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    WHAT TO LISTEN IN A VOICE: 
  Beauty 

 Timbre 

 Vibrato 

                        High notes 

                        Dynamics 

 Interpretation 

         Do you have confidence in this voice? 

RANGES OF SONGERS 

             Soprano 

             Mezzo-Soprano 

             Contralto 

              Countertenor 

              Tenor 

              Baritone 

              Basso 

 

TYPES OF SINGERS 

              Coloratura 

               Lyric 

               Spinto 

               Dramatic 

 

(SEE LAST PAGE FOR ARIAS THAT WILL BE USED IN THIS SESSION) 



 

  BAROQUE: CHARACTERISTICS OF OPERA SERIA: 

 An overture, unrelated to the plot made up of three parts:  fast, slow, 

fast (this became the format of later symphonies) 

 Three acts 

 The action is off-stage.  It is sung about on stage 

 Plots intended only as a strand to suggest some uniformity 

 Music line of singers very melodious with much ornamentation.  The 

purpose now was to show off the singers’ voices and their 

techniques. 

 Repeat the same word or phrase over and over. 

 Castrati were used.  They were idols, spoiled, pampered with great 

wealth and eccentricities.  They were physical freaks, oversized 

chests with breasts, fat with skinny arms and legs.  No beard.  

Apparently, they performed incredible tricks:  4 octaves to A or B 

above high C.  Control and flexibility, long lines without taking time 

for breathing. Ability to negotiate any complicated figuration 

without break and register or evidence of vocal strain. 

 Typically, we have the recitative which sets the tone of the moment, 

followed by the aria which in most cases is the ABA or da capo aria 

thrives. 
   



 

BEL CANTO:  CHACTERISTICS OF BEL CANTO PERIOD 

 Plots were of the old medieval type.  Excuses or vehicles to have 

something to sing about. 

 Overtures disappearing. 

 Numbered operas 

 Three acts 

 Melodramatic and unreal. 

 Tragic endings 

 Very little action on stage. 

 Long smooth sustained lines with dynamics and some acrobatic 

display.   

 Typically, we have as before the recitative followed by the aria which 

in this case is cavatina/cabeletta combination. 

 Recitative/cavatina/cabaletta.  Orchestra sets mood but minimal 

contribution with a lot of umpah-umpah.  Concentrate on vocal 

display. 

 Dialogue with instruments, especially the flute. 

 
 



 

 

       WAGNER (a contemporary of Verdi) 

 

 Champion of music drama. Long monologues instead of arias per 

se. 

 Voices seldom sing together. Duets are treated realistically where 

one person sings, then the other 
 

          VERDI’S COUNTER-ATTACK 
 

 During the great period of bel canto, he was just one of the three 

other best known composers Donizetti, Bellini and Rossini.  Verdi 

distinguished himself by his ferocious energy, his melody and his 

uninhibited vigor and primitive directness.  

 During his career, he worked continuously to make plots less and 

less complicated.  He avoided anything boring or extraneous.  Very 

conscious of audience reations and how to please. 

 He became an experimenter.  Slowly, there’s an evolution from the 

strict Bel Canto toward the music drama.   We’re now in the mid-

1800s which is known as Verdi’s second or middle period. 

 Verdi worked to make the orchestra more important without ever 

taking the importance away from the voice.  For instance, instead of 

lean accompaniment during the recitative, now the orchestra is 

playing a much more definite role.   

 Verdi’s main interest is in the expression of human passion through 

the human voice.  Everything else is subordinate.  The result is sheer 

sensuous beauty and emotional power, basically uncomplicated, 

elemental yet profound.   

 Also, he was slowly incorporating Wagner’s ideas of music drama. 

    But he still has arias with coloratura passages.  (caro nome)   

 And the later cavatina/cabaletta combo.  (Tacea…) 

       And strophic aria (la donna e mobile) 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

   arias that will be used in the first meeting 
  

  

 


