A History of the Soprano Voice with particular reference to the Lyric Soprano (The Romantic period: 1800 – 1914) 

At the beginning of the operatic tradition the dominant Baroque period (1600-1750) of the early 1600s dictated that the roles of performers were chosen, not on the type of voice of the singer but on the most skilled singers available for the assignment of roles. The skill and the virtuosity of the singer were paramount. Little thought was given to the type of voice suited for a dramatic role for example. Casting meant that what we now call the female Soprano voice was often assigned to male falsettos or to young boy sopranos or ‘castratos’. Virtuosity was so paramount that a Baroque hero could sound like and even be a female Soprano. Over time as orchestras grew bigger, particularly during the Classical period (1750-1800), more emphasis was placed on the type of voice chosen for roles, as gender became more important and the power of the voice to be heard above the orchestral instruments became essential. Composers of operas and arias started to pay more attention to the type of voice for roles, so much so that over the next one hundred years (The Romantic period: 1800-1914) distinct voices were recognised as well as types of voices within those broader examples. Hence the Soprano voice could be broken down into further categories such as the Coloratura, the Lyric, the Soubrette, the Spinto and the Dramatic as well as the Mezzo- soprano. In practice the distinction between these voices is often difficult to tell as many voices contain aspects of others too, so while I regard my own voice as mainly ‘lyrical’ it also often borders on the Coloratura.

Each voice today is classified by its vocal range and style. The Soprano is the highest (female) voice type basically covering two octaves from middle C to C above, though often it ascends higher (the Coloratura). The Coloratura is the highest form of the soprano voice reaching to high F (the 3rd F above middle C) and exhibits a power, agility and speed unrivalled by the other soprano voices.

One such example of a voice that may be described as the Coloratura is to be found in Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor (1835). The power and pitch (tessitura) of the female soprano singer’s voice, in the Mad scene for example, demands an agility capable of sustaining the power notes which capture the extremes of emotion in the madness of the suffering woman (Lucia), a popular Romantic figure during this period. The aria ‘Il Dolce Suono’ is also typical of the new Romantic period in its search for dramatic effect; it starts in slow tempo gradually building in power and tempo, the singer employing such techniques as the crescendo to diminuendo and vice versa.

Floria Tosca’s song ‘Vissi D’Arte’  in one of Puccini’s earliest operas Tosca (1900) demands the vocal power of the Coloratura voice which is beautifully achieved in the passionate voice of Maria Callas (1964). Tosca rejects Shapiro’s bargain that the man who she truly loves, Cavaradossi, shall be released if she renders herself to Shapiro’s heart, delivered by the power of the Coloratura voice in its strength and drama rising several tones above high C.

The love duet between Rodolfo and Mimi in ‘O Soave Fanciulla’ from Pucinni’s opera La Boheme (1896) once again demands the power and range of the Coloratura voice, the intensity of which captures the rapture in the declaration of Mimi’s love for Rodolfo in typical Romantic style.

[bookmark: _GoBack]‘O Mio Babbino Caro’ is a soprano aria from the opera Gianni Schicchi (1918) also by Pucinni, the libretto of which is written by Giovacchino Forzano. Lauretta, afraid that she may be separated from her lover Rinuccio, expresses her anguish to her beloved father the vocal range of which is required of a Lyric Soprano, if not of the Coloratura. For example, in order to achieve a smooth transition to the highest note at the words “mi pia-ce, è bello” the singer would need to open the back of their throat in a ‘yawning motion’, in order to reach the high notes with ease and control while still obtaining a sweetness to their voice.

Vincenzo Bellini’s famous aria ‘Casta Diva’ (Act One: Scene Three) from the opera Norma (1831) demands a voice capable of achieving the high notes of a Coloratura as well as delivering incredibly long smooth lines embellished with intricate ornamentation, a distinctive feature of the ‘bel canto’ (popular to early nineteenth century audiences in the Romantic period with its emphasis on vocal beauty). The Coloratura’s ability ‘to add colour’ ie; with trills, runs and controlled vibrato is well evidenced in this most famous aria as is the singer’s ability to reach high F (in this case). It is considered to be one of the most challenging roles in the repertory for these reasons.  The emotion of ‘the prayer for peace’ comes from the tension in Norma’s predicament who is effectively forced to betray her lover Pollione by declaring war on the enemy.

Rossini’s aria ‘Una Voce Poco Fa’ from the Barber of Seville (1818) was originally written in the key of E major but was later transposed into the key of F for the Coloratura soprano to perform extra cadenzas sometimes reaching high Ds or even Fs. The aria occurs in Scene Two, Act One, and is another example of a ‘bel canto’ where the Coloratura has the opportunity to sing impressive descending runs, trills and triplets showcasing rhythmic flexibility with delight, humour and power. It also demonstrates the possibilities of the Soubrette voice in its sweetness and brightness.

Early on into the Romantic period one of the earliest examples of a Romantic aria perfect for the Soprano voice was created by Ludwig Beethoven in 1805. Fidellio Beethoven’s only opera contains an aria sung by Leonore in typical Lyric soprano fashion but which at times requires the power of the Coloratura with its heights of ascending run ups, perfectly capturing her grief and suffering whilst her husband Florestan is in a prison cell. Disguised as the prison guard Fidellio, Leonore delivers an exquisite and impassioned rendering of the aria ‘Abscheulicher’ above a large orchestra.

Meyerbeers’ opera Les Huguenots (1836) also showcases the feats of the Coloratura voice with many trills of ascending and descending runs, clever vibrato and staccato sung with a rhythmic flexibility unrivalled by other arias of the day. One such aria is ‘O Beau Pays de la Touraine’ which is sung by Queen Marguerite who looks into a mirror held by her enamoured page Urbain. At the beginning of Act Two the virtuoso is required to sing the pastorale (which follows specific timings 6/8, 9/8, 12/8) at moderate tempo. She hopes to avoid the religious strife plaguing France between the Huguenots (Protestants) and the Catholics. Diana Damrau’s modern rendition of the aria is beautifully performed by the contemporary singer in 2017.

The aria ‘Je Vais Mourir…Adieu’, Fiere Cité from the opera Les Troyens (1858) by Berlioz is a good example of the Mezzo soprano /Lyric soprano voice in full flow. Dido (Didon) resigned to her fate delivers the penultimate scene (Act Five Scene 3 ) in classic tragic style with  long expressive legato lines familiar to the Romantic tradition. We feel the dramatic power and energy of her voice as she stabs herself with Enee’s sword and to the horror of her people. At the moment of her death she has a vision that Carthage will be destroyed and Rome will remain ‘immortal’. 

The Merry Widow (1905) by Franz Lehar contains several pieces for the soprano voice the most famous of which is sung by the role of Hanna who sings of the water nymph from Slavic mythology. The aria is called 'Es Lebt Eine Vilja‘, Ein Waldmagdelein. The beautiful melody with its long legato lines is delivered by Hanna as entertainment to the guests at the grand Dukes birthday and is an example of the Lyric soprano voice in its brightness and sweetness.

There are many examples of the Lyric soprano voice to be found throughout the Romantic period another one of which is Lui’s vocal at the end of Puccini’s Turandot (1924) and although strictly speaking it belongs to the Modern period it is nevertheless deeply Romantic in scope. This haunting tune (‘Tanto Amore Segreto’) is sang by the slave girl with the typical richness and maturity of the Lyric soprano voice. ( ie heading up to the D two octaves and a tone above middle C).

The aria ‘Un Bel Di Vedremo’ from Madame Butterfly (Pucinni: 1904) features the lead role Butterfly whose voice typifies the Lyric Soprano in its brightness and in its dramatic delivery. The aria starts quietly and in a measured way but ends loudly with full dramatic effect. The pathos of emotion is captured in the beauty of her vocal, reaching sometimes beyond high C, typical of the Lyric Soprano in its maturity. Butterfly is quickly falling into poverty believing that Pinkerton will marry again and the aria describes her dream of how he will return. The aria is largely quiet and measured but ends loudly with full dramatic effect. 

Also Verdi’s aria ‘Addio Del Passato’, sang by the heroine Violetta Valery from his opera La Traviatta (1853), demands a soprano voice with the range of a Coloratura but with the sweetness of control typical of a Lyric soprano: notably at the climax where she sustains the long heart breaking high note and a range of short ascending run of notes. The aria appears in the third Act after she receives a letter from Giorgio telling her that his son has discovered the true reason for her departure and is travelling home to be with her. Knowing she has lost her battle with tuberculosis she sings as a farewell to her happiness and future with Alfredo in long sad legato lines which cannot but fail to move the audience.  

Offenbach wrote many a challenging aria one of which is for the soprano voice and called ‘Les Oiseaux Dans Me Charmille’ sang by Olympia from the opera Les Contes D’Hoffmann (1851). The opera itself is set in a world of the fantastic and magical where Hoffmann, the storyteller, is challenged to tell three great love stories, one of them involving a wind- up doll who sings with the sweetness and coquettishness of a Soubrette and yet sometimes with the vocal range of a Coloratura.  The staccato, trills, vibrato and chromatic run ups of the dolls high voice well captures the mechanical stiffness of the wind-up doll. It is less emotionally moving, yet brings about an enchanting aura and demands all the skills required of the virtuoso soprano singer.

For the purposes of this discussion reference needs to be made to another three types of Soprano voices namely the Soubrette, the Spinto and the Dramatic; examples of which can be found in the Romantic operas of Humperdinck, Verdi, Puccini and Wagner respectively. 

An example of the Soubrette soprano voice can be found in Humperdinck’s fairy-tale opera Hansel and Gretel (1893). Here  Gretel often sings in a cheeky, coquettish voice with a sweetness and brightness typical of the ‘Soubrette character’.The vocal range exhibited is typically narrower than the Colaratura and lighter than the Lyric soprano. The Sandman’s aria ‘Abendsegen’ is a perfect example of the Soubrette voice and ‘character’ – light and sweet.

The Spinto voice is highly challenging as it requires the lightness and brilliance of the high notes typical of the Lyric soprano but with a certain ‘heft’ or power to accomplish a big sustained climax. Spinto literally translates as ‘pushed’. These roles are often taken on by Lyric sopranos with care as it has been noted that some Lyric soprano singers have shortened their careers in so doing. An example of a Spinto voice can be found in Tchaikovsky’s opera Eugene Onegin (1879) where Tatyana gives a passionate delivery of her love letter in the aria ‘Puskai Pogibnu Ya’. Here Tatyana sings within the normal soprano range but literally ‘pushes’ her voice at the end to achieve the climax required of the role in typical Romantic fashion. Rather than singing over the orchestra as a Dramatic soprano might she generally tries to ‘slice’ through (squillo – in an almost trumpet like way) the full sound of the orchestra. The Spinto also has a darker timbre to her voice as is the case here.

The aria ‘Caro Nome’ (Act One Scene Two) is a demanding piece from Verdi’s opera Rigoletto (1851) requiring the power and range of the Coloratura, the lightness and brilliance of the Lyric soprano and the coquettish sweetness of the trill like Soubrette – quite a mix. Gilda is isolated within the grim palace of the Duke but her tranquillity is expressed within some of the most divine of Verdi’s music, particularly within Act One. Indeed, Verdi originally wrote the piece with the intention of casting the role of Gilda in one of the rarest of voices, namely the Soprano Acuto Sfogato or the Stratospheric Coloratura (informally). In other words they are able to sing easily above F6.

The Dramatic soprano voice has the power to be heard over a large orchestra whilst deliveriang and sustaining an ‘evenness’ across the full range. This voice is typical of the Romantic period particularly after 1850 when for example Wagner produced a range of dramatic soprano roles, the most famous of which is sang by Brunnhilde at the end of Wagner’s Ring Cycle, the Gotterdammerung (1876). In the ‘Immolation scene’ Brunnhilde’s voice is both dramatic in tone and whilst the song does not demand a huge range for now she is able to maintain a evenness of power which adds to the dramatic sense of the delivery.

Richard Straus’ Four Last Songs also exploits use of the Dramatic soprano. Written in 1894 for his wife, the soprano singer Pauline de Ahna, but not publicly performed until 1946 the beautiful song ‘Ruhe, Meine Seele’ belongs to the Romantic cannon. There is an evenness of tone throughout this song which suits the maturity of the Dramatic soprano with its emphasis on legato notes which are delivered in a smooth flowing manner, particularly at the close. The emotion is captured in the woman’s attempt to soothe the soul in the lullaby lines Ruhe, meine Seele – ‘Rest, my soul’ But then for dramatic affect the singer increases the volume suddenly towards the end. This is beautifully captured by the voice of Dame Kiri Te Kanawa in 2016.

Weber’s opera Freischutz (1821) contains an aria ideally suited to the mature voice of the Dramatic soprano one of which may have influenced the younger Wagner and his passion for the Dramatic soprano in years to come as has been noted above. Agathe sings the recitative and aria ‘Wie Nahte Mir Der Schlummer...Leise, Leise’ (How did slumber approach me...Low , low) with beautiful long notes expressive of her sadness (pathos), the drama of which is further increased with the more staccato mid section. The power of the long notes are pushed in Spinto fashion at the closure of the piece all expressive of her despair, whilst waiting for Max to return hopefully with good news.  

The history of the Soprano voice during the Romantic period (1800-1914) reveals many arias written specifically for different Soprano roles ranging from the heights of the Coloratura (one which not only describes the range of such a vocalist to high F, but also their ability to ‘add colour’ to their delivery with the trills and frills expected of the virtuoso) to the lightness of the Soubrette. The Lyric soprano is often called upon to play many roles and although she may not have the same range as the stratospheric Coloratura she is often expected to reach the higher tones of the Light Coloratura (Soprano Leggero) – a lighter Coloratura with a warmer tone. Though the mezzo is described as an example of a Soprano singer (Mezzo soprano) it is regarded as its own separate category and is not discussed here. In truth an aria may demand the skills of several types of Soprano voice which a virtuoso may be able to achieve naturally or with effort.
 
Romantic soprano singers are often called upon to sing long legato notes to convey their emotions with a sweetness and brightness typical of that voice, much more than in the previous baroque and classical periods. It should be also noted that the techniques called upon to deliver an aria for the Soprano singer will differ according to the language employed. So, for example, because Italian tends to be an expressive flowing language it makes greater use of legato phrasing whereas Wagner demands of his dramatic sopranos the ability to use ‘glottal stops’ more suited to the short heavy diction of that language which can also be used for great dramatic effect.

Baroque techniques are still collaborated into same romantic pieces of music. Because trills originated/were created from that era, this was popular in the baroque period and practically used in every song composed. It’s interesting and extraordinary that romantic music kept aspects/techniques from the baroque period despite baroque being 1000/2000 years old.

Romantic music was different from the other genres (Baroque, Classical) because the orchestra would often flow with the singer rather than have sudden off beat notes. Lyric Sopranos/Coloraturas that pick romantic roles seem to have sweet sounding (bright) voices this is because they would use a smile motion when hitting their lower notes which would allow the voice to come out stronger and have a more controlled tone to it. Also, emotion has always had an important role towards the sound you project when sing and is always needed to unsure the voice fulfils its true potential. And this goes for not just the lyric soprano voice but for all voice types. What you feel in your soul when you sing, will undoubtedly show through when you sing and contribute to the performance and to the world of opera.

List of Romantic Soprano Arias (1800-1914)
 (In Order of Appearance in Essay)
1. Il Dolce Suono  (1835)  Donizetti  LUCIA DI LAMMERMOOR  (Coloratura) Role:Lucia
2. Vissi D’Arte  (1900)  Puccini  TOSCA  (C)  Role: Floria Tosca
3. O Soave Fanciulla  (1896) Puccini LA BOHEME  (C) Role: Mimi
4. O Babbino Caro (1918) Pucinni  GIANNI SCHICCHI (LS/C) Role: Lauretta
5. Casta Diva (1831) Bellini NORMA (C) Role:Norma C=Colour High Power
6. Una Voce Poco Fa (1818) Rossini BARBER OF SEVILLE (C) Role:Berta
7. Abscheulicher (1805) Beethoven FIDELLIO (LS) Role: Fidellio
8. O Beau Pays de la Touraine (1836) Meyerbeer LES HUGUENOTS (C) Role:Queen Marguerite
9. Je Vais Mourir…Adieu, Fiere Cité (1858) : Berlioz : LES TROYENS :(MS/LS) Role : Dido (Didon)
10. Es Lebt Eine Vilja,..(1905) Franz Lehar  THE MERRY WIDOW (LS) Role: Hanna
11. Tanto Amore Segreto (1924) Pucinni  TURANDOT (LS) Role: Lui 
12. Un Bel Di Vedremo (1904) Pucinni MADAME BUTTERFLY (LS) Role:Butterfly
13. Addio Del Passato (1853) Verdi  LA TRAVIATTA (C/LS) Role:Violetta
14. Les Oiseaux Dans Le Charmille (1851) LES CONTES D’HOFFMANN Offenbach (Soubrette/Coloratura)  Role :Olympia
15. Abendsegen (1893) Humperdinck HANSEL AND GRETEL (Soubrette) Role: Gretel
16. Puskai Pogibnu Ya (The Letter Scene) (1879) Tchaikovsky EUGENE ONEGIN (Spinto) Role: Tatyana
17. Caro Nome (1851) Verdi RIGOLETTO (mix: C/Spinto/Soubrette) Role:Gilda 
      (Verdi wrote originally for Stratospheric Colorata or Acuto Sfogato)
18. Immolation scene (1876) Wagner THE RING CYCLE:   GOTTERDAMMERUNG (Dramatic Soprano) Role: Brunnhilde
19. Ruhe,Meine Seele (1894) Richard Straus FOUR LAST SONGS (Dramatic Soprano: DS) Originally written for his wife Pauline de Ahna (singer)
 20. Wie Nahte Mir Der Schlummer..Leise Leise (1821) Weber                                                              
 FREISCHUTZ (DS/Spinto) Role:Agethe

List of Romantic Soprano Arias (1800-1914)
 (Not in Order of Appearance in Essay and in chronological order)
1. Abscheulicher (1805) Beethoven FIDELLIO (LS) Role: Fidellio
2. Una Voce Poco Fa (1818) Rossini BARBER OF SEVILLE (C) Role:Berta
3. Wie Nahte Mir Der Schlummer..Leise Leise (1821) Weber FREISCHUTZ (DS/Spinto) Role:Agethe
4. Il Dolce Suono  (1835)  Donizetti  LUCIA DI LAMMERMOOR  (Coloratura) Role:Lucia
5. Casta Diva (1831) Bellini NORMA (C) Role:Norma C=Colour High Power
6. O Beau Pays de la Touraine (1836) Meyerbeer LES HUGUENOTS (C) Role:Queen Marguerite
7. Les Oiseaux Dans Le Charmille (1851) LES CONTES D’HOFFMANN Offenbach (Soubrette/Coloratura)  Role :Olympia
8. Caro Nome (1851) Verdi RIGOLETTO (mix: C/Spinto/Soubrette) Role:Gilda  (Verdi wrote originally for Stratospheric Colorata or Acuto Sfogato)
9. Addio Del Passato (1853) Verdi LA TRAVIATTA (C/LS) Role:Violetta
10. Je Vais Mourir…Adieu, Fiere Cité (1858): Berlioz: LES TROYENS :( MS/LS) Role: Dido (Didon)
11. O Soave Fanciulla (1896) Puccini LA BOHEME (C) Role: Mimi
12. Immolation scene (1876) Wagner THE RING CYCLE:   GOTTERDAMMERUNG (Dramatic Soprano) Role: Brunnhilde
13. Puskai Pogibnu Ya (The Letter Scene) (1879) Tchaikovsky EUGENE ONEGIN (Spinto) Role: Tatyana
14. Abendsegen (1893) Humperdinck HANSEL AND GRETEL (Soubrette) Role: Gretel
15. Ruhe,Meine Seele (1894) Richard Straus FOUR LAST SONGS (Dramatic Soprano: DS) Originally written for his wife Pauline de Ahna (singer)
16. Vissi D’Arte (1900) Puccini TOSCA (C) Role: Floria Tosca
17. Un Bel Di Vedremo (1904) Pucinni MADAME BUTTERFLY (LS) Role:Butterfly
18. Es Lebt Eine Vilja,..(1905) Franz Lehar THE MERRY WIDOW (LS) Role: Hanna
19. O Babbino Caro (1918) Pucinni GIANNI SCHICCHI (LS/C) Role: Lauretta
 20. Tanto Amore Segreto (1924) Pucinni TURANDOT (LS) Role: Lui

Other examples of arias for soprano voices that were considered but not discussed:
‘Quando me’n vo’ ( La Boheme); ‘Ah! Bello a Me Ritorna’ (Norma); ‘Sempre Lebera’ (La Traviata) ‘Flower duet’ (Leo De Delibes 1882 opera Lakme) ;’Mon Cœur S’ouvre a Ta Voix’ (Camille Saint-Saens 1877 : Samson and Delilah)
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