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The more I hear, the less I know. 

 

ð "Music is a Better Noise," Essential Logic  
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A Note on Transcriptions and Direct Quotations 

 

The politics of representing speech are complex, particularly when it comes to issues of dialect 

such as those found in blackface minstrelsy performance. I have chosen in this dissertation to 

transcribe song lyrics and spoken text in standard so-called English, except when quoting 

directly from a published source (sheet music, secondary sources, etc.), for two reasons. First, 

any attempt to reproduce dialect speech will ultimately fail to capture the rich nuances of vocal 

performance engaged in by performers. How could one, for instance, capture the subtle use of 

diphthongs by a performer such as Bert Williams in written text? Second, I have found this 

approach to be more conducive to reading. Anyone who has read sources that attempt to 

reproduce the sound of idiosyncratic speech knows all too well the difficulties of understanding 

what the speaker is actually saying.  
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Chapter One 

 

Introduction  

 

 Writing in 1920, New York Times cartoonist and author Denys Wortman captured the 

aural and visual signifiers of urban life in a fictional narrative entitled, "Last of the Organ 

Grinders" (See Figure 1.1).
1
 An ever-present figure on New York City streets since the middle of 

the nineteenth century, the figure of the organ grinder and the repetitive sounds of his barrel 

organ captured for middle- and upper-class residents the aural nuisance of modern urban life.
2
  

Commentators in New York City had for years targeted street musicians with derision, 

legislation, and even incitements of violence. An earlier New York Times article printed in 1893 

titled, "This Music without Charm," quoted a Brooklyn policeman's advice dealing with these 

musicians: "I tells 'm to take two or three able-bodied bricks up stairs with them. When the 

organ-grinders come along they can drop 'em by accident."  As Wortman's tale illustrates, 

however, it was not simply the decibel level nor the seemingly ceaseless drone of the organ's 

song that so infuriated residents; instead, the grinder's aural presence signaled the intrusion into 

public space of lower-class, racialized Others. By the time Wortman published his eulogy-cum-

condemnation of the organ grinder, street musicians comprised only part of an increasingly 

polyphonic, and polyvocal, urban citizenry. In Wortman's portrayal of this urban mass, an organ 

                                                 
1
 Denys Wortman, "Last of the Organ Grinders," New York Times, 1 August 1920. For a brief 

biography of Wortman, see Carol Kino, "Gotham Chronicle: Sharp Eye, and Pencil," New York 

Times, 17 November 2010. 
2
 For a history of organ grinders in New York City, see Michael David Accinno, "'Organ 

Grinder's Swing': Representations of Street Music in New York City, 1850-1937" (master's 

thesis, University of Iowa, 2010). 
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grinder stands soberly amidst a crowd of caricatured African American adults ð one slouched, 

one whose arms are held slightly akimbo ð and children, two of whom are dressed in overalls 

signifying, perhaps, their status as rural migrants. To the grinder's right stands a "wildly 

animated" Italian. In the background, a white policeman surveys the scene, his rigid stance and 

stern gaze, just barely visible in the cartoon, marking his authoritative distance from this 

common rabble. The crowd and the policeman are further segregated by their voices, as both the 

Italian's and the African Americans' speech are depicted in stereotyped dialect: the Italian man, 

pointing to the organ grinder's pet mouse, asks "How mooch is DESE?," while an African 

American "with wide-opened and suspicious eyes" exposes the musician/fortune teller's 

cartomantic deception, exclaiming "He done put it thar hisself" as the grinder slips a hidden 

fortune telling card into place.  

  

 Figure 1.1. Last of the Organ Grinders
3
 

                                                 
3
 Wortman, "Last of the Organ Grinders." 
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 Such depictions of foreign speech and song exposed what U.S. literature historian Gavin 

Jones has called with regard to black dialect literature "a popular means of encoding racist 

beliefs," ultimately distancing these sounds from Western practices (here literally embodied by 

the patrolman whose speech is portrayed in standard English) even as urban living brought 

unfamiliar cultures into growing proximity.
4
 The play of dialects and accents here exposed a 

great deal about how the "sonic color-line," to borrow Jennifer Stoever-Ackerman's phrase, was 

mobilized in the ideological formations of the voice at the turn of the twentieth century.
5
 It was 

not simply that racialized voices were deemed nuisances or that voices of authority were 

assumed to speak in a standardized way. Rather, voices sounded the racialized bodies of urban 

citizens and as such provided sonic evidence of racial Otherness that filled public spaces with a 

polyvocal menagerie of dialects, accents, and songs. As racialized sounds stemming from 

material bodies, voices accrued meaning from the stereotypes attached to notions of social and 

cultural difference. Thus in the cartoon discussed above, the word "DESE" was amplified by 

speaker's "wide-open suspicious eyes," while the policeman's stern gaze lent depth to his 

authoritative voice.  

 

*   *   *  

 

 This dissertation investigates how a variety of performers, audiences, citizens, and 

immigrant communities laid claim to the vocal sound of the nation in the United States at the 

                                                 
4
 Gavin Jones, Strange Talk: The Politics of Dialect Literature in Gilded Age America (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1999), 10-11. 
5
 Jennifer Stoever-Ackerman, "Splicing the Sonic Color-line: Tony Schwartz remixes Nueva 

York," Social Text 102, no. 1 (2010): 59-86. 
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turn of the twentieth century. I focus here on how singers at the turn of the twentieth century 

expressed their relationship to the nation through vocal performance; specifically, I address how 

singers working in popular, folk, and classical traditions employed a variety of timbres, accents, 

dialects, vibrato, and other vocal characteristics as a way to lay claim to national belonging. In 

other words, which strategic vocal choices did singers make in order to voice, literally, specific 

subject positions within the framework of the U.S. nation-state? Which voices were authorized to 

sing for the nation, or, as Judith Butler and Gayatri Spivak provocatively asked, "who sings for 

nation-state?"
6
 How is the nation shaped and brought to life through its vocal sounds? Which 

vocal sounds were privileged and why? How did the nation's history, socio-economic policies, 

limitations on citizenship, and so forth affect the sound of its inhabitants' voices? And how were 

these sounds produced, disseminated, and embodied by individuals and communities?  

 This dissertation consists of four chapters that focus primarily on singers and the 

discourse regarding vocal practices in the years immediately preceding and following the turn of 

the twentieth century. I draw on a range of primary resources ð from medical texts on vocal 

physiology to recordings to popular criticism on singing style ð to show how ideologies of race, 

nation, ethnicity, class, and gender informed contemporary auditions and performances of vocal 

sound. These four chapters, which I discuss in more detail below, trace the formation of a 

particular relationship between vocal performance and the nation that arose from the circulation 

of goods and people accompanying the U.S.'s emergence as a modern, imperial nation-state. 

While the dissertation as a whole concentrates on vocal performance in the U.S., I begin in mid-

nineteenth century Western Europe, where increasing awareness of and interest in vocal 

practices drove scientific research into the physiological mechanics of singing. Physicians, 

                                                 
6
 Judith Butler and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Who Sings the Nation-State?: Language, 

Politics, Belonging (London: Seagull Books, 2007). 
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musicians, scientists, and anthropologists employed these studies towards the development of 

theories regarding racial difference that, in turn, formed the basis for the institutionalization of 

anthropology throughout Western Europe and the United States. Next, I examine how singing 

instructors working in the elite musical traditions of Western Europe employed these scientific 

studies of vocal mechanics as a means to teach singers how to embody white, racial superiority 

through vocal pedagogy. Turning to early twentieth-century popular music, I listen closely to the 

singing of Egbert Austin "Bert" Williams, the West Indian-born entertainer who spent the 

majority of his professional career performing as the blackface-minstrelsy stereotyped southern 

African American. Here, I discuss how Williams's vocal choices both reproduced the belief in 

black musical naturalness while also opening a space for imagining a new, modern black orality. 

I conclude with an analysis of Vernon Dalhart (née Marion Try Slaughter), a classically-trained 

operatic singer who navigated an increasingly racially-segregated popular music marketplace by 

positing himself as an authentic purveyor of classical, black, and rural, white folk music. 

  The years between 1890 and 1924 bore witness to impassioned debates regarding which 

musics best represented the burgeoning economic, imperial, and cultural power of the United 

States. This history has been extensively covered, so I offer here only a brief overview of the 

discussions surrounding this drive to establish a national music.
7
 Central to these debates was the 

belief that there existed no original voice rising from the folk inhabiting those quickly-closing 

frontiers. For many elite critics, what songs did exist in the U.S. were simply imitations and 

                                                 
7
 See, for instance, Michael Beckerman, "Henry Krehbiel, Anton²n DvoŚ§k, and the Symphony 

'From the New World," Notes 49, no. 2 (December 1992): 447-473, Charles Hiroshi Garrett, 

Struggling to Define a Nation: American Music and the Twentieth Century (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 2008), Joseph Horowitz, Moral Fire: Musical Portraits from America's Fin 

de Siecle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012). 
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borrowings from Europe and were more often than not mere commodities of urban publishing 

houses. As music historian and critic Frédéric Louis Ritter asked in 1884, 

How are we to account for this utter absence of national people's music and poetry in 

America? I do not consider the fashionable ballad of the 'city-folks' as representing the 

people's emotional life, or an outgrowth of its natural poetical and musical nature. Most 

of these ballads are simply superficial musical illustrations of some passing social whim. 

Most of them are reprints of foreign (English) efforts.
8
 

 

What Ritter expressed here was the anxiety felt by many of the nation's cultural elites that there 

did not exist in the United States a homogeneous folk as found throughout the nations of Europe; 

instead, the "popular masses" inhabiting the U.S. represented a racially and sonically 

heterogeneous nation out of which no singular national song could arise.
9
 

 Others, following the suggestions of Czech composer Anton²n DvoŚ§k, listened for a 

national voice in the songs of African Americans and Native Americans. Henry Krehbiel, 

perhaps DvoŚ§k's most devoted follower, insisted that the songs of the black folk ð specifically 

the slave spirituals ð provided the nation with its musical essence. Working with the African 

American composer Harry T. Burleigh, a student of DvoŚ§k who introduced the Czech composer 

to black folk music, Krehbiel published his seminal work, Afro-American Folksong: A Study in 

Racial and National Music, to argue for black folk music's status as the nation's only true, 

original music.
10

 Grounding his claims in a Herderian philosophy of the folk as geographically, 

culturally, and linguistically pure, Krehbiel wrote, "These people all speak the language of 

America. They are native born. Their songs, a matter of real moment in the controversy, are sung 

in the language of America (albeit in a corrupt dialect), and as much entitled to be called 

                                                 
8
 Frédéric Louis Ritter, Music in America (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1884), 388. 

9
 I'm grateful to Katie Graber for suggesting this particular reading of the U.S.'s diverse 

immigrant population and its inability to represent a singular folk tradition. 
10

 Henry Krehbiel, Afro-American Folksongs: A Study in Racial and National Music (New York: 

G. Schirmer, 1914). 
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American songs as would be the songs, were there any such, created here by any other element 

of our population."
11

 Elsewhere, Krehbiel would draw upon Du Bois's reading of the spirituals in 

The Souls of Black Folk, emphasizing the spirituals' emergence from the labor of the slaves, just 

as the music of the German folk issued forth from "the German apprentices, soldiers, huntsmen, 

clerks, journeymen."
12

 African American folk song, for Krehbiel, thus met the requirements for a 

national music by being 1) sung by a people born within the geographic boundaries of the nation-

state, 2) expressed through the language of the people, and 3) by being the product and 

expression of the toiling masses.  

 Yet, as Krehbiel himself acknowledged, the slave songs "may not give voice to the 

feelings of the entire population of the country, but for a song which shall do that we shall have 

to wait until the amalgamation of the inhabitants of the United States is complete. Will such a 

time ever come? Perhaps so; but it will be after the people of the world cease swarming as they 

have swarmed from the birth of history till now."
13

 And indeed, people were increasingly 

"swarming" to the shores of the nation, bringing with them myriad forms of vocal and musical 

expression competing for viability in an increasingly loud public sphere. By 1900, the nation's 

urban soundscape was simply noisy: the sounds of capitalism ð from rail travel to factories to 

new technologies of communication ð sounded the nation's emergence as a modern, industrial 

society, while an influx of poor and working-class immigrants from Southern and Eastern 

Europe and African American migrants from the southern U.S. amplified the cacophony of the 

nation's rapidly changing political and racial geography.
14

 These social transformations 

complicated the debate about how, as Josh Kun has written, "political and cultural citizenship 

                                                 
11

 Krehbiel, Afro-American Folksongs, 27. 
12

 Krehbiel, Afro-American Folksongs, 27. 
13

 Krehbiel, Afro-American Folksongs, 27. 
14

 Mark M. Smith, Listening to Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2001). 
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[was] configured through the performance ofémusic," by situating any discussion of a national 

sound within contentions debates regarding immigration laws, imperial expansion, and 

technologies of managing and disseminating sound, music, and noise within the public sphere.
15

  

 Voices figured prominently in these debates, serving most often as an audible, ubiquitous 

marker of racial difference that delineated the boundaries between native and Other, music and 

noise, as well as elite and mass culture. As historian Davarian Baldwin has argued, while 

immigrant and migrant laborers claimed popular culture and public spaces such as movie 

theaters and vaudeville houses as an opportunity for remodeling themselves as modern citizens, 

elites heard these "newcomers to the city" as a "boisterous" threat to notions of proper social 

decorum and to established racial and class hierarchies.
16

 Such tensions all too commonly led to 

race riots throughout the nation, primarily targeting African Americans, many involving public 

spaces of amusements.
17

 Music critics, meanwhile, deplored the ñhorrible facial contortionsò 

displayed by amateur vocalists and vaudeville performers, preferring those singers who 

                                                 
15

 Josh Kun, Audiotopia: Music, Race, and America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2005), 30. For other discussions of the debate over defining a national music at the turn of the 

century that take into account a wide range of actors who have claimed the right to call their 

music 'American,' see Garrett, Struggling to Define a Nation, and Carol Oja, Making Music 

Modern: New York in the 1920s (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). For discussions of 

the national soundscape and the technologies of sonic mediation, see Emily Thompson, The 

Soundscape of Modernity: Architectural Acoustics and the Culture of Listening in America, 

1900-1933 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002), and Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past: Cultural 

Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). 
16

 Davarian L. Baldwin, ñOur Newcomers to the City: The Great Migration and the Making of 

Modern Mass Culture,ò in Beyond Blackface: African Americans and the Creation of American 

Popular Culture, 1890-1930, ed. by W. Fitzhugh Brundage, 159-180 (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 2011). 
17

 On race riots at the turn of the century, see Ann V. Collins, All Hell Broke Loose: American 

Race Riots from the Progressive Era through World War II (Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger, 2012), 

David Fort Godshalk, Veiled Visions: The 1906 Atlanta Riot and the Reshaping of American 

Race Relations (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2005), and Victoria W. 

Wolcott, Race, Riots, and Roller Coasters: The Struggle Over Segregated Recreation in America 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
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performed in a more modest fashion.
18

 As Jann Pasler has shown in her work on voice, singing, 

and national identity in France at the fin de siècle, critics of art music sought a sound that was 

racially and aesthetically "pure," i.e., a singing style "devoid of the distinctions of an individual 

voice" that best expressed the essence of the nation.
19

 Indeed, commentators on non-Western 

music heard in Others' singing a racial menace that threatened the very health of the body politic. 

One need only consider the allusions to the so-called 'infectious' rhythms of African American 

and non-Western singing to understand the anxieties elicited by this vocal mass.
20

  

 In this study, I want to focus on performers and their attempts to craft new styles of vocal 

expression. Specifically, I will examine the ways in which U.S.-based performers at the turn of 

the twentieth century employed and transformed learned, practiced vocal styles towards 

economic, political, and aesthetic goals. Singing is a unique way of inhabiting the body, one that 

involves knowing intimately ð and consciously ð the physiological processes that make up the 

act of vocal emission: breathing, laryngeal expansion, diaphragm movement, and so on. To sing, 

accordingly, is to necessarily adopt a different voice. How did singing resonate within this 

particular moment of U.S. modernity? How did it shape, and how was it shaped by, the claims to 

national belonging being made by those who continued to be excluded from the rights and 

privileges of full citizenship? How did the massive waves of immigrants from Europe's eastern 

                                                 
18

 "Tone as the End of Technique," New York Times, 14 Apr 1900. For an example of this 

critique with regard to vaudeville performers, see "May Edouin at Keith's," New York Times, 8 

Apr 1902.  
19

 Jann Pasler, Composing the Citizen: Music as Public Utility in Third Republic France 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 267; also see Jann Pasler, "Race and Nation: 

Musical Acclimatisation and the cansons populaires in Third Republic France," in Western 

Music and Race, ed. by Julie Brown, 147-167 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); 

and Katherine Bergeron, Voice Lessons: French Mélodie in the Belle Epoque (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2010). 
20

 Ronald Radano, "Hot Fantasies: American Modernism and the Idea of Black Rhythm," in 

Music and the Racial Imagination, ed. by Ronald Radano and Philip V. Bohlman, 459-480 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000). 



10 

 

and southern frontiers affect how the nation was heard? And how did the circulation of these 

competing voices through the popular marketplace and via new modes of audio technology make 

available new modes of performance, new ways of singing? 

 My work takes as its starting point a simple proposition: our voices are malleable. We are 

able to control of our vocal materiality ð timbre, pitch, accent, volume ð in countless ways in 

order to affect our situations in the world. This statement perhaps seems self-evident: as we are 

all well aware, stage and screen actors must learn unfamiliar dialects in order to portray 

characters on screen. We may think, for example, of a voice actor such as Mel Blanc (née Melvin 

Blank) who was famous for his ability to conceive of and produce such cartoon characters as 

Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, and Yosemite Sam, among literally hundreds of others.
21

 When 

speaking before a large audience, such as when we present our work before our academic 

colleagues or when teaching in a cavernous lecture hall, we must learn to project our voices so 

that we may be heard. Speaking before large audiences generally entails a slight dropping of our 

usual register, the use of a slower pace in order to enunciate clearly, and the production of a more 

open tone that carries better to the back of the room. Such public displays of speech, especially 

when prolonged, may cause discomfort or even injury, thus causing our voices to sound hoarse 

and soft. We may also think of the simple changes that our voices undertake throughout our 

lives: the rasping sound caused by illness, the way our voices may crack when startled, or the 

deepening of our voices as we age.  

 Our voices are thus never stable but are instead dependent on various internal (bodily) 

and external (social, environmental) factors. Yet by deliberately altering our voices, we can align 

ourselves with specific subject positions for the purposes of political solidarity, class distinction, 

                                                 
21

 Video of Blanc's vocal folds in action while performing some of his more famous characters 

can be seen here: http://youtu.be/xxaKUyiqZEw [accessed 11 February 2014]. 

http://youtu.be/xxaKUyiqZEw
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racial superiority, economic gain, or, perhaps, to simply blend in with a crowd. We also 

purposefully alter our voices in order to imitate the characteristic speech of others. Think, for 

example, of times when you've used indirect, or reported, speech when telling a story to a friend. 

How often do we attempt to mimic the sound of the person who we are quoting by altering our 

pitch or feigning an accent? If we are prone to doing so, moreover, we can make these 

adjustments to mock or ridicule the vocal sounds of another person. What is at stake when 

someone attempts to mimic the sound of someone from another race, nation, gender, sexuality, 

or the sound of physical or mental disability? Are such attempts always unethical? Or can we 

imagine a vocal mimicry, like that of Bert Williams, that creates space for solidarity or 

communal expression? For Williams, who spent his career working within the tradition of 

blackface minstrelsy, assuming the stereotyped vocal practices of southern African American 

speech allowed him to draw upon black cultural practices while simultaneously showing how 

those practices were anything but uncivilized, much less the natural expression of innate 

inferiority.  

 The technological advances of audio recording in the first decades of the twentieth 

century allowed for the increased circulation and private consumption of singing voices. This is 

not to argue that early sound recordings reproduced precisely the subtle characteristics of singing 

performances; shifts in the recording or playback speed, for example, could drastically alter the 

sound by changing the tone, adding vibrato to notes, and introducing other mechanical artifacts 

to the listening experience. Rather, in developing new styles of singing based on the supposed 

authentic expression of racial and national differences, singers tapped into the seemingly 

paradoxical ideologies of turn-of-the-century consumer culture: the desire for authentic 

expressions of emotional and cultural experience, and what William Leach has called the "cult of 
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the new" that pervaded the U.S. marketplace.
22

 Indeed, the melding of these competing 

ideologies helped produce what I refer to as the vocal economy of the early twentieth century. 

The singing styles imagined and produced by singers at the turn of the century sought to provide 

for audiences a vocal realness grounded in the assumption of essential links between 

race/ethnicity and vocal performance. Beyond the singers discussed in this dissertation, we can 

hear evidence of the yearning for vocal realness in the recordings and circulation of "ethnic" and 

"foreign" musics at this time. These recordings, while providing a particular kind of aural 

evidence of cultural and vocal difference, also permitted newly-arrived immigrants the 

opportunity "both to become Americanized and to cling to their heritage," to quote Charles 

McGovern, as recording companies began during the 1910s to seek and construct markets 

specifically tailored to immigrant communities.
23

 Likewise, the singing styles discussed in the 

following chapters provided new models for how the elites and masses might imagine 

themselves vocally as U.S. citizens: where Bert Williams's reshaping of vocal blackness sought 

new ways of inhabiting the black body in the twentieth-century, elite singers sought a distinctly 

white vocal sound based on the most recent findings of scientific inquiry. 
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Vocal Anthropology 

 I situate my work within the growing body of scholarship on issues of singing and the 

voice emerging from ethnomusicology, cultural musicology, and anthropology that has 

productively attuned us to the ways in which musicians and other social actors use their voices to 

align themselves with identities of race, region, and nation. Nina Sun Eidsheim and Grant 

Olwage have demonstrated effectively the historical and cultural forces that shape our audition 

of vocal performance as expressive of innate racial difference.
24

 Eidsheim's work has been of 

great value to my thinking, particularly for her focus on the embodiment of racialized vocal 

practices. As she writes, "vocal timbre is the sound of habitual performance that has shaped the 

physical body. Vocal timbre is not the unmediated sound of an essential body. Instead, both body 

and timbre are shaped by unconscious and conscious training practices that function as 

repositories for cultural attitudes toward gender, class, race, and sexuality."
25

 This notion that 

vocal practices shape and mold the body is critical to my understanding of Western elite vocal 

training in the United States, which I discuss in Chapter Three.  

 Aaron Fox and Alexander Dent, meanwhile, explore how issues of region, class, and race 

are brought to life through musical and vocal performance. For Fox, country music does not 

simply permeate working-class Texas culture; country music provides a vehicle for the 

production of community. For the patrons of what Fox affectionately calls "rural beer joints," 

county music may instruct its audiences how to live while simultaneously gaining its affective 

                                                 
24

 Nina Sun Eidsheim, "Synthesizing Race," and "Marian Anderson and 'Sonic Blackness' in 

American Opera," American Quarterly 63, no. 1 (2011): 641-71; Grant Olwage, "The Class and 

Colour of Tone: An Essay on the Social History of Vocal Timbre," Ethnomusicology Forum 13, 

no. 2 (2004): 203-26. See also Laurie Stras, "White Face, Black Voice: Race, Gender, and 

Region in the Music of the Boswell Sisters," Journal of the Society for American Music 1, no. 2 

(2009): 207-55; John Burdick, "The Singing Voice and Racial Politics on the Brazilian 

Evangelical Music Scene," Latin American Music Review 30, no. 1 (2009): 25-55. 
25

 Eidsheim, "Synthesizing Race." Emphasis in original. 



14 

 

powers from the audience's relationship with the sounds of the music and the biographies of the 

musicians.
26

 Vocal performances are crucial to such community-building projects as the timbres, 

accents, and colloquialisms of county music allow audiences to hear themselves in the 

performances. Similarly, Dent argues in his ethnography of Brazilian country music that 

musicians "sing the countryside into existence" by employing particular timbres and blendings of 

voices.
27

 Fox's and Dent's work help us to understand better the relationships between performers 

and audiences that are generated through musical production and audition while attuning us to 

how communities themselves are constituted through those relationships.  

 Of particular interest are those studies that consider how vocal gestures may be used by 

singers to signify specific subject positions. Katherine Meizel explores how the use of melisma 

by American Idol singers serves as a "race-conscious, religion-conscious social practice."
28

 As 

Meizel shows, singers must negotiate a sometimes carefully-policed array of competing 

ideologies when it comes to employing vocal techniques; while the use of melisma by American 

Idol contestants, for example, may suggest an individual, authentic performance of a song (by 

which I mean a performance that ostensibly sings from one's lived experience), excessive use can 

suggest instead artificiality. Laurie Stras's work on the issues of vocal materiality and race, 

region, gender, and disability has been particularly helpful for my work.
29

 Stras's close listening 

to the singing of the Boswell Sisters ð a jazz vocal trio working in the 1920s and 1930s ð 
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offers a thorough accounting for how individual singers' voices emerge from a constellation of 

subject positions. Stras illustrates how specific vocal characteristics ð timbre, portamento, 

vibrato, etc. ð are deeply embedded in historical, social practices as well as how those practices 

may be transformed by individual creativity. The Boswell sisters claimed access to the sounds of 

blackness by way of their Southern roots, yet the sisters muted their racial-vocal masquerade 

through "the mask of the southern belle [which] allowed them to restore equilibrium with 

gracious decorum."
30

 Meanwhile, musicologists including Naomi André and John Potter have 

focused on the changing aesthetics of the voice, noting how performers altered their singing 

styles in order to reflect transitioning ideologies of class, nation, and gender.
31

 André, for 

example, shows how the register of female voices rose in the mid- to late-nineteenth century as 

travesti roles (women performing as male characters) were slowly replaced by the heroic tenor.
32

 

Studies such as these provide a rich framework for thinking through the ways in which musicians 

shape and are shaped by the materiality of their voices, and of how those sounds resonate 

throughout the body politic. 

 Ethnomusicologists in particular have long been interested in what Alan Merriam 

identified as "the possible correlation of vocal quality with other aspects of human behavior."
33

 

While we should dismiss the idea of a strict correlation existing between vocal quality and 

human activity (a correlation explored later by Alan Lomax in his cantometrics project), I would 

argue that Merriam's broader point regarding singing styles and meaning should be taken 
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seriously.
34

 Merriam continues, "As there are specific kinds of physical behavior concerned with 

the manipulation of voice and instruments, there also seem to be characteristic bodily attitudes, 

postures, and tensions, and it is possible that such bodily characteristics can be correlated with 

other behavioral elements to reveal significant facts about music making."
35

 Merriam's use of the 

language of behavioral science notwithstanding, my work here seeks to understand more fully 

the ways that singing practices shape and are shaped by bodies and human activity. What 

conclusions, for example, can we draw between vocal quality and bodily comportment when 

read through ideologies of race, gender, class, and sexuality?  

 What I am after is an understanding of singing as a technique of the body, what the 

French anthropologist Marcel Mauss referred to in the 1934 as "physio-psycho-sociological 

assemblages of series of actions" grounded thoroughly in local histories and practices.
36

 In their 

call for a vocal anthropology, Feld, Fox, Samuels, Porcello have helped to shed light on the 

performative aspects of vocal utterance, noting the voice's role in mediating between, as Fox 

argues, selfhood and personhood, identity and subjectivity; or, as Feld, et al, argue, how the 

"body socialéis enunciated in and through the voice."
37

 Singing is, in the words of Anthony 

Seeger, "a creative activity" that allows for critical evaluations of the Self through individual and 
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communal performance and for establishing, maintaining, and challenging social relationships.
38

 

In Why Suyá Sing: A Musical Anthropology of an Amazonian People, Seeger posits singing as a 

site of liminality for members of the Suyá community to explore and "experiment" with not only 

new performance practices but also with ways for inhabiting new social roles within the 

community. 

 Harris Berger and Giovanna Del Negro, drawing on the work of folklorist Richard 

Bauman, foreground the relationship between performances and audiences, nothing that "the 

aesthetics of performance are tightly bound up with the issue of reflexivity ð the performer's 

awareness of him- or herself as a participant in an interaction, his or her signaling of this 

awareness, and the reciprocal phenomena experience by the audience."
39

 Berger's and Del 

Negro's framework rightfully takes into consideration the importance of the fact that musicians 

generally perform for audiences and that audiences' reactions to the performance necessarily 

affect how the performer approaches his or her art. Likewise, Alexander Dent's work on country 

music in rural Brazil urges us to consider how "participants must make use of structures of 

voicing grounded in locally instantiated horizons of communicative practice."
40

 These local 

practices, as Dent makes clear, are in continuous states of negotiation as broader social forces 

(migration and immigration, industrialization, global capitalism, and so on) pervade and shape 

local musicians' and performers' understanding of how, precisely, constitutes their audience. 
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 But what of the actual vocal practices that people make use of in situating themselves 

within soundly-organized worlds? What can a thorough examination of the practice of singing 

teach us about how subjects come into being through song? What can listening to the learning 

process of singers ð the ways in which their voices change over time ð teach us about the ways 

in which subject positions transform in response to shifting ideological formations? My work 

builds upon that of Matthew Rahaim, who has recently explored the connections between singing 

and gesture in Hindustani music. Rahaim's work makes us aware not only of how "the 

disciplined disposition of a particular singer's musicking body" ð what he calls the paramparic 

body of Hindustani music ð but also of how the relationship between voice and corporeal 

discipline changes over time.
41

 Rahaim's work has much to offer those seeking to understand 

better how singing and bodily movements correspond within particular social ideologies, but I 

worry that his focus on the "musicking body" leaves little room for understanding how the 

practices we learn and embody through song affect our physical dispositions on an everyday 

level. Do we not, for example, use the techniques absorbed through singing and musical 

performance in other modes of living? Kelly Askew extends Bauman's audience-centered 

approach to the realm of the everyday to consider how taarab musicians in Tanzania created a 

"politics of performance" that served as the basis for grassroots political movement during the 

nation's transition from a socialist to democratic state.
42

 Jane Sugarman meanwhile, drawing on 

Bourdieu's practice-based approach to the connections between performance and social structure, 

urges ethnomusicologists to consider "the ways that the actions of individuals implicate them in 

continual renegotiations, not only of their musical practices, but also of the relations of power 
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that organize their society."
43

 For Sugarman, as for Seeger and Askew, singing is not merely an 

aestheticized means of representing one's relationship to social worlds but is, instead, an integral 

form of "constituting those worlds."
44

 

 Vocal materiality shapes, in other words, not just our understanding of musical meaning 

but actively participates in the corporeal construction of sociopolitical ideologies. As Nina Sun 

Eidsheim has argued with respect to the embodiment of vocal timbre, "both body and timbre are 

shaped by unconscious and conscious training practices that function as repositories for cultural 

attitudes toward gender, class, race, and sexuality."
45

 Or, as Amanda Weidman puts it, "how [do] 

people come to let certain sounds speak and sing for them."
46

 It is in this way that a study of 

vocal anthropology has perhaps the strongest resonance, for the social's ability to speak through 

our bodies relies on our being deeply enmeshed in a sounded world; timbres, accents, tempos, 

pitch, and all of the constitutive aspects of speaking and singing shape not just our understanding 

of the world around us, but shape the very fibers of our being, both physically and cognitively. 

We mimic and mirror the vocal sounds around us. Some, if not most, of this occurs without our 

thinking about it. But we should not dismiss our ability to mold our own voices to suit our needs.  
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Chapter Summaries 

 This dissertation serves as an intervention in scholarship on the voice and singing by 

focusing on the voice's malleability and its employment by singers for the purpose of social 

critique; that is, I seek an understanding of how and why singers adopt particular vocal styles to 

"sing for them" through careful listening to and analysis of their performances. Whereas 

Eidsheim, Weidman, and others have brilliantly challenged the commonly-held belief that the 

voice reveals the "truth" of the body, I ask how U.S. singers at the turn of the twentieth century 

both embraced and challenged such a view through the manipulation of their vocal material for 

the purposes of social change, economic gain, and individual expression. Such an approach 

addresses the tensions at work between an understanding of the voice as revealing individual or 

cultural truths versus the vocal masquerades performed by singers, and between notions of 

anatomical determinism versus vocal play.  

 I begin by exploring the development of theories that posited a direct correlation between 

racial physiology and vocal performance. Chapter Two examines the role of scientific research 

on vocal mechanics in the founding of anthropology in the late nineteenth century that led to 

understandings of the voice as expressing aurally physiological, racial difference. After the 

invention of the laryngoscope by Manuel Garcia II in 1854, a modern field of vocal science 

emerged that attempted to explain the vocal mechanics of singing through physical and auditory 

observation. Physical anthropologists working in the new institutions of anthropology in France 

and Great Britain conducted the majority of this research, thus binding vocal expression to 

notions of physical and cultural racial difference that continue to inform how we hear and 

understand the connections between voices and racialized bodies. Through their research, 

nineteenth-century scientists and anthropologists claimed that one could literally map the 
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evolution of humankind by listening carefully to the speech and singing of the world's peoples. 

This chapter traces the circulation of ideas on racialized voices in nineteenth-century medical 

and anthropological literature in order to gain a better understanding of the assumed connections 

between race and voice that would dominate vocal discourse in the early twentieth century. 

 Chapter Three discusses how singing instructors, music critics, and others interested in 

the physiological mechanics of singing employed the evidence and theories of vocal science to 

develop pedagogical methods for attaining a beautiful vocal singing tone. Known as the voice 

culture movement, singing instructors, physiologists, elocutionists, music instructors, and critics 

sought to inaugurate a national vocal school that would surpass the traditions of Germany, 

France, and Great Britain by basing pedagogical practices on scientific empiricism. Here, I focus 

on how a beautiful tone, one based in Western classical singing practices, was embodied through 

vocal pedagogy and how, in turn, the performance of that aesthetic was meant to mold students 

into idealized national subjects. This national voice, however, was restricted to those who were 

biologically and culturally capable of embodying these vocal principles; thus, I show how the 

vocal tone promoted in these texts was meant to sound a racially white body by discussing the 

ways in which voice culture authors differentiated their practices from those of the non-Western 

European immigrants whose voices were becoming increasingly audible throughout the national 

soundscape. For this chapter, I draw upon the more than 150 voice culture texts published 

between 1880 and 1920 to show how a representative voice was imagined and embodied by 

professional, amateur, and student singers. 

 Chapter Four focuses on the vocal performances of Egbert Austin "Bert" Williams, a 

black vaudeville performer born in the Bahamas who spent the majority of his career performing 

as a caricatured African American from the blackface minstrelsy tradition. Though Williams 
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often referred to how foreign African America was to him, noting the amount of observation and 

practice involved in creating his stage persona, his voice was heard by white and black audiences 

alike as, in one contemporary critic's words, "the racial type itself."
47

 Indeed, Williams and the 

rest of the black vaudeville community claimed black musicality (vocal soulfulness, rhythmic 

physicality, etc.) as natural extensions of black bodies in order to market their musical products 

to a nation fascinated with the sounds of black music-making even as their performances (which 

continued to draw on the traditions of blackface minstrelsy) reinforced white stereotypes of black 

social inferiority. To that end, I place Williams's performance against the backdrop of a 

burgeoning African American urban modernity that was attempting to create new ways of 

inhabiting blackness via musical performance while confronting the legacies and memories of 

chattel slavery, racial violence, and social inequality. Through deep listenings to Williams's 

recorded output and close readings of his writings as well as those by the community of black 

performers with whom he worked, I argue that Williams's vocal performances provided new 

avenues for black subjectivity in the United States that both challenged and confirmed the 

nation's racial fantasies of black musical bodies. 

 Chapter Five focuses on the singer Vernon Dalhart, a classically trained performer from 

Texas who, after moderate success performing light operatic works in New York, re-adopted his 

Southern accent in order to capitalize on the burgeoning market for so-called 'old-time music.' 

Dalhart used many voices throughout his career, altering his accent at times not just mid-

performance, but mid-sentence, and it is partly for this reason why he has been disparaged within 

country music writings. Drawing on his southern heritage and classical training, Dalhart 

positioned himself as possessing the natural ability to sing opera, black music, and the songs of 
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the rural, white folk. As a long-time entertainer performing within the music industry, Dalhart 

was able to exploit the opportunities made available through the expansion of the popular music 

marketplace and the growing music recording industry. Here, I listen carefully to Dalhart's 

performances and the vocal tactics he employed in order to understand how he was able to 

market himself as an authentic purveyor of these seemingly-disparate styles. 

 Certainly there are many other singers besides Vernon Dalhart and Bert Williams whose 

voices are worthy of close listening and whose performances provide an entryway into 

understanding the rich history of singing and social critique in the United States. I have selected 

these two voices for further analysis for several reasons. First, both singers recorded extensively 

in their respective genres over a number of years, and thus both provide the opportunity to listen 

for how a singer develops over a long career his or her performance style. Second, Dalhart and 

Williams represent the two forms of commercial music that were most explicitly tied to notions 

of racial difference: country and black music. Though Williams's recorded output occurred prior 

to the naming of "race records" as a commercial category, he performed in a number of genres 

defined by their racial origins, including blues, jazz, ragtime, and coon songs. Finally, both 

Dalhart and Williams were extremely popular singers whose careers were well-documented in 

the popular press. In interviews and articles, both Williams and Dalhart spoke extensively about 

their vocal development and training and addressed directly their reasons for why they adopted 

their particular singing styles. 

 By adapting their vocal practices to the changing soundscape of modern U.S. life, the 

singers discussed throughout this dissertation revealed the artificiality of vocal naturalness even 

as they claimed vocal practices as the inherent expression of their lived experiences. Singers in 

the Western elite tradition altered their voices as a means to embody national artistic and racial 
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superiority while claiming that these practices were empirically grounded in the natural laws of 

science. Bert Williams, meanwhile, assumed the vocal styles of blackface minstrelsy in order to 

critique the racial stereotypes of black folk practices even as he asserted the artistic importance 

of these vocal styles. For Vernon Dalhart, the vocal malleability afforded him by his race and 

southern background provided an economic advantage at a time when the marketability of 

racialized voices was of critical importance. By listening carefully to these singers discussed in 

this dissertation, we can gain a better understanding of the voice's socio-cultural formation and 

for how singers alter their voices to sing their position from within this ideological matrix. 

*   *   *  

 I come to these matters quite naturally, or at least, as naturally as the artifice of the voice 

allows. That is, my personal experiences have guided my thinking on the social repercussions of 

vocal malleability, and these experiences have shaped fundamentally my approach to issues of 

voice and subjectivity.  

 I decided to lose my accent at age seventeen. I grew up in a rural, unincorporated area of 

central North Carolina called Ossipee, which became an official township of roughly 290 people 

in 2002. Ossipee lies in the Piedmont region of North Carolina, bounded by the foothills of Blue 

Ridge Mountains to the west and the coastal region to the east. Vocally, it resides somewhere 

between the drawl of the coastal region (think Andy Griffith) and the twang of the mountains 

(here, think Dolly Parton). The Piedmont accent, as such, is relatively neutral when compared to 

these neighboring regions, while still retaining much of what one would generally characterize as 

"Southern" speech. Yet because of its central location and the presence of several larger cities 

(Greensboro, Chapel Hill, Durham, etc.), you'll frequently encounter a wide variety of accents 

among its inhabitants.  
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 The first time I became fully aware of my voice was during a trip to Chicago at age 11. 

I'd vacationed outside of my home state before, but never paid much attention to how those cities 

sounded vocally. It was during this trip that I first learned how our voices can betray our outsider 

status ð as visitor, tourist. No one particular event stands out, but I heard how the words I spoke 

sounded different than the accents I heard around me. Certainly I was aware before this trip of 

the characteristics of Southern speech: dropping Gs, the dipthongization of vowels, etc., but I had 

never truly equated such speech patterns with ideologies of class and region. By the time I was 

nearing completion of high school, I knew I had no plans to remain in my hometown, nor was I 

particularly enamored with the idea of living the rest of my life in North Carolina. So during my 

junior year of high school I began, systematically, to rid myself of my Southern accent. For my 

undergraduate years I remained in the South, first attending North Carolina State University and 

then the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where I completed my B.A. in music. I then 

moved to Newark, New Jersey, where I began my graduate studies in Jazz History and Research 

at Rutgers University in 2001. I was 22, and this was my first experience living outside of my 

home state. And, perhaps because of the regional diversity of my fellow students, accents 

quickly became a topic of discussion amongst my cohort, especially between myself, Christopher 

from Annapolis, Maryland, and Kevin from West Orange, New Jersey. 

 It was while living in New Jersey that I first experienced the dreaded request to repeat my 

pronunciations of words, especially those such as "law" that greatly exposed my accent. At first, 

such requests were simply annoying, and I would do my best to shrug them off; later, they begin 

to feel more like harassment and would generally prompt a series of expletives in response. 



26 

 

Southern voices in their various guises, and there are many,
48

 often fall into two stereotypes: that 

of the genteel Southerner nostalgically mired in traditions or that of the backwards redneck. And 

at times, particularly when representing the antebellum Southern slave owner, these 

characterizations become mutually constitutive. Rarely are Southern voices heard or represented 

as simply different, certainly never as neutral, official, or authoritative.
49

 While mockery and 

derision are certainly not unique when discussing Southern accents, few accents in the U.S. are 

as equated with a lack of education and supposed backwardness as those of the South. It was this 

connection, the way my voice indexed a seemingly uneducated background, that prompted my 

decision to fully divest myself of my Southern orality. By the end of my time living in New 

Jersey and New York, my accent had developed into a rather hodgepodge amalgamation of 

regional vocal styles. Occasionally, my discordant accent caused for some remarkable confusion: 

several times, I was asked where overseas I had been raised (most people who asked this first 

thought somewhere in Great Britain, which is particularly odd considering I can't fake a British 

accent). My family in North Carolina, meanwhile, has basically disowned me as a Southerner ð 

at least vocally. I am constantly confronted with remarks about my Northernness, with the 

majority of the comments directed solely towards my accent. 
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 Each of the subjects I consider in this dissertation (operatic vocal training, Bert 

Williams's blackvoice, and Vernon Dalhart's country/hillbilly voice) engaged in vocal tactics for 

different reasons: to rid oneself of supposedly uncultivated vocal habits, to stage a new type of 

black singing that challenged the stereotypes of blackface minstrelsy, and to bring into national 

awareness the voices of the downtrodden Southern working class. This is not to say that a person 

is always successful at changing his accent, at least not entirely nor consistently. Certainly my 

Southerness reveals itself at times: listen to me when I'm fatigued, after a couple of beers, or 

when I'm speaking to my parents, and you'll hear vestiges of my native accent. Thus, while we 

can certainly make concentrated efforts to control and to shape our voices, such mastery is never 

complete. By listening closely to the voice's materiality, as I do throughout this dissertation, we 

can begin to hear more clearly how our lived experiences issues forth through our vocal 

performances.
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Chapter Two  

 

Vocal Science, Anthropology, and the Ordering of World Song 

 

 

 

Several years ago I examined the larynx of a negro, 

known in this city as Charcoal Charley, who had a 

wonderful compass of voice, which he displayed in 

his mode of singing 'charcoal' through the streets. 

The length of his glottis was fully an inch and a 

half, and the pearly white vocal bands fully one-

quarter of an inch wide. About the same time I 

examined a man's larynx, whose vocal cords were 

but a little over one-half an inch in length. The 

man's height was nearly six feet. His voice was 

similar to that of an eight-year old girl.
1
 

 

 

 In 1888, a U.S. physician named Thomas Rumbold included in an otherwise dry and 

unremarkable medical treatise concerning the treatment of diseases of the ear, nose, and throat 

the rather curious passage quoted above. Included as part of a general description of the 

laryngeal cavity, Rumbold's reference to the glotti of Charcoal Charley and a "man" read almost 

as an afterthought. The passage was even set in a smaller typeface than otherwise used for the 

majority of the treatise, suggesting perhaps its relative unimportance. As an assistant surgeon for 

the Union Army during the Civil War and later as an established surgeon in St. Louis, Missouri, 

Rumbold was hailed for his expertise on issues of the ears, nose, and throat, what is now referred 

                                                 
1
 Thomas Fraizer Rumbold, M.D., Practical Treatise on the Medical, Surgical and Hygienic 

Treatment of Catarrhal Diseases of the Nose, Throat, and Ears (St. Louis: Medical Journal 

Publishing Company, 1888), 62. 
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to as otolaryngology.
2
 His specialty in vocal hygiene made him a favorite of local singers, and he 

ultimately summarized his knowledge of vocal care gained over the years through his practice in 

the monograph, The Hygiene of the Voice, with Twenty Seven Illustrations, published in 1898.
3
 

Throughout his writings, Rumbold utilized a simple calculus that directly correlated vocal 

performance with anatomical determinism: laryngeal size and vocal cord length governed the 

voice's fundamental tone and register. Rumbold's logic relied on a nineteenth-century sciencing 

of the voice ð and of musical affect, more generally ð that increasingly sought physiological 

explanations for human musicality.
4
 Such homologies between physiology and voice were 

                                                 
2
 John W. Leonard, Who's Who in America: A Biographical Dictionary of Notable Living Men 

and Women of the United States; 1899-1900 (Chicago: Marquis), s. vv. "Rumbold, Thomas 

Frazier." Rumbold's son, Frank Meeker, followed a similar trajectory in his career as his father. 

Frank first established himself as a voice specialist in St. Louis and founded the influential 

medical journal, The Laryngoscope, in 1896. He then suspended his practice in order to serve in 

the Spanish-American War, where he reached the rank of Captain. The two biographical 

statements I have found for Frank offer conflicting information regarding whether he served in 

Puerto Rico or in the Philippines during the war. See John W. Leonard, Who's Who in America: 

A Biographical Dictionary of Notable Living Men and Women of the United States; 1899-1900 

(Chicago: Marquis), who states that Frank served in the Phillipines; and M.L. Van Nada, ed., The 

Book of Missourians: The Achievements and Personnel of Notable Living Men and Women of 

Missouri in the Opening Decade of the Twentieth Century (Chicago: T.J. Steele, 1906), 277-278, 

who claims that Frank served in Puerto Rico. 
3
 Thomas Frazier Rumbold, The Hygiene of the Voice, with Twenty Seven Illustrations (St. 

Louis: Witt Publishing Company, 1898). Here, Rumbold provides numerous examples of vocal 

anthropometry to prove his theory that childhood inflammation of the throat prevented the vocal 

folds and larynx from fully developing. In a passage describing a physical examination 

remarkably similar to the one quoted above, Rumbold relates his observation of a twenty-seven 

year-old man who stands five feet ten inches in height and who has a tenor voice in speaking and 

singing, a "higher pitch of the voice than usual for a man of his stature," which he equates with 

an illness suffered by the patient when he was two years old (55-56). While Rumbold does not 

correlate vocal anatomy and performance to race in this text, he continues to rely on the 

assumption that a person's physical stature determines pitch. 
4
 This was particularly true for the study of music psychology by Carl Stumpf and Richard 

Wallaschek in Germany and Austria during the late nineteenth century, a tradition which relied 

heavily upon the work of Hermann von Helmholtz. See Amy Graziano and Julene K. Johnson, 

"The Influence of Scientific Research on Nineteenth-Century Musical Thought: The Work of 

Richard Wallaschek," International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 37, no.1 

(2006): 17-32.  
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common in an era when evolutionary sciences relied on anthropometrical measurements such as 

cranial dimensions to classify and to order the supposed levels of morality, intelligence, and 

civilization that the races of world were deemed to have achieved. 

 Today, this passage suggests a fascinating investment on the physician's part with the 

relationship between vocal sound, race, and bodily anatomy, and it is precisely this investment 

that I want to analyze. While Rumbold's text is an admittedly obscure reference, his conclusion 

regarding the strict correlation between laryngeal size and vocal register is not. It effectively 

captures how scientific theories of human development shaped understandings of the voice as 

expressive of racial difference towards the end of the nineteenth century. I do not mean to 

dismiss the gender and sexual implications of such thinking by focusing on race; both gender and 

sexuality bore heavily on nineteenth-century vocal audition (as they continue to do), and these 

social frameworks inform the analysis that I pursue in this chapter. The voices presented here 

capture their auditorôs imagination because of the supposed physiological irregularities revealed 

through the act of vocal emission. Rumbold does not speculate here but instead writes with a 

tone of learned authority of the direct correlation between physiology and vocal production. 

Charley is identified by Rumbold as black due to the sobriquet "Charcoal," an occupational 

moniker, perhaps, that doubles as a racialist, phenotypical designation. His "wonderful compass 

of voice" (surely an economic advantage given his occupation) stems from the size and health of 

his vocal folds, the two small membranes located at the top of the larynx colloquially referred to 

as the vocal cords.
5
 The "man," meanwhile, is presumably white, as Rumbold leaves his race 

undefined. His voice sounds not just feminine but girlish due to his underdeveloped vocal 

anatomy. 

                                                 
5
 Throughout this chapter, I will use the term "vocal folds" except when quoting from historical 

texts that variously refer to these membranes as "vocal cords" or "vocal bands." 
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 Ultimately, however, Rumbold's conclusions prove disturbing, as he reduces both men, 

and their voices, to their physiological difference. In the first case, Charley's voice reinforced the 

mythologized images and sounds of the African American busker so commonplace in 

nineteenth-century writings on urban black life.
6
 In the second case, the man's voice defied 

nature as it failed to correlate to his six-feet frame. Charcoal Charley and the "man" described in 

this account sounded, in other words, extra-ordinary: their voices astonished due to their failure 

to sound nineteenth-century normative theories of human development. In this light, Charcoal 

Charley's voice sounded the stereotypes of the sub-human black body according to contemporary 

theories of racial evolution and superficial evidence of comparative physiology.
7
 Charley's vocal 

organs revealed a physio-anthropological foundation for the nineteenth-century audio-visual 

logic of African American singers; in other words, anatomical excess produced vocal excess. For 

the white man, meanwhile, the voice presented itself as a physiological anomaly; it was a sound 

materialized in the flesh that seemingly did not belong to the body from which it derived. The 

implications of such scientific analysis is the subject that I will pursue in this chapter. 

  Correlations between evolutionary science and musical performance at this time were 

nothing new. As Philip Bohlman, Bennett Zon, Timothy Taylor and others have noted, music 

historians and critics beginning in the mid-1880s made frequent use of evolutionary theories to 

                                                 
6
 The most famous of these stories is the likely apocryphal tale told by Thomas D. "Daddy" Rice 

regarding his introduction to black singing and dancing styles that he made famous on the 

minstrel stage. See Hans Nathan, Dan Emmett and the Rise of Early Negro Minstrelsy (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1962). 
7
 One need only consider here the egregious conclusions drawn from the body of Saartjie "Sarah" 

Baartman to get a sense of how this logic operated in the nineteenth century. See, for example, 

Sander L. Gilman, "Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography of Female Sexuality in 

Late Nineteenth-Century Art, Medicine, and Literature," in Race, Writing and Difference, ed. 

Henry Gates, 223-261 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), and Anne Fausto-Sterling, 

"Gender, Race, and Nation: The Comparative Anatomy of 'Hottentot' Women in Europe, 1815-

1817," in Skin Deep, Spirit Strong: The Black Female Body in American Culture, ed. Kimberly 

Wallace-Sanders, 66-95 (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2002). 



32 

 

explain the origins and developments of the world's musics.
8
 Such theories generally relied on a 

teleological account of human musical development that heard contemporary forms of non-

Western musical practices as the evolutionary antecedents to Western European art music. Zon 

has noted that this belief relied on the theory, promoted by Darwin in The Descent of Man, and 

Selection in Relation to Sex and by Herbert Spencer in his essay "On the Origin and Function of 

Music," that humanity's first music was song, a proposition supposedly proven by the fact that 

most "savages" performed only vocal music.
9
 For both Spencer and Darwin, it was early humans' 

physiological response to emotional stimuli that begot music's origin. Bohlman, meanwhile, has 

discussed how these theories influenced the ontological separation within Western music 

scholarship of European and Other musics. For Bohlman, Western thinking conceived of 

European art music as an abstract, self-referential symbolic order, while they hard non-Western 

traditions as the expression of ritual and bodily movement.
10

 For contemporary non-Western 

peoples, assumed to be closer to nature and thus more susceptible to psychological incitement, 

this placed their music at an earlier stage of evolutionary development and bound their 

vocalizations to corporeal expression. 

 Singing, a musical practice thoroughly embedded in bodily kineasthetics, thus auralized 

contemporary theories of biological evolution. It is no surprise, then, that physicians and music 

scholars would seek answers for the power and mystery of singing through close examination of 

human physiology. Scholarship on non-Western musics at the turn of the century was rife with 

                                                 
8
 Philip V. Bohlman, "Erasure: displacing and misplacing race in twentieth-century music 

historiography," in Western Music and Race, ed. Julie Brown, 3-23 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007); Bennett Zon, Representing Non-Western Music in Nineteenth-Century 

Britain (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2007); and Timothy Taylor, Beyond 

Exoticism: Western Music and the World (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007). 
9
 Zon, Representing Non-Western Music. 

10
 Bohlman, "Erasure: Displacing and Misplacing Race." 



33 

 

allusions to song's bodily provenance. Eric Ames, for example, has shown how early 

comparative musicologists made frequent appeals to anatomical metaphors in their study of 

Western and non-Western musics through recording technology.
11

 Ames has suggested, rightly, 

that "phonography could be imagined and employed as a discursive technique for rendering 

evolution audible ð a technique, that is, for dissecting 'primitive' songs and rebuilding them into 

evolutionary narratives."
12

 My interest here, however, focuses not on the dissection of songs via 

technologies of reproduction but rather on the dismembering and physical observation of bodies 

and on what those bodies could reveal about vocal development, performance, and human 

meaning-making practices. In this way, my argument builds on Jonathan Sterne's discussion of 

auscultation and the history of the medical listening in the early nineteenth century.
13

 As Sterne 

notes of early modern medicine, listening became "a privileged technique of empirical 

examination" as the body's sounds revealed the physical condition of the patient. The voice, in 

particular, could reveal a patient's "interior physical condition" by listening attentively to voice's 

"acoustic states."
14

 

 Comparative vocal science, like phonography and auscultation, provided scholars with a 

static form of ephemeral evidence that afforded the opportunity for deeper and supposedly more 

accurate analysis. In other words, the singing voice became a sonic artifact ð a scientific object 

of study the function and analysis of which could be measured precisely so as to ascertain its 

                                                 
11

 See Eric Ames, "The Sound of Evolution," Modernism/modernity 10, no. 2 (2003): 297-325. 

For a reading of how early sound recording technology disrupted historical understandings of a 

real (i.e., performed) and ideal (i.e., abstracted) musical works, understandings which were often 

mapped directly onto non-Western and Western musics, respectively, see Alexander Rehding, 

"Wax Cylinder Revolutions," The Musical Quarterly 88, no. 1 (2005): 123-160.  
12

 Ames, "Sound of Evolution," 299. 
13

 Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2003), 99-136. 
14

 Sterne, The Audible Past, 124 
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racial and artistic value. Observations by physicians such as Rumbold made use of recent 

anthropological and racial theories concerning human biological development that had in recent 

history fundamentally restructured the relationship between the body and the voice. Borrowing 

the methodologies of comparative physiology, the creation of an empirical science of music 

confirmed notions of Western musical supremacy by grounding beliefs in aesthetic difference 

and artistic progress in scientific materialism.
15

 For a nascent vocal science, the new forms of 

knowledge produced by comparative physiology and anthropological theory revolutionized 

scholarship on voice and singing by aligning these objects of study with contemporary beliefs in 

science as the gateway to universal truth. At the same time, vocal expression provided a 

ubiquitous, material example of this new theory of human knowledge. 

 Why does such an intense interest in the voice, and especially in the voices of non-

Western peoples, occur at this moment? This fascination with Others' singing at the turn of the 

twentieth century accompanied the reorganization of populations, technology, and capital into a 

global network of trade and migration driven by a renewed desire for imperial expansion by 

Western nations.
16

 The increasing contact between Europe and its colonial subjects that 

accompanied this expansion rendered the sounds of Others a more ubiquitous presence in 

Western cities and imperial metropoles that in turn fueled a palpable anxiety over vocal 

practices. Discussions of non-Western singing practices became increasingly available in 

European writings and were brought slowly into the regime of European musical analysis. Such 

discussions appeared in travel journals, newspaper accounts, and in more academic forums: 
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 Pamela Potter had discussed the connections between anthropometry and vergleichende 

Musikwissenschaft's focus on measurable qualities such as intervals and scales. See Potter, "The 

concept of race in German musical discourse," in Western Music and Race, ed. Julie Brown, 49-

62 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 
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 Jan Aart Scholte, Globalization: A Critical Introduction, Second Edition (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2005), 91-98. 
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scientific journals, anthropological treatises and monographs, and music magazines.
17

 While 

scholars such as Stumpf, Hornbostel, and Alexander Ellis pointed to rhythm or scale 

organization as the primary objects of study in this new musical science, vocal quality emerged 

again and again throughout the same texts as the fundamental marker of difference. Adhering to 

an evolutionary matrix that placed non-Western and Western musics at opposite ends of a 

spatiotemporal axis, Western scholars heard non-Western singing as evidence of an ancient 

soundscape that could be studied in order to trace musical origins and development.  

 For some writers (including Rumbold), vocal quality revealed and proved simultaneously 

the physiologically-arrested development of non-Western peoples. In other words, for vocal 

scientists the vocal apparatus must differ physically among the races with Western Europeans 

supposedly possessing lungs, larynges, and nasal cavities of the highest physical form. These 

assumed evolutionary advantages allowed Europeans to speak and to sing with clear, ringing 

voices. The study of voice and song thus took on a specifically anthropological dimension over 

the course of the nineteenth century as scientists, philosophers, and music critics attempted to 

objectify the study of music's origins, development, and societal function through a focus on the 

physical body of a singer. Such theories it should be noted, though popular for a time, were 

dismissed by later scientists as the empirical evidence gathered through comparative physiology 

failed to support such claims.
18

 Instead, vocal quality became increasingly defined simply as a 

sonic index of a singer's, a society's, and, ultimately, a race's cultural progress. But from roughly 

the 1850s through the 1870s, the period under consideration in this chapter, physical 

                                                 
17

 Zon, Representing Non-Western Music, 78. 
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 See, for example, Lennox Browne and Emil Behnke, Voice, Song, and Speech: A Practical 

Guide for Singers and Speakers; from the Combined View of Vocal Surgeon and Voice Trainer 

(New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1887). 
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anthropology's theories of normative physiological evolution held sway when it came to vocal 

audition. 

 To fully comprehend the implications of this vocal science, we need to pursue a thorough 

vetting of the ideologies that have shaped our understandings of voice production and of the 

values that have been embodied through vocal performance. How were bodies "recruited to 

testify against themselves," to borrow race and gender historian Sarah Chinn's phrase, through 

their vocal sound?
19

 How, for instance, did the knowledge produced through vocal dissection and 

vivisection (on deceased and live bodies, respectively) affect nineteenth-century scholars' 

perception of vocal production and practice? What did the often violent unveiling of larynxes 

and vocal folds reveal about the voice as an evolutionary phenomenon? In this chapter, I 

examine the role played by scientific investigations of vocal physiology in anthropological 

literature in order to uncover the centrality of this research in developing theories of racial 

difference. Scientists working within this nascent vocal science sought to discover the 

supposedly universal truths of vocal emission, which they could then employ as evidence for 

theories of human evolution. In exploring this history of vocal science, I intend for this chapter to 

set up the underlying tension explored throughout this dissertation between theories of 

anatomical determinism and the voice's malleability as performed by individual artists.  

 I focus on the writings of three key theorists of vocal science whose ideas helped shaped 

scientific and popular understandings of the relationship between the body, race, and vocal 

performance. First, I examine the teachings of Manuel García II and his invention of the 
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 Sarah Chinn, Technology and the Logic of American Racism: A Cultural History of the Body 

as Evidence (London: Continuum, 2007), 7. For Chinn, nineteenth-century bodies were broken 

down through racial science into their constituent parts, a process that "de- and 

hypercorporealized" subjects, i.e., physicians fetishized individual features at the expense of 

seeing the body as an "integrated whole" (18-19).   
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laryngoscope in 1854. As a performer, instructor, and member of the Académie des sciences in 

Paris, García inaugurated modern vocal science and training, thus placing vocal instruction under 

the scope, so to speak, of the medical professional. Next, I consider the writings of the French 

physician and singer Louis-Auguste Segond. A student of García, Segond extended his mentor's 

vocal philosophies from a concentration on the individual performer to the nation as a whole. I 

read Segond's work alongside the reports on vocal physiology produced by members of the 

Académie. In the last section, I focus on Sir George Duncan Gibb, a British anthropologist 

affiliated with the Anthropological Society of London, whose writings on the physical evolution 

of vocal anatomy most directly tied racial science to vocal emission. Gibb's work was widely 

circulated in scientific and popular presses, eventually making its way into some of the most 

foundational texts of evolutionary and anthropological theory of the late nineteenth century. 

 

The Beginnings of Modern Vocal Science 

 The operatic voice, as Gary Tomlinson has argued, "has supplied for the elite societies of 

early modern and modern Europe a potent experience of a metaphysics as well as of a physics, of 

an immaterial as well as of a material world."
20

 Operatic singing, and song more generally, is 

conceived of here by Tomlinson as a bridge between the quotidian and the imagined, between 

our everyday enunciations and a sense of what lies beyond the scope of human knowledge and 

understanding. In other words, voices raised in song render audible a sense of Self and of the 

Selfôs place in the world. For Tomlinson song has, since the early modern era, been one of the 

most central markers of difference between Self and Other in terms of demarcating racial and 
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cultural difference between the Western and non-Western worlds.
21

 While this "metaphysical 

song," to borrow Tomlinson's apt phrase, provided new ways of thinking about modern Europe's 

place in the world, it also gave rise to a new fascination with the voice as a bodily manifestation. 

For physicians, philosophers, and music scholars pursuing work on the voice in the mid- to late-

nineteenth centuries, the voice bridged the material and the immaterial, the physical and the 

metaphysical. The new vocalizations resonating throughout European urban centers and colonial 

outposts raised the critical question of just how these powerful sounds were being produced. 

How was it that an ordinary, physical phenomenon such as singing could suggest pathways to 

"supersensible realities," as Tomlinson puts it?  

 That a scientific interest in vocal production would accompany the large-scale, global 

transformations of the late nineteenth century should come as little surprise. Indeed, throughout 

modernity aesthetic shifts in singing have prompted intense scientific scrutiny on the 

physiological processes of vocality. With the development of each new vocal style, scholars 

sought to explain the ómysteryô of how the voice produced these new sounds ð a mystery, 

because the voiceôs mechanisms were concealed behind skin, cartilage, and muscle. While the 

history of physiological examinations of vocal production dates back at least to the Greek 

philosopher Galen's dissections of the larynx in the second century CE, it was not until the turn 

of the seventeenth century that extensive studies of the vocal tract were published. In a 

confluence of events that can be no coincidence, four Italian physicians conducted anatomical 

studies of the voice around 1600, just as opera was coalescing into a formal genre. Two of these 

physicians, Hieronymus Fabricius (1537-1619) and Julius Casserius (1545-1616) conducted 
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extensive studies of the larynx in order to understand more fully where the voice originated 

within the body and the general process of vocalization.
22

 Just at the moment when the voice 

began to escape rationalization through operatic performance, physicians and others interested in 

vocal physiology attempted to wrestle the voice back into its fleshy origins. 

 We can think of this modern interest in the voice's corporeal origins as a medical form of 

what Michel Chion calls disacousmatization ð the act of (re)tying the voice to its source, here 

taken as the physical body.
23

 In Mladen Dolar's reading of Chion from A Voice and Nothing 

More, disacousmatization always fails to reveal the voice's true origin, not because the source 

remains unknown but, quoting Dolar, "rather, [the voice] appears in the void from which it is 

supposed to stem but which it does not fit, an effect without a proper cause."
24

 Physiologically 

speaking, the voice long presented an enigma for scientists: while the voice's physiology was 

known, the function of each anatomical component (the larynx, glottis, pharynx, and so forth) 

during emission remained a mystery. Somehow the voice was produced within a "void" (here, 

literally figured as the glottis), but the mechanics remained concealed. The medicalization of the 

voice that took place beginning in the seventeenth century and continuing through the 

nineteenth- and early twentieth centuries, the period under consideration here, attempted to 

account for the voice's excess, its "surplus of the body" (to quote Dolar, again), by binding the 

metaphysical miraculousness of the voice to the biological body.
25

 Science, it was hoped, would 

provide rational, material explanations for the voice's "effects," i.e., its metaphysical abilities and 

powers. At this same moment, bodies themselves were being reconfigured around new theories 
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of racial science that sought rational explanations for human variation. This confluence of vocal 

and racial science would produce normative theories of racial and vocal evolution that would 

connect the vocal excesses heard throughout modern Europe ð the exotic timbres and vigorous 

displays of range and volume commonly associated with the proletariat and the colonized ð to 

the supposed corporeal excesses explained by evolutionary theory. 

 These questions of vocal physiology continued to be addressed throughout the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, with increasing attention given to the minute details involved in 

producing a superior tone with the Western art tradition. In 1741, Antoine Ferrein (a 

contemporary of the castrati Senesino and Farinelli) published the first comprehensive treatise on 

vocal anatomy, providing a more complete picture of the vocal tract.
26

 Like his predecessors, 

Ferrein worked exclusively with the cadavers of humans and animals, and as such could only 

hypothesize about the actual physiological process of singing during the act of vocal emission. 

Ferrein christened the lips of the glottis the cordes vocals and theorized correctly that these 

membranes vibrated like strings during phonation. In his work, Ferrein posited that the folds 

alone were crucial for producing beautiful singing, defined at the time as a light, flexible tone 

inspired by the golden age of castrato singing. Of what he deemed untrained voices, meanwhile, 

he wrote, ñstreet singers in Paris and choral singers in the provinces produce their tone not only 

by means of the invisible cords, but ð as can be observed externally by their necks ð also by 
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 Ferreinôs life (1693-1769) and writings were contemporaneous with the golden age of castrato 
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use of the other parts of the larynx.ò
27

 While limited to external observation, an issue that would 

be solved roughly one hundred years later, Ferreinôs analysis is striking for how he links 

beautiful singing to specific physiological movements. Here, the careful manipulation of the 

vocal folds are responsible for beautiful tones, while movement by any other part of the larynx 

explains the uncultivated sound of street singers and other untrained vocalists.  

 The case of Gilbert-Louis Duprez in the early nineteenth century provides the best 

example of how the material power of singing prompted intense scrutiny of vocal production. 

Duprez is most commonly (though probably inaccurately) remembered today as the first tenor to 

perform a chest-voice high C, which he accomplished while performing as Arnold in Rossini's 

Guillaume Tell at the Paris Opéra in 1837. Two French physiologists, Charles-Paul Diday and 

Joseph Pétrequin, determined to solve the mystery of this new expression of male vocal prowess, 

attended several performances in order to explain how Duprez was producing this sound. In his 

study of Duprez's reception and the physiological explanations given for the singers' vocal 

abilities, Gregory Bloch has called this new sound a "pathological voice": Duprezôs commanding 

vocality challenged prevailing understandings of vocal production for scientists and that was, for 

the elite music audience, "a practice deleterious to art and dangerous for singers [that] must be 

contained, managed, kept under control."
28

 This powerful, unruly voice threatened traditional 

singing practices on several levels. First, Duprezôs inauguration of the tenore di forza disrupted, 

seemingly overnight, the preference for the light, flexible tenor singers of the bel canto tradition 

that had dominated opera since its inception. Second, while composers continued to write for and 
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to prefer this sound, audiences were enthralled by Duprezôs performance and their demand for 

this new sound eventually lead to its regular inclusion on the operatic stage. Finally this new, 

robust sound challenged the notion of a natural link between voice and body; in other words, the 

voiceôs range, power, and timbre were not dependent exclusively on vocal physiology but were 

instead aesthetic decisions and the result of a particular synchronization of the vocal tract. Yet 

Diday and Petrequinôs exploration of this new sound attempted to reconcile this reordering of 

body and voice by arguing for its basis in scientific rationale, thereby naturalizing this seemingly 

abnormal sound.  

 It was into this debate that Manuel Patricio Rodriguez García entered upon taking up his 

physiological study of the voice. Perhaps better known today as the inventor of the laryngoscope 

(1854), García was one of the foremost vocal instructors of his time, and he was the first vocal 

pedagogue to utilize physiological study in his pedagogical methods. García was born 17 March 

1805 in Zafra, Spain, to a highly musical family.
29

 His father, Manuel Vicente del Popolo García, 

was a vocal instructor, composer, and tenor best known for his performances as Otello and Don 

Giovanni.
30

 Garc²aôs sisters were the celebrated vocalists Maria Malibran (nee Felicita and 

García II's first student) and Pauline Viardot (nee Michelle Ferdinande Pauline). The younger 

García, a baritone, debuted as Figaro in The Barber of Seville in 1825 as part of a family tour to 

the United States. After suffering damage to his voice while attempting to perform his father's 

tenor roles, García returned to France to continue his vocal studies. His short career culminated 

in an unsuccessful debut in Paris as Figaro, and he retired from singing in 1829 in order to 
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concentrate on teaching.
31

 The following year, García joined the French army and took part in 

the expedition against Algiers in North Africa. At this time, most French military physicians 

received their training at the Ecole de Médecine, which was closely connected in membership 

and ideology with the Société d'anthropologie de Paris and the Société Ethnologique de Paris.
32

 

After training at the Ecole, physicians were expected to administer to the health of French troops 

as well as to conduct research and examinations on the local populace of Egypt and Algiers.
33

 

Upon his return to Paris, García began his in-depth studies of vocal physiology at military 

hospitals.
34

  

 García presented his initial findings on vocal production in a paper titled Mémoire sur la 

voix humaine to the Académie des sciences in November 1840, which was reported on in the 

academy's journal the following year.
35

 In this initial study, García introduced his theory 

regarding the use of the timbre clair (or voix blanche, the traditional, light operatic timbre) and 

the timbre sombre (Duprez's darker, more powerful timbre) in the chest voice and the falsetto. 

García's findings departed drastically from the paper presented several months earlier by Diday 

and Petrequin, who believed that the timbre sombre could only be used with the chest voice. 

García focused primarily on the position of the larynx, noting how little it moved when utilizing 
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the timbre sombre as opposed to the timbre clair.
36

 Where Diday and Petrequin relied 

exclusively on observing Duprez from a distance, García proved his findings by having vocalists 

perform the same note using both timbral methods and observing the relative position of the 

larynx by followings its movement with a finger placed against the singer's throat.  

 García's brief overview of vocal physiology became the foundation for the first volume of 

his Traité complet sur l'Art du Chant (hereafter, Traité) published in 1841. In his treatise, García 

provided a general overview of vocal physiology and explained the function of each anatomical 

component. He also warned against excessive loudness and screaming, as the human voice was 

the ñmost delicate and the most fragileò of the organs.
37

 Most important to developing a beautiful 

voice, however, was a musical élan and a firm physical disposition. As Garc²a wrote, ñ[w]ith 

respect to the physical condition, we place in the first rank the voice, which should be fresh, 

attractive, extensive, and strong; in the second rank the vigor of the constitution, usually matched 

to the qualities of the organ which we have just indicated.ò
38

 Beautiful singing was, then, not a 

result that could be accomplished by just anyone; it was an ideal attainable only to those with the 

proper physical attributes. 

  García's instructions for the training of this idealized voice were precise, indicating the 

exact movement and coordination of each anatomical structure (see Figure 1 for a basic overview 

of vocal anatomy). For example, García stated that  

[t]he purest tone is obtained: (1) by flattening the tongue along its entire length, 

(2) by slightly raising the velum, (3) by separating the pillars at their base. Then, 

the opening of the larynx is uncovered, and the pharynx reflects the sonorous 

                                                 
36

 Rapport, 642. Generally when singing, as your voices rises in pitch, your larynx rises in your 

throat. This is the timbre clair. It is possible, however, the keep your larynx in a lower position; 

this is the timbre sombre and is what Duprez introduced. The latter allows you to sing in a higher 

range while utilizing the power of the chest voice. 
37

 García, Treatise, 5. 
38

 García, Treatise, 1. 



45 

 

column from the beginning in such a manner as to direct it toward the forward 

part of the palate. The voice, being reflected again by that part, which is firm and 

near the opening of the mouth, is emitted with ring [êclat] and roundness.
39

 

 

Note the anatomical detail and the physiological and acoustic understanding used to explain 

voice production in this passage and the coordination necessary on the part of the singer to  

 

Figure 2.1. Baisc vocal anatomy.
40
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produce a tone "with ring and roundness." García provided similar instructions his edited score 

of Assur's aria from Morlacchi's Teobaldo ed Isolina (See Figures 2.2 and 2.3). For example, on 

the word canto, García instructed the student to sing with "the pharynx contracted" (indicating 

 

Figure 2.2. Assur's aria from Teobaldo ed Esolina. 

 

 

Figure 2.3. Assur's aria from Teobaldo ed Esolina. 

 

a mellow timbre), then to switch to an "open timbre" on "ma allore ra felice," and ending on a 

"rapid appoggiature" performed with "slightly covered notes" (here, indicating that the pharynx 

should be slightly closed, directing air away from the nasal cavity).
41

 The ability to control 

carefully oneôs anatomy, together with maintaining the other "signs by which man indicates 
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emotion" (facial movement, breathing, emotion in the voice, timbre, delivery, intensity, and 

vocal alterations), was what García referred to as "the most intimate resources of the skill [of 

singing]," all of which were brought within the fold of vocal science through careful observation 

and analysis.
42

 

 Garc²aôs invention of the laryngoscope in 1854 fundamentally changed vocal science and 

pedagogy. Finally, observers could actually see the mechanism by which the voice was 

physiologically produced. His initial device was decidedly simple: it consisted of a long handle 

upon which were affixed two small mirrors at either end. One end was curved to fit the shape of 

the oral cavity; the mirror on the other directed light into the throat and onto the larynx. In 

Garc²aôs telling words, "This one must turn towards the sun, so that the luminous rays, falling on 

the small mirror, can be reflected onto the larynx."
43

 The straight end of the handle was then 

placed against a personôs pharynx, with the second mirror reflecting back the image of the 

laryngeal cavity. The ñluminous raysò presented Garc²a with the first views of the human voiceôs 

physiological apparatus in action. I find it particularly fascinating, however, that this first view 

was not the product of laryngoscopy, but rather of auto-laryngoscopy: that the inauguration of 

vocal science came as the result of self-discovery and self-reflection foreshadowed the ways in 

which vocal science would be employed later in the century as a means for self-improvement, as 

I discuss in Chapter 2. 

 By developing a vocal pedagogy based on new physiological knowledge of voice 

production, García restructured the relationship between the voice and the body as one based on 

new truths revealed through the founding of laryngoscopy as a scientific field of study. While 
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vocal instructors later in the century disagreed over the depth of physiological knowledge with 

which singers should be acquainted, nearly all voice training texts included a brief overview of 

vocal anatomy (see chapter 2). García created no less than a typology of vocal production in the 

Traité, providing detailed instructions for articulation, phrasing, singing styles (recitative, florid, 

declamatory, etc.), blending the registers, breathing, and the coordination of physiognomy with 

vocal timbre. In establishing this modern vocal science, García conceptualized singing as a 

professional endeavor that could be directed through vigorous training towards the production of 

a bel canto aesthetic rather than leaving vocal production to the whims of untrained voice 

instructors. His methodology for training each component of the vocal tract (from breathing, to 

the emission of the tone in the larynx, to the formation of the timbre in the mouth cavity) 

required at least a passing knowledge, though preferably more, of vocal physiology for students 

and teachers alike. While such knowledge of and attention to vocal physiology was not a new 

development in vocal pedagogy, it was García's use of this knowledge in his teachings and 

writings that revolutionized the science of voice production. 

 García's teachings and careful physiological observations laid the foundation for vocal 

texts and treatises published throughout the rest of the nineteenth century. As the foremost expert 

in vocal science, García's pedagogies were widely influential, and his advice on technique and 

hygiene were in constant demand. He was credited, for instance, with saving the voice of Jenny 

Lind when the soprano began to suffer hoarseness in 1841 from her heavy performance 

schedule.
44

 His list of students is a veritable who's who of mid-century vocalists, several of 

whom went on to train prominent U.S. singers, including Mathilde Marchesi (mentor to Emma 

Eames and Suzanne Adams) and Julius Stockhausen (mentor to Robert Blass and Putnam 
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Griswold).
45

 In keeping with the Italian school preference for agility and lightness of tone, 

García's methods emphasized the slow development of the voice in order to properly cultivate an 

agile vocal physiology. He argued, for example, that the beginning voice student should practice 

for only five minutes at a time, four or five times a day.
46

 This focus on flexibility was an 

obvious component of voice pedagogy, particularly for singers who were called upon to perform 

in a variety of styles and settings. But when read against grain of contemporary theories of 

human biological and cultural evolution, the importance of a flexible, properly trained voice 

begins to mirror the idea of a dynamic Western society that has developed far beyond the vocally 

static non-Western world. This dichotomy would become more pronounced over the next two 

decades as new theories of vocal production were presented alongside an increased interest in the 

sciencing of Western and non-Western musics in scholarly and popular media. 

 

Vocal Hygiene and the Health of the State 

 Scientific inquiry into vocal mechanics attempted to unravel the uncanny relationship 

between animated flesh and songful metaphysics by attempting to rationalize this mysterious 

process while simultaneously modernizing the ability to control and to manage this practice as 

well as the meanings produced. The control and management of voices became critically 

important throughout the nineteenth century as awareness of non-Western singing increased 

throughout Western society. Indeed, the rise of colonial modernity fueled the interest in song and 

singing mechanics as the voice became increasingly heard as a distinguishing trait of national 

subjectivity. Non-Western vocalities posed a serious threat to Western vocal ideologies: they 
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suggested a different metaphysics of cantological meaning as well as a different way of 

inhabiting the body. It is no surprise, then, that the same technologies of vocal science mimicked 

the intimate surveillance and inspection of non-Western bodies throughout the globe. In this next 

section, I trace the rise of vocal hygiene and the health of the nation through the writings of 

scientists associated with the Académie des sciences in Paris. 

 Scientific interest in vocal anatomy and production had long been of interest to the 

scientific community in France. Albert Cohen in his history of musical research performed by 

the Académie des sciences notes that from its founding in 1666 the Académie's members 

regarded research on music as vital to the institution's mission.
47

 While much of the musical 

research undertaken by scientists at the Académie, including the first paper to reference music 

presented in 1676, focused on the mathematical properties of harmony, a surprising number of 

investigations attended to issues of auditory perception and vocal production. Indeed, some of 

the fundamental documents on vocal physiology originated as Académie-sponsored research, 

including the physiologist Denis Dodart's "Mémoire sur les causes de la voix de l'homme, et de 

ses différens tons" (1700) on the physical qualities of the human voice and their function in the 

voice's expressive qualities; Ferrein's "De la formation de la voix de l'homme" (1741), which 

focused on the larynx and vocal cords; and anatomist François-David Hérissant's comparative 

study of animal, bird, and human vocal physiology, "Recherches sur les organes de la voix des 

quadrupèdes, et de celles des oiseaux" (1753). 

 By the nineteenth century, vocal physiology became a common and contested topic in the 

Académie, so much so that a special commission was created in 1837 to oversee research on 
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issues of the voice. Competitions were a common means for accelerating research on topics of 

general interest at the Académie, with committees setting strict time limits and methodological 

guidelines to be followed by participants.
48

 The commission on vocal physiology announced a 

competition "des expériences acoustiques et physiologiques sur le mécanisme de la production 

de la voix humaine" ("for acoustic and physiological experiments on the mechanism for the 

production of the human voice").
49

 In 1845, after three unsuccessful attempts at answering the 

questions regarding voice production, the commission ended the contest, noting that none of the 

competitors had sufficiently explained the mechanics behind vocal expression. This competition 

was accompanied by another contest, announced in 1842, requesting research on the comparative 

physiology of human and mammals.
50

 In all, more than ninety reports on the voice were 

submitted to the academy between 1835 and 1895, including research on artificial means of 

voice production, vocal maladies, acoustics, and the speech of the hearing impaired.  

 Louis-Auguste Segond's (1810-1885) research on vocal physiology and voice production 

was typical of the work being conducted on the voice at the Académie. Segond came to renown 

through his association with Auguste Comte as both a student of the French positivist as well as 

being his personal physician. Segond also served as librarian for the Ecole de Médecine de Paris, 

secretary of the Société de Biologie, and was a member of Comte's informal Ecole Positive.
51

 

Segond, an accomplished musician, studied singing with Manuel García in order to understand 
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better vocal production from the viewpoint of a performer.
52

 He published one monograph on 

vocal hygiene, titled Hygiène du chanteur, Influence du chant sur l'économie animale, Causes 

principals de l'affaiblissement de la voix et du développement de certaines maladies chez les 

chanteurs; moyens de prévenir ces maladies (Hygiene for Singers, Influence of Song on the 

Animal Economy, Principle Causes of the Attenuation of the Voice and of the Development of 

Certain Diseases in Singers; Means to Prevent these Diseases) in 1846, and his works for the 

Académie were later published as Mémoires pour servir à l'histoire anatomique et physiologique 

de la phonation (Memoirs on the Anatomical and Physiological History of Phonation) in 1849. 

While primarily interested in vocal anatomy and production, Segond also held an interest in 

cranial science, publishing in 1857 a paper on a more effective method for measuring skulls.
53

 

 Segond's Hygiène du Chanteur covered much of the same territory as García's work, but 

provided a more detailed analysis of vocal physiology and production.
54

 Though ostensibly 

written for general readership ð or, as Segond put it, "men foreign to medicine"ð he provided 

what was surely an overwhelming amount of information for a non-scientific audience, from 

detailed measurements of the trachea (commonly referred to as the windpipe, i.e., the tube that 

connects the back of the mouth to the lungs), to the cubic inches of air required to produce a 

good tone (precisely 167 cubic inches).
55

 Segond's comprehensive account of vocal physiology 

and production granted his theories an air of authority for both vocal pedagogues and members 

of the scientific community. Throughout the work, Segond utilized historic and contemporary 

treatises on vocal physiology, including the work of García to whom the book was dedicated, as 
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well as the literature published by Diday and Petriquin; indeed, entire sections of the text focus 

on physiological minutiae such as whether the vocal tract functions more like a reed instrument 

or a flute.   

 As with García, Segond endeavored to bring vocal practice and care under the purview of 

the medical professional, but he extended the physician's role from caring for the individual 

singer to the national body. Segond wrote: 

In the grand human family, each member contributes, for his part, to the overall 

well-being. Health care is the culmination of all individual tendencies. The 

physician, by the nature of his work, through the extent of his knowledge, 

contributes the most to the preservation of the people; as such he occupies a 

premier place in this immense society. Studying the general conditions among 

which men are placed, he formulates hygienic rules for the masses; and then, 

examining each person, each state, each place, he protects the individual against 

the particular influences that may inhibit his preservation. It is he who does the 

most to maintain well-being; it is he, therefore, who contributes the most to the 

progress of nations and to the lofty destiny of governments.
56

  

 

In order to satisfy such immense responsibilities, Segond believed that physicians should study 

culture, art, and history in addition to their medical training.
57

 Following the positivistic 

philosophy of his mentor Comte, Segond ascribed to the notion that science, not theology nor 

philosophy, would explain the natural laws governing humanity's biological and social progress 
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and ultimately provide the means to control humanity's place within the natural world.
58

 It was 

only through careful observation of the masses in their local environments that physicians could 

become stalwart protectors of modern society and could thus maintain both individual and social 

health.  

 It is for this reason that Segond invested considerable time in his text praising the benefits 

of exercise and hygiene in his vocal treatise. Segond noted that singers were particularly 

susceptible to injury and that, because of the exertion necessary to produce a beautiful tone 

capable of filling a large opera house, singers were absolved from any strenuous activity: "Le 

chanteur, à cause de la grande activité qu'il donne à cet organe, pourrait presque se dispenser de 

mouvement" ("Singers, because of the great activity that [singing] gives the body, could almost 

dispense with movement").
59

 Singers were to avoid any activity that might cause stress to the 

lungs, including walking, running, noisy and lively conversations, and reading aloud.
60

 They 

were also to be wary of any sudden changes in temperature; Segond recommended, for instance, 

that singers wear flannel in order to maintain a consistently warm temperature in the chest.
61

 He 

also advised against the use of astringents for minor ailments ("petites maladies"), though he did 

prescribe hot water, rum, tea, or coffee for slight coughs.
62

 

 This emphasis on vocal health and protection against the "particular influences" on 

singers' well-being resonated, on the one hand, with growing concerns over the harmful 

consequences of modern, industrial life and, on the other, with French anthropology's heavy 

reliance on the theory of acclimatization. Michael Osborne defined acclimatization as "a method 
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and a process whereby humans exploited the forces of nature, under the guidance of the 

principles of science, to assist plants and animals to adapt to new circumstances."
63

 For 

evolutionary theorists, acclimatization helped explain the physiological differences observed in 

the world's population, from skin tone to stature to, as we will see, vocal quality. Monique 

Allewaert, meanwhile, has discussed how the "disaggregation" of the body during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was linked to the movement of Anglo-Europeans into what 

she terms "plantation zones," those spaces where the "economy and political structures [were] 

shaped by the plantation form." For Allewaert, "the tropics produced a different materialist 

tradition in which the body [was] invaded, rendered in parts, and otherwise deranged." Believing 

the tropical and subtropical regions of the Americas and Africa to be detrimental to Anglo-

European health, Western intellectuals became increasingly concerned with how the 

environment "compromised bodily and metaphysical integrity."
 64 

If the environment could cause 

such drastic and sudden effects on the body, then certainly vocal emission (as a product of the 

body) would likewise be affected by issues of climate. 

 French scientific theory had a long interest in such ideas; as William B. Cohen has noted, 

French scientists had long believed in a correspondence between social structure, environment, 

and human biology.
65

 Beginning in the nineteenth century, however, the concept of race and 

biological studies of racial difference overtook environmental accounts for Africa's differences. 

With the founding of the Société d'anthropologie de Paris in 1959, the focus on physical traits 

was institutionalized in French racial thinking, with physical difference being equated with moral 
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and intellectual difference. For both French settlers and military personnel living in the colonies 

as well as those subjects brought back to France, their new environments, it was assumed, would 

have immediate physical effects on their mental and physical well-being. Osborne, for example, 

notes that the mortality rate of French settlers in Algeria was substantially higher than the 

mortality rate in France, a consequence that French physicians attributed to the warm, humid 

environment in Algeria that allowed the transmission of viruses and disease to which the French 

colonists had no resistance.
66

 Segond prescribed a regimen of vocal hygiene and carefully 

monitored exercise in order to protect not just the vocal tract but the entire body from the 

decaying, degenerative effects of poor training and any "great activity" that might cause an 

imbalance in physiological function. Vocal care thus provided the body with the means to adapt 

to this new, modern environment. 

 Much of the research on vocal physiology undertaken by scientists at the Académie was 

highly experimental, if not outright grotesque. François-Achille Longet, a physiologist known for 

his research on physiology and nerve function, published in 1841 his findings on the nerves and 

muscles of the larynx in Recherches expérimentales sur les Fonctions des Nerfs, des Muscles du 

Larynx et sur l'Influence du Nerf accessoire de Willis dans la Phonation (Experimental research 

on the functions of the nerves, the muscles of the larynx, and the influence of the accessory 

nerves of Willis on phonation).
67

 Longet's experiment involved performing a tracheotomy on 

animal cadavers (dogs, horses and cattle), and then galavanizing (stimulating with electricity) 

their laryngeal nerves in order to stimulate the muscles of the vocal apparatus. Longet discovered 

that by applying electricity to the laryngeal nerve before they separated into their internal and 
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external branches, that the voice became hoarse. A similar experiment was undertaken by M. 

Blandet where, rather than galavanizing the laryngeal muscles, he drew a violin bow over the 

vocal cords in order to determine their pitch, producing "screaming sounds": "When we walk the 

bow of a violin on the vocal cords exposed by the removal of the top of the larynx, we produce 

screaming sounds".
68

 Blandet then found that a person could still speak with only one vocal cord, 

but that severing both resulted in a snoring-like sound (ronchus); he discovered this by simply 

blowing air through an excised larynx. 

 Though diverse in methodologies and focus, the physicians and physical anthropologists 

working on issues of voice through the auspices of the Académie shared a common belief that 

vocal qualities and afflictions could be ascribed to specific anatomical features, thus rendering 

simple the complex mechanics of vocal production. Scientists attempted, again and again, to find 

simple, direct explanations for vocal timbre, pitch, and volume. For Longet, hoarseness of the 

voice could be explained by the function of the upper laryngeal nerves; Blandet, meanwhile, 

sought confirmation of his thesis that the vocal cords and larynx were the central factors in 

determining vocal pitch. These researchers were not entirely wrong in their claims, and their 

writings advanced what was essentially a nascent field of specialization. It was, rather, the 

underlying philosophy that strict correspondences between vocal physiology and voice quality 

that would prove most crucial for later anthropologists seeking to explain the connections 

between voice and race. We can see in these experiments the first hints for how the voice would 

become an essential characteristic of racial difference. 
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Vocal Evolution 

 With the institutionalization of anthropology in France (where the Société 

d'Anthropologie was founded in 1859) and Great Britain (home to the Anthropological Society 

of London beginning in 1863), evolutionary theory and physical anthropology solidified their 

influence over vocal science and music scholarship, more generally.
 69

 In France, scholars 

subjected musical forms to a strict interpretation of the debates within evolutionary theory 

between polygenists, who believed that races represented separate human species, and 

monogenists, who regarded all races as having one common ancestor. As Jann Pasler has noted 

in her study of race, music, and nation in France during the Third Republic, music scholars 

regularly drew upon evolutionary theory in order to find an essential Frenchness within the 

diverse communities bounded together within the borders of the nation-state.
70

 While all French 

song collectors assumed a direct connection between region and musical sound, monogenists 

insisted that the variations captured in transcription provided evidence of the republic's cultural 

evolution from a single origin into musically diverse communities. Polygenists, on the other 

hand, sought the "purest" version of a song in order to discover the essential Frenchness of the 

nation's sound.  

 While never occupying as central a role in physical anthropology as other comparative 

anatomical studies, it is remarkable how often authors reference vocal physiology in some of the 

most foundational documents of this period. The voice resonated throughout this literature as an 
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ever-present, and seemingly self-evident, marker of difference that could testify against the body 

when other evidence failed to substantiate claims of racial distinction. One of the more 

remarkable examples appears in the inaugural address to the Anthropological Society of London 

in 1863, "The Negro's Place in Nature," by the society's co-founder and first President James 

Hunt.
71

 Before forming the Society, Hunt practiced what we would now call speech pathology 

and authored several books on public speaker and stuttering. His major work, Manual of the 

Philosophy of Voice and Speech, Especially in Relation to the English Language and the Art of 

Public Speaking, attended to the same ontological concerns over the voice as those pursued by 

Segond and García but tied these questions regarding the voice's production and meaning more 

directly to issues of physical anthropology. His text provided an overview of vocal physiology 

and, as indicated by the work's title, attempted to construct an overarching philosophy of vocal 

emission based on empirical observation. His theory of language development, for example, 

rested on the belief that even a child's cry contained semantic meaning, which could be gleamed 

from interpreting the cries of adults in pain. Here, Hunt refered to the taxonomy of human cries 

developed by Colombat, who attempted to connect the specific tones of vocal exclamations to 
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emotional or affective states including, oddly, "the cry caused by the application of the actual 

cautery, or from burning" (Fig. 2.4).
72

 

 

 

Figure 2.4. From Hunt's Manual of the Philosophy of Voice and Speech (1859) 

 Throughout the Manual, Hunt relied on such strict applications of physical 

anthropology's methodologies and insights in order to argue for "natural" vocal performances.
73

 

For example, Hunt provided data regarding the average weight of the lungs and average length of 
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the vocal folds for women, men, and children. He noted a direct correlation between height and 

lung capacity in men, and went so far as to suggest that lung capacity could be estimated by 

simply measuring a person's height.
74

 Likewise, men's vocal folds were found to be generally 

one-and-a-half times larger than women's. Average-sized vocal folds, Hunt concluded, provided 

the most elasticity, as folds that were too short or too long were unable to produce properly low 

and high tones, respectively. For this reason, Hunt considerd the baritone voice the "normal male 

voice" and for women, the mezzo-soprano, as these voices were "generally distinguished by 

greater compass, metal, and flexibility." With regard to resonance, a clear, rotund sound was 

produced by "the state and size of the ventricles of the larynx, the fauces, the oral and nasal 

cavities, and the development of the frontal sinuses." Such voices, in Hunt's estimation, were the 

sole province of evolutionary law. In a passage similar to that produced by Rumbold nearly two 

decades later, Hunt reported that, "Professor Owen is of opinion that the want of resonance, for 

which the voice of the Australians is remarkable, is probably owing to the fact that the frontal 

sinus is not fully developed in that race."
75

 

 Hunt, a committed polygenist, announced the Society's formation with an overview of the 

supposed anatomical and physiological differences found between Negros and Europeans in 

"The Negro's Place in Nature." Here, Hunt proceeded through the usual litany of anthropometric 

evidence: skull size, shape of the pelvis, bone structure, length and composition of hair, and so 

forth. Throughout, Hunt dismissed evidence of anatomical similarities except to argue that "the 

brain of the Negro bears a great resemblance to a European woman or child's brain."
76

 His 

remarks on the voice appeared last in the section on anatomical differences and followed much 
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the same pattern as his earlier comparisons: "The larynx in the Negro is not much developed, and 

the voice resembles sometimes the alto of an eunuch. In the male the voice is low and hoarse, 

and in the female it is acute and shrieking."  

 Yet the voice, more so than any other physiological feature, exposed the supposed 

differences between European and African races. Hunt continued:  

There is a peculiarity in the Negro voice by which he can always be distinguished. This 

peculiarity is so great that we can frequently discover traces of Negro blood when the eye 

is unable to detect it. No amount of education or time is likely ever to enable the Negro to 

speak the English language without this twang. Even his great faculty of imitation will 

not enable him to do this.
77

 

 

Blood in modern European societies, according to anthropologist Uli Linke, formed the basis for 

the racialization of the body through its significance "as bodily discharge and as internal flow."
78

 

It was the internal flow and heriditary passing on of blood (and hence, physical characteristics) 

that tied together race and nation. Yet blood also carried and transmited disease, thus rendering 

the body vulnerable to external sources of contagion. The mixing of blood, especially through 

miscegenation in Hunt's view, obscured visual and mental evidence of racial difference; 

elsewhere in his address, Hunt remarked that the "advances" seen in African populations was not 

caused by education but rather by the "European blood in their veins" (28). Visual evidence thus 

proved unreliable as physical differences could be softened through racial intermarriage. The 

voice, however, could not lie: upending modernity's supposed ocularcentrism, Hunt suggested 
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that the auditory evidence heard in the voice testified accurately of the "internal flow" of blood's 

racial truths.
79

 

 Perhaps even more remarkable than Hunt's report was how a single paper on the 

comparative anatomy of the voice authored by a relatively unknown Canadian-born 

anthropologist managed to circulate so widely and to become an accepted part of the racial 

science literature. Sir George Duncan Gibb (1821-1876), in a series of papers delivered to the 

Anthropological Society of London between 1863 and 1870, built on the work of García, 

Segond, and others and offered the most detailed analysis of non-Western vocal anatomy.
80

 A 

member of the Royal College of Physicians of London, Gibb specialized in diseases of the throat 

and was responsible for translating Czermak's (the famous Austrian-German physiologist) work 

on the laryngoscope into English. Towards the end of his life, Gibb became increasingly 

involved in matters of anthropology and an outspoken proponent of evolutionary theory.
81

 Gibb 

was no stranger to vocal science, having authored multiple books including practical treatises on 

the use of the laryngoscope and texts on diseases of the throat.  Later in his life, Gibb pursued 
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research on such varied topics as pottery among the indigenous peoples of Canada and the 

physiology of centenarians.  

 In 1869, Gibb read his report, "On the Character of the Voice in the Nations of Asia and 

Africa, Contrasted with That in the Nations of Europe," before the Society.
82

 Combining his own 

examinations of vocal physiology performed in London with travelers' accounts on the speech 

and song of non-Western peoples, Gibb argued that one could gauge both the physical and 

mental evolution of the races by listening to the sound of their voices, a project, he noted, that 

had "never been attempted."
83

 Gibb's research covered a broad geographic area: China, Japan, 

Central Asia ("Tartary" in Gibb's report), Tibet, Mongolia, India, Myanmar ("Burma"), central 

and western Africa, Italy, France, Germany, and Great Britain. He focused especially on two 

anatomical features: laryngeal length and the drooping, what he terms the "pendency," of the 

epiglottis (the epiglottis is a flap of tissue located at the base of the tongue and protects food 

from entering the trachea, or windpipe, when swallowing). Pendency caused, in Gibb's findings, 

"in some females, inability to produce the higher notes, and in others the power and compass of 

the voice were weakened."
84

 This paper built upon earlier research on the epiglottis reported on 

by Gibb the previous year, where he found that pendency of the epiglottis occurred much more 

frequently in peoples of African and "Asiatic" descent.
85

 

 Gibb constructed a strict homology between laryngeal size, epiglottic pendency, and 

vocal quality, where a shorter larynx and more pronounced bending of the epiglottis produced a 

                                                 
82

 Sir George Duncan Gibb, "The Character of the Voice in Nations of Asia and Africa, 

Contrasted with that of the Nations of Europe," Memoirs Read Before the Anthropological 

Society of London (London: T. Richards, 1870), 244-259. Hereafter, "Character of the Voice." 
83

 Gibb, "Character of the Voice," 244. 
84

 Gibb, "[Comments on]: Vocal and Other Influences upon Mankind from Pendency of the 

Epiglottis," Journal of the Anthropological Society of London 6 (1868): c-cv. Hereafter, 

"Pendency." 
85

 Gibb, "Pendency." 



65 

 

quieter, weaker tone. Gibb's work thus participated in what Alexander Butchart terms the "deep 

gaze" of scientific approaches to the body in the nineteenth century that "analysed internal 

structure and its relationship to function."
86

 It is worth quoting Gibb's discussion of Japanese and 

Chinese voices at length in order to appreciate fully his scientific method and the way in which 

theories of racial evolution were brought to bear on vocal audition: 

Their soft and quiet manner of speaking, which at times possesses a sort of metallic 

twang, not unlike that of their Mongol progenitors, may be due to the peculiar guttural 

character of their language, in which vowel sounds appear so largely to predominate. Or, 

again, it may depend upon a shallow formation of the larynx, approaching to that in the 

female sex, wherein its depth, or profundity ð starting from the point of the pomum 

Adami [Adam's apple], backwards to the thick portion of the ring of the cricoid cartilage 

ð is less than is met with in the Tartar tribes or in Europeans. Or, thirdly, it may depend 

upon habitual pendency of the epiglottis or cartilage, that forms the protector of the 

larynx in the act of swallowing. Upon a very careful consideration of the subject, together 

with personal observation, it seems to me that in both the Chinese and Japanese, but 

especially in the former, all three causes exert a more or less modifying effect, but that 

producing the greatest influence is the last, ð pendency of the epiglottis.
87

 

 

Gibb continued this line of analysis, noting that while one may hear "good and powerful" voices 

among the Chinese and Japanese, their voices tended towards the tenor range due to their "vocal 

cords [which] are necessarily short"; yet their vocal compass could not compare to the powerful 

voices possessed by the "Tartars and Mongols," due to the "physical weakness pervading nearly 

the entire race."
88

  

 There is much to unpack here. First, Gibb drew on the theory of hereditary evolution to 

argue that the Japanese and Chinese "metallic twang" originated with their "Mongol progenitors" 

and thus provided sonic evidence of their evolutionary pass; their twang was, to use Hunt's 

language, in the "blood." Yet the "peculiar guttural character of their language" shaped as it was 
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by the prevalence of vowels had rendered their voices more subdued when compared to their 

evolutionary forbearers. His theory was consistent with a resurgence of interest in the 

Lamarckian theory of acquired characteristics: such physiological comparison had been utilized 

since the eighteenth century to show how "lesser" peoples had degenerated from more evolved 

races due to environmental factors.
89

 Next, Gibb suggested that this vocal characteristic may 

relate to a lower positioning of the larynx, "approaching to that in the female sex;" in other 

words, the Japanese and Chinese male larynx (indicated by the presence of the pomum Adami) 

was more similar to an European woman's larynx, which, in Gibb's estimation, would explain 

their weak tone. Finally, while admitting the impact of the first two features, he singled out 

pendency of the epiglottis, an anatomical peculiarity that he could easily attribute to evolutionary 

theory. At least, that is, in non-European races. Gibb, in his earlier article on pendency of the 

glottis, found that 513 out of 4,600 (or 11 percent) Europeans suffered from this deformity. He 

explained his findings by noting that "[i]n many persons this pendency was found to be 

hereditary, and it others it was acquired," the latter reasoning he refused for his non-European 

subjects.
90

  

 Drawing on the theory of acclimatization, Gibb argued that the "deafening tones" 

exhibited by the peoples of central Asia was "common to a race of people who almost habitually 

live in the saddle, and whose incessant activity and constant travelling contribute to render them 

very vigorous." Their voices did not suffer from epiglottic pendency, according to Gibb, due to 

the "extreme cold and rigour of the climate," a claim he left unexplained. Indeed, both their 
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environment and heredity had produced "commanding voices" befitting a mighty people; Gibb 

wrote, "the Tartars are a strong, vigorous, active, energetic, and powerful race, the worthy 

descendants of the great Genghis Khan, whose conquests in the thirteenth century struck terror 

into the surrounding nations."
91

 

 Though relying primarily on reports by military colleagues for descriptions of the voices 

heard in India, Burma, and central Asia, Gibb noted his personal observations when discussing 

the voices of Africans. He wrote that, "Of slaves and free blacks in North America I have had 

many, indeed I may say abundant opportunitieséof studying their peculiarities in regard to voice 

and speechéMy inspection of the interior of the living larynx, however, in the Negro, has been 

made in this country." This passage is difficult to decipher, and it is unclear if Gibb is saying that 

he examined the larynges of deceased African peoples while in North America or if he is stating 

that his only observations of the larynx of African peoples was in Great Britain. Nevertheless, 

Gibb concluded that the larynx of African peoples was "fairly developed" and that the length of 

the vocal cords fell somewhere between those of the Chinese and those of Europeans. Yet, he 

stated that the positioning of the cords was unique to the race: "the plane of the superior surfaces 

of the vocal cords, instead of being horizontal, slopes from within downwards [and] the epiglottis 

is, for the most part, pendant and curled under laterally." Such supposed deformities "point to the 

want of great vocal power, such, for example, as a loud and commanding voice." He admitted 

later, in a possible allusion to Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield (the famous African American 

soprano who toured Great Britain in the mid-nineteenth century), that he had "recently heard of a 

Negro prima donna, whose voice is said to be a fine soprano."
92
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