


[bookmark: _GoBack]Q:“The development of my voice type over a period of 100 years” 
 
This essay will discuss the mezzosoprano voice and its key features. The mezzo is the second highest, sitting between a high soprano and a low contralto; usually she can range from the A below middle C, to A 2 octaves higher. The mezzo voice usually sounds richer and warmer than a soprano. In productions, composers usually cast mezzos as older women, villainesses, seductive heroines and occasionally they may be given a boy's role; this is referred to as a ‘trouser role’; for example, in Mozart’s opera ‘Le Nozze di Figaro’ the lower voiced female takes on such a character. This is a prime illustration of an opera in which the mezzosoprano is assigned a male role, requiring excellent stage craft skills as she delves into the affairs of ‘Cherubino’. Throughout the course of writing, an exploration of vocal technique attributed to the Mezzo, along with the voice types, physical challenges will be discussed, whilst also undertaking an in-depth examination of suitable, period repertoire. 
 
What opera is and how it began. 

As mentioned by the Atlanta state Opera (2017a), an opera is a drama that is performed by instruments and vocalists in the pit and on stage, respectively. Its dramatic effect is enhanced by scenery, costumes and movement.  Opera began when the Greeks mixed poetry and music to produce stories (plays); these included songs, dance, spoken dialogues, plus accompaniments with instruments including strings and woodwind.  Often an opera production will be split into two sections. The options can be twofold when staging opera; either, a continuous piece of music or it can be separated into a spoken dialogue and a sung dialogue. The speech like sections within the performance are referred to as a recitative; these melodic conversations enable the singer to feel the rhythm and express the emotions of the song. One example of recitative conveying emotion can be found in the first ever opera composed by Claudio Monteverdi (1567-1643). Some of his operas are still performed, like L’Orfeo. 

The difference between opera buffa and opera seria.

In the classical period there are various forms of choral music, some include masses, and oratorios. Harris (2006) describes to the contrary, in the early 17th century opera seria was popular. It was a production consisting of tragic subjects, or mythological themes, for example; ‘Tancredi’ (1813) by Rossini, because it portrays conflict and war between the Byzantine Empire, or mythological themes; for example, ‘L’Orfeo’ by Claudio Monteverdi, because it is about a Greek myth Orfeous ‘’who marries Euridice and then tries to save her from Hades the underworld’’. The Atlanta Opera (2017b) describes Opera buffa as comedic and it was particularly popular in the 18th century. The opera incorporated topics with themes from daily life. It was usually comprised of short acts performed in the intervals, but eventually earned appreciation in its own right.  Classical music was mostly performed in palaces and public opera houses with a big orchestra and audience.  The three main composers of the classical period were Joseph Hadyn (1732-1809), Ludwig Van Beethoven (1770-1827) and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) 
 

 
One of the most dramatic roles for a mezzosoprano is Azcuena’s role in the opera ‘Il trovatore’ (1853) because it is challenging, and it gives the singer a chance to show off  her skills and range; However, Verdi was not the only composer who preferred the darkness, richness and the warmth of this factor. In fact, Berlioz had written all his leading roles for this type of voice. Bizet had also written a variety of roles, such as the gypsy role in ‘Carmen’ (1875) (Glaubitz, no date).
 
The style of singing in this period.

Burroughs (2014) says that in terms of articulation, slurs were used more often in the classical period to decorate the bel canto style of singing. Bel canto comes from the Italian word meaning ‘beautiful singing’ In this style the singing had to include legato phrasing and an even tone. However, in the classical era ornamentations were not used as much as in the previous era such as Baroque, for example, cadenzas were not even written or marked in the scores, so singers had to challenge their musicianship and discover how they could make the piece sound interesting. They would have creative input over their own ornaments, plus freedom to add the necessary trill. Trills which are two notes played after each other very fast, added to the florid writing associated with the classic style. 

In the eighteenth-century classical music was considered to be ‘homophonic’ meaning that “the music was made up of one melody and that the accompaniments and voices move rhythmically together” (musicterms.artopium.com). This style included characteristics such as having very ornamented melodies, using a simple harmony to create an interesting performance. 
 
Other aspects of performing on stage.

Sing Opera Now (no date) illustrates that it is not just singing that is important, but acting is also a vital part in performing; one has to know what one is singing so that it is possible to paint the picture and express emotions through the timbre of the voice to the audience. Those spectating must feel that they are also part of it. Projection is also very important when the mezzo is performing because if she in a big theatre with acoustics, plus a full orchestra, quiet unsupported singing may not resonate; this is paramount in the aria ‘Non so piu’ because the diction is vital as it is so wordy; if one has poor projection then the words will not be heard  Projection is  related to three things; the force/evenness of  breath, clarity and articulation of the voice, muscular energy that is formed from the speech. Poor projection can be the result of nervousness; when one does not make eye contact with the audience, therefore one will not know how far to project one’s voice. Articulation is the process by which, the joint product of the vibrator and the resonator is shaped into recognizable speech; it is somewhat more important when one is singing, in order that one can be understood when the orchestra is playing fortissimo.  The vocal process can involve vocal resonation which is the process by which the basic product of phonation is enhanced in timbre and or the intensity by the air-filled cavities, through which it passes on its way to the audience.  It is essential to have musicianship skills; this refers to enabling yourself to know the role that you are singing.  
 
Posture is another important factor when considering how to produce a good/supported sound; if you are curled up in a ball you will not be heard. However, if you stand feet apart and head pointed slightly upwards, then it will make it easier for the auditorium to hear you. Additionally, it is necessary to be flexible so that you can show off your voice and your range. The voice also had to have fluency so that it was accurate and effortless. Alexander technique can help with that, because it helps to release tension and it also helps with your breathing mechanism, therefore your performance is more likely to be effective.  (Sing Opera Now, no date)

During the classical period, it was not good enough to have a singing talent alone, one had to revise the role, by rehearsing and looking at ones score with their coaches or singing teachers. So that when one comes to perform it, they were always aware of stage presence. Another way of learning the role and to get familiar with the opera is to watch performances to see how different actors interpret the same role. For example; in, Francesco Bartolomeo Conti’s aria ‘Il mio bel foco’ two different mezzo soprano voices will interpret/approach this role differently because one mezzo could be a dramatic soprano, that has a darker, richer and warmer sound, to a lyric mezzo that has a lighter and brighter sound, therefore when they are singing it, it will feel like one is using more of her chest voice and the other one more of her head voice. This aria is about flaming love, so the dramatic mezzo would probably have acted it out with some gestures as well as her voice to create the atmosphere of love and then the lyric mezzo who shows off her voice more by creating a thin siren to create a different type of mood. Moreover, one could of used less trills and then the other could of added more turns to create different scenarios and moods of love. Nasality And The Soft Palate (no date)
 
Difference between the mezzo and contralto.

The webpage npr (2019) states the difference between a mezzo and a contralto is that a mezzos range is between a soprano and a contralto, but mezzos have a similar range to an alto. A contralto can sing up to an A below middle C but above 2 octaves.  Contraltos have a similar range to a tenor; However, the distinction didn’t begin until the mid 1700s. Mezzos were always given the secondary roles; for example Emelia in Verdi’s ‘Othello’ (1887)  who played the nurse,  Filippevna in Tchaikovsky’s ‘Eugene Onegin’ (1831) or even a rival role, Amneris in Verdi’s  ‘Aida’.  (1870).

Different elements of the voice. 

Tessitura comes from the Italian word ‘texture’, which refers to the position of the vocals; when singers are selecting repertoire, they need to be careful not to only consider the tessitura, but the range of the voice and where the singer is comfortable  singing, also where she  able to sustain the notes naturally. Carmen is a good example role because the singer is required to have a darker quality to her voice but within a certain range, also the role ‘Mimi’ from Puccini’s ‘La Boheme’ (1895).  This  role is mostly written for a mezzo because it lies perfectly in her range, but as the scenes progress in opera the tessitura becomes harder to sustain, because Act 1 ends on a top c, but it has to be sustained, but if a mezzo tried to do so, she would find it very challenging and almost impossible because the tessitura is too thick (Kay, 1997). 
 
Registration refers to the quality in the voice throughout the range, so these would be divided by ‘breaks’ which happen naturally in the larynx, but at different pitches. Moreover, when one tried to sing an ascending scale, one will reach a point where the voice will stop, which means she would have to change the placement and the position of her mouth. This forms a transition, then the voice goes through the passage, the Italian word ‘passaggio’ before entering a new range.  If a mezzo sings through her passaggio without losing the rich, dark and warm quality of the voice by letting the two registers meet each other, then she has more or less mastered the technique. The middle range for mezzos is most important. Mezzos usually have a strong mid voice, so sometimes it can be hard to distinguish where the change in the register is (Kay, 1997).

Sabin's (1964, 1348) definition: 
‘That female voice which is intermediate between the soprano and the alto. Some singers style themselves contraltos one year, mezzo- sopranos the next or vice-versa, and although the mezzo quality presumably is a transitional voice, partaking of the qualities of either neighbour, the term mezzo-soprano is more commonly employed for singers who clearly are not sopranos than it is for those who equally clearly are not contraltos.’ 

This statement suggests that the mezzo voice is in between the soprano and the alto and that the voice has a clear quality (Kay, 1997). 
 
Women in the 18th century were required to have more skills that just a talent in singing, for this reason they had to learn how to play an instrument for example,  piano, or harp so that they were recognised in this industry, because they could not pursue their singing as they were banned from singing on stage, as a consequence the castrati had to take up their roles. Castrati were popular in the 16th through to 18th century. They were young boys, castrated, so that they could keep singing at a high pitch, however, because of this some of their careers didn’t progress in the opera world, but their voices developed maturely and uniquely. Most castrato’s sang in choirs because women in those days weren’t allowed to sing female, or men/trouser roles. Handel wrote most of the roles for the castrati; for example, Senesino.  Also, one thing that wasn’t established in those days was the timbre of their voices. Some famous castratos were Carlo Scalzi (Newton, no date).
 
Analysing the range of a castrato using Farinelli as an example.

 Michalska (2017) talks about Farinelli who was one of the most famous castratos of the 18th century; he had a big lung capacity as a result of less testosterone, therefore was able to hold notes for over a minute. This castrato could sing three and a half octaves, therefore often sang both soprano/mezzo repertoire and easily sustained large intervals and trills for example; ‘Ombra mai Fu’ because in the 17th to the late 18th century castratos were expected to sing leading male roles. Farinelli was the lucky one amongst the castratos, as most males were satisfied with the range that they had, but his had a special sweet tone to his voice and therefore was unique from the rest. These qualities allowed him to get famous quickly in southern Italy, he was known as ‘il ragazzo’, meaning the boy in Italian.  Farinelli, had a full, bright and rich tone to his soprano voice; a range from the A below middle C to the D below two octaves above middle C. As a result, it was easy for him to perform the mezzo roles because he had all of the vital elements that a mezzo needed to have. One Opera that he performed in was ‘Va tacito’- Guilio Cesare by Handel. Francois Velde (no date) and the Daily Art Magazine (2018). 


 Iestyn Davies depicts excellent technique such as Farinelli would have had, and this is particularly evident at 2:55-3:48 on his video (Davies, 2014). The listener is able to hear the florid and heavily ornamented section typical of this time period. Additionally, he had a fragile top range; he showed it by having a skill in intelligent musicianship and singing in falsetto, which is just an additional range of the speaking voice which may sound like a thin voice with a ring on the top notes. His voice is equivalent to a female contralto or a mezzo. Iestyn sings in the range that men can rarely reach. Furthermore, a mezzo singing would have a different approach to her technique in producing the same quality of sound; she would have to have a light timbre to her voice; so she can produce the siren like sound. 

In Glaubitz’s (no date) article he states that in Handel’s opera ‘Ariodante’ (1734) sings the aria ‘Scherza Infida’ (1734).  This is one of the leading roles for a mezzo;  the range goes from a D4-G5 and the tessitura is not too high as it goes up from a F4-F5, therefore few changes need to happen in terms of placement and the shape of the mouth, except perhaps a slight raise of the soft palate. This shows one of the developments that was made in the mezzo voice. In this opera ‘’Polinesso tries to persuade Ariodante that Ginevra doesn’t favour Ariodante, so is in love with him instead’’. Another role includes ‘La Cenerentola’ (1816) from Rossin’s opera. Angela who plays Cinderella is obliged to clean and sweep the floor, while her sisters get ready for the ball, but then not long after she gets visited by an old beggar man, who tells her that she should go to the ball. These roles are a further illustration of the mezzos ability to act as the main character and out of their comfort zone; usually this voice type would be given a secondary role, such as nurse and maid. 

Describing ornamentation and how it is used.

The point of ornamentation is so the singer gets to show off her aria. It is usually done by improvisation and noting the ornaments in the score, so that she can experiment with the embellishments, like appoggiatura's, trills, mordents and dynamic markings such as crescendos and diminuendos, to create a specific mood for the piece.  This allows emphasis on the words with the potential for more emotions to be created and a specific meaning conveyed.  By doing so, this also helps to depict the most important sections in an aria. Italian repertoire focuses more on the ornamentation instead of the words; for example, in ‘Amarilli Mia Bella’ by Caccini Giulio, as there are a lot of interesting ornaments and dynamics added to create an effect. For example, there are lots of gradual crescendos just on one word ‘Amarilli’, to illustrate the word love  and how important it is in this song in different ways so, that it has a different effect, and that it is not bland and most importantly interesting to watch, if you sing it the same way always then the sound will be monotone. (Glaubitz, no date) 

During the writing of this essay the mezzo voice and her characteristics were examined at depth, along with the varying styles of repertoire in order to illustrate the complexed nature of this vocal range. Moreover, it talks about the history so that there is an equal balance between the different cultural aspects of opera, the physical elements that were required from this voice type in this time and how it has changed or developed  by examining the type of repertoire that was sung over the 100 year period time. Viewing the techniques that are still commonly used by the mezzo today for example; ‘Bel canto’, form the basis of the mezzo singing style.
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