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Abstract

This thesis uses the study of Henry Purcell’s vocal music to establish the vocal
characteristics of the singers and voice types for whom the composer wrote in London in
the seventeenth century. This process is begun in the first chapter by discussing “The
Counter-Tenor Debate’ in order to establish the method(s) of vocal production used by
Purcell’s counter-tenors. This in turn addresses the issue of whether the counter-tenor
was a completely different voice type from the tenor, or if they were simply high and
low subdivisions of the same voice type. Chapter Two discusses the bass voice, 1n
particular the influence of individual singers in creating voice-type subdivisions, and the
dramatic and musical stereotyping of this voice type in Purcell’s works. The third
chapter takes as its subject Purcell’s sopranos and trebles, focussing in detail on the
individual singers in his works for the London stage, their vocal characteristics, dramatic
stereotyping, and musical influence on the composer. Chapter Four uses the
characteristics of each voice type identified in previous chapters to reassign the ‘lost’
voice types of Purcell’s chamber songs and, in conjunction with research into actresses,
literature and theatrical convention of the period, provides a first performance voice-type
cast list for the opera Dido and Aeneas, as well as offering insight nto the possible
individuals for whom the work may have been intended. Finally, all the above
information gathered is combined with knowledge of seventeenth-century singing
techniques gleaned from contemporary sources and the work of modern day scholars to

offer advice on the modern performance of Purcell’s vocal works in a ‘historically-

informed’ manner.
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Preface

T'he purpose of this study is to establish the vocal characteristics of the SIngers
and voice types for whom Purcell wrote in London in the seventeenth century through
the study of Purcell’s solo vocal music. Each voice type will be discussed, chapter by
chapter, in order to establish the method(s) of vocal production used by Purcell’s
singers, the range subdivisions within the ‘standard’ voice types, and the dramatic and
musical stereotyping of each voice type in Purcell’s works, as well as the vocal
characteristics of individual singers. The Purcellian voice~type characteristics identified
will then be used to reassign the ‘lost” voice types of Purcell’s chamber songs and, in
conjunction with research into actresses, literature and theatrical convention of the
period, to establish the originally intended voice-type for each rolerin the opera Dido
and Aeneas, as well as offering insight into the possible individual performers for whom
the work may have been written. Finally, all the information gathered will be combined
with knowledge of seventeenth-century singing techniques gleaned from contemporary
sources and the work of modern day scholars to offer advice on the modemn
performance of Purcell’s vocal works 1n a ‘historically-informed” manner.

In order to carry out this study, certain unique research methods have had to be
developed. Firstly, a catalogue of Purcell’s solo vocal works has been created to provide
the raw material for this research. Secondly, since one of the key elements in defining

voice type 1s range, a method for the calculation of tessitura has been devised in order to

investigate more precisely the general trends 1dentitied by range.

The Purcell Song Catalogue

The ‘Holland’ Purcell catalogue, compiled for the purpose of this study, 1s a

record of all the solo vocal music written by Henry Purcell which falls within certain

'\



analytical cniteria. Items included in the catalogue are not necessarily self-contained,

tonic-cadencing ‘songs’ in the traditional sense, but may be movements or sections of
larger works. That said, such items are only included if it can be reasonably supposed
that there are no musical agendas behind their composition other than suiting the voice
and subject in question; in effect, that they are composed for their own sake rather than
as inter-movement linking devices or to serve other such purely structural functions. For
similar reasons, recitative ‘conversations’, dialogue songs and songs with duet sections
have not been included, since the presence of another voice may compromise the style
which the composer uses for both voices. Similarly, extended solos whose musical
material 1s later developed into an ensemble or chorus are disregarded, since the original
solo version may have been composed with the limits of the ensuing ensemble in mind;
the normal boundaries of range and tessitura which the composer has resource to when
writing for a solo voice may be constrained and suppressed 1n order to ensure a smooth
transition from one medium to another. Songs of uncertain attribution and songs with
new words fitted to Purcell’s tunes have been omitted, since these works throw up other
1ssues which confuse and interfere with this particular area of research. In addition,
songs with Latin texts have not been included since they represent an entirely different
corpus of music and cannot be considered using the same criteria as songs written 1n
English.

The purpose of the catalogue is to provide basic information about each song
which can then be used to detect similarities among songs composed for the same
voice-type or singer. This will shed light on seventeenth-century voice-types and the
voices of individual singers with whom Purcell worked, and identify any concessions he
made to them in his music. Ultimately this will make it possible to discover the
differences between seventeenth-century and modern voices, and to develop a strategy

of historically informed performance in the twenty-first century.
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Of all the elements which make up a song, vocal range is the defining one for
the purposes of this study. The highest and lowest notes of a song are a key to the

composer’s expectations of the voice he was writing for at a specific time. Nevertheless,

the extremes of range give only a vague impression of the demands of a song, and must
be qualified by the examination of tessitura to form the complete picture. Tessitura is
not an easy element to define, but in basic terms it is the most frequently used part of a
certain musical range - not the most frequent individual notes, but the most frequently
used pitch area. Investigation of tessitura can help to give a clearer picture of the
characteristics of seventeenth-century voice-types by identifying more precisely any
subdivisions within voice-types and revealing just what special qualities were held by
the foremost singers of the day. It i1s hoped that it will help to solve the debate of
whether the tenor and counter-tenor voices were separate entities. Perhaps it may even
be the key to allocating the vocal parts for the large number of published chamber songs
in the treble-clef which have hitherto existed without nomenclature.

In his 1996 article on voice ranges and pitch in Purcell’s odes, Timothy Morris

justified his method of investigating pitch standard change through vocal range as

follows:

The method used in this study, that of investigating the vocal ranges involved, is open to the
criticism that, while it catalogues the extremes of pitch in Henry Purcell’s music, 1t ignores
questions of tessitura. ...

The only possible defence of this method is that any other would involve entering every note

of every part into a computer; numerical estimates of tessitura could then be produced by
statistical calculations.’

Whilst Morris’ investigation involved choral textures, this study is concerned with the
solo voice alone. This means that such a method of statistical calculation instantly

becomes more feasible, particularly considering the relatively limited number of songs

' Morris, T; ‘Voice Ranges, Voice Types and Pitch in Purcell’s Concerted Works’,
Performing the Music of Henry Purcell (Oxtord 1996), 131.

vi



included in the catalogue created for the purposes of this study.” It has therefore been
decided to follow Morris’ lead by making statistical calculations of tessitura in order to

Investigate seventeenth-century voice-types more fully.

As explained above, tessitura is not simply the collection of pitches in between
the most frequent high and low notes, but the overall pitch area where the vocal line lies
most often 1n a song. This means that to calculate tessitura not only the frequency of
each individual pitch 1n the vocal line (i.e. the number of times it occurs) but also its
duration must be taken into account. Once calculated, this information alone is still
subject to influence by ‘rogue notes’ - pitch or pitches which although used frequently
are separated from the ‘real’ tessitura by a collection of pitches in between which are
hardly used at all. The information therefore has to be processed using standard
deviation - a statistical system which can take into account these ‘rogue notes’ or
“outliers’ without being thrown entirely off balance by them.

In practical terms this entails expressing musical pitches and durations
numerically. The duration system, which remains constant across the voice-types, can
be seen 1n fig.1, and basically involves expressing rhythmic values as fractions of a
semibreve. The pitch-numbering system begins with the lowest pitch occurring in
Purcell’s bass songs, C, which 1s given the value 0 and each semitone above increases
by one value: e.g. it C=0 then C#=1, D=2, D#=3 and so on, until the highest note of
Purcell’s soprano songs 1s reached.

A table like the one 1n fig.3 1s used for each song to record the duration of each
pitch every time it occurs. The hornizontal numbers are the numerical pitch system, the
vertical cells each count for one occurrence of the pitch, and the numbers entered
represent the duration of each pitch occurrence. As a guide for the data collector the
pitch names are listed underneath their assigned numerical values. Once all the

information has been collected, the duration numbers for each pitch are added together

> See under and Apperidices A-F.
Vil



and recorded in the totals boxes with any decimals rounded up or down as necessary.’
These total numbers are the data from which the standard deviation from the mean note
1s worked out. Tessitura is found by halving the level of standard deviation, then adding
the resulting number to the mean pitch to determine the higher limit and subtracting to
determine the lower limit. Thus if the mean = 3 and the standard deviation = 2, the

tessitura = 2-4. The mathematical formula for this process is shown below 1n fig.2.

ulation of Tessitura

Tessitura = ab

T Values of 0.5 and above are rounded up, values under 0.5 are rounded down. o
Vil
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T'his process of calculating tessitura via standard deviation has three main
drawbacks. The first is that being a mathematical process, the ‘answer’ is likely to
involve decimal places, which make no musical sense since each pitch 1s represented by
a whole number. This has been combated by rounding the tessitura limits not according
to the laws of mathematics but so that the lower limit is always rounded down and the
upper always rounded up (unless there are two zeroes directly after the decimal point) in
order to take into account all the pitches which have an influence on the tessitura. The
second problem is that the data sets are unlikely to be entirely symmetrical, but there is
no way of knowing what percentage of the standard deviation falls on which side of the
mean note, so the assumption has been made that the data is normally distributed evenly
either side of the mean. Finally, sometimes the process outlined above gives a starting
or ending pitch which is never sounded in the song, since the process assumes that
numbers which are not used in the series are governed by the laws of mathematics
rather than of music. For example, if a song i1s in D major, and therefore has no F-
naturals, the tessitura might in certain cases come out as beginning or ending on F-
natural, if that were logical mathematically. From the musician’s point of view such a
result is of course ludicrous and for this reason, tessitura of individual songs cannot be
translated back into pitch names after calculation with a sufficient degree of accuracy.
Nevertheless, the numerical estimates of tessitura taken on their own terms can still
prove valuable for the purposes of comparison between voice-types or singers,
particularly in cases such as that of counter-tenors and tenors where the difference of
tessitura may be so minute that it can only be identified by such a precise mathematical
~ system - although admittedly at this point it is likely that factors other than voice-type
determined Purcell’s writing (such as the creation of a satisfactory melody). Essentially,
as long as the process remains the same for each song, the differences between

numerical tessiturae are as valuable as those between musical ones. In the long term, 1t

X



should be possible to give average tessiturae for each voice-type and singer in pitch
names,’ thereby giving the statistical process a more obvious musical significance, but

this process 1s out of the bounds of this study.

“This is the opinion of myself and my advisers, Prof. Eric Clarke, Dr. John Powell, and Luke Jobling
BSc.



Introduction

Henry Purcell (1659-1695) is primarily known as a composer of vocal music,
writing for the church, the theatre, the court and the domestic chamber music of
extraordinary brilliance and immediacy - qualities which have ensured that the music
survives to be played and heard today. Most of this music was written for a small group
of performers employed by one or more of the London musical establishments, whom
Purcell knew personally and composed for frequently. While the influence of these
performers on Purcell is acknowledged, albeit briefly, by most Purcell scholars,
comparatively little work has been undertaken into what Purcell’s music for these
individuals can reveal about their voices, and about the voice-type groupings to which
they belonged. Similarly, although a number of scholars have undertaken ‘performance-
practice’ studies into the nature of seventeenth-century voices, their work has tended to
focus more on singing treatises and contemporary accounts of singing technique than on
detailed investigation of the music sung. This study seeks to bridge the gap between vocal
performance practice research and Purcell scholarship, and 1s informed by the work of a

number of scholars from each area.

Vocal Performance Practice Scholars

In 1978, two articles on vocal performance practice appeared in Early Music. The
first, by Peter Phillips, covered sixteenth-century English choral music’ and the second,
by Anthony Ransome, centred on late Baroque vocal music® . Both these articles highlight

the central issues of vocal production, colouring and the use of vibrato. Phillips” article

' phillips, P; ‘Performance Practice in sixteenth-century English Choral Music’, Early Music 6 (1973),

195-99. |
2 Ransome, A: ‘Towards an authentic vocal style and technique in late Baroque Performance’, Early Music

6 (1978), 417-8. 1



also introduces the idea of range of vocal music as an indicator of singing style, a method
of investigation which has been used by other scholars, and which will be utilised and

developed in this study. Phillips suggests that the Tudor counter-tenor, whose range
extended as much as a third lower than Purcell’s counter-tenors at the lower end, used a
combination technique of natural and falsetto vocal production, and also suggests that
Tudor voice-types worked 1n different tessitura areas from those of modern voices, and
therefore had different characteristics of sonority. Ransome’s article suggests that vibrato
was used by Baroque singers, and also that they used a single blend over all the registers
of their voices, a theory which has been directly contradicted by later scholars.

Ellen T. Harris, also a noted Purcell scholar, has undertaken research into Baroque
vocal performance practice’, using contemporary source material as well as analysis of
changes in vocal music range over time to derive theories on the technique employed by
Baroque singers. Central to her investigation are issues of blend and vibrato, as well as
timbre, and these issues are used to draw conclusions about voice types of this period
and to make suggestions for the imitation of them in modern performance. Harris draws
attention to the importance of intonation, breathing, enunciation and expression to
Baroque singers, and suggests that rather than using a single blend throughout their
voices, they maintained a distinct tone colour for each register merely blending over the
breaks to ensure smooth passage between the registers. Harris™ extensive investigation of
vibrato reveals that artificial vibrato from the throat was used for ornamental purposes
by Baroque singers, and that women were more likely to have had ‘natural’ vibrato than
men. Harris’ research also suggests that the English counter-tenor was a falsettist and that
sopranos and trebles may have sounded alike.

Peter Giles’ 1994 study of the counter-tenor voice® charts the history and

changing techniques of this voice, gives biographical detail on counter-tenor soloists from

3 Harris, E. T.; ‘Voices’, Performance Practice: Music after 1600 (London 1989), 97-116.
* Giles, P: The History and Technique of the Counter-Tenor: A Study of the Male High Voice Family

(Cambridge 1994).




different periods, as well as examining the possible different interpretations of the
terminology applied to these voices over time. Giles’ work is the only extensive study of
this subject, although the vocal production method of the counter-tenor is a subject which
1s touched on by most scholars in this field. Giles investigates the idea of falsettist,
natural and combination counter-tenor techniques, pointing out the links between the
English counter-tenor and French haute-contre traditions as distinct from the Italian
castrato tradition, and suggests that counter-tenors may have been ‘created’ by training
boys with gradually breaking voices to maintain both their old treble and new tenor/bass
ranges.

in 1997, Denis Stevens published his study Early Music.” This book covers many
performance-related issues, but his work most pertinent to this study is that where he
uses contemporary sources to identify the qualities of pre-modern technique voices.
Stevens uses these sources to argue that vibrato was used by 1singers of this period, and
to suggest that the “universal’ qualities of sweet tone and vocal beauty are ultimately the
most admired qualities of voices in any age.

By far the most extended study on vocal performance practice was published in
1998 by John Potter.® Vocal Authority: Singing Style and Ideology not only covers in
extensive detail the question of pre-modern singing technique in areas such as vibrato,
articulation, register, accent and larynx position, but also tackles issues of authentic
performance in the modern day and how to reconcile the wish for historical accuracy with
the needs of modern performers and audiences, topics which inform this study, even if
they are not directly addressed by it. Potter points out the link between rhetorical
speaking and singing traditions in England, suggesting that pre-modern singing technique
was based on a high-larynx position, giving a vocal quality akin to untrained singers or

folk or rock singers in the present day, and suggests that this technique enabled Purcellian

s Stevens, D; Early Music (London 1997)
s Potter, J. Vocal Authority: Singing Style and [deology (Cambridge 1998)



counter-tenors to sing their parts without recourse to falsetto. Potter also suggests that

this vocal technique is largely incompatible with pitch vibrato and highlights the

importance of returning to a ‘text-orientated’ style of vocal performance.

Finally, one of the most recent publications on the subject of singing technique is

Richard Wistreich’s contribution to 7he Cambridge Companion to Singing.” This study

focuses on pre-Romantic vocal technique, in particular the use of throat articulation and
text-orientated performance and the consequent lower dynamic level of singers’ voices, as

well as the singers’ use of musical rhetoric appropriate to the performance situation.

Purcell Scholar

Since the 1960s there has been a steady stream of scholarship on Purcell covering
virtually every area. The most important scholarly edition of Purcell’s works has been
published by the Purcell Society, and there have also been two analytical catalogues of
Purcell’s works, one by Franklin B. Zimmerman published in 1963, which lists all of
Purcell’s music, and one by Michael Pilkington which covers the vocal music, published
in 1994. The Purcell Society edition provides the musical source for this study, whilst
these two catalogues provide the basis for the catalogue in this study. Several writers
have produced scholarly biographies of Purcell, including Franklin B. Zimmerman (1967),
Maureen Duffy (1994), Robert King (1994) and Jonathan Keates (1995). There have also
been several large-scale analytical and generic studies of Purcell’s work, including one on
the development of Purcell’s compositional style by Martin Adams, and two works on
Purcell’s theatre music, Robert E. Moore’s Henry Purcell and the Restoration Theatre
(London 1961) and Curtis Price’s Henry Purcell and the London Stage (Cambridge 1984).

There have been a myriad of other scholarly works covering such subjects as wordsetting,

7 Wistreich, R; ‘Reconstructing pre-Romantic Singing Technique’, The Cambridge Companion to Singing
(Cambridge 2000), 178-191.
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poetic and musical metre, tempo, Italian and French influences, the influence of John
Blow, as well as smaller generic studies of the odes and church music. There are in

addition several areas of Purcell scholarship which are particularly pertinent to this study

Purcell’s Singers

Many scholars have made passing reference to the singers for whom Purcell
composed. Both Jonathan Keates® and Robert King® in their biographies of the
composer acknowledge the influence of John Gostling. Timothy Morris® and Bruce
Wood" remark upon the influence of Mrs. Ayliff on Purcell’s court odes, Roger Savage"
has 1nvestigated contemporary accounts of Charlotte Butler’s appearance in King Arthur,
Michael Burden™ remarks upon the importance of the singers to Purcell’s compositional
style, and Curtis Price’s aforementioned study of Purcell’s stage music draws
conclusions about the talents of the stage singers and actors. In addition, many more
scholars have addressed the issue of the vocal production method used by Purcell’s
counter-tenors, an 1ssue which has occupied the vocal performance practice scholars as
well and which will be discussed in Chapter One of this study. Nevertheless, only one

pair of scholars has focussed exclusively and in detail on Purcell’s singers.

Olive Baldwin and Thelma Wilson’s extensive work on Purcell’s singers'* focuses
mainly on the biographical, covering the backgrounds, careers and repertoire of individual
singers, and discussing contemporary accounts of their singing. They do, however,

highlight the importance of considering the influence of these singers on Purcell, both in

® Keates, J. Purcell: A Biography (London 1995).
* King, R; 4 Greater Musical Genius England never had: Henry Purcell (London 1994).

' Morris, T; “Voice Ranges, Voice Types and Pitch in Purcell’s Concerted Works’, Performing the Music
of Henry Purcell (Oxford 1996), 130-142.

' Wood, B; ‘Purcell’s Odes: A Reappraisal’, The Purcell Companion (London 1995), 200-253.

12 Savage, R; ‘Calling up Genius: Purcell, Roger North and Charlotte Butler’, Performing the Music of
Henry Purcell (Oxford 1996).

3 Burden, M; ‘Purcell and his contemporaries’, 7he Purcell Companion (London 1995), 52-98.

4 Baldwin, O and Wilson, T; ‘Purcell’s Counter-Tenors’, Musical Opinion 89 (1966), 661-5; ‘Alfred
Deller, John Freeman and Mr. Pate’, Music and Letters 50 (1969), 103-10; ‘A Purcell problem solved’,
The Musical Times 122 (1981), 445; ‘Who can from Joy Refraine?: Purcell’s Birthday Song for the Duke
of Gloucester’, The Musical Times 122 (1981), 596-9; ‘Purcell’s Sopranos’, The Musical Times 123
(1982), 602-9; ‘Purcell’s Stage Singers’, Performing the Music of Henry Purcell (Oxtord 1996), 105-129.
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terms of development of his compositional style - which they do not directly discuss in

detail - and in terms of modern performance practice. The performance-practice issues

covered by these scholars include methods of training singers in the period, but do not

include details of singing techniques other than suggesting that singers did not extend the
natural ranges of their voices, or project them above ordinary speaking level. Baldwin and
Wilson also point out the extreme youth of some of Purcell’s performers and the issues
this raises for modern performance of the works. They also highlight the ‘theatricality’ of
all of Purcell’s vocal music, and the need to perform the dramatic and chamber songs with
an actor’s approach, as well as to cast Purcell’s large scale vocal works with the original
allocations of solos to singers, 1n order to highlight the differences of timbre which would
have been present in the original performance. The single 1ssue which occupies these
scholars the most however is the vocal production method of Purcell’s counter-tenors,

and their views on this subject will be discussed 1n detail in Chapter One.

Pitch Standards in Purcell’s London

In an article written for the tercentenary of Henry Purcell’s death in 19957,
Timothy Morris argued that the pitch standard in London in the late seventeenth century
was not constant, but gradually descended, so that Purcell’s later works were actually
performed at a significantly lower pitch standard than his earlier ones. After
consideration of the change in the vocal ranges of Purcell’s odes towards the end of the
1680s, Morris surmises that there was a drop from the standard pitch identified by
Praetorius at around al=425 to a semitone lower, making the actual sounding pitch of
Purcell’s late works around al=390. Andrew Parrott voices an interesting complementary
theory on pitch in an article published a year later,” suggesting that 1t was the

importation of French woodwind instruments (pitched at roughly al=410) which forced

s Morris, T; ‘Voice Ranges, Voice Types, and Pitch in Purcell’s Concerted Works’, Performing the Music
of Henry Purcell (Oxford 1996), 130-142.
16 parrott, A; ‘Performing Purcell’, The Purcell Companion (London 1995), 385-444.
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the orchestral pitch standard down during the late seventeenth century. To further

complicate this issue, it is generally accepted amongst church-music scholars that Organs
built at the Restoration to replace those destroyed during the Protectorate were in fact
pitched much higher than our modern standard, at al=450 or above, a theory which has
been backed up by the evidence of surviving instruments, such as Smith’s Durham
Cathedral organ of 1684-5, which has a pitch of al=474." In addition organ pitch
fluctuated with the temperature throughout the seasons, and the tuning process used for
organs - bending the tops of the pipes inwards or outwards - resulted in fraying damage
after time and caused all the pipes to be trimmed, raising the pitch of the instruments still
further. All this information may suggest then, that organ pitch during Purcell’s life was
probably around al=425, and orchestra pitch after this time between al=390 and al=410.

Morris’s investigation centres around the vocal ranges of Purcell’s ‘concerted
works’; the court odes, which were intended for specific festive occasions and can
therefore be dated fairly precisely, allowing one to observe the changes in pitch over the
passage of time. However, as Morris admits, the human voice 1s not a medium which
lends itself well to precise scientific calibration, and the apparent uniform ascent of
chorus ranges in Purcell’s later odes may not have anything at all to do with a descent 1n
the pitch standard, but could instead be accounted for by a lack of low basses or the
acquisition of several high sopranos. Similarly, one assumes that a change in the range of a
named solo singer over time, such as Mrs. Ayliff whom Purcell begins to give a2 after
1690, could be attributed to an improvement in technique, or simply a realisation on the
composer’s part tha<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>