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The development of the mezzo-soprano voice over hundred-year period.


The rise of the mezzo-soprano voice

Introduction:

In the music world, to differentiate the vocal types, we define them according to the vocal range a person can reach, while signing. Some people can get to the top notes, some can reach the lower notes and others are in between, and that’s why the vocal types exist. For males, the types are -going from the highest to the lowest- the ‘countertenor’, the ‘tenor’, the ‘baritone’ and the ‘bass’. For females, the ‘soprano’ being the vocal type that reaches the highest notes, the ‘mezzo-soprano’ and the ‘contralto’ being the lowest vocal type. Not all of them were always existing or not all of them were being recognised by musicians. The mezzo-soprano voice is the second highest female voice type but has always been a tricky one for composers. This essay aims to explore the nineteenth century’s musical history and revolution. Also, how mezzos started to get recognition and leading roles in productions by great composers, such as Rossini, for example, in a world where soprano singer were leading the opera scene. 


19th century – The Romantic era: 

Opera began to change during the Classical period (1750-1830). The plots were starting to be more realistic, with more humans and fewer gods or spiritual creatures, and also the music form was not complicated or in other words it was less detailed. That social movement is known as the Enlightenment. In 1830 till 1900, opera got louder, longer, more dramatic, bigger and it kept flourishing. That was the beginning of the Romantic period. Romantic music aimed to express the people’s powerful emotions. Revealing their innermost feelings and thoughts, not only about love, but also about death, hate, happiness and all the feelings that humans are experiencing. Freedom and drama are some of the most important characteristics of the romantic music.

 The first half of the nineteenth century, the European capital of the opera was Paris. Musicians, in order to feel that they had some sort of successful career, had to have a successful production as well in Paris, and those who wanted to start a ‘worthy’ career, were moving to the city. During the Revolution, French composers like, Méhul, La Sueur, Gossec and Cherubini, who had a big love for public spectacles, proved music for some magnificent national festivals. They were writing mainly choral songs and “hymns” and they were meant to be sung by the entire populace. The demand for operas was kept alive thanks to these festivals and also formed a huge link between operas of the 19th century and old French opera. Parisians we lucky enough and able to enjoy a big variety of these kind of events, after the Revolution. Art works where produced by the Opéra. At the beginning of 1801, the Théâtre Italien reopened and that gave to the people of Paris, the opportunity to experience Italian operas, sung by some of the most famous Italian singers of the time. Later, between 1801 and 1810, opera buffe was presented by the theatre, with the production of, for example, La serva padrona by Pergolesi. In 1811 the then director of Théâtre Italien, Spontini, introduced the opera seria, to the Parisians, with the production of Pirro by Paisiello. It is important to notice that this was the first time, since the seventeenth century, an opera seria was staged in Paris. 
In 1788, Maria Luigi Cherubini from Florence, staged Démphon in Paris, his first one in French. Despite being a failure - because of the many grammatically inaccuracies in French -   it presented a big and important aspect of his writing, which is the dramatic use of the orchestra. Meaning that, the orchestra refines and even interrupts the dramatic action of the opera. In 1797, this became more noticeable in Cherubini’s Médée. This opera is, in general, very similar to Gluck’s work, regarding the treatment. Médée did not went well in Paris but it was recognised by the German audience and in Italy was first introduced in 1909, when recitatives were added in place of the original Italian spoken dialogue. Since this time, the opera has received a significant success. However, his work was disapproved by the audience for having “too much accompaniment”.  Actually, it is said that Napoleon complained. Still, the composer is considered one of the most influencing artists of the early nineteenth century. Médée was not Cherubini’s only important work. Lodoïska in 1791, Eliza ou Le Voyage aux glaciers du Mont S. Bernard in 1794, Les Deaux Journée, ou Le Porteur d’eau in 1800 and Faniska in 1806 were the operas that, with Médée, gave Cherubini the key to a successful career and a place, worth to reference and review, in the history of opera. All five of them, have a spoken dialogue and are part of the “rescue” operas.

The time of the Revolution, people’s lives were disturbed by the events. That strengthened this kind of plot. Rescue opera is a genre of opera, very popular at the end of the eighteen century and the beginning of nineteenth century, in Germany and France. The main plot of this type is the escape of the loved by the audience character, from any vulnerability and risk and ends up with a cheerful resolve that patronizes humanistic principles triumph over base purposes. Back to these times, violence and fear had dominated people’s feelings and they had no sight of happiness. For this reason, people naturally demanded to see plays with a joyful and fair end for the unfairly treated central character. People needed to be given hope for a better life and for tyranny to be over. 
Les Deaux Journées, for example, identifies fully the ideals of “humanity” and “loyalty”. Cherubini’s idea was to catch the auditor’s feelings by thinking that this might be the way their lives might turn out at the end. Critics tend to see Lodoïska as a revolutionary landmark of the early Romantic style in opera. Etienne Nicolas Méhul, born in 1763, is one the musicians of the Revolutionary period. He created twenty-five operas comique, through the two decades. In these operas he has succeeded to show extensive variety of different experiments in composition and styles. For example, his opera Uthal (1806), the orchestra is experimental and is meant to evoke a darker hue. For example, he increased the size of the viola section. It is also a one-act opera but critics in the time were not impressed by it. The opposite, they said that the orchestral experiments caused an intolerable flatness, which also caused the opera’s possible success. On the other hand, his opera Joseph, a year later, was his most renowned works and a rare example of a biblical storyline with a true dramatic power but good taste. The role or Benjamin is performed by a soprano voice but there is no female role. One of the characteristics of the opera is the combination of classical severity and happy melody. Gluck’s style is again an inspiration, this time with his rhythmic and harmonic patterns. At the same time, Méhul’s Uthal has a direct quality, that clearly shows the transition between the classicism and romanticism, in music. Moreover, Spontini was another composer considered an important figure, during the 19th century. He was known for his boldness. He had adopted Gluck’s dramatic methods known as ‘tragédie lyrique’. His work has fundamental simplicity, a harmony and a massiveness that is lining more to the classicism style than the romantic spirit. Étienne de Jouy, gave him the chance to present his talent to the world, with “La Vetsale”, known as the most effective French opera between the eras of Meyerbeer and Gluck. After this success, he became the emperor’s favourite composer.
At this point, it is clear that melodramatic operas were highly popular at the time in France and historical events were an influence for the composers, not to mention the violent passions and the religious issues.

The Romantic era, was a time of huge transformation for Italy, as the modern world began. Risorgimento or in other words, the Italian unification movement, was risen. Traditional beliefs and values were questioned as the social changes were taking place. Austria controlled many cities through Europe, including Lombardy and Venice. People desired independence for Italy, as they were struggling to accept reality. Furthermore, opera’s native home, Italy was threatened to stay out of the operatic mainstream, because of the significant triumphs of the classical Viennese style. Simon Mayr from Germany, who like others, left his country, to go study in Italy and worked with the Italian operas and Gioachino Rossini, who was the centre of attention thanks to his Italian operas and is still considered a great composer, prevented the danger of Italy staying behind. Mayr, wrote nearly 70 Italian operas and it seems that he influences was Mozart. In Italy the voice continued to be the master of the orchestra, but he kept the dramatic sense and the use of the orchestra. In 1810 Rossini’s first opera was introduced in Venice, La cambiale di matrimonio. The use of his unforgettable melodies and rude wit and humour, announced a new operatic sensation. His opera serie and opera buffe became famous in Italy and in the Western world. Sometimes he would mix qualities of opera seria and buffa in one work, like Mozart, that made his heroes seem more realistic.  However, Giuseppe Verdi dominated the opera scene in Italy, during the Risorgimento, but his work is still one of the most recognized in the world. He was influenced by the work of Bellini, Donizetti and Rossini. He was also participated as an elected politician for a while and his music was the soundtrack of Italian Unification Movement.

The historic events, the dark atmosphere in people’s lives, the changes from classical to modern life, undoubtedly affected the opera scene, the way musicians composed music. Operatic stories had a darker and more dramatic sensation but in the end, there was a joyful, fair ending. Voices had to match with these elements. Unlike the Classical and the Baroque style, the romantic movement was not reflecting entirely the reality, but a part of it with an altered finale. The soprano’s light pitch was not always the right fit for the big orchestras and dynamics, so composers introduced to the mezzo-sopranos, new leading roles. In other words, the Romantic period, was the time were the dramatic voice of mezzo-sopranos, was risen and acknowledged. 




The evolution of the mezzo-soprano voice:

The human singing voice is very expansive and that’s what makes every voice unique. Some humans have a high pitched voice, some low pitched and at the same time, each voice creates a different atmosphere. Mezzo soprano, means ‘medium soprano’ or ‘half-soprano’ and the pitch of the voice lies between the soprano and the contralto, and usually the range is from an A to G”, but of course it can be extended through time and probably practice. During the seventeenth century, musicians tended to write music for the soprano voice that the vocal range was placed between C’ to G”, a whole tone lower than what it is today. Coloratura specialists were plentiful. The first half of the next century though, composers started to write music in a much higher range, and were considered by florid writing in the upper octave. The division between the soprano voice and the mezzo voice, started happening only towards the middle of the period.  The term ‘mezzo-soprano’ has added an air of confusion for composers and that resulted the difficulty to understand and define what a mezzo-soprano voice is all these centuries. The system of differentiation between the voice types it has been developed to help classify the roles of the opera. Whether the role is villain of the story or the hero, young or old and female or male role. The mezzo voice has a darker reverberation and usually are given secondary roles or ‘trouser roles’ which are male, usually young boys, roles sung by female voices. On the other hand, in a choir sopranos and mezzos sing together. Of course if they split in half, the mezzo-sopranos with be given the lower melody. Thanks to the composers of the Romantic era and the decline of castratos, mezzos began to get appreciation and from being only the seconda donna to having the prima donna roles too. 

Rossini’s relationship with mezzo-sopranos:

Obviously all singers should be able to perform as good as they can as many in various styles as possible. In a mezzo-soprano’s career, it is important and big to specialise in Rossini’s music. Typical, mezzo’s roles are the wise women, the seductresses or the villains, the witches and the young men. However, in a world where in opera mezzo-sopranos were singing secondary roles, Rossini wrote numerous operas with the lead singer being a mezzo, instead a soprano which was the standard. He is considered the one musician that allocates his leading female roles to the mezzo-soprano singers. During Rossini’s career, he was associated with mezzos, both professionally and romantically. Marietta Marcolini, a singer from Italy, took the young composer under her wing and to thank her he composed leading roles for her. For example, L’equivoco Stravagante in 1811, where the tenor is affecting the baritone’s wish to marry the mezzo, by telling that she is not a woman, but a castrato singer dressed in drag. This is an unusual plot, since almost all the operas have the tenor and the soprano as the two lovers who are trying to find a way to be together, and the baritone as the one who does everything in his power, to cancel these plans. Other examples Rossini wrote roles for Marcolini are, la Pietra Del Paragone, Ciro in Babalonia, L’Italiana in Algeri and lastly Sigismondo in 1814. A year after, the composer left to Naples with a generous agreement, to get payed to compose one opera per year. He started with Regina d’Inghiterra, that he wrote for his future wife and muse, Isabella Colbarn. She premiered the roles, for example, of Desdemona in Otello and Elena in La Donna del Lago. After their marriage in 1822 they moved out of Naples. Unfortunately, she started showing signs of strains and her husband and composer, wrote one last opera for her in 1823 called Semiramide. She was considered both a mezzo-soprano and a dramatic coloratura soprano, but as it written earlier, especially at this time, it is confusing to identify a true mezzo-soprano voice. Moreover, it is said that Rossini respected the Baroque tradition of selection. The special technical preparation for Rossini’s roles shows that the composer required a ‘special’ voice for his opera, with different colours. It is true to say that, his long and complex coloratura selections, gives an idea of how sure the technical foundation of the singer, must be. Having studied singing as a young boy, Rossini knew the greatness of the human voice and that inspired him to write music that the singer can feel safe to sing, without any danger. His female roles, have similar characteristics with each other. Serenity but still erotic and seductive. Full of love and life but also shy or modest. In his music it is clear that, he demands from the mezzo-soprano to be capable of portraying the characteristics of the role, and not only to have the ability to sing the notes. Both of these features need to work together. Rossini might have preferred the dramatic style of the mezzo voice, but he always kept the bel canto way of singing. 

Bellini’s and Donizetti’s relationship with mezzo-sopranos:

An equally important composers of the time, who used mezzo-soprano’s voice in some of their work, were the famous Vincenzo Salvatore Carmelo Francesco Bellini, from Catania and Domenico Gaetano Maria Donizetti from Bergamo. Both of them were Rossini’s contemporaries, but none of them created leading roles for mezzo-sopranos, with the exception of Donizetti’s La Favorite role of Léonor de Guzman, that critics have ranked it as a seconda donna role. 
Bellini’s most important contribution to mezzo’s repertoire was Norma’s Adalgisa, were it was first premiered in 1831 at the La Scala in Milan, by Gulia Grisi who was a soprano. Then again, the role didn’t have any actual aria, but it didn’t matter because for example at the end of Act II Scene I, the two donnas come together with an extraordinary duet. That scene created a new relationship between the prima donna and the seconda donna, as competitors in love. Together with Adalgisa, the trouser role of I Capuletti e i Montecchi, Romeo, is a major role for a mezzo-soprano. Again in this opera, Bellini’s shows off his ability to blend the qualities of the two female voices., with the final duet between Romeo and Guiletta. Verdi in 1898 quoted about Bellini’s melody “there are extremely long melodies as no-one else had ever made before”.
Donizetti as a young and new composer, had the right direction from Simon Mayr, who helped him enrol in a school to study music. Based on Le comte de Comminges by Baculard d’Arnaud, Donizetti wrote La Favorite with the mezzo-soprano, Rosine Stoltz in the role of Léonor the ‘fallen woman’. This was the first mezzo role that differed from the simply florid bel canto style. 

Verdi’s relationship with mezzo-soprano:

Giuseppe Verdi from La Roncole, was another great composer that used the potential of the mezzo voice. He was born in a low-status family, but his determination to succeed and be known through the years, placed him in the position of one of the most respected composers of all time. When he wrote Il Trovatore and the lead mezzo-soprano role of Azucena, with Emilia Goggi as the first singer to play on stage the role, he created a new tradition in the operatic history. He once described her as the ‘principal role’ that if he could he would like to sing, in a letter to the librettist Francesco Maria Piave. Il Trovatore was Verdi’s 17th opera and with the great success it had, immediately drove the mezzo-soprano singers in the spotlight. The wide range of the voice is fairly clear in the opera and the role itself offers thrilling intense challenges. After a decade and more, the composer produced two new operas that included mezzo-soprano roles, Don Carlo and Aida. Eboli for Don Carlo and Amneris for Aida. Verdi decided to use the mezzo’s voice rich pitch and extensive range, to illustrate young troubled and sensual women. These roles motivated him to write the unforgettable aria ‘O don fatale’ and for Aida the monologue for Amneris in the fourth act. Both roles have been described as two of the most captivating characters. 


Conclusion:

As can be seen, the historic life changing events of the 19th century, that shaped and created the movement of Romanticism, critically effected the history of opera too. Composers and Opera Houses faced a great challenge, to move on with the rest of the world to the modern age, or stay behind with tradition. France and Venice dominated the operatic scene for many years, leaving Italy a little bit behind. However, the great minds of Italy’s composers not only placed mezzo-sopranos in the spotlight with great roles, but changed the way opera’s plot was narrated, by having the mezzos as the girl who is trying to fight for her love or life, against the others.
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