
 

 
 
 
 
 

MATHILDE MARCHESI: A STUDY OF HER LIFE AND WORK IN 

VOCAL PEDAGOGY, INCLUDING HISTORICAL 

AND MODERN IMPLICATIONS 

by 

Joanna Craik 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of 

The Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and Letters 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Arts 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Florida Atlantic University 

Boca Raton, Florida 

August 2011 



MATHILDE MARCHESI: A STUDY OF HER LIFE AND WORK IN

VOCAL PEDAGOGY, INCLUDING HISTORICAL

AND MODERN IMPLICATIONS

by

Joanna Craik

This thesis was prepared under the direction of the candidate's thesis advisor, Prof. Susan
Dorchin, Instructor of Music, and has been approved by the members of her supervisory
committee. It was submitted to the facwty of the Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and
Letters and was accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Master ofArts.

SUPERVISORY COMMITTEE:

~.JO~l.{ll·
.-'Susan Dorchin, M.A.

The· dvisor

Rebecca Lautar, M.M.
Interim Chair and Professor, Department of Music

~~
Heather Coltman, D.M.A.
Interim Dean and Professor, Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and Letters

~~r~,-- ~tr II, '?PII
B~ i\Rson, Phn: Date
Dean, Graduate College

11



iii 

 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Author: Joanna Craik 
 
Title:  Mathilde Marchesi: A Study of Her Life and Work in 

Vocal Pedagogy, Including Historical  
  and Modern Implications 
 
Institution:  Florida Atlantic University 
 
Thesis Advisor:  Prof. Susan Dorchin 
 
Degree:  Master of Arts 
 
Year:  2011 

Mathilde Marchesi played a significant role in vocal education during the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Marchesi taught many of the prominent female 

vocalists of her time and published a wealth of material based on the bel canto style and 

her own vocal methods. The research presented includes an examination of musical 

influences in early years, and provides information related to Marchesi’s studies with 

Manuel Garcia II who played an important role in Mathilde’s training and future devotion 

to the bel canto style. Section II defines the Marchesi method, with analysis of her 

techniques and methodology. Information on three of her most well known students – 

Nellie Melba, Emma Eames, and her own daughter, Blanche Marchesi, is presented in 

Section III along with narrative offering insight into Marchesi’s personality and 

character. The thesis concludes with discussion of the viability and applicability of 

Marchesi’s vocal pedagogy one hundred years after her death. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Mathilde Marchesi was born Mathilde Graumann, in Frankfort-on-the-Main, 

Germany, on March 24, 1821. She moved to Vienna at age twenty-two to sing and study 

voice. She later moved to Paris where she studied under Manuel Garcia II, inventor of the 

laryngoscope, who played an important role in Mathilde’s vocal education and her future 

devotion to the bel canto style of singing. Marchesi was a performer, but is remembered 

not for her singing, but for her teaching of singers. Ms. Marchesi taught voice in Vienna 

and Cologne and by 1881established her own music school in Paris, where she taught 

many of the popular female singers of her time including Nellie Melba, Emma Eames, 

and her own daughter, Blanche Marchesi, who would also become a highly respected 

voice teacher. Mathilde Marchesi played a significant role in vocal education throughout 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and published a wealth of material based on 

the bel canto style and her own personal vocal methods. 

Her book, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing 

teacher (1898), offers personal insight into her childhood and early musical influences. 

Although this text is the only source of information on Mathilde’s early years, the fact 

that it is autobiographical allows for an accurate discussion of this period of her life. 

The Garcia family created their own legacy in music history, with Manuel II 

remembered as one of many Garcia performers and pedagogues. In-depth analysis of 

Manuel Garcia II’s methods allows for comparison between his ideology and the teaching 
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style eventually espoused by Ms. Marchesi at her music school in Paris. Books by 

Manuel Garcia II are discussed, including A Complete Treatise on the Art of Singing (Part 

I – 1841 and Part II – 1847) and Hints on Singing (1877). Part I of A Complete Treatise 

examines Garcia’s techniques for developing the voice, while Part II delves into specific 

ways to apply the principles outlined in Part I. Hints on Singing is a summary of Garcia’s 

methodology and leads to discussion on Garcia’s altered view of the middle register, 

versus that of Ms. Marchesi. 

In section II, readers will gain insight into Ms. Marchesi’s methods of teaching 

including thorough analysis of her books, Bel Canto: A Theoretical and Practical Vocal 

Method (1881) which includes Elementary and Progressive Exercises for the 

Development of the Voice and Development of the Exercises in the Form of Vocalises, 

and Ten Singing Lessons (1901). 

The influence of Ms. Marchesi on her students is examined in detail in Section III. 

Correspondence between Mathilde and three of her students, including her own daughter, 

Blanche, offers insight into Ms. Marchesi’s personality and demeanor, leading to 

conclusions regarding her success as their teacher. Nellie Melba’s Melodies and 

Memories (1926), Emma Eames’ Some Memories and Reflections (1927), and Blanche 

Marchesi’s Singer’s Pilgrimage (1923), all contain valuable anecdotal information and 

are discussed here in order to gain a clearer vision of Mathilde Marchesi’s relationship 

with these famous singers. 

History indicates that Mathilde Marchesi was a successful voice teacher in her 

time. Can voice teachers today replicate the results obtained by Mathilde Marchesi with 
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her students one hundred years ago? The research presents one answer to this question 

through an in-depth look at Mathilde Marchesi’s life and work. 
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SECTION I: MATHILDE MARCHESI 
 
EARLY YEARS (1821-1846) 

 

Figure 1. Fräulein Mathilde Graumann in her girlhood    
     
(Photograph from Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing 
teacher, 1898) 
 

 

 

 



5 

Mathilde was one of three daughters of Johann Friedrich Graumann, a wealthy 

and respected merchant in Frankfort, Germany. Her childhood was happy and rich in 

opportunities, and Mathilde was denied nothing.1 With a French governess and numerous 

private tutors to instruct her, Mathilde received instruction in music, dance, literature, and 

languages, as well as the arts of cooking, housekeeping, sewing and knitting. At a young 

age, little “Tilda”2 demonstrated intense musical interest and was selected over her two 

sisters to attend the opera with her grandmother, who frequented the opera. Although 

only a young girl she recalls trying to “grasp the thoughts of the great composers.”3 This 

would later become a tenet of both her performing and teaching careers. At the opera, 

Mathilde heard the voices of Jenny Lind and Pauline Garcia Viardot, and the music of 

Thalberg and Liszt. In Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing 

teacher (1898), she describes sitting at the opera “nearly crying my eyes out with joy.”4 

She sang constantly as a child, though her primary instrument was piano. At 

school she was honored with solos and became known for her natural musical abilities. 

At the age of fifteen, Mathilde determined to apply herself fully to music. She 

particularly enjoyed her piano lessons and the study of harmony, though she did not 

neglect her singing at any time. At parties hosted by family friends she was given the 

opportunity to perform music of Mozart, Beethoven, Haydn and Mendelssohn. After 

receiving voice lessons from several elderly, and equally tiresome, ladies in Frankfort, 

                                                           
 1. Mathilde Marchesi, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher 
(New York; London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 1898), 1-4. 
 

2. Ibid., 2. 
 

3. Ibid., 3. 
 

4. Ibid., 4. 
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Mathilde began studying voice with Felice Ronconi, brother of the well-known Italian 

baritone, Giorgio Ronconi. Believing that Ronconi demanded too much of her young 

voice, Mathilde soon became frustrated at not being able to produce the desired effect; 

her first assigned piece being the grand cavatina from Bellini’s opera, Norma. She 

stopped her voice lessons for a time, devoting her energies to the study of languages, 

particularly English and Italian. She soon discovered not only her desire to learn, but a 

yearning to share her knowledge with others. She began giving short instructional 

sessions to friends in order to educate them on the topics she so eagerly pursued herself. 

Two of these students continued with Mathilde for some time, others quit, stating that 

Mathilde was too strict an instructor.5 It was at this time that Mathilde experienced her 

first Italian opera, having journeyed to London with friends to see Il Barbiere di Siviglia 

(The Barber of Seville) by Rossini. It was a turning point for Mathilde, and it was then 

that she determined to pursue an operatic career. 

When Mathilde was seventeen, tragedy befell the family. Herr Graumann lost his 

fortune and they were left penniless.6 It was determined that Mathilde would be sent to 

Vienna to live with a wealthy aunt, the Baroness Dorothea von Ertmann, who would 

secure a position for Mathilde as a governess. With her aunt’s approval and her sister 

Charlotte’s savings, Mathilde refused the offer as governess in favor of continuing her 

musical studies. The Baroness, a well-known and respected pianist and grand supporter 

of the arts in Vienna, selected Otto Nicolai, the Conductor at the Imperial Opera House, 

as Mathilde’s voice teacher in Vienna. Though supremely knowledgeable in all aspects of 

                                                           
5. Mathilde Marchesi, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher 

(New York; London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 1898), 8. 
 
6. Ibid., 9. 
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the theatre, Nicolai was admittedly not an expert on the voice or the art of singing.7 As no 

other reputable instructor was to be found, Mathilde remained with Nicolai and used to 

her advantage the positive aspects of her connection with him. Attending performances at 

the Imperial Opera House allowed Mathilde exposure to great performers including 

Baron Schonstein, Schubert’s favorite singer, to whom he dedicated many of his songs. It 

is not surprising to learn that later in life, as a voice instructor, Mathilde would insist 

upon the attendance of her students at as many performances of professional singers as 

was possible. She considered performance attendance to be of even greater importance 

than voice lessons. 

In 1844, Mathilde was introduced to Pauline Garcia Viardot, through the 

Baroness von Ertmann. Soon after Mathilde was invited to assist in opera rehearsals at 

Pauline’s home and spent many hours turning pages for Nicolai, who served as pianist. 

As Mathilde was serenaded by the great singers of her time she soon recognized the areas 

in which her own vocal technique was lacking. After hearing Mathilde sing, Viardot 

insisted that Mathilde move to Paris to study with her brother, Manuel Garcia II, the 

already famous inventor of the laryngoscope.8 Despite Mathilde’s great desire to follow 

Mdm. Viardot’s advice, she was unable financially to make the trip. Acknowledging that 

further vocal progress was impossible in Vienna and lacking the funding to move to 

Paris, Mathilde returned to Frankfort in May of 1844. 

                                                           
7. Mathilde Marchesi, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher 

(New York; London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 1898), 14. 
 
8. James Richard Joiner, The Vocal Principles of Garcia as represented by his pupils: Battaille, 

Marchesi, and Stockhausen (Ph.D. diss., Louisiana State University and Agricultural & Mechanical 
College, 1979), 24-5. 
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Upon returning to Germany, Mathilde began teaching voice students in the hopes 

of earning the funds needed to travel to Paris to study with Garcia. In August of 1844, 

Mathilde debuted at a public amateur performance in Frankfort. The primary performers 

were two Viennese violinists, George and Joseph Hellmesberger. She recalls that only her 

initials were in the program, “M.G.,” as was the tradition for amateurs at that time.9 

Though her parents could not be persuaded to attend the concert, as they considered the 

life of an artiste still below them despite their financial losses, they rejoiced in Mathilde’s 

success. It was soon after this concert that Mathilde met Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy 

and began spending significant amounts of time with him and his family. Evenings were 

spent in their home singing trios and quartets, mainly by W.A. Mozart. Mendelssohn 

soon convinced Mathilde’s parents to allow her to perform in the three-day-long Rhenish 

Festival in Düsseldorf to be held in May of 1845. Mathilde’s sister, Charlotte, would 

accompany her. Performing an air from Mozart’s opera, Titus, the contralto part in 

Handel’s oratorio, Joshua, and the alto part in his Walpurgisnacht, the performance was 

determined a grand success.10 With reinforced public recognition of her talent, 

Mathilde’s parents now granted permission for her journey to Paris with the savings she 

had garnered from her teaching. Surprisingly, Mendelssohn did not approve of her 

making the move, insisting that in Paris, there was “no true and right feeling for art,”11 

and “everything is sacrificed for effect.”12 Mathilde persevered. In October of 1845, she 

                                                           
9. Mathilde Marchesi, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher 

(New York; London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 1898), 18. 
 
10. Ibid., 21. 
 
11. Ibid. 
 
12. Ibid., 22. 



9 

made the journey to Paris with Frankfort composer Jacques Rosenhain and his wife. The 

Garcia audition was important for young Mathilde, as her future success and longevity in 

Paris depended upon it. Numerous scales, arpeggios, and cadenzas were required of her, 

as well as advanced sight reading. According to Garcia her voice was “not strong, but 

sympathetic, and of a good compass.”13 Garcia’s acceptance of Mathilde was contingent 

upon her willingness to return to basics rather than completing her studies, thus requiring 

several more years of study. Her lessons with Garcia were subsidized by family friends in 

Frankfort, the Reis’s, who would provide for Mathilde the tutelage she deserved. She 

received a monthly allowance from the Reis’s until the completion of her studies with 

Garcia. 

  

                                                           
13. Mathilde Marchesi, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher 

(New York; London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 1898), 22-3. 
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MANUEL GARCIA II (1805-1906) 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Manuel Garcia II 
 
(Photograph from Andrea Suhm-Binder at Subito-Cantabile.de) 
 
 

The Garcia family created their own musical legacy beginning with Manuel del 

Populo Vicente Garcia I (1775-1832) who trained with Giovanni Ansani (1744-1826). 

Ansani was a student of Nicola Porpora (1686-1768), one of the earliest bel canto 

composers and teachers. Garcia I had an extensive performing career, including 

premiering the role of Count Almaviva in Il Barbiere di Siviglia in 1816, which Giacomo 

Rossini composed specifically for him. He later taught many famous singers in Seville, 

Spain, basing his instruction on the bel canto style. Among his students were his three 

children, Manuel Patricio Rodriguez Garcia II (1805-1906), Maria Felicita Malibran 

(1808-1836), and Pauline Viardot-Garcia (1821-1910), all of whom became respected 

musicians in their own right. 

 

http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://image1.findagrave.com/photos250/photos/2010/181/54314270_127797367549.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=54314270&usg=__wyPXoCDft1cg56pBtoIujh5ieuU=&h=353&w=250&sz=20&hl=en&start=4&zoom=1&tbnid=5Mut1GwpVG1wWM:&tbnh=121&tbnw=86&ei=_CnETdXwOdPTgAeVr-jKBA&prev=/search?q=manuel+garcia+II&um=1&hl=en&sa=N&rlz=1R2SUNA_enUS337&biw=979&bih=547&tbm=isch&um=1&itbs=1
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Manuel Garcia II was born on March 17, 1805, in Zafra, Spain. After developing 

his baritone voice under the instruction of his father, Garcia II made his debut as Figaro 

in Il Barbiere di Siviglia on November 29, 1825. He performed the role numerous times 

as well as filling in for his father in other roles, requiring the young Garcia to extend his 

natural baritone tessitura to the tenor range. In some instances parts were transposed to 

lower keys to accommodate his voice; however, irreparable damage was done. Garcia 

continued to study with the goal of continuing his operatic career; however, in the 

attempt to emulate the dramatic basses of his time he inflicted additional damage on his 

already weakened vocal apparatus. Unfavorable reviews caused Garcia to search for an 

alternative career. He moved to Paris to begin a teaching career alongside his father. 

Although their methods were similar, the two personalities clashed and the younger 

Garcia soon left to join the French Army. During his time abroad, Garcia was assigned to 

military hospitals where he began to study the anatomy and physiology of the human 

voice. It was during this time of service abroad that Garcia wrote the first of his theses on 

the voice, Memoire sur la voix humaine (1840). This work focuses mainly on the 

registers, the vocal timbres, and voice part classifications. This text was followed by a 

more expansive work in two parts – A Complete Treatise on the Art of Singing, Part 1 

written in 1841, and Part 2, written in 1847. Part 1 includes Garcia’s fundamental views 

and methodologies for training the singing voice to perform music of the day, initially 

addressing the emission of the voice and the functions of the vocal apparatus. Part 2 of 

the treatise assumes the reader has already mastered the techniques in Part 1, and is 

prepared to apply that methodology in accordance with the repertoire being studied. 

Chapters in Part 2 include “Articulation in Singing, The Art of Phrasing, Alterations,  
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Expression and The Various Styles.”14 At the core of Garcia’s methodology is the linear 

quality of vocal training, and one finds this progression of instruction not only in his 

publications, but throughout Marchesi’s method books as well. 

Mathilde’s tutelage under Garcia included countless scales and arpeggios, set to 

the metronome. Garcia believed that rhythmic repetition was fundamental to a singer’s 

future success and planned his instruction accordingly. In Part 2 of the treatise, Garcia 

states that, “Time, by the regularity of its progress, gives the music steadiness and 

cohesion.”15 As seen in figure 3 from Part 2 of his treatise, he presents excerpts from 

famous operas with pedagogical recommendations for training the student. In lessons, 

Garcia students were instructed to perform the given excerpt with exact rhythmic 

precision. 

In the chapter, “Articulation in Singing”, Garcia lists pieces to assist the student in 

proper syllabication. As seen in figure 4, he includes a separate list for each voice 

classification. In “A un dottor della mia sorte” for basses, Garcia indicates that students 

are to rehearse the notes and words in order to understand the elongation of the vowel 

sounds on held notes and the clarity of the consonants when singing successive sixteenth 

notes. Garcia instructed his students that in rapid groups of notes, the consonant must be 

clear and properly articulated or the communication of the text is lost. Instructors today 

could certainly make use of this list in selecting repertoire based on the concepts they 

desired to teach. When working on articulation and proper placement of the vowels and 

 

                                                           
14. Manuel Garcia II, A Complete Treatise on the Art of Singing, Part II (New York: Da Capo 

Press, 1872), xiii-xv. 
 
15. Ibid., 70. 
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Figure 3. Garcia’s excerpts from famous operas serve as examples for students 

 

consonants, Garcia’s lists could prove invaluable.16 In 1872 Garcia published a handbook 

not only for the nineteenth century, but for voice pedagogues of today as well. 

Garcia concludes Part 2 of the treatise with a statement indicating that he 

understood the enormity of his task when he set out to write the treatise, and that his goal 

was simply to present his methodology in a simplified manner for singers. Garcia left 

Paris in 1848 to accept a teaching position at the Royal Academy in London, where he 

taught voice students until 1895. 

 His teaching experience, as well as the knowledge gained in his years of duty, led 

him to the discovery that earned him the most recognition, more so than his writing and 

teaching. In 1854, while contemplating the reflection of the sun on a windowpane, Garcia 

realized that it would be possible to view his own larynx by refracting the reflections in  

 

                                                           
 16. Manuel Garcia II, A Complete Treatise on the Art of Singing Part II (New York: Da Capo 
Press, 1872), 30-1. 

I. The time must be regular when the tune includes a very

decided rhythm. Such a rhythm, we have said, is generally composed of

notes of short value. The songs of war, the outbursts of enthusiasm,

especially demand a very accented and regular time. Examples:
AlI<gro. r~~o ..

~~;:~t~iFigarO, 9;0 , ~ Ir ~ q G~
Ar I a. N . d' < {I 1OtlplUaU r<1;liaraaO neaMO ... P"O_S6

*Rossini: rr ~*
Gazza ~adra, » q p~" .
Duet. ohc.1elo ren_dim;.1 aro ben oh~gliaunfaln .....ecMA48~AiI~"
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Figure 4. One of Garcia’s lists of pieces for practice  

 

 

handheld mirrors. This realization led him to construct the first instrument that allowed 

for a full view of the larynx. The instrument consisted of one small mirror attached to a 

long wire which was held against the uvula, and a larger mirror which was used to refract 

light onto the smaller mirror. He called it the laryngoscope and it has been used 

prolifically since its invention, with its use currently required in otolaryngological 

examinations. For the first time in history, the vocal cords could be observed during 

\Ie urge th~ stuelen to pnetl,. on the pleees Inellen<ld below.

They will sollie the gru:est ellfflcultlu In syl1i1blculon. (e

Ar I<IS for b.ss:
"Amar. amor, perch" ",I pi:nlc:kI1" (Motu ilnd _rei,.) nor,vilnel.
"A un elottor elelh mla sorte." (Noees and words.)

(Bal'~:ro of S.11i 114.) Ron InI .
"LiH90.1 f.,toeun della c1ttl.' (Notes .nd words.)

(~:ro o! "~lt..) Ronlnl.
"IOU I'lnsollto .rOor•. " (Trlplen.)

(I:alim: Gi1'I i.I'l ALgO.n..) Roninl.
"51 v.d. sl spru:. Ie lIin." (Frilg:x."lt, triplets.)

(71· . ~.) Rossini.
''Voo.s De. ,onnilissu tou~MoUS i1nd word,.)

(P/ii!en.) Auber.
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"La blondln. in gondolet:•. " (Third IIIr I.t 101'1 , triplets.) Paer.
Duet for Sopnno .nd Tenor:

"10 tl Inclo, 10 tl liI"io." (Notes .1'10' word,.)
(s• ..,...~ Ha:ro:-.:ag•• ) Cl.. reu .

Duets for Sopr.no i1nd 8.,,:
"Per ph"ere .11. ,lgnon." (Notes .1'Il! word'.)
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(Thinoii MIgpi•. ) Renini.
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phonation. This led Garcia to new theories on the vocal apparatus and voice training as 

explained in his Physical Observations of the Human Voice written in 1855.  

Certain aspects of Garcia’s theology came under scrutiny at this time. In question 

was his use of the coup de glotte (attack or shock to the glottis) as a necessary vocal 

technique. Despite his efforts to defend his position, controversy continues to date 

regarding whether the error was one of incorrect terminology and lack of grammatical 

context, or a definitive deviation from traditional bel canto pedagogy. Garcia insisted his 

methods involved producing a clean start to the sound and did not infer any negative or 

forceful manipulation of the vocal apparatus. His primary goal was to produce the most 

desirable messa di voce, which he referred to as tones being “attacked piano (soft), 

swelled to forte (loud), then diminished without aspiration.”17 He reiterates the 

importance of rhythm in relating it to the coup de glotte by further explaining in Part 2 of 

the treatise that the coup de glotte is equal to a stress on either a consonant or vowel, 

depending on what the word begins with. He indicates that if the emission of sound 

begins too softly, without a coup de glotte, the rhythmic element is lost. 

To accomplish the initial emission of sound, Garcia’s breathing technique was 

based on a slow, deliberate lowering of the diaphragm and the expansion of the lungs and 

lower ribs. He was not a proponent of exclusive diaphragmatic breathing for singing, as 

he felt strongly that too much emphasis in the abdominal area would lead to negative 

results. Marchesi would later dispute this claim, insisting that her students focus all of 

their breathing intention on the diaphragm in order to gain the most natural, and quiet 

                                                           
17. Manuel Garcia II, A Complete Treatise on the Art of Singing, Part II (New York: Da Capo 

Press, 1872), xiii-xv. 
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inhalation. Garcia would often insist that his students stand with their hands crossed 

behind their backs to promote what he felt was the optimum posture for breathing when 

singing. Marchesi also applied this technique with beginning students “so that the chest 

may be free.”18 Garcia and Marchesi also agreed on the negative impact of corsets on 

their singers. Neither instructor would allow their students to wear a corset in lessons or 

performance as was the style of the time period, as they greatly inhibited the full 

expansion of the torso. Garcia presents the excerpts in figure 5 to be studied in order to 

obtain optimum breath in singing. The comma above the music indicates the use of a full 

breath, and the use of the ½ numeration indicates the half-breath. Marchesi used this 

numeration score marking as well. In A Complete Treatise Part 2 Garcia instructs 

students to be judicious in their placement of breaths as they are often not written in.19 

Ottavio’s excerpt in figure 5 from Don Giovanni allows advanced students to practice 

sustaining a long breath which not only includes tied whole notes but also melismas 

(successive notes sung on one syllable), requiring a well supported intake of breath. In 

Zerlina’s excerpt, students rehearse the ½ breath on the sixteenth and eighth rests, 

requiring the same support but quicker movement than the slow, measured breath taken 

on longer rests. 

Garcia and Marchesi were also in agreement regarding the time spent vocalizing. 

Garcia recommends in Hints on Singing (1877) that his students speak as little as 

possible. They were not to read aloud, as this put unnecessary wear on the voice. Practice 
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Figure 5. Garcia’s excerpts to be studied for optimum breath usage 

 

 
times were kept to a minimum as was vocalization in lessons. Beginners were only to 

sing in increments of four-to-five minutes, three times per day, Garcia maintaining that 

the quality of practice time was of greater importance than the quantity. As discussed in 

Section II of this thesis, Marchesi was a firm believer in group lessons; Garcia 

conversely, only taught private lessons, as was customary for the time period with class 

instruction only offered in conservatories. Garcia would therefore spend much of the 

lesson time on analysis, and very little time on vocalization. 
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In Memoire sur la voix humaine (1840), Garcia emphasizes that there are only 

two specific vocal timbres – clear and sombre, under which category other terms such as 

bright, dark, and covered, fall. Garcia states that in order to obtain the clear timbre, a 

contraction of the vocal tract is necessary as well as lowering the soft palate and raising 

the larynx. Producing the sombre timbre required elongation and enlargement of the 

vocal tract, raising the soft palate and lowering the larynx. In later publications, Garcia 

explains his position by stating that the sensation of swallowing is equal to the muscular 

positioning required for the clear timbre, and yawning produces the necessary positioning 

for the sombre timbre.20 In comparison, neither timbres nor laryngeal positioning are 

included in any of Marchesi’s publications other than a brief mention in Ten Singing 

Lessons (1901) that students keep their head and neck from any posture that might 

“interfere with the free and natural rising and falling motion of the larynx.”21 Instead, she 

urged singers to find the optimal tone quality based on the musical expression required. 

In Part 2 of The Complete Treatise, Garcia states that the female voice consists of 

only two registers, the chest and the falsetto. Marchesi argued the existence of three - the 

chest, the middle, and the falsetto. Garcia used the term falsetto to refer to the head voice. 

The middle or medium range he considered to be a lower extension of the falsetto rather 

than its own register. Many years later, in Hints on Singing, he would state there were 

three registers, namely the chest, the medium and the head voice. What caused this 

change of opinion? One can only surmise that time and experience, and perhaps the 
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influence of other pedagogues, caused him to alter his belief. There are modern vocal 

pedagogues such as Cornelius Reid (1911-2008) who believed in the two register theory 

initially espoused by Garcia. Reid maintained throughout his teaching career that the 

voice consisted of only the chest and head registers, and that depending on the vowel 

being sung and how loudly that vowel was sung, the voice would as a natural reflex, 

respond in one of these two registers.22 

Hints on Singing, written when Garcia was ninety years of age, was intended to 

defend his position on the coup de glotte, present his three register theory, and to assist 

voice teachers in identifying and remedying vocal defects. It is a summation of his 

methodology written in a question-and-answer format. He reiterates that the coup de 

glotte does not require any amount of force or unnatural movement in the musculature. 

He compares it to a soft cough – the glottis opens for the breath, and closes for the sound, 

but is void of the blast of air emitted in a cough. Other pedagogical indications in the text 

include Garcia’s mandate that singers not begin voice training until the age of sixteen for 

females, and eighteen for males. Marchesi only taught female students, being of the 

opinion that females should only study with women teachers, and likewise for men. Both 

pedagogues refrained from teaching students during adolescence, or through puberty, as 

they considered the vocal apparatus to be in such a fragile state during development that 

any intervention could potentially cause irreversible damage. Both Garcia and Marchesi 

taught students to diligently care for their voices, and insisted students learn and 

understand the parts and functions of the vocal instrument. They stressed that the 
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delicate, high notes not be overworked and that the majority of practice for beginners be 

done in the middle and lower registers to avoid overuse or vocal fatigue. 

 Garcia placed great importance on training his students in a wide variety of 

literature and worked with each to ensure when they left his studio, they did so with a 

large and varied repertoire. Garcia’s methodology, which drew excerpts from the 

standard repertoire, enhanced his student’s knowledge of vocal literature.  

Among his many illustrious students were Mathilde Marchesi, Jenny Lind, Julius 

Stockhausen, Sir Charles Santley, and Johanna Wagner (niece of the well-known 

composer, Richard Wagner). Garcia was a respected instructor, though it is said he could 

keep his students waiting for hours for lessons, and when he finally appeared, he would 

announce, “I am tired, children; will see you tomorrow.”23 Mathilde imparts their 

reaction to such incidences; “We were terribly disappointed, but this wonderfully gifted 

man’s next lesson made us soon oblivious of the previous day’s deprivation.”24  

Throughout her four years of study with Garcia, Mathilde was immersed in the art 

of the bel canto, learning the florid style of such Italian composers as Gioacchino Rossini 

(1792-1868), Vincenzo Bellini (1801-1835), and Gaetano Donizetti (1797-1848). She 

learned to sing in a linear, legato style, and to execute high notes delicately and with 

flexibility. Garcia insisted that his students observe and emulate the practice methods of 

professional singers. Mathilde attended concerts regularly and learned from the great bel 

canto singers of her time. She remained a devout proponent of the bel canto style 

throughout her life.  
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At the age of 100 Garcia continued to attend musical performances and remain 

current on developments within his field. He was a quiet, reserved gentleman who did not 

respect arrogance or egocentricity among musicians. His great interest lay in revealing 

the inner workings of the voice and teaching others how to preserve it. 

At a celebration of his 100th birthday, organized by Felix Simon, King Edward’s 

laryngologist, representatives from every laryngological society in the world assembled 

in London to honor Garcia’s work. Blanche Marchesi was present at this event and 

commemorates it in her book, Singer’s Pilgrimage. 

 
When I saw before me that old man of a hundred years who had discovered that 
method which had made my parents’ education, given them career and fame, that 
method by which he had created hundreds of careers and had given perfect 
singers to the world, that method to which I myself owed my education and my 
voice, I was so overwhelmed that not a word could I utter.25 
 

Garcia taught voice students out of his home until his death on July 1, 1906, at the age of 

101.  
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THE BEL CANTO STYLE 

The bel canto style, as taught by Manuel Garcia II, originated in the Golden Age 

of Opera, beginning in Italy in the 1600s, and later spread throughout all of Europe. Early 

Baroque opera written by Italian composers such as Giulio Caccini (1550-1618), Jacopo 

Peri (1561-1633) and Emilio de Cavalieri (1550-1602), introduced a new style of musical 

drama focused on a solo melodic line with sparse chordal accompaniment, the separation 

of recitative and aria, and exploitation of the text. By 1637, with the opening of the first 

public opera house in Venice, this new form of entertainment had bewitched the masses. 

Operatic arias included opportunities for female sopranos and castrati to showcase their 

virtuosity through improvised embellishments in the upper tessitura. In operas by G.F. 

Handel, the term coloratura emerged to describe the soprano voice with the ability to 

float above the instrumentation and maneuver with such intricacy as to emulate qualities 

of the flute or bells. By the early 1700s, operas by Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) and W.A. 

Mozart (1756-1791) required singers to again exhibit vocal acrobatics, as in the well-

known “Der Hölle Rache” in Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte (The Magic Flute). These 

ornamentations required an extreme amount of breath support, agility and fluidity in the 

performer’s voice. Although these displays of technical prowess embody what is now 

referred to as bel canto singing, the term was not yet widely used. It was not until the 

1800s, in Garcia’s time, when opera houses were a common fixture in all major European 

countries that Italian composers such as Gioacchino Rossini, Vincenzo Bellini and 

Gaetano Donizetti began to describe their compositional style as bel canto. This term 

embodied the legato lines and the flowing yet dramatic and coloristic vibrancy of the 

music, which ultimately led to “beautiful singing.” These composers considered the voice 
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to be the primary element in opera, and wrote arias such as “Una voce poco fa” from 

Rossini’s Il Barbiere di Siviglia, which placed the singer at the forefront, over the 

instruments, the staging or the plot. Though the term bel canto was not widespread until 

the middle of the nineteenth century, the bel canto style was establishing a reputation 

with composers and voice teachers that would survive for centuries. 

Mathilde Marchesi traced her vocal training back one hundred years to the time of 

Nicola Porpora (1686-1768), the original instructor of what would become the bel canto 

technique. Although Porpora did not leave a documented legacy like that of Marchesi, 

her methodology is an extension of his traditional bel canto teaching. Marchesi’s 

publications encompass a more specific range of instruction in which the underlying 

principles of the bel canto remain intact. Porpora based his instruction on kinesthetic 

sensation, instructing his students to rely on innate physical sensations rather than 

creating sound based on aural feedback. Garcia and Marchesi similarly instructed 

students on the importance of physical sensation, expanding training to include the study 

of anatomy and the physiology of the voice, thus enhancing their ability to understand the 

vocal musculature and function. 

Porpora believed that vocal mastery could not be reached in less than five to 

seven years of training and accepted pupils at a younger age than did Garcia and 

Marchesi. This parameter enabled Porpora’s students to begin their professional careers 

at approximately the same age as students of Garcia and Marchesi. Porpora’s 

instructional materials were significantly more limited than those of Garcia and Marchesi, 

as he is said to have used only one page of exercises with his students, although his 

methods were obviously successful as he produced many famous singers and vocal 
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pedagogues throughout his teaching career. Domenico Corri (1746-1825) and Isaac 

Nathan (1790-1864), along with Nicola Ansani, became well known vocal teachers after 

years of study with Porpora. Students of Porpora were trained to include more 

embellishments in their vocalises than was previously accepted, and to exhibit a high 

level of virtuosity and vocal agility.26 Porpora’s instruction involved slow and precise 

study to produce maximum flexibility throughout the singer’s range. This technique is 

also included in the vocal method of Marchesi. 

Marchesi was the product of Porpora’s innovative instruction as well as Garcia’s 

combined knowledge of nineteenth century performance practices and scientific research. 

Unfortunately, the actual page of exercises used by Porpora is no longer in publication; 

however, we do know from study of his extant vocal literature, including arias, psalms, 

and cantatas, and from the careers of his students, such as the famous castrato, Caffarelli 

(1710-1783), that he was an innovator in the ornamentation which embodies bel canto 

style. Following Marchesi’s studies with Garcia, she was able to extrapolate those 

concepts which had survived the test of time and supplement the basic principles of 

legato line and vocal mastery with her own findings, garnered throughout her forty plus 

years teaching voice students. Voice teachers today have the ability to replicate 

Marchesi’s instructional techniques, as laid out in her numerous publications. Section IV 

of this thesis will address the question of whether her bel canto based instruction is viable 

in producing quality voices today. 
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LATER YEARS (1847-1913) 

 

Figure 6. Mathilde Marchesi 
 
(Photograph from Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing 
teacher, 1898) 
 

In the spring of 1847, Manuel Garcia II broke his right arm in a horse riding 

accident and Mathilde took over the instruction of a large portion of Garcia’s students. 

Mathilde was successful in her new position and soon instructed not only Garcia students 

but others, while continuing her own studies in French, Spanish, and Italian, dancing, 

acting, harmony and piano.  

By 1849, at the insistence of friends, Mathilde journeyed to Milan. It was to be 

the worst period of her life. Theatres were closing and performance opportunities were at 
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a minimum due to the economic downturn and the revolution. Italy was struggling to 

achieve unification, and in March of 1848 the Milanese and Venetians had staged a revolt 

against the Austrian army. Mathilde was mistaken as an Austrian and was forced to hide 

from Italian soldiers. Food was scarce and she was left with nothing. Following the 

insurgence, with the assistance of German friends, Mathilde managed to return to Paris 

where she resumed her studies with Manuel Garcia II, promising her parents that she 

would acquiesce to their wishes and not pursue a theatrical and operatic life, but would 

restrict her career to recital performances and teaching.  

In March of 1849, Mathilde performed her farewell concert in Paris. With her 

sister Charlotte, Mathilde took her earnings and followed Garcia to London. The trip 

proved to be a success with numerous performance opportunities. The years spent in 

London were Mathilde’s most productive as a performer. This was the only time after 

taking over Garcia’s students during which Mathilde did not teach voice. During her time 

in London she met her future husband, the baritone Salvatore Marchesi de Castrone of 

Palermo, Italy, who had also been a student of Garcia II. After two years in London, 

Mathilde was asked to perform in Germany at the Gewandhaus concerts. In Weimar she 

met and befriended Franz Liszt who became a close and trusted colleague and would later 

accompany Mathilde on piano, as well as many of her students. Liszt was a proponent of 

the Italian school and the bel canto style of singing, and frequently called on Mathilde to 

demonstrate Rossini’s songs for his students.  

Mathilde continued her performance career after marrying Salvatore Marchesi on 

April 19, 1852. When Giacomo Meyerbeer (1791-1864) invited Salvatore to perform in 

Berlin, Mathilde accompanied her husband. By the fall of 1852, the couple returned to 
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Berlin where Mathilde stepped in and performed the role of Rosina in Il Barbiere di 

Siviglia when the prima donna was unable to perform. Following rave reviews, Mathilde 

again entertained the thought of an operatic career, “but the determined veto of my 

husband kept me from the stage then and for all time. The fates were certainly not 

propitious to a theatrical career.”27 Mathilde continued to perform in concert halls, 

achieving accolades, but never the thrill of success she so coveted in the theatre. In 1853 

the couple traveled to Florence, Italy where Mathilde met and and spent significant time 

with Giacomo Rossini. Her daughter, Theresa was born soon after this trip.  

Upon their return to Vienna, in 1854, Mathilde was offered a position to teach 

voice at the Vienna Conservatoire, and accepted. Unfortunately, the conditions at the 

conservatory were not to Mathilde’s standards. Her students appeared completely 

untrained and Mathilde did not agree with the course selections offered.28 She received a 

yearly salary of 400 florins, approximately 160 U.S. dollars. She soon established classes 

that met in her home, enabling her students to learn subjects not taught at the 

conservatory. Mathilde hired instructors to teach the courses in her home in which she 

herself was not well-versed, ensuring a well rounded musical education for her students. 

She taught at the conservatory for seven years, as did her husband Salvatore, who taught 

the courses for men.  

In 1861, following the death of Mathilde’s mother, and the subsequent deaths of 

Mathilde’s two sons Otto and Hugo, the couple departed Vienna with their daughters, 

Stella, Theresa and Clara. They returned to Paris where Rossini was able to procure a 
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position for Mathilde at the Paris Conservatory. Five days after arriving in Paris, their 

daughter, Clara, only a few months old, became ill and died. Mathilde did not take time 

to grieve, but immersed herself in her work. Once again she experienced dissatisfaction 

with the instruction being offered at the conservatory. The director of the conservatory 

did not allow any Italian singing, only French. Mathilde’s opinion is revealed in her own 

words, “I had already arrived at such excellent results by my own method, and, besides, 

the French language, with its open vowels and nasal sounds, is not only prejudicial, but in 

direct opposition, to the correct production of the voice.”29 

Soon after her arrival she left the conservatory to open a private studio at her 

home. Twelve of her former students had followed her to Paris and it was not long before 

Mathilde had numerous additional students in her studio. Mathilde and her students 

concertized in Paris, London, Cologne, Amsterdam, and Leipsig, among other cities in 

Europe. Most of the programs centered on the music of the Italian School. When her 

daughter Blanche was born in 1863, she took very little time away from teaching. It was 

also in this year that she wrote her 24 Vocal Exercises, which she dedicated to Rossini. 

It was in 1853 that Mathilde first makes mention of her “delicate health,”30 

following the birth of her first daughter, Theresa. Working tirelessly, perhaps as a 

distraction from grieving over the numerous deaths in her family, Mathilde’s health 

continued to decline. By 1865, ill and overworked, Mathilde moved the family to 

Cologne, rejecting offers from Germany, Russia and the United States. Mathilde taught 
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for three years at the Cologne Conservatory, where again, she found the curriculum to be 

lacking. Both the society in Cologne and the conditions at the conservatory were 

unsatisfactory to Mathilde and with no shortage of teaching opportunities presented to 

her, Mathilde left Cologne with only eight-year-old Stella, and returned to Vienna. 

Salvatore remained in Cologne to fulfill his teaching contract while caring for five-year-

old Blanche, who was deemed unfit to travel due to her fragile constitution. Mathilde 

arrived in Vienna to find that in her absence the conservatory had taken a turn for the 

worse but found the administration receptive to her experience and expertise. In 1869 

Mathilde suffered from an inflammation of the lungs but continued to teach at the 

conservatory. Although she experienced a brief recovery, she was struck with the ailment 

again in April of the same year. In May, the family was reunited, with Salvatore and 

Blanche making the journey to Vienna.  

Mathilde’s students kept busy performing opera scenes which not only assisted in 

propelling the students to fame, but garnered great respect for their teacher. They were 

accompanied by only the best pianists and orchestra musicians for these performances. 

Through the years, Mathilde had built up an array of renowned composers and 

conductors willing to collaborate in such a manner. Mathilde and Salvatore presented 

concerts at their home in which they performed duets in addition to showcasing their 

students. Their duets were often accompanied by Anton Rubinstein (1829-1894), and the 

concerts were well attended. This was a very busy period for Mathilde as she immersed 

herself in her teaching and in her students. If not teaching, she attended performances, 

and expected her students to attend with her. In the fall of 1869, The New Musical 

Academy at the Vienna Conservatory opened, including a class for operatic singing. This 
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was a major stepping stone in Mathilde’s vocal plan for the institution. The academy’s 

concerts were overwhelmingly successful. Mathilde was also the impetus behind the 

school channeling concert proceeds to charitable causes; namely offering scholarship to 

underprivileged students. With Mathilde immersed in her teaching, Stella and Blanche 

were sent to boarding school at Frankfort-on-the-Main. Mathilde stating that, “My artistic 

occupations, taking up all my time, did not permit of their being educated at home.”31 

In January of 1876, The Academy gave its first full opera performance of 

Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor. It was in this year that Mathilde determined to write 

her own complete vocal method. Mathilde considered the available vocalises insufficient 

in producing a well-trained singer as many pertinent exercises were missing. After 

teaching all day at the academy, instructing additional students upon returning home, and 

attending operas or concerts in the evening, Mathilde would then, between the hours of 

9:00 p.m. and 2:00 a.m., devote herself to writing her methodology. Her health continued 

to suffer, yet in March of 1877 two more entire operas were performed at the school 

featuring Mathilde’s students. In September, she began her seventeenth year at the 

conservatory. She recalls that she was not paid for her time, and that it was “self-

sacrificing work.”32 Both the President and Vice President of the academy had died, and 

Mathilde perceived herself as being too independent for the new administration.33 In 

December of 1878, Mathilde submitted her resignation to the Vienna Conservatory. 

Although her contract ended in July, due to the negative environment at the academy 
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Mathilde discontinued her teaching at the end of February. Taking twenty students with 

her, she refused offers from other conservatories and established a private voice academy 

in her home. It should be noted that Mathilde did not charge these students, being of the 

opinion that it was her obligation to complete the training she had initiated with them. In 

June, her daughter Blanche returned home to study with her mother. Blanche was now an 

accomplished violinist and was fluent in French. Mathilde soon attracted numerous 

students from across Europe and The United States. Full scale performances with no 

expense spared were performed at her academy. Costumes were rented from The 

Imperial Opera House and curtains and scenery of the highest quality were also brought 

in. It may be said that Mathilde sacrificed her health, and perhaps the health of her 

children, for the success of the school. Throughout this period Mathilde continued to 

suffer from frequent fevers although she continued to teach. Her daughter, Stella, who 

had been ailing for several years, died while in her sister Therese’s care, in November of 

1880 in Naples, Italy. Mathilde states in Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a 

famous singing teacher, “And so it was Art, the faithful companion of my life, which 

once more comforted and consoled me in my sorrow.”34 

In 1881, the diminished family left Vienna with twenty-eight of Mathilde’s 

students, and returned to Paris where Mathilde opened a private voice academy and 

called it “École Marchesi.” The curriculum was based on Mathilde’s personal vocal 

method which she had implemented at the Vienna Conservatory, including separate 

courses for those pursuing a concert hall (recital) career and those destined for the opera 

stage. The coursework included Formation of the Voice, Pronunciation, Style, Concert 
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Class, and Opera Scenes, among others. Students were offered the opportunity to work 

with guest instructors and performers as well as to present annual charity concerts. In 

December of 1881, the school presented the first of many matinee musicales, featuring 

Blanche Marchesi in her first vocal performance. Following this auspicious debut, the 

“École Marchesi” continued to present numerous performances that led to illustrious 

singing careers for Marchesi’s students. Two of Mathilde’s prize pupils, Nellie Melba 

and Emma Eames, performed in the annual concert for the Montmartre charities. Charles 

Gounod (1818-1893) directed the rehearsals and conducted at the concert, which featured 

many of his compositions.  

In November of 1890, Mathilde received a telegram stating that her daughter, 

Therese, was gravely ill. Only two hours later, another telegram arrived announcing her 

death. Only Blanche remained of the Marchesi children, and soon her musical presence 

would be known, not only in Paris but throughout Europe and the United States. 

In 1894, Mathilde made a long awaited journey to Bayreuth to hear Richard 

Wagner’s (1813-1883) opera, Die Walküre.  

 
As a musician, my admiration is great for Wagner’s bold innovations, but I 
consider that in trying to blend the three essential elements of melodrama – music, 
words, and action – he has only made them change places by giving 
predominance to the orchestra. After having heard one of his operas I am filled 
with sadness, for in following out his system, which counts numerous adepts 
among young composers, the art of singing is doomed to disappear. Formerly the 
melody and the words took first place; now it is the orchestra which does so. The 
singer, having to dominate the loud strains of the orchestra, is forced to make 
superhuman efforts, as the composer, whose one idea is symphonic effects, treats 
the voice merely as an additional wind instrument.35  
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Mathilde held strong convictions regarding Wagner’s work, and in Ten Singing Lessons, 

summarizes a conversation between herself and Wagner in 1856. 

 
Wagner had no conception of the human voice; in particular, of the delicate, I 
may say fragile, female voice. He said to me frankly that song in general was 
subordinate to his orchestra, and that in his compositions he attached to it but little 
importance. I sought to enlighten him by some explanations as to the danger of 
this principle, but his opinions were so positive that I turned the conversation in 
another direction. In music, as in politics, Wagner was a revolutionist; whether 
this has furthered the cause of music, time must show. When I read and study the 
scores of Gluck, Mozart, Weber, Beethoven, Haydn, etc., I am gladdened, 
uplifted, so to put it; when I study Wagner – I speak now from the vocal stand-
point only – depression comes over me. Wagner’s works are grand, 
overwhelming, but more symphonic than vocal.36  

 

In 1899, a celebration was held in honor of Mathilde Marchesi. The Jubilee was 

held on December 12, and in Mathilde’s words, “was the brightest day of my life, for I 

then saw by the universal expression of sympathy that the sincerity of my endeavor and 

work had full recognition.”37 The American ambassador gave an address congratulating 

Mathilde on her years of service to the arts, and Camille Saint-Saëns accompanied 

Mathilde’s students in performances of his compositions. 

From 1900-1901, Mathilde wrote articles for Harper’s Bazaar, titled, “Singing 

Lessons.” These articles were eventually published in book form. During the years 1907 

and 1908, while in her eighties, Mathilde wrote articles for other national magazines and 

newspapers, including a monthly column in The Ladies Home Journal called, “Answers 

by Mathilde Marchesi - a department devoted to the questions of vocal students.” 
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In the final chapter of Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous 

singing teacher, Marchesi writes, 

 
Before concluding this present narrative of my artistic career, I beg to be allowed 
to express a wish for the adoption, by the authorities competent to do so, of two 
important reforms relative to vocal teaching. One is the foundation in every 
conservatoire of a special class for young composers, where they may learn the 
classing and mechanism of the different female voices. This is, in my opinion, a 
want which must be met if we are to look upon singing as the principal auxiliary 
of the lyric stage. The other is the obligation on persons intending to devote 
themselves to vocal teaching of a public examination in order to obtain a diploma, 
such as is necessary in every other branch of education. A committee of 
competent men and women should be appointed for this purpose, under the 
presidency of the director of the Conservatoire.38 
 

The “École Marchesi” remained open for twenty-five years during which time 

Mathilde continued to teach and develop her vocal philosophy until her retirement in 

1908. Mathilde received two honors from the Emperor of Austria, the Golden Order of 

Merit, and The Gold Medal for Art and Science. Numerous other accolades were 

bestowed upon her from the Emperor of Germany, the King of Italy, and the Grand Duke 

of Saxe-Weimar, among others, in gratitude for her years of service. 

 

                                                           
38. Mathilde Marchesi, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher 

(New York; London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 1898), 300-1. 
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SECTION II: MARCHESI METHOD 
 
 

 

Figure 7. Classroom of the École Marchesi 
 
(Photograph from Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing 
teacher, 1898) 
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Mathilde Marchesi is the author of several books in which she explains in detail 

her vocal methodology and instructional techniques. As mentioned earlier, Ms. Marchesi 

was of the firm belief that vocal instruction should be implemented in a linear, step-by-

step progression. She became concerned through her teaching at both the Paris and 

Vienna Conservatories that her students were not trained to make the leap from scales to 

arias. Her students could easily sing all of the scales in the method books available, but 

had no written instructions to assist them in other aspects of vocal training. Upon 

attempting to sing an art song or aria, students had no background experience or solid 

technique to guide them. In her book, Elementary Progressive Exercises for the Voice – 

Opus 1, Mathilde offers 144 exercises for training the voice, meant specifically to bridge 

this gap in the student’s vocal education. It should be noted that these, and all of her 

instructional texts, are written exclusively for the female voice. Marchesi insisted that 

students be taught by an instructor of the same gender, although she states that one does 

not need to be a great singer to be a great singing teacher, as teachers should refrain from 

teaching by imitation.1 In the preface to this text, she writes that although other exercises 

are readily available to singers, her exercises offer the singer “a surer guide than any that 

has been used before.”2 She bases her teaching on two basic tenets; one - that only one 

challenge be presented and mastered at a time, and two - that these challenges be 

presented in a logical progression. Mathilde spent her life formulating these methods and 

ultimately produced Opus 1-36, each text presenting gradually more difficult material, 

                                                           
1. James Richard Joiner, The Vocal Principles of Garcia as represented by his pupils: Battaille, 

Marchesi, and Stockhausen (Ph.D. diss., Louisiana State University and Agricultural & Mechanical 
College, 1979), 131. 

 
2. Mathilde Marchesi, Elementary Progressive Exercises For the voice, Opus 1 (Milwaukee: G. 

Schirmer, 1881), preface. 
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written for the different voice parts - High, Medium and Alto. In Opus 1, Marchesi 

presents an exercise for every necessary movement of the voice, beginning with the 

emission de voix (emission of the voice). Included are exercises in portamento, extensive 

work in scales, exercises beginning with two notes and progressing up to eight notes, 

messa di voce, and arpeggios, as well as ornamentations including appoggiatura, 

mordent, gruppetto, and the highly acclaimed trill. Figures 8, 9, and 10 are exercises from 

Opus 1 for beginning students. Similar vocalises can be found in modern vocal pedagogy 

books as well as in publications by other singing teachers of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. What one will not find in books by B. Lütgen (dates unavailable), 

Giuseppe Concone (1801-1861) and Nicola Vaccai (1790-1848) is the step by step 

curriculum written specifically for voice teachers. In Lütgen’s Daily Exercises Vol. 1 

(1902) the passages are more advanced than those in beginning books by Marchesi, and 

no indication is given in regard to the concept being addressed. In books by Concone, 

rather than offering a comprehensive voice curriculum, opera melodies are used to 

instruct the student in different elements of vocal technique, in a similar manner to that of 

Garcia. Basic exercises are included, but do not offer any narrative instruction. Vaccai’s 

publications contain an abundance of narrative, to the point of obscuring the musical 

notation. He uses musical compositions and excerpts without identifying in which 

specific area of vocal training the exercise should be applied. He does not establish any 

progressive levels and uses Italian texts without any mention of the prerequisite study of 

languages. Estelle Liebling (1880-1970) offers a vocal course which initially appears 

similar to Marchesi’s; however, the accompaniments are sparser, and she is not able to 

offer her own compositions for practice as Marchesi does. In Liebling’s study of the trill, 
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she begins immediately with thirty-second notes, rather than introducing the trill at a 

slower rate as does Marchesi, ensuring measured and concise articulation. Liebling was 

in agreement with Marchesi on the three register system; however, she limits her 

exercises for blending the registers to two pages in her method book whereas Marchesi’s 

register blending consumes thirteen pages with gradual increases in rhythmic difficulty 

and tempi.3 

 

Figure 8. Exercises from Opus 1 for beginning students section 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Exercises from Opus 1 for beginning students section 2 

                                                           
 3. Estelle Liebling, The Estelle Liebling vocal course (Toronto: Chappell & Co. Ltd., 1956), 44-5. 
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Figure 10. Exercises from Opus 1 for beginning students section 3 

 

At École Marchesi, the exercises in figures 8, 9, and 10 were accompanied on 

piano by Mathilde Marchesi, and included chordal accompaniment, versus imitation of 

the vocal line, as sight singing was a prominent part of the Marchesi students’ training. 

Many voice teachers today arbitrarily select exercises for their students. With the 

availability of the Marchesi methodology, voice teachers have a well constructed guide 

that allows them to cover all aspects of vocal technique in a logical sequential 

progression that can be adapted to students at every level of mastery, from the beginner to 

the professional. 

All beginning exercises by Marchesi were to be executed on the Italian [a] vowel, 

maintaining a relaxed embouchure without over manipulation of the lips. Marchesi did 

not allow her students to sing consonants during the beginning stages of training, only 

after successful execution of the preliminary exercises were students taught the remaining 

Italian vowels, and consonants were added upon mastery of these vowels. Once the 

exercises were mastered, the student would progress to what Marchesi termed, the 
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vocalizzi, exercises in melodic form, designed to transition from basic technique to the 

melodic line of a song. Figure 11 is an example of a Marchesi vocalizzi. Numerous vocal  

 

Figure 11. Example of a Marchesi vocalizzi 

 concepts can be addressed in the vocalizzi in figure 11. These include intervallic study, 

messa di voce, and breathing; however, the modern voice teacher is cautioned not to 

extract this exercise for use without providing the student with prerequisite study of these 

concepts. Upon completing the vocalizzi, the student began studying the études, 

consisting of longer vocal works, which were more musically developed than the 

vocalizzi. Many of the études were composed by Mathilde Marchesi, such as the one in 

figure 12. 
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Figure 12. Example of an étude composed by Mathilde Marchesi 

 

In Bel Canto: A Theoretical and Practical Vocal Method, Marchesi summarizes 

her philosophy on voice instruction, 

Pupils should never be burdened with more than one difficulty at a time, and they 
should be assisted in overcoming obstacles by having them presented in a natural 
and progressive order.”4 
 
 

                                                           
4. Mathilde Marchesi, Bel Canto: A Theoretical & Practical Vocal Method (New York: Dover 

Publications, Inc., 1970), vi. 
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It is essential that the mechanism of the voice should be trained to execute all 
possible rhythmical and musical forms before passing to the aesthetical part of the 
art of singing.5 
 
After completing the study of the études students progressed to songs but spent a 

significant amount of time studying, analyzing and preparing the piece before attempting 

to sing it. She referred to this as the “analytical method” of teaching a song. Once 

students had mastered the analytical method, they would then be permitted to perform a 

complete art song or aria but only after exhibiting proper placement throughout their 

entire range, and a natural, flexible ease of tone. This could take up to three years of 

training, which was the amount of time most pupils spent with Marchesi. 

Marchesi accepted students as young as fifteen years of age, but advocated for 

training to begin at the age of eighteen or nineteen, as she believed that the vocal 

musculature was not completely formed at age fifteen and intervention could cause 

serious damage. Like her teacher Garcia, Marchesi believed that during the years of 

adolescence, between the ages of twelve and fifteen, rather than train the voice, time 

should be spent studying literature, history, harmony and languages. Students under the 

age of twelve were encouraged to learn piano and practice solfeggio although Marchesi 

instructed them to restrict their singing to the notes from middle C up to E5. Once the 

girls reached the age of twelve they were to discontinue all singing in order to preserve 

their voices for future training.  

In contrast to Garcia, who taught individual lessons, Marchesi believed solely in 

group tuition, with group numbers ranging from six to twenty students. Group instruction 

was imperative for students in order to learn from their classmate’s mistakes and to allow 
                                                           

5. Mathilde Marchesi, Bel Canto: A Theoretical & Practical Vocal Method (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc., 1970), preface. 
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them to perform for one another. This type of setting also afforded students the 

opportunity to practice part-singing and harmonization. At École Marchesi, students 

commenced their training in the beginning courses, moving then to the preparatory 

courses, during which time Marchesi would determine whether the student was better 

suited for the concert hall (recital career) or the operatic stage (theatrical career). In the 

third year, students in the concert track studied and performed art songs and oratorios, 

and students in the operatic track learned complete opera roles. Marchesi believed that 

pursuing a career in the concert hall required advanced technical training over that of an 

operatic career. In her opinion, the opera theatre offered many opportunities for 

distraction away from the voice such as sets, costumes, orchestra, chorus, and other 

soloists; whereas, the concert hall singer was overwhelmingly exposed and any 

shortcomings could be easily detected.  

In the beginning level courses, Marchesi accompanied her students on piano in 

their lessons. Upon advancing to the preparatory classes, Marchesi employed a 

professional pianist to accompany the girls in singing not only Italian, but French and 

German as well. In concert and opera courses the third year, Mathilde procured the actual 

composers of the pieces to collaborate at the piano. In the concert class, students sang 

German, French, and Italian art songs as well as solos and duets from oratorios and 

operas. In opera courses, students focused solely on operatic repertoire from classic and 

modern operas in order to prepare for theatrical careers performing in other countries.6 

                                                           
 6. Mathilde Marchesi, Ten Singing Lessons (New York and London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 
1901), 66-74. 
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In addition to the vocal track courses, the school also contained a group of 

“teaching pupils,” students who wished to follow in Marchesi’s footsteps and become 

voice instructors. These students were trained in vocal pedagogy from the master herself. 

Training at École Marchesi was rooted in the bel canto style that Marchesi had 

been taught by Garcia. Regarding the controversial coup de glotte, Marchesi defines the 

stroke of the glottis as “a natural movement of the vocal organs, and the pupil has only to 

bring under the control of the will this spontaneous action which has been developing 

since the first cry at the moment of birth.”7 As previously mentioned, Marchesi believed 

solely in diaphragmatic breathing, as other methods did not allow for the full intake of 

breath. Throughout her publications she reiterates the natural and relaxed state necessary 

for beautiful singing. She believed breathing in singing should be as calm as during sleep, 

as any premeditated maneuvering of the muscles enacted during respiration would bring 

about negative results. She did not present breathing exercises independently of singing. 

Some of her breathing techniques include quiet and slow breaths during long rests and the 

use of the mezzo respire (half-breath) during shorter rests, per the teachings of Garcia. 

The mezzo respire required a quicker and shorter breath executed with no sound or 

increased effort.  

In response to Garcia’s early belief that the female voice consists of only two 

registers, the chest and the falsetto, Marchesi states the following, “This grave error has 

also been endorsed by several imminent modern physiologists, who have persuaded 

themselves that they have established this theory, after their observations with the 

                                                           
7. Mathilde Marchesi, Bel Canto: A Theoretical and Practical Vocal Method (New York: Dover 

Publications, Inc., 1970), xii. 
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laryngoscope, but who are incapable of making comparative experiments with their own 

vocal organs.”8 Despite Garcia’s altering views on the registers, Marchesi maintained 

throughout her teaching career that the female voice consisted of three registers. In 

Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher, Marchesi writes, 

“In order to form the female voice, which contains three registers in its compass, it is 

necessary that the teacher should have a thorough knowledge of physiology and 

acoustics, enabling him to fix the limits of each individual register and bind them 

together.”9 Marchesi believed that through the assistance of the teacher and the patience 

of the student the three registers could be easily blended. In order to do so Marchesi 

instructed students to close or darken the last two notes of the preceding register when 

ascending and open them when descending. This may be confusing to students and some 

voice teachers today as the wording makes the directions somewhat arbitrary. How does 

one darken and open the notes? Based on Marchesi’s philosophy, to open or darken 

inferred an aesthetic interpretation of the sound. When moving between registers 

Marchesi indicated that students were to “sing the last note of the chest register as softly 

as possible, so that the transition to the middle register would be imperceptible, and do 

likewise in respect to the transition from the middle to the head register.”10 In this way 

the darkening in ascending transitions and the opening in descending transitions was 

achieved through a dynamic change in the last note of each register. 

                                                           
8. Mathilde Marchesi, Bel Canto: A Theoretical and Practical Vocal Method (New York: Dover 

Publications, Inc., 1970), xiv. 
 
 9. Mathilde Marchesi, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher 
(New York; London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 1898), 180. 
 

10. Mathilde Marchesi, Ten Singing Lessons (New York and London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 
1901), 90. 



46 

In figure 13 - exercises for blending the registers, the student is receiving aural training to 

recognize the chromatic third, but in executing the drill the student is required to sing 

each pitch in the chromatic scale ascending and descending in order to produce the 

correct tones in the interval of the third. In the Marchesi progression the chromatic scales 

have already been introduced and mastered, ensuring that the student is capable of 

producing the pitches necessary. The practice of sixteenth notes also takes place prior to 

the blending exercise.  

Marchesi taught that the middle register was to begin on F4 (above middle C), 

with the head voice commencing on F-sharp4 above middle C. Voice teachers today may 

disagree with Marchesi, many believing that the register change is individual in each 

female student, and should not be applied uniformly. In this case, the exercises in figure 

13 can still be used with the pitch of the register change altered accordingly. In regard to 

mouth positioning, Marchesi insisted that when passing from one register to another, no 

change was necessary, maintaining that singing was based upon internal mechanisms 

rather than external. In the tradition of her teacher Garcia, Marchesi insisted that in order 

to understand these internal mechanisms students must study the anatomical structures of 

the voice and their functions. For this purpose she kept a model of the larynx and vocal 

musculature in her studio. 

In 1901, Marchesi wrote Ten Singing Lessons, a narrative wherein Marchesi 

discusses her teaching philosophy and presents dialogues between student and teacher 

taken from actual lessons. In this document she reiterates to her students the 
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Figure 13. Exercises for blending registers as noted by Marchesi 
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importance of attending professional performances. She recalls spending her meager 

salary in the early years of her teaching to procure a box seat in order to “gaze upon the 

stars that shone in the lyric firmament.”11  

The text delves further into Marchesi’s actual lesson instruction. In the Fifth 

Lesson she instructs a student not to practice at home out of concern that the student may 

not yet have a clear understanding of her methods. 

 
During the first month do not practice at home, so that I may keep watch of your 
breathing, your attack, and your passage from register to register; it is impossible 
that, in a single lesson, you should comprehend the method, and through 
misdirected study you might undo all I have taught you. Remain here, however, 
and follow the instructions imparted to other pupils; you will learn much, and 
what is strange to-day will become familiar, by listening, to-morrow.12 
 

More advanced students were instructed to sing only one hour per day in increments of 

fifteen minutes, four times throughout the day. 

 Marchesi’s publications are divided into Opus 1-36. Of these, only five remain in 

publication today. The techniques inspired and taught by Mathilde Marchesi have indeed 

re-emerged in the twenty-first century. After significant changes wrought by composers 

of grand opera, the basic tenets of bel canto have resurfaced and Marchesi’s extant 

publications are again at the forefront of vocal instruction in modern studios. Clearly, her 

methods were successful with students in the nineteenth century as seen through the 

career highlights of her most famous students presented in Section III of this thesis.  

 

                                                           
11. Mathilde Marchesi, Ten Singing Lessons (New York and London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 

1901), 18. 
 

12. Ibid., 91. 
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COLLECTED NARRATIVES 
 

Marchesi was a writer, as well as a performer and teacher, leaving a well recorded 

history of her life and work. The following are quotes from Marchesi herself, 

summarizing her philosophy of vocal instruction. 

 
Dramatic, as well as florid, singing requires careful training. A singer, therefore, 
who thoroughly understands how to take her breath, whose voice is perfectly even 
throughout all the registers, in whom the flexibility of the larynx, the elasticity of 
the glottis, and the vocal cords are so well developed that she is able to produce 
the different colorings of the voice with the alternating gradations of dramatic 
expression – this singer can, I maintain, do justice to the demands made upon her 
by the modern school without effort or fear of losing her voice, provided the 
music be not written contrary to the physiological laws by which the human voice 
is bound, as unfortunately very often happens in our day.13 
 
The majority of my successful pupils studied for three years, only very few 
remaining but two. What pupil is allowed to study for three years in these days, 
when everybody is impatient to get money and fame? In one year, often in only a 
few months, all this has to be attained, without even having gone through the most 
elementary preliminaries!14 
 
Though technique must undoubtedly be the foundation of every school, and florid 
singers, in particular, should pay special attention to technique, in no case should 
expression be disregarded or sacrificed to it.15 
 
Art is now looked upon as a business which should give quick returns. But to 
become an exceptionally good singer much time and study are required. The lack 
of great singers at the present day is due not only to the ignorance and want of 
energy on the part of the teacher, but also to the feverish impatience of the pupils 
and their parents.16 

 

                                                           
13. Mathilde Marchesi, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher 

(New York; London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 1898), 181. 
 
14. Ibid., 141. 
 
15. Ibid., 47. 
 
16. Ibid., 248. 
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SECTION III: SELECT STUDENTS OF MATHILDE MARCHESI 
 
NELLIE MELBA (1861-1931) 

 
Figure 14. Mathilde Marchesi and Nellie Melba 
 
(Photograph from Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing 
teacher, 1898) 
 

Nellie Melba was born Helen Porter Mitchell on May 19, 1861, in Melbourne, 

Australia. Her parents were of Scottish descent and were both musically talented. Her 

mother played piano, harp and organ, and was an amateur artist. Her father, David 

Mitchell, of Forfarshire, was an entrepreneur and farmer who played violin and sang bass 
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in the Catholic Church choir for many years. As a young child Helen showed great 

aptitude for music and became quite skilled at the piano and organ. She also learned to 

play the violin and was a talented painter. Her first performance was at the age of six 

when she accompanied herself on the piano and sang “Comin’ thro’ the Rye” at a school 

concert. Though she performed profusely at casual family gatherings she secretly yearned 

to perform onstage.1 She is said to have been quite a mischievous child and was highly 

critical of others’ musical performances.2 Hoping to encourage Helen’s musical interests, 

her aunt arranged lessons with a vocal coach, Pietro Cecchi, a retired Italian singer. When 

Helen was sixteen, her mother died. Soon after, Helen married Mr. Charles Armstrong, 

an Irish immigrant. In 1884, Helen made her professional vocal debut and as a result of 

its success her Australian reputation grew.  

Among Helen’s admirers was the wife of the Austrian Counsel at Melbourne, 

Madame Elise Pintchoff, also a former student of Mathilde Marchesi. In 1886, though 

now the mother of two-month-old son, George, Helen determined to leave Australia and 

attempt a singing career in England. 

 Her first performance abroad was at Old Prince’s Hall where she sang under her 

married name of Helen Porter Armstrong. The performance is said to have been 

“ordinary, not extraordinary.”3 She was able to procure few engagements in England, and 

those that she did, were not well received. With an introduction letter from Madame 
                                                           

1.Nellie Melba, Melodies and Memories, ed. John Cargher (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1980), 
246. 

 
2.Agnes G. Murphy, Melba: a biography. With chapters by Madame Melba on the selection of 

music as a profession and on the science of singing (New York: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1909), 4. 
 

3.Herman Klein, “Melba: An Appreciation,” The Musical Times, April 1, 1931, 305-8. 
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Pintchoff, Helen moved to Paris and appealed to the now well-established vocal 

instructor, Mathilde Marchesi. In an interview with Mabel Wagnalls, Melba recalls her 

audition with Marchesi,“It seemed to me that my voice was in poor condition and I 

almost dreaded her verdict. My apprehensions were without reason, however, for the dear 

woman took both my hands in hers and told me that someday I would be her greatest 

pupil if only I would work and persevere.”4  

Marchesi recalls that after Helen’s audition, she went to the door and called out, 

“Salvatore, Salvatore! At last I have found a star.”5 As the preparatory classes were full, 

Helen was placed in opera classes foregoing the usual prerequisites. Studying eight hours 

per day, Helen proved worthy of her advanced placement and exemplified hard work and 

determination. She was a quick study for Marchesi and soon after beginning her studies 

she performed at a matinee musicale in the Marchesi home. She sang the “Mad Scene” 

from Ambroise Thomas’ Hamlet, and the waltz from Charles Gounod’s Mireille, on 

December 30, 1886. She was said to have made a “complete transformation” from the 

singer she was prior to working with Marchesi.6 Directors from the Theatre Royal de la 

Monnaie in Paris immediately offered Helen a two-year engagement to begin as soon as 

she had completed her studies with Marchesi. Marchesi suggested creating a stage name 

and Helen selected Nellie Melba, derived from the singer’s hometown of Melbourne, 

Australia. Nellie said that she used her voice very little during her lessons with Marchesi, 

                                                           
4. Mabel Wagnalls, Stars of the Opera: A description of operas and a series of personal 

interviews with Marcella Sembrich, Emma Eames, Emma Calve, Lillian Nordica, Lilli Lehmann, Geraldine 
Farrar & Nellie Melba (New York & London: Funk & Wagnalls Company, 1907), 309-10. 

 
5. Agnes G. Murphy, Melba: a biography. With chapters by Madame Melba on the selection of 

music as a profession and on the science of singing (New York: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1909), 23. 
 

6. Herman Klein, “Melba: An Appreciation,” The Musical Times, April 1, 1931, 305. 
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but used her brain a lot through the study of technique and theory. At times she would 

burst into tears during her lessons as she considered Marchesi’s manner too abrupt and 

strict. During one of these instances, Marchesi replied, “Nellie, Nellie! You know I love 

you. If I bother you, it is because I know you will be great. Come back and sing as I 

wish.”7 On March 21, 1887, Nellie performed at the annual concert for the Association 

des Artistes Musiciens. It was her first public appearance in Paris. Emma Eames, a fellow 

student of Marchesi also performed at this concert and both women were well received. 

Upon completing her studies, Nellie wrote the following in a letter to her teacher,  

 
Words cannot express the deep gratitude and love I feel for you, my darling 
madame, but I trust that the career which your grand teaching and loving guidance 
has opened for me, may reflect honor on you and your school. At least, this shall 
always be my first thought.  – Ever your loving and grateful pupil, Nellie –
Armstrong-Melba8 
 

After studying with Marchesi less than a year, Nellie made her operatic debut on 

October 13, 1887 in Brussels with her teacher, Mathilde Marchesi, in the audience. Her 

performance as Gilda in Verdi’s Rigoletto was well received, and led to many more 

performances, leading to a long and illustrious career. In 1888, Nellie performed the role 

of Lucia in Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor at Covent Garden in London, England. 

Although history indicates that the audience was extremely enthusiastic author, Herman 

Klein, wrote in The Musical Times, that the audience was more polite and “friendly” than 

                                                           
7. Agnes G. Murphy, Melba: a biography. With chapters by Madame Melba on the selection of 

music as a profession and on the science of singing (New York: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1909), 25. 
 

8. Mathilde Marchesi, Marchesi and music: passages from the life of a famous singing teacher 
(New York; London: Harper & Bros. Publishers, 1898), 260. 
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enthusiastic.9 It was not until the third act that the quality of Nellie’s voice began to sway 

her audience. She had an unusually pure and sweet sound, a “bird-like”10 high register. It 

was bright and clear, and the word silvery is often used to describe Nellie’s tone quality. 

Critics have said of the Lucia performance, she had “an inability to express in her singing 

all she felt which prevented her from achieving in effect that which she intended as an 

artist.”11 By 1889, Klein wrote that there was a “marked improvement in singing and 

acting.”12  

Despite mixed reviews, Nellie continued to procure engagements, often with the 

assistance of Marchesi, including starring as Richard Strauss’s Ophelia at the Paris Opera 

in May of 1889. Later that year, Nellie performed the role of Juliette in Gounod’s Roméo 

et Juliette. The only negative criticism of that performance was her French, a language 

issue that would plague Nellie throughout her career, otherwise, she “sang the part to 

perfection.” 13 She studied the part of Juliette with Gounod himself, and sang opposite the 

Polish tenor, Jean de Reszke. Reszke is credited with supplementing Marchesi’s 

instruction of Nellie, particularly in regard to her breathing technique which was said to 

be lacking in early performances. Her trills were soon regarded as something not to be 

missed and the ease with which she sang in her high register was envied by many female 
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singers of the time.14 Her scales were said to be seamless and her placement miraculous. 

She had an ease of emission with a perfect legato. Marchesi said of her prized pupil, 

 
She is today without a rival on the operatic stage. As a vocalist she more 
resembles a bird than a human creature, and it is impossible to conceive anything 
more musical or more flexible than her marvelous voice, which is always as clear 
as a silver bell. I am only repeating what the critics of every country have written 
when I say that unquestionably, as regards taste, style and vocalization, this pupil 
of mine is superior to any living singer.15 
 

Mathilde thought highly enough of Nellie to request that she write the preface to her 

book, 10 Singing Lessons, which was published in 1901. In the four page long preface, 

Nellie expounds on the virtues of her teacher in flattering verbiage. 

Nellie soon traveled to America to perform at the New York Metropolitan Opera, 

performing what would become her most famous role, that of Mimi in Giacomo Puccini’s 

La Bohéme. Again she had the good fortune to have studied the role with the composer, 

and her interpretation was an audience favorite. The critic H.E. Krehbiel wrote the 

following in regard to her American debut, “Though she had been singing opera only five 

years, she had reached the zenith of her powers. Her voice was charmingly fresh, and 

exquisitely beautiful.”16 

During the years 1893-1910, she performed in New York, Chicago, and at La 

Scala in Milan, Italy. Though her career required her to travel abroad she considered 

Covent Garden her performing home. By this time she had reached the pinnacle of her 
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performing career and knew which roles suited her and which to perform repeatedly. She 

was a confident singer who did not avoid operas with high ranges, as others did. In 

Covent Garden, neither her performance as Rosina in Il Barbiere di Siviglia, nor her 

Violetta in La Traviata, was well received, but the parts of Mimi (La Bohéme), Gilda 

(Rigoletto), Lucia (Lucia di Lammermoor), and Marguerite (Faust), were audience 

favorites. The critic, W.J. Henderson said of Nellie, “… from B flat below the clef to 

High F….the scale was beautifully equalized throughout and there was not the smallest 

change in the quality from bottom to top.”17 Agnes Murphy, who has written a biography 

of Nellie Melba, has said she had: 

 
One of those clear, silvery, placid voices that flow without the slightest effort and 
never deviate a hairs-breadth[sic]from the middle of the note. Her phrasing might 
be awkward at times, but it was not lacking in intelligence. She could accompany 
herself and was evidently a fair musician, as singers go – indeed she had been that 
long before she left home. Nature had endowed her with something else, namely, 
a resolute and determined disposition, the will to succeed in whatever she 
attempted that was to be her watchword all through life.18 
 

 
Nellie spent many years teaching voice students in Coldstream, Australia, and in 

1918 established a singing school at The Melbourne Conservatorium of Music in 

Richmond. It is known today as the Melba Memorial Conservatory of Music. Nellie 

published many works in her lifetime including instructional vocalises similar to those 

published by her teacher, Mathilde Marchesi. She sums up her performing technique in 

the opening from The Melba Method (1926).  
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It is easy to sing well, and very difficult to sing badly! How many students are 
really prepared to accept that statement? Few, if any. They smile, and say: ‘It may 
be easy for you, but not for me.’ And they seem to think that there the matter 
ends. But if they only knew it, on their understanding and acceptance of that 
axiom depends half their success. Let me say the same in other words: ‘In order to 
sing well, it is necessary to sing easily.19 
 

Included in The Melba Method are “My Daily Exercises,” which are covered in three 

pages of text and are summarized by Melba as “Perseverance, patience and concentration, 

without which no practice should take place.”20  

Throughout her career Melba often credited her teacher, Mathilde Marchesi, with 

contributing significantly to her success. According to Melba, Marchesi taught her ten 

operatic roles in less than a year.21 In addition to performing, Melba spent a considerable 

amount of time instructing voice students. The following quotes in Melba: a biography 

with chapters by Madame Melba on the selection of music as a profession & on the 

science of singing (1909), demonstrate that Melba’s instructional techniques closely 

mirrored those of her famous teacher. Marchesi often remarked that the vocal profession 

was overrun with unqualified instructors and this sentiment seems to have resonated with 

her student, Nellie Melba. 
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What should be a learned profession is recklessly overcrowded by ignorant 
exponents, who are inconceivably accepted even by those who would vehemently 
resent any semblance of charlatanism in any other serious calling. The unqualified 
performer is the natural result of the unqualified teacher…22 
 
It is my practice to hear as many young singers as possible in the different cities I 
visit, also in London, the city of my home, and everywhere I am grieved by the 
injury I see done through ignorant tuition, for in the vast majority of cases I find 
methods in vogue which are entirely at variance with the health of the delicate 
vocal cords.23 
 
…Students should remember that a good general knowledge of music does not 
imply a knowledge of voice production based on scientific principles, and until 
they come to look for that scientific basis in their teachers, nondescript singers 
will continue to be crowded on patient, perhaps culpable, public. Physiological 
principles are the necessary groundwork of correct vocalization.24 
 
During the development of the average voice, scales, solfeggios, and vocalization 
over its entire range are absolutely essential to its proper growth; but once the 
period of vocal maturity is reached, I am sure all students who sing in public will 
be wise to reserve their voices as much as possible in private.25 
 
No opportunity should be missed of hearing and seeing famous singers and actors 
in their most important roles.26 

 
No student should be content to proceed without gaining a reasonable knowledge 
of the anatomy of the throat and the sensitive and complicated physical 
mechanism that produce the singing voice. For myself, I at one time became so 
completely absorbed in this study that I could practically neither think nor speak 
of anything else. An understanding of the delicate functions of voice mechanism 
is a rational and logical plea for perfection in singing and was always embodied in 
the methods of the old Italian masters, whose general accuracy has been reduced 
to much surer science by some of their present day followers. Those who know 
the structure of the larynx and the muscular mechanism of the parts called into 
action by the production of the voice will find themselves in possession of 
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knowledge essential to correct attack. The application of the air-blast to the vocal 
cords should be a detail of exact science, not a haphazard circumstance.27 
 
Great success in singing is impossible to the vocalist who does not thoroughly 
understand breathing, attack, the use of the registers, the structure and functions 
of the parts above the voice box, and the relation of chest expansion to the 
production of tone. As I have so often said, a beautiful voice is only the basis of 
vocal progress, in the perfection of which correct breathing is the greatest 
technical essential.28 
 
I am constantly studying some new role, whether I expect to sing it or not. If one 
does not learn new parts her art is sure to stagnate, and progress is the surest way 
to success in music. I think I would rather not sing at all than always sing the 
same. Each time I try to do better than before, and in this way my work is made 
interesting.29 

 
All these countries possess great teachers of singing, but I personally consider 
Madame Mathilde Marchesi, of Paris, the greatest of them all. I repeat my oft-
expressed opinion that she is a marvel of scientific method, a most remarkable 
personality for whose place no city of the world has yet revealed a probable 
successor. Through the elder Garcia, who developed his method from the tenets of 
the earlier great Italian masters, Mathilde Marchesi conceived the spirit of her 
own principle of tuition, which may be roughly indicated in a few words: ‘Change 
to the middle notes on F. Begin the head notes on F sharp. Once on the head 
notes, always practice pianissimo.’ I carry my chest register up to F and change 
on F sharp, which is half a tone beyond the usual limit.30  

 

In 1918, Melba was appointed Dame Commander of the British Empire for her 

charity work during and after World War I. By 1927 she was elevated to Dame Grand 

Cross of the British Empire. A marble bust of Melba resides in the foyer of the Royal 

Opera House at Covent Garden and the Australian hundred dollar bill features her image. 
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She wrote Melodies and Memories in 1926, the same year that she gave her final 

performance as Mimi on June 8 at Covent Garden at the age of sixty five. She cried 

during her farewell speech. It was the end of a well earned career.  

In 1927, on a trip to Egypt, Melba became ill with a fever, the effects of which 

lingered for several months. Some sources indicate that this contributed to Melba’s death 

of septicemia. Others blame a blood infection contracted through a cosmetic facial 

procedure performed five months prior to her death. Nellie Melba died on February 23, 

1931 in Sydney, Australia. She was the first Australian to have her face on the cover of 

Time Magazine in April of 1927. Peach Melba and Melba toast are named after her 

though her famous trills, regarded as one of the wonders of the vocal world, and her 

silvery sound better remind us of the miraculous Nellie Melba. 
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EMMA EAMES (1865-1952) 

 
Figure 15. Emma Eames 
 
(Photograph from Some Memories and Reflections, 1927) 
 
 

“It is seldom that a foreigner who has studied in a private school passes directly to 

the stage of the Grand Opera in Paris.”31 Mathilde Marchesi spoke these words in 

reference to her former student, Emma Eames. Emma Hayden Eames, pronounced 

“Aimes,” was born on August 13, 1865, in Shanghai, China. Her parents were both 

American though her father’s career as an international lawyer required the family to 

travel abroad. Emma’s mother, who played piano and sang with an amateur orchestra, 

was her first music teacher and encouraged Emma’s musical interests stating, “the child 
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not only had talent, but she knew how to work.”32 In her book, Some Memories and 

Reflections (1927), Emma recalls that she had a Puritan upbringing, and was taught to 

model her behavior after biblical figures, in particular, Ecclesiastes. Her creed became, 

“Whatsoever they hand findeth to do, do it with all thy might.”33 This steadfastness of 

purpose would certainly pay off for Eames in her future vocal career.  

Leaving China in 1870, the family returned to Portland, Maine, the birthplace of 

Emma’s mother. At the age of eleven, Emma was sent to live with her grandparents in 

Bath, Maine, where Emma’s grandmother greatly influenced young Emma in regard to 

her character and conduct. Emma was given piano and voice lessons as a child by an 

aunt, who also taught her harmony and transposition. Emma’s mother was made aware of 

her daughter’s promising vocal ability and Emma then travelled to her mother’s home in 

Portland once a week for vocal lessons.  

In 1882 Emma began studying voice with Clara Munger, a well known 

pedagogue in the New England area who had studied with the Italian baritone, Enrico 

Delle Sedie.34 Emma proved her mother right, and worked hard at her studies. Singing 

mainly in churches, Eames soon determined to try her talents elsewhere. She had already 

made an impression in her first brief opera performance as Marguerite in Faust, 

performing only one act, the garden scene. It was the conductor of the Boston Symphony 

Orchestra, Mr. Wilhelm Gericke, who suggested to Eames that she study in Paris with 

Mathilde Marchesi. In June of 1886, with an insignificant amount of money, Eames 
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journeyed to Paris, where she immediately auditioned for Marchesi. She was accepted 

and began her studies in the fall of 1886. Eames referred to Marchesi as “the Prussian 

drill master”35 and recalls that the Marchesi School was one of strict discipline, order and 

organization. She describes her teacher as follows, “She herself, at her piano by nine in 

the morning every week day, was always perfectly and rather richly dressed and with 

never a hair out of place.”36 

Eames indicates in her memoires that although her fundamental training with 

Marchesi was essential, she did not feel that she had gained the concrete vocal technique 

which she would later attain for herself. She further states that she did not feel Marchesi 

had a clear understanding of the scope of her talent.  

Emma made her operatic debut on March 13, 1889 as Gounod’s Juliet in Roméo 

et Juliette, opposite Jean de Reszke, the tenor whom Nellie Melba had performed with to 

high acclaim. In her audition, Eames sang several airs from the opera, following which, 

Gounod commented, “Here is my Juliet!”37 Gounod himself taught Eames the role, as 

well as the role of Marguerite in Faust. In her autobiography Eames recalls of her debut, 

“It was a curious experience to go to the opera a nobody, and find oneself the next day 

the talk of two continents.”38 Upon completing her studies with Marchesi, Eames penned 

the following letter,  
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My Dearest Teacher and Friend, - I want to tell you here, on leaving you, how 
much I owe to you, not only for what you have made of my voice and talent, but 
for your sweet and motherly counsel in every way. You have taught me not only 
to deeply love you, but to have perfect faith always in your unerring judgement 
[sic]. What I am you have made me. - Your loving and devoted pupil, Emma 
Hayden Eames39 

 

Eames praised Marchesi’s teaching for only a brief period of time following her 

operatic debut. She then credited another vocal pedagogue, Mme.de Picciotto, for 

simplifying her technique. Eames turned to De Picciotto when she sensed that her singing 

was no longer effortless. De Picciotto was reputable for her highly trained ear and ability 

to diagnose the slightest imperfection in vocal emission. De Picciotto felt that Eames 

placed too much emphasis and effort in her middle range, and was therefore shortening 

the low and high registers of her voice. In contrast, Marchesi students spent significant 

time vocalizing in the middle register to avoid vocal fatigue in the outer ranges. Eames 

claimed that after two weeks of study with De Picciotto she had endless breath support, 

as well as a newly discovered ease and depth allowing her to undertake heavier roles, 

heretofore avoided.  

Marchesi became aware of Eames’ disloyalty and wrote her a letter in 1890. 

Eames summarizes the contents of this letter in her book, Some Memories and Reflections 

(1927). “Since I had been utterly disloyal to her she never wished to see me again, nor 

did she care to listen to any defence [sic] that I might be ready to make with the idea of 

appeasing her.”40 
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When the contract for Juliet had been signed and the Eames family relocated to 

Paris for Emma to take the position as first soprano of the Paris Grand Opera, Mathilde 

provided the family with furnishings for the flat. In Blanche Marchesi’s words, “There 

surely was no one more happy in Paris than Emma Eames, unless it was my mother.”41 

Following Eames’ debut, Mathilde visited her dressing room to offer congratulations; at 

which time Eames expounded on the instruction she had received from her colleagues 

and directors prior to the performance, rather than thanking her teacher. To Blanche 

Marchesi, this solidified Eames’ betrayal.42 

For most of her career, Eames was labeled as cold and aloof onstage. George 

Bernard Shaw, music critic and playwright, is blamed for marring Eames’ reputation in a 

critique of her 1891 role as Marguerite in Faust. He stated, “As an actress, Miss Eames is 

intelligent, lady-like, and somewhat cold and colorless.” 43 Curiously, in an earlier 

critique of Eames as Charlotte in Massenet’s Werther, Shaw had complimented Eames, 

stating that her middle range was “splendid,”44 and crediting it with providing Eames the 

force necessary to fill the large theatre without effort. Another critic, Harold Bruder, 

writes, “I believe the dark, spacious quality in Eames’s singing, in addition to the natural 

reserve in her acting that so disturbed Shaw, created a distance that lent grandeur to her 
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performances, but at the cost of intimate appeal.”45 The following are critiques of her 

early recordings. Eames was not fond of these recordings though they were well received.  

“There was a roundness that extends right to the high A’s and B’s where others thin out 

and become piercing, a flexibility and assurance probably finer than any lyric-dramatic 

soprano since her time.”46 “A cold artist, the description that has always dogged her 

reputation though it fits the records hardly at all. The records are, on the contrary, full of 

feeling.”47 

In a radio interview in New York City, Eames describes her recording experience. 

To a sensitive person the conditions were unnerving. We had to sing carefully into 
the very center of a horn to the accompaniment of an orchestra which invariably 
sounded out of tune, owing to the fact that metal horns were substituted for the 
wooden sounding-boxes of the violins. In the case of a brilliant and vibrant voice 
like mine, as one approached the climax, or high note, the climax was turned into 
an anti-climax for fear of a blast, so-called; one was gently drawn back from the 
horn, so that instead of a ringing high note one sounded as though one had 
suddenly retired into the next room. The process enervated me, as I felt that with 
even the most satisfying results my voice would be diminished and deformed and 
the cross-vibrations eliminated completely.48 

 
Eames’s reputation as a stiff actress may stem from elocution training while 

studying with Marchesi. Eames recalls that Marchesi instructed her students not to make 

any gestures while singing except between phrases, to avoid any change in the tone. 

Eames as a rule used very few gestures in operatic performances on stage. “I always felt 

it was better to stand perfectly still than to make any movement that might blur the 
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meaning. The windmill variety of acting never appealed to me.”49 In preparing for 

Mascagni’s Iris, Eames documented that, “The role was permitted hardly any gestures, 

every effort being by the attitude of the body, and every emotion conveyed by the voice 

and its inflections.”50 “Thought, clearly directed, has greater power of moving an 

audience than any theatricality of gesture.”51 These comments may explain why some 

critics found Eames’ acting to be cold and rigid, though certainly her sound did not 

deserve, nor receive, the same harsh judgment.  

Eames spent a significant amount of time searching for the answers to what she 

considered flaws in her technique and elocution. Had she deferred to the “unerring 

judgement”52 of her primary instructor perhaps Miss Eames critics would have found her 

less wanting; of this we will never be sure. 

Eames remained at the Paris Grand Opera for two years during which time she is 

said to have disliked Nellie Melba and rumor persists that she left the Paris Opera due to 

conflicts between the two divas. Blanche Marchesi, in her book, Singer’s Pilgrimage 

(1923), relates that Eames was jealous of Melba while both were studying at the 

Marchesi school and throughout their careers. In regard to Eames’ voice and her training 

with Mathilde Marchesi, Blanche Marchesi includes that, “When she came her voice was 

indifferent and not in good order. She had a rather serious fault, which came from having 
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forced the high notes, and would have ended in a complete loss of her vocal organ had 

not my mother rescued it.”53  

In addition to disputes with Melba, disagreement existed between Eames and the 

Paris Opera management. Eames worked under the supervision of Giulio Gatti-Casazza 

and the musical direction of Arturo Toscanini. Eames was forty-five years of age, quite 

wealthy, and opinionated. She felt that the Italian management treated the singers like 

“dogs”54 with the performers merely acting as “pawns in the operatic game.”55 She 

related that “[Toscanini] is a stone wall of resistance to any personality but his own.”56 

In 1891 Eames made her Covent Garden and New York Met debuts. In her New 

York debut as Faust’s Juliette, she was said to have “masterly technique and a velvety 

timbre.”57 Of her role as Aida in Verdi’s opera, Aida, it was said that, “It is obvious she 

sang with her brain as well as her throat and that every detail had been thought out.”58 

Eames describes her own voice in an interview conducted in 1939. 

I had a very flexible voice, with a natural trill and chromatic scale and a big 
working range, from A below the line to C sharp above, and an even scale 
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throughout. Nevertheless, I worked hard at my technique and strove to eliminate 
every muscular effort unnecessary to the free production of tone.59 
 
Eames was classified as a lyric-dramatic soprano able to perform the roles of 

Mozart and other bel canto composers, as well as the heavier dramatic roles of Wagner, 

then taking the forefront in opera. Among the roles she sang at the Metropolitan Opera in 

New York are Faust’s Marguerite, Othello’s Desdemona, Elisabeth in Tannhäuser, 

Tosca, Aida, and Donna Anna from Don Giovanni. In all, Eames performed 439 times at 

the New York Met.  

In 1909, Eames sang a farewell performance at the Met, performing the leading 

role in Puccini’s Tosca. Many were surprised by what appeared to be a hasty retirement 

at a time when the singer seemed to be at the height of success; however, Eames states 

that beginning in 1892 she was virtually in constant pain, although she hid this fact not 

only from audiences, but from those close to her. She does not indicate the cause of the 

illness, though it seemed to be a gastrointestinal issue, as Eames states that after 

exhausting all possible remedies, she was able to control the issue by eating only one 

meal during the day, at exactly the same hour, one o’clock, and one meal in the evening, 

eliminating the evening meal altogether on days she performed. Following the one 

o’clock meal, Eames would need to sit quietly to digest the meal, and rest for 

approximately two hours after. She continued this practice for the duration of her 

performing career. At one point in her career she limited the number of performances per 

month, with at least two full days of rest between performances. She also relates in her 

memoirs that she was given cocaine by one doctor, whom Jean de Reszke had 
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recommended to her. The cocaine was to be sniffed through an atomizer, with the 

promise that it would enhance the brilliancy in her voice.60 Eames’ medical anomaly may 

have played a role in her struggle with vocal technique, though she does not associate the 

two in her writing. 

Eames made a resolution to end her operatic performances at the age of forty, as 

she did not wish to be a singer in whom the public lost interest. Ultimately, she continued 

performing until the age of forty-three. 

In 1911 and 1912, Eames emerged from retirement to perform the roles of 

Desdemona in Othello and Tosca in Tosca with the Boston Opera. She earned 2000 U.S. 

dollars per performance, a substantial salary for the time period. She resided in Paris in 

the 1920s and early 30s, and performed periodic concert tours. From 1936 until her death 

in 1952 she lived and taught voice students in New York City. She was awarded the 

Jubilee Medal from Queen Victoria and was decorated by the French Academy with the 

order of Les Palmes Académiques. She died on June 13, 1952, at the age of eighty-six 

and was buried in Bath, Maine. 

  

                                                           
60. Emma Eames, Some Memories and Reflections (New York and London: D. Appleton & Co., 

1927), 155. 



71 

BLANCHE MARCHESI (1863-1940) 

 
 
Figure 16. Blanche Marchesi 
 
(Photograph from zaptunes.com) 
 
 
Blanche Marchesi was born on April 4, 1863 in Paris, France. During her childhood 

health issues forced her to remain indoors most of the time. Her room was situated 

between her parent’s voice studios; consequently, Blanche was surrounded by music. She 

spent hours sitting under her mother’s piano listening to the well-known pedagogue teach 

her students. Her mother writes in 10 Singing Lessons (1901) that beginning in childhood 

Blanche was blessed with being inundated with the best music and the tutelage of 

Mathilde’s best students. In 1864, when Blanche was one year old, Mathilde and 

Salvatore performed a concert tour for five weeks, leaving Blanche with an au pair. The 
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reader will recall that later that same year Mathilde accepted a position in Cologne, 

leaving Salvatore and Blanche in Paris. In 1869, reunited with her mother, Blanche did 

her best to please her mother and as she grew, was rewarded at times when Mathilde 

would use Blanche as an example of “healthy vocal function”61 with her students. 

Despite suggestions that Blanche was neglected by Mathilde, Blanche’s memories do not 

suggest a sad or needy childhood. Blanche describes her mother as her greatest admirer, 

often brought to tears upon listening to Blanche sing. According to Blanche, her mother 

would frequently stop a pupil, and say, “Stop, stop! Do not sing that song. Take it away. 

My daughter sings it, and you will never be able to sing it like her.”62  

Consistent with Mathilde’s methodology, Blanche was made to abandon singing 

in early adolescence, although Mathilde broke from tradition by giving Blanche the 

daunting task of teaching forty of her students at the young age of fourteen when 

Mathilde became ill. This was an enormous undertaking for Blanche as it was the 

beginning of a new semester and Blanche was not only to give the lessons, but to audition 

new singers. Blanche saw this as an opportunity to prove her ability to her mother. She 

devotedly taught Mathilde’s students for six weeks, never neglecting her own studies or 

household duties. Blanche’s responsible approach led her to take it upon herself to teach 

a student whom her mother had forbidden her to teach. The student was forcing her chest 

voice into her upper range, to B natural in the staff, leaving the remaining notes in the 

middle range hoarse while completely eliminating the top part of her range. Mathilde felt 

the work required her expertise but Blanche was determined to fix the problem and was 
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indeed able to present the student to her mother with tremendous improvement in six 

weeks time. Mathilde was impressed with Blanche’s instruction and promised to 

recognize Blanche for her work when Mathilde wrote her book of memoirs. She did not 

live up to her promise; however, she did include a paragraph in regard to Blanche’s 

successful teaching as a young girl, in one of the magazine columns written in her later 

years.63  

Readers may wonder why Mathilde did not refer her students to her husband, 

Salvatore Marchesi, during her illness, as he was certainly a respected voice teacher in his 

own right, and had received essentially the same training from Garcia II. Blanche 

clarifies in her book Singer’s Pilgrimage (1923) that although Salvatore was an 

accomplished teacher, Mathilde had determined that Salvatore should devote himself to 

literature and politics. Blanche further recalls that once Mathilde had made a decision, 

nothing would cause her to falter. Therefore, Blanche undertook the instruction, not 

Salvatore.64 Mathilde shared the concert stage with Salvatore on numerous occasions, but 

one has to wonder whether she made a conscious decision to be the only Marchesi 

remembered in history as a famous voice teacher. We may never know the answer to this 

question, but undoubtedly we know the result. Mathilde Marchesi, not Salvatore, was the 

famous vocal pedagogue of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Mathilde was impressed with Blanche’s abilities and claimed that Blanche was 

more capable and knowledgeable than any of her students in the teaching program, 
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understanding fully the formation of the female singing voice. Later, Mathilde referred to 

Blanche’s success as a teacher and singer as the greatest joy of her life.65 

In 1869, the same year of Blanche’s debut as a voice instructor, Blanche and her 

sister Stella were sent to boarding school in Frankfort, Germany, under the guardianship 

of their aunt, Charlotte. Blanche became an accomplished violinist and later incorporated 

the lyrical lines of the violin into her vocal performances. She later transferred to a 

boarding school in France becoming fluent in French which also contributed to her vocal 

training.  

Blanche returned home to Vienna in June of 1881. On December 19th she gave 

her first vocal performance at a matinee musicale. She sang, “A une jeune fille,” 

accompanied by the composer himself, Charles Gounod. Gounod favored Blanche’s 

voice and every Thursday morning Blanche would travel to Gounod’s home to sing his 

compositions for him. Soon, other composers were writing for Blanche, amongst them, 

Pauline Garcia Viardot. Blanche was accompanied by the greatest pianists of her time, 

including Anton Rubinstein (1829-1894) and Franz Liszt (1811-1886). 

Blanche followed her mother to Paris in 1892 and continued singing in local 

concerts. In Paris, Blanche assisted her mother with teaching responsibilities at the newly 

established “École Marchesi.” 

In 1895, Blanche made her official concert debut in Berlin at the age of thirty- 

three. The concert received rave reviews and Blanche was soon inundated with 

performance offers and students. 
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Her operatic debut in 1900 in Prague was in the role of Brünnhilde in Wagner’s 

Die Walküre. Hans Richter, the great conductor, persuaded Blanche that Wagner’s music 

was suitable for her voice, despite her mother’s warnings. Blanche and her mother often 

disagreed regarding the roles that were appropriate for her voice classification. Blanche 

asserted that she was a soprano while Mathilde insisted that Blanche was a mezzo-

soprano. Blanche, unlike her mother, was an eventual proponent of Richard Wagner and 

grand opera. In Singer’s Pilgrimage Blanche states that Wagner was of the opinion that 

sopranos had a tendency to scream rather than sing, thereby ruining his works. According 

to Blanche he preferred that his operas be performed with feeling, pronunciation, and 

mastery of voice technique, and this was the reason he sent his neice, Johanna Wagner, to 

Garcia II for her vocal training.66 

Blanche’s performance in Die Walküre was a tremendous success and she held 

hopes of soon performing at the coveted Covent Garden. Blanche was unsuccessful in 

receiving engagements at Covent Garden during the regular season, although she did 

perform there during the off season with the English opera company, the Moody 

Manners, performing popular operas in English, rather than their original languages.  

Blanche writes that she began to feel outcast among the other female performers 

of the day. There are rumors that she was difficult to work with and that the theatre 

managers avoided hiring her due to her harsh nature.67 
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 Blanche continued to perform throughout Europe, playing mainly dramatic 

soprano roles, but her operatic performing career was short-lived. She continued to 

perform concerts and recitals, being credited with introducing English audiences to the 

beauty of art songs in their original languages. Unlike most concert performers who 

chose to program only the popular music of the day, Blanche presented music of the 

masters, great works by legendary composers intermixed with modern music, both 

dramatic and humorous.  

Blanche rebelled in other ways by refusing to wear the traditional white gloves 

and costumes that were customary in concert halls as she did not feel them appropriate 

for the wide array of musical styles she presented. Instead she wore simple elegant 

gowns; black for matinees, and white for evenings, her attire intended to accent rather 

than distract from her vocal performance.  

Blanche was also a pioneer in presenting solely vocal repertoire in her recitals 

rather than the customary vocal selections with orchestral works. In the early years 

Blanche would have preferred to perform the German songs in German but she was 

forbidden by her mother. As a result Blanche had to translate the songs to English herself. 

Much of the repertoire existed only in its original language and if translations were 

accessible, they were not to Blanche’s standards. Although Mathilde respected such 

German composers as Robert Schumann (1810-1856) and Franz Schubert (1797-1828), 

and taught her students the classic German art songs of these composers, she herself 

could never be brought to sing in German, stating that the language “hurt her throat and 

that it made her hoarse.”68 Eventually, Blanche did perform these German art songs in 
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German, maintaining that translations detracted from the compositional character of a 

piece and interfered with the natural rhythms and sonorities of any given song. 

Despite the language disagreement between mother and daughter, Blanche’s 

teaching philosophy closely follows the methodology laid out by Mathilde. Both teachers 

concur that the Garcia controversy regarding the coup de glotte was one of contextual 

error. Blanche explains in Singer’s Pilgrimage that there is no other usable expression for 

the joining of the vocal cords which produces sound. She reinforces their philosophy by 

including that at her mother’s school they “cured hundreds of voices ruined through real 

“hit of the glottis,” and in the bel canto tradition, this practice is never condoned as it 

causes inevitable damage.”69 Blanche and Mathilde also agreed that one of their primary 

goals with students was to produce “the utmost quantity and quality of sound with the 

smallest effort possible. Effort destroys progress.”70 

Despite her short operatic career, Blanche is remembered as being one of the 

“great song interpreters of her time.”71 Notable figures such as the Duke of Orleans and 

the German Emperor commented on the fact that she was the epitome of the Marchesi 

Method and acknowledged that without knowing who she was they would have 

recognized her as a pupil of Mathilde, whose methodology could not be mistaken. 

Blanche was a favorite of Queen Victoria, who recognized Blanche’s talent in a letter 

read at the Queen’s burial. 
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Blanche was first recorded in 1906, and not again until the years 1936 and 37. Of 

the early recordings, which include Tosca’s “Vissi d’arte,” Blanche is said to have had a 

warmer tone than the recordings of the same piece by Emma Eames, and that in general, 

she took more care than other singers with poignantly expressing the text.72 Her later 

recordings, in particular Chaminade’s “L Été,” exhibit what has been termed the 

“Marchesi School trill”, which Mathilde laboriously rehearsed with all of her pupils. 

Music critic for The London Telegraph, Henry Haynie, on November 10th of 

1896, said of Blanche, she is “one of the most perfect singers now living. Her voice is 

extremely sweet and flexible. She sings with taste and expression, her countenance is 

remarkably pleasing, and she acts with vivacity.”73 

Blanche continued to concertize and teach voice students until 1938, and is said to 

have had the largest voice studio in London at the time of her death.74 Like her mother 

before her, Blanche was a strict and demanding instructor. She based her teaching on the 

bel canto technique and the methodology of Garcia. Blanche taught male and female 

students, unlike her mother who only taught females. She wrote two books; a memoire, 

Singer’s Pilgrimage in 1923, and, The Singer’s Catechism and Creed in 1932. The latter 

is a vocal instruction book much like those her mother wrote offering similar directions 

on proper vocal technique. Included are illustrations and explanations of the vocal 

anatomy and the importance of gaining a comprehensive understanding of the mechanism 
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and function of the voice. Blanche was obviously referring to the legacy passed from 

Garcia to her mother and on to herself when she opened her Singer’s Catechism with the 

following words, “Here I lay down the truth about two hundred and twenty years of 

teaching by one method.”75 What she may not have known was how much further that 

legacy would extend, and how timeless those methods would prove. 

In Singer’s Catechism Blanche addresses the tuition she received from her mother 

regarding style and interpretation. Blanche considered her mother to be an expert on 

ornamentation. Critics, in reviews of Blanche’s performances, credit her with the ability 

to present authentic representations of the music, including precise and technically 

impressive ornamentations. 

Blanche dedicated her first book, Singer’s Pilgrimage, as follows, “To the 

memory of ‘MY GREAT PREDECESSORS’ who worked in the research of truth and to 

those who look out for it.”76 Her reasons for writing the text are in her opening 

paragraph. 

 
Perhaps most people do not care how the sun and stars have been made, are 
content merely to enjoy their brightness; but to the student, to whom this book is 
dedicated, it is of importance to look into and examine closely the secret 
machinery that gradually fashions and completes the musical star. It is for 
students that I have written this book, doing all in my power to make it both 
instructive and useful.77 
 
Chapter XXV of the book is addressed to the teacher. Fourteen points that are 

essential for teaching are listed. First and foremost, a voice teacher must be a retired 
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singer who understands not only the methodology but the demands placed upon a 

performer. Certain characteristics were to be instilled in students in order for them to 

attain the stage. If they were incapable of exhibiting the necessary traits, they were 

advised to look elsewhere for a career. Teachers are also to have studied with a great 

master of the bel canto school. In agreement with her mother, Blanche expresses 

frustration with the abundance of unqualified teachers in the profession. She summarizes 

her position as follows: 

I think and hope that the day will come when only qualified teachers will be able 
to exercise such a serious and important profession as the teaching of singing.78 
 
It may seem to many a preposterous proposal if I say that the whole world should 
adopt the Garcia method, just as if I proposed that the whole world should be 
Catholic; but it will come, it must come, maybe when I am dead, but all the same 
I hope still to see the day. Why should one not adopt one great wholesale truth? 
Every other method should be excluded as insignificant or pernicious. There are 
only two methods: the good one and the bad. If the world knew the full truth it 
soon would be of my opinion.79 
 
I know there is only one way of digesting food, and there is only one way of 
looking out of one’s eyes, so there is only one way to train the voice.80 
 
Like voice pedagogues today such as Berton Coffin, Blanche believed that there 

were vowels that could not be sung in the upper tessitura of the voice. Berton Coffin, 

along with acoustician Pierre Delattre, in the book Overtones of Bel Canto (1980) 

suggests a system for selecting vowels of the same frequency as the pitch, thus allowing 

for clarity of the text.81 This method instructs singers to change the indicated vowel to 
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one that is, in their opinion, more suitably paired with the given pitch. Blanche Marchesi 

insisted that the only alternative for singers was to “camouflage,”82 or modify, the vowel. 

“There are registers in the human voice, and in those registers there are vowels which 

cannot be used without creating everlasting injury to the voice. Unless the composer 

studies this, the first ignorant and docile singer he finds will be the victim.83 This is a 

point of interest, as Mathilde was a proponent of singing each word clearly throughout 

the registers. She taught her students that with proper technique, modifications would not 

be necessary and further, would impose unnecessary effort that would impede the tonal 

resonance of the voice. 

When referring to Wagner’s music, Blanche reiterates that it is the singer’s 

responsibility to save the voice, by “faking words.”84 She defends Wagner as a composer, 

stating that those who ruin their voices in his music either have no method and would 

ruin their voices on any style of singing, or are of a voice classification that is not suitable 

for dramatic roles. As musical styles changed during her lifetime, Blanche often 

expressed her distaste for the public’s increased infatuation with loud singing and the 

belief that a singer had not fulfilled the demands of the art if he or she had not made the 

absolute greatest effort to put forth several violent screams, which were accepted as 

singing. 
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In Singer’s Pilgrimage Blanche unveils her opinion of British pupils versus those 

of European descent, spending fourteen pages on this critique. In her opinion British 

students were not knowledgeable regarding their personal health and its impact on the 

singing voice. She reiterates the importance of nutrition and warm clothing to remain 

healthy. She considered the British education system inadequate and believed that British 

girls did not possess any general knowledge, including history and literature. She adds 

that these students were lacking in creativity and imagination due to the emotionally 

stifled educational environment that inhibited their ambition and desire for fame. Blanche 

berates the British upbringing stating that the father is consumed by his business and the 

mother does not look after the child, leaving the child to flounder and meet with whatever 

result luck bestowed upon her.85  

Blanche offers a slightly more encouraging perspective of American students. She 

considered their education to be of a much higher level although she believed the 

student’s degree of ambition often outreached the limit of their abilities. She faulted the 

American culture for its emphasis on sports versus the arts. She addresses the prohibitive 

effects of sports on the singing voice, in conjunction with her mother’s teaching. She 

points out the American’s overwhelming concentration on sports, which she feels is 

nullifying the spiritual and emotional state of the nation. “If a nation thinks that it will 

rise above other nations because a few strong men devote their lives to running after 

balls, smaller or bigger, in a clever way, it is mistaken.”86 
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Blanche instructed her students to stay physically fit for the sake of physical 

attractiveness which she considered of utmost importance for a performer. Her stance on 

this topic was somewhat more progressive than her mother’s as Mathilde rejected any 

form of exertion and repeatedly advised her students to refrain from bicycling, rowing, 

dancing, and even automobile rides. Mathilde writes that, “Between these diversions and 

an acquisition of the art of song you must make a speedy and decisive choice.”87 

Along with performing and teaching, Blanche enjoyed reading great literature and 

was herself an amateur poet. In addition to her memoirs and vocal instruction book, 

Blanche published a book of poems dedicated to her mother. 

Blanche sang her final recital on her birthday in 1938 at Wigmore Hall in London, 

and died in her home in Lancaster Gata on December 15, 1940, at the age of seventy-

seven. 
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SECTION IV: CURRENT APPLICABILITY 
 

Voice teachers today have a plethora of resources on which to base instructional 

methodology and as was prevalent in Mathilde Marchesi’s time, many current day 

instructors do not have the necessary training to undertake the vocal instruction of 

singers, and model their techniques on what may be considered unproven methodology. 

Twenty-first century voice teachers who immerse themselves in the teachings of the bel 

canto can safely reason that their technique is supported by more than two hundred years 

of proven success. 

Dating back to Nicola Porpora, one can trace the beginnings of the bel canto 

technique and follow its legacy through Ansani, Garcia, Mathilde Marchesi and Blanche 

Marchesi. The careers of their students prove that the methodology they espoused was 

viable during their time. 

In the years following the reign of grand opera, musical genres evolved 

dramatically. Opera was no longer considered a master art form and vocalists began 

singing music that did not require years of training. In the twentieth century the 

introduction of jazz followed by rock and roll, began controlling the hearts and minds of 

singers and audiences throughout Europe and to a larger extent, the United States.  

Due to this musical evolution most popular singers today do not study the voice or 

its physiology. Of those that do train to become concert or operatic singers, their 

instruction is widely varied. Is the pedagogy of Mathilde Marchesi and bel canto still 
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effective in teaching voice students today? This question has been addressed in this thesis 

through examination of the Marchesi vocal technique, and review of the training and 

careers of select students of Mathilde Marchesi. The investigation now turns to female 

vocalists of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and current results of bel canto 

training. 
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MARIA CALLAS 

Maria Callas (1923-1977) was of Greek ancestry but was born in Manhattan and 

spent most of her life in New York City. Initially rejected by the Athens Conservatoire, 

Callas began her vocal studies with Maria Trivella at the Greek National Conservatoire. 

She was later accepted to the Athens Conservatoire where she trained with Elvira de 

Hidalgo, a Spanish coloratura soprano. Callas described De Hidalgo’s method in “The 

Callas Conversations,” a BBC documentary aired in 1968. 

 
De Hidalgo had the real great training, maybe even the last real training of the real 
bel canto. As a young girl – thirteen years old – I was immediately, thrown into 
her arms, meaning that I learned the secrets, the ways of this bel canto, which of 
course as you well know, is not just beautiful singing. It is a very hard training; it 
is a sort of a straight-jacket that you’re supposed to put on, whether you like it or 
not: you have to learn to read, to write, to form your sentences, how far you can 
go, fall, hurt yourself, put yourself back on your feet continuously. De Hidalgo 
had one method, which was the real bel canto way, where no matter how heavy a 
voice, it should always be kept light, it should always be worked on in a flexible 
way, never to weigh it down. It is a method of keeping the voice light and flexible 
and pushing the instrument into a certain zone where it might not be too large in 
sound, but penetrating. And teaching the scales, trills, all the bel canto 
embellishments, which is a whole vast language of its own. 

 

The exercises given by De Hidalgo centered on the bel canto and taught Callas proper 

breathing and legato line; as well as scales, trills, and a wide array of embellishments. 

Callas learned to prepare arias mentally before singing them, not only to preserve her 

voice, but to understand and convey the style of the score. Callas’ overwhelmingly 

successful operatic, concert, and recorded career may be considered indicative of the 

effectiveness of her bel canto training. She is credited with reviving the then-neglected 

bel canto operas of Bellini, Donizetti and Rossini. She taught numerous master classes 

during her career and stressed to students the natural production of the singing voice and 
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the connection between the approach of a note, the legato phrase, and the completion of 

the breath. She believed, like Marchesi, that the female voice consists of three registers, 

the chest, middle and upper (falsetto/head). She is said to have had a heavy voice, though 

she sang roles in both Wagnerian operas and the lighter bel canto operas, much like 

Emma Eames. She had the uncommon combination of an agile, coloratura range with 

dramatic capabilities.1 Callas, in summarizing her voice, stated, “This is nature and also 

because I had a wonderful teacher and the old kind of teaching methods. That is my 

nature, a dark voice, shall we call it, but I was always kept on the light side. She always 

trained me to keep my voice limber.”2 

 Callas is often described as having the ability to create a memorable diminuendo 

from fortissimo to pianissimo, even in the upper extreme register of her voice, 

exemplifying the much sought after messa di voce. In Marchesi’s methodology, as 

discussed in Section II of this thesis, students spent significant time acquiring the perfect 

messa di voce. In accordance with the pedagogy of Blanche Marchesi, Callas believed 

that gestures in operatic acting were to be dictated by the composer and found solely in 

the music rather than orchestrated by an outside source.  

Critics claim that Callas’ technique suffered throughout her career. This may be 

due to Callas’ insistence on rehearsing operas in full voice in order to experiment with 

ornamentation. It may also be due to her ambitious performing schedule which did not 
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allow for vocal rest between operas.3 Whether a fan of Callas or not, history reveals that 

her career impacted many singers to follow and brought the characteristic sounds of the 

bel canto back into the public eye, and ear. 
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JOAN SUTHERLAND 

Joan Sutherland (1926-2010) was a native Australian, like Nellie Melba. Joan’s 

mother, Muriel Alston Sutherland, studied with Mr. Burns-Walker, a student of Mathilde 

Marchesi. Though Muriel never pursued a professional vocal career she followed the 

tradition of the bel canto and did not allow her daughter to begin formal vocal training 

until the age of eighteen. Joan however, much like Mathilde, spent numerous hours of her 

childhood sitting under the piano while her mother practiced. Joan recalls that in later 

years her mother taught her the importance of breathing correctly and sustaining her 

legato line with a supported diaphragmatic breath.  

In 1944 Joan began her vocal studies with Aida Summers in Sydney, Australia. 

Although no documentation is available regarding Summers’ teaching philosophy, Muriel 

Sutherland was “at hand to guide me if she disapproved too much of the method of 

teaching…I had a fair grounding from her in the rudiments of voice production.”4 Joan 

later studied with Clive Carey at the Royal College of Music in London. Carey had his 

training with Jean de Reszke, the Polish tenor who sang and briefly instructed Melba. 

Carey also has the distinction of having sung at Melba’s farewell concerts in 1927.  

In the late 1940’s Joan met Richard Bonynge, whom she later married. Bonynge 

had studied concert piano at the Sydney Conservatorium under Lindley Evans and was 

the accompanist on Melba’s final Australian tour. With Bonynge’s encouragement and 

tutelage, Sutherland found her voice had a flexibility and lightness that allowed her to 

perform dramatic coloratura roles. Bonynge, an expert in operas of the bel canto, 
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conducted Sutherland in these operas as she began to extend her voice into the coloratura 

range.  

Callas’ performances of the bel canto operas motivated Bonynge and Sutherland 

to promote and sustain renewed public interest in the musical style of the bel canto. In 

1959 Lucia di Lammermoor was brought out of retirement and presented at Covent 

Garden with Sutherland in the role of Lucia. This performance led to a significant 

increase in the number of bel canto operas presented in the United States. 

In The Autobiography of Joan Sutherland: A Prima Donna’s Progress (1997), 

Sutherland discusses the bel canto technique and attributes her success to years of 

fundamental vocal training. She credits her evenly produced range to the repetitive bel 

canto exercises to which she applied herself in early years.  

In 2002, in an interview with Martin Kettle from The Guardian Newspaper, 

Sutherland discusses the lack of well trained vocal instructors, and suggests that many 

young opera singers of her day did not have the technical training of their predecessors. 

As established in this thesis, Mathilde Marchesi shared similar opinions regarding 

improperly trained instructors and singers. 
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RENEE FLEMING 

Renee Fleming was born in 1959 in Indiana, Pennsylvania. She was the daughter 

of two high school vocal music teachers. As a toddler she sat next to her mother for hours 

on end as her mother taught voice lessons. She attended the State University of New 

York at Potsdam, the Eastman School of Music, and the Julliard American Opera Center.  

While at the State University of New York, Fleming studied with Patricia Misslin. 

In examining Misslin’s technique, her methodology is consistent with the principles of 

Mathilde Marchesi. When discussing the breath, Misslin states that, “You have a lot of 

experience with your breath. You’ve been doing it your whole life. You don’t worry 

about it.” and, “I think the most common problem is not understanding how to use 

breath…..It is nowhere near the mystery that we make it out to be.”5 Marchesi’s 

pedagogical approach to breathing was similar. The reader will recall that Marchesi did 

not assign breathing exercises in isolation and taught that the singing breath should be 

likened to the breath taken in sleep.  

In interviews, Misslin students, including Fleming, consistently refer to the 

required practice of legato line, and exercises to promote fluidity without tension. Misslin 

states that, “Most singers don’t understand what energy is – what legato is. It is this life 

force.”6 

In training her students Misslin does not discuss issues of registration but does use 

exercises to blend the registers. Exercises to achieve this goal include arpeggios 

                                                           
5. Jenny Elizabeth Dufault, “Three exemplary voice teachers: David Adams, Stephen King, & 

Patricia Misslin; their philosophies & studio techniques.” (PhD diss., University of Minnesota, 2008), 126. 
 

 6. Ibid., 142. 
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encompassing all three registers, similar to those found in Marchesi’s Elementary 

Progressive Exercises, Opus 1. In describing the vocal range, Misslin says, “I spend lots 

of time in the middle voice, and then work out. Teachers should never give singers more 

than they can handle at any one point.”7 As discussed, Marchesi’s bel canto technique 

required extensive work in the middle range and the mastery of one challenge before 

attempting the next. 

When complimented on her ability to sing pianissimo in her upper range, Renee 

Fleming credits Misslin’s exercises for developing the messa di voce. 

 
A very good exercise that I practice is the messa di voce on all pitches going up 
chromatically and back down again. There is a slightly different use of resonance, 
a more focused use of resonance. It’s important to learn how to balance the 
change in resonance. When you decrescendo, think of the resonances going up 
and release from the bottom up.8 

 

This exercise is similar to Marchesi exercises on the messa di voce in Bel Canto: A 

Theoretical and Practical Vocal Method although Marchesi refers to resonance as the 

swelling of the sound.  

Fleming says that she will continue to sing the roles of the bel canto in order to 

keep her voice young and light. She has captivated audiences thus far with her relaxed 

charm onstage and her ability to perform music in a variety of genres.

                                                           
7. Jenny Elizabeth Dufault, “Three exemplary voice teachers: David Adams, Stephen King, & 

Patricia Misslin; their philosophies & studio techniques.” (PhD diss., University of Minnesota, 2008), 134. 
 
8. Wah Keung Chan, “Renee Fleming – The Song Never Dies. “ Las Scena Musicale, November 

1, 2000, http://www.scena.org/lsm/sm6-3/fleming-en.html. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Many successful singers and voice pedagogues grew up in an environment rich 

with musical influence. The research here indicates that a childhood immersed in music, 

followed by a minimum of three years of intense vocal training after puberty, yields 

results otherwise unattainable. Upon review of the last one hundred years, a path 

connecting Marchesi to the famous singers of the nineteenth century as well as those of 

the twentieth and twenty-first centuries can be traced. 

Marchesi’s exercises offer the instructor an invaluable resource which can be used 

at their discretion. Each Marchesi exercise is designed to meet a specific goal; however, 

teachers can apply the exercises to a variety of objectives provided the student already 

possesses the prerequisite skills. The next section will present examples of Marchesi 

exercises which can be applied successfully in voice studios today. 

The exercise in figure 17 may be used in numerous lessons designed to address 

scale study, melismatic practice, rhythmic training, or breath sustenance. Marchesi gives 

clear narrative instruction as well as the musical notation. 

Figure 18, an exercise for messa di voce, is presented to the student after 

mastering scales and arpeggios, and before undertaking vocal ornamentation. The messa 

di voce technique is as necessary to expressive singing today as it was in Marchesi’s 

time; therefore, this exercise remains useful. 
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Figure 17. Marchesi’s narrative instruction with musical notation 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Exercise for messa di voce 

 

All scales should be sung slowly at first, taking breath after each bar, so that the voice
may be well developed and equalized. The proper method of breathing is to stop after the first
note of any bar, take breath during its remaining beats, and then start with tbe note just quitted,
at the beginning of a fresh bar (see example below.)·

When the pupil is more advanced the speed may be' increased and twO or more bars taken
In one breath.
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Figure 19. This excerpt illustrates Marchesi’s method for teaching trills 

 

 

 

Figure 19 indicates Marchesi’s method of teaching trills, commonly referred to as shakes. 

Marchesi notates in the lower staff the actual pitches to be sung on the trill in order for 

the student to rehearse each individual note as it should ultimately be performed. Trill 
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exercises are measured and rehearsed very slowly only increasing in tempo as progress 

dictates. Marchesi students could be identified by the unique sound of their trills. Today, 

through the application of the Marchesi trill exercises, singers have the opportunity to 

rehearse and perform a technically perfected trill comparable to those performed by 

students of Mathilde Marchesi. 

For less experienced voice teachers, Marchesi’s books can be considered 

accessible instruction manuals. More experienced instructors may use her publications as 

reference material to supplement less comprehensive methodology. As seen in figures 17, 

18 and 19, Marchesi’s material is neither outdated nor irrelevant in today’s voice studios. 

The exercises presented in this thesis are only a few examples of the numerous Marchesi 

exercises applicable today.  

If current voice teachers implement the techniques set forth by Mathilde 

Marchesi, her methodology will continue to maintain the traditions and values of the art 

of the bel canto. How long will her legacy continue? We do not have the answer to this 

question, but we can listen to singers today with a learned ear, listening for florid legato 

lines, an effortlessly floating high range, and virtuosic ornamentation, and hope to hear an 

echo of a time and a teacher long gone, but never forgotten.  

Mathilde Marchesi continued to teach voice students until the age of ninety. She 

died at her daughter Blanche’s home in London, at the age of ninety three, on November 

17, 1913. 
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