?” (7)
These social and societal transitions were at the heart of Romantic period, as musicians, artists, writers, intellectuals, and notably poets, challenged the Establishment. A desire for liberty led the way, and the oppression and erasure of the poor was condemned. New comedic styles and stories began to influence the opera scene.
“With political revolution on the Continent and the industrial revolution underway, the period witnessed the breakdown of rigid ideas about the structure and purpose of society and the known world. During this period, emphasis shifted to the importance of the individual's experience in the world and one's subjective interpretation of that experience, rather than interpretations handed down by the church or tradition.” (6)
The Romantic period is a landmark historic era for countless reasons, but it is worth focusing on as the time when opera really started to connect with literature and other art forms. Operatic music gained a depth of expression it had previously lacked, and its creation was driven by a need to connect with the audience emotionally. This created a need for more emotional, passionate performance. The vocal style widely used at the turn of the century and still present at the beginning of the romantic period was ‘bel canto’. This means ‘beautiful singing’ and requires perfectly legato with elegant phrasing and tone, and great skill in florid music. As the century moved forward, influenced by societal changes, orchestras got bigger as opera called for dramatic passion on a much bigger scale. The stories being depicted on stage were of the people – harder and heavier. Because of this, demand for the bel canto style was lessened, and as a result it was practiced less. The ‘lighter, florid’ manner of those earlier years developed into a heavier, plainer style used by the likes of Wagner, Strauss, and Puccini. The forming of this style meant that there was a new kind of voice coming out of the nineteenth century, producing more weight than the voices developed previously. There was a need for amplification and intensity, in order that they could compete with and be heard over the expanding orchestras. 


A more amplified and powerful sound brought about development of the full-voice range. Demand for a higher and essentially louder voice meant that vibrato and “full voice” was employed more regularly. This style developed from opera’s move away from the more comedic stylings of Opera Buffa, or tragedy of Opera Seria, for which Bel Canto was employed. In terms of demand from the Soprano voice this change meant less of a focus on balance. 
“the prevalent vocal style of the 1830’s is what we usually refer to as Bel Canto, an Italian term meaning simply beautiful singing. Definitions of the term usually refer to beauty of tone, elegance of phrasing, a perfect legato, and virtuosity in florid music. These qualities were not to be sacrificed for the dramatic expression, or mere power. That is not to say that the words or the drama were not important, rather it was a question of keeping all the different elements in balance.” (3)

Shifting the focus from tone, elegant phrasing, perfect legato, and virtuosity to communicating passion and conveying intense emotions to audiences meant a change in approach for sopranos. Although more powerful, the style of singing (particularly for sopranos) still held the bel canto ideals.
Lied song also rose in popularity at this time. Composers set poetry to compositions which supported their heightened expressivity. Although reflective of the era, this style of singing didn’t do much to evolve the soprano voice. 
The monumental societal transitions that contextualise the movement came in part from unsatisfied and restless creatives and intellectuals, and their battles to enlighten and motivate the people to change the way society was. Starting in the early 1800s, the French Revolution was a cornerstone and had a major influence on the beginning of the period. This was a primary influence of the Italian composer Luigi Cherubini, who was based in Paris at the time. Although he was in the transition period of classicism to romanticism, his firsthand experience of revolution, and the Romantic style demonstrated in his later works, were a large influence for the earlier composers in the 19th century – such as Weber, Rossini and Beethoven.  
 
Beethoven was a substantial advocate for the romantic period. He based his work on the classical traditions of Mozart and Haydn but used the ideals of the French Revolution - making him a key character during the change of the centuries.  Beethoven wrote only one opera, ‘Fidelio’. His opera is seen as ‘a work born in Napoleon’s shadow, and one whose revolutionary commitment is perfectly expressed by its violent, unmediated mixing of an old-fashioned comic-opera language and a new music of libertarian commitment.’  He was influenced by Cherubini who he admired greatly. ‘Fidelio’ was initially a flop, as it premiered mostly to soldier – who dismissed the ideals of revolution. It premiered in Vienna, which was at the time under German occupation. In Vienna at the time, Opera Buffa was still popular.

Another prominent figure during the transition period from Classical to Romantic music was German composer and opera director Carl Maria von Weber. He was one of the first significant composers of the romantic period. Weber was banished from Württemberg, where he was a secretary in the court of King Frederick I, for living carelessly and running up debts before being imprisoned. After escaping this he fled to Mannheim, where he said he was “born for second time”. Here he joined an influential circle of artists, where the theories he put forward on the romantic movement were said to be remarkable, with the ‘Opera Comiques’ from the French Revolution having a great influence on his works. His opera ‘Der Freischutz’ was the most immediate and widely popular German opera that had been written to date, and it was the opera that established the German Romantic period. It is also now seen as Weber’s most important work for its role of inserting opera into the history of nationalism. Der Freischutz captured the imagination of the people as it wasn’t based on noblemen and heroic characters, but a simple story of plain village life, even if there is an element of supernatural to it. The chorus music written for the peasants resemble old German folk music, giving scenes even more of a simple life aspect. However, within this beautiful piece, Wolf’s Glen scene at the end of act 2 stands out and is arguably the greatest horror scene of the romantic period. Where most Opera’s would finish with a concertato at the end of the second act, Der Freischutz’s orchestra leads the atmosphere as Kaspar the black hunter (samiel) for help to cast seven magical bullets for Max. Weber creates a scene depicting wild boars hurdling through bushes and shrubs, the galloping of horse hooves, stags escaping from their hunters and hounds howling to give an atmospheric feel to this scene, where upon Samiel appears! It is a scarily heart pumping scene even though Weber does include some hints in his fantastic overture! Weber’s Der Freischütz’ impact on Wagner helped determine the direction and genre of German Romantic opera. Many of Wagner’s future characters were based on those of Weber’s characters such as Agathe being an early model of Wagner’s Elsa and Eva, and Max is a model of Siegfried. Above all, Weber’s orchestral music opened Wagner’s mind to a fantasy land of ghosts, rainbows and dragons to which German opera would change for ever. Wilhelm Furtwängler when talking about Der Freischütz described it as “a great moment for mankind”.
“Weber’s opera was revolutionary in its advanced taste for scenic music, music expressly written to accompany some occurrence onstage.””Scenic music established an aesthetic of visual-musical collaboration that would shoulder a considerable burden of operatic meaning in the next one hundred years, particularly in German opera. Again, Weber was a leader in this.””Weber’s , daredevil finale the sense that he simply let everything fly at once, is a remarkable moment in the History of opera.”
The Wagnerian Soprano suffered many sacrifices because of the huge demand of Wagner’s roles. 
Both Wagner and Verdi were born in the same year of 1913 and held a strong conflict throughout their lives up until the death of Wagner.
Giuseppina Strepponi was Verdi’s champion from the beginning and she is often said to have played a part in Verdi’s early success as she starred in many of his first opera’s. But unfortunately her career came to an end at the young age of thirty as she had ruined her voice. She sang the soprano role in Nabucco, Abigaille, but only managed eight performances as she was struggling with breathing problems. The role then had to be recast 57 performance of the next season. Strepponi studied at the Milan Conservatory. She was Verdi’s second wife.

Adela Juana Maria Patti, also known as Adelina Patti was an incredible coloratura soprano during the 19th Century. Having a large range to her voice whilst also keeping a quality so pure and balanced merited her praise from many musicians including Verdi who stated she was ‘the greatest singer he had ever heard’. Her voice was small and sweet but paired with her technique this credited her making her one of the best coloratura sopranos of this time.

Gioachino Antonio Rossini’s breakthrough to national and international prominence was in 1813 with ‘L’italian in Alergi’ a comic opera and then also with ‘Tancredi’ a serious opera. Both were first performed in Venice before moving to Naples in 1915. Rossini’s Opera Buffa are some of his best works, defining the genre. But his Opera Seria plant new ideas and changes in to the movement, reshaping opera and becoming a core influence for years to come.
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