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My singing teacher Patrick McGuigan used to insist that a 
successful singer combined a variety of qualities, one of 

which was the marrying of the vocal fach or type which nature 
had given them to their personality. Someone with a dramatic 
personality and a lyric voice might find themselves frustrated by 
the constraints of their repertoire, desperate to sing Rigoletto 
and Di Luna when nature had kitted them out for Guglielmo and 
Papageno. 

In the course of the many interviews I have conducted with 
major – and therefore successful – opera singers of our day, only 
one has bemoaned their lot in this respect – Natalie Dessay, who 
even conceded that the vocal difficulties she has faced might be 
attributable to this dilemma. ‘For a long time I thought I had a 
voice that was not me. I think it’s part of the problems I had after 
10 years, because of this dichotomy between the voice I had and 
my true personality... I had a very seraphic, high, crystalline, silver, 
pure voice, which is not me. I have a fiery temperament. I’m a 
Tosca. I’m a Brünnhilde… I also had fun doing the Queen of the 
Night, but I was thirsty and hungry for more dramatic stuff. But 
you can’t really change your voice. You have to wait for it to 
change itself. Of course I will put myself forward for Violetta and 
things like that. But even for me, it’s not exactly the voice that I 
would like to hear in the part.’ One might argue that she has 
overcome the problem by imbuing the characters that come her 
way with rather more spirit than one generally associates with 
them; witness the tour de force that is her Marie in La Fille du 

Regiment. 
One way of dealing with the problem, then, as in the case of 

Dessay, is by singing the lighter repertoire in a style that is more 
in keeping with your character. ‘If you asked me where I would 
love to go, it would be to the very dramatic roles,’ admits  
lyric tenor Rolando Villazón. ‘I would love to do Andrea Chenier. 
But you have to respect the needs of the voice, you have to be 
patient. Right now I’m doing Des Grieux, Romeo, Hoffmann. 
They’re wonderful characters. I don’t need to sing Pagliacci to 
satisfy my need of verismo. There’s verismo everywhere if you 
want it.’ 

The Rossinian tenor Bruce Ford would agree. ‘The bel canto 
repertoire can give you everything you want. Let’s face it,  
Verdi learnt everything from Donizetti, and Pacini, and Mayer. 
Listen to Mercadante. You hear entire things stolen by Verdi.  
Bel canto is the precursor to Verdi, all that Verdian passion. I 
think a singer can go in the bel canto direction and be just as 
gratified.’

Patience and acceptance in a singer would also seem to be 
very helpful virtues. Successful artists are often those capable 

of acknowledging that their voices are not, for the moment, 
hardy enough to carry the strength of their dramatic convictions. 
Indeed a major key to any good singing is not to push your  
voice beyond its natural limitations. ‘Never sing louder than 
lovely,’ in the words of Dame Isobel Baillie. ‘My voice hangs 

entirely on its ability to produce what it can produce, and  
nothing more. I am, by definition, a lirico leggero,’ asserts Bruce 
Ford. 

Kurt Streit is another who understood that he would be more 
likely to succeed by accepting the voice that nature gave him. It 
wasn’t I who determined that I would be a Mozart singer. I wish 
a young singer could say, “I’m going to go this way!” but unfor-
tunately that’s not the case. It’s other people’s feedback that 

tells you you might be a Mozart singer. If a lot of people come 
up to you and tell you, “I can really hear a Siegfried or a Florestan 
in your voice,” then you’re probably not a Mozart singer. It’s  
not so much what you feel, it’s what they say. Everyone was  
coming up to me and saying, “I hear Mozart in your voice.” So I 
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started to sing Mozart. I don’t know how much personality  

plays into it. I know that the size of the voice does, because, as 

much as I might have wanted to, I wouldn’t have been a Verdi 

tenor.’

It is still possible for a singer to make a career in repertoire 

that would traditionally be associated with a different voice type, 

and thus achieve that magical union of vocal type and personal-

ity. The key is style. Samuel Ramey’s teacher Armen Boyajian cites 

the bass Giorgio Tozzi as an example of a singer who had not 

been given a natural  Verdian basso cantante voice, but was able 

to sound authentic by adhering to the style appropriate to the 

music. Ramey himself, associated with a greater diversity of rep-

ertoire than arguably any other bass in history (from Sarastro to 

Scarpia, taking in Mozart, Rossini and Verdi en route) might be 

considered a prime example of the phenomenon Boyajian 

describes. 

Tenor Jonas Kaufmann is another singer associated with a 

wide, apparently incongruous repertoire. He achieves this, in 

part, by remaining true to his own voice. ‘When I’m singing 

Mozart I’m singing with my voice, which means it’s not Peter 

Schreier or a typical Mozart voice. I’m doing it with full body.’ 

He talks about the excellent reception his Tamino received from 

the management at the Metropolitan Opera, who in the same 

breath suggested that he might sing Siegmund. The forte he pro-

duces, he explains, is the same in both roles. But style, again, is 

at the root of his triumph in diversity. His voice works in Mozart 

‘because it’s stylistically right, even though my forte isn’t the  

forte of a typical Mozart tenor’. From the great Italian conductor 

Nello Santi, meanwhile, he has learnt the style which makes  

him sound convincing in Verdi, taking portamenti and breaths  

between phrases. ‘If you do that, then everybody believes you as 

a real Verdian singer without you altering your voice.’ 

Part of Kaufmann’s interest in singing a wide variety of roles 

derives from his frustration at having to sing one role repeat-

edly. When I spoke to him, he was unhappy about the six produc-

tions of Traviata that were in the offing. He referred to Erika 

Miklosa who sings Queen of the Night all over the world, and 

told him, ‘I’m making a fortune, but it’s so boring!’ Singers, like 

everyone else, have to pay the mortgage, and if you are being 

paid good money to perform the roles that suit your voice, 

regardless of whether they continue to inspire you or match 

your personality, you will carry on singing them. But at what cost 

to your sanity? The American tenor Robert Gambill, having made 

a successful career singing almost exclusively Rossini, suddenly 

realised that up till then he had only sung with half a vocal cord, 

and felt he had to release the voice from its cage. He stopped 

performing for more than a year, took lessons, and now sings 

Wagnerian repertoire. 

When I spoke to Rosemary Joshua she began by claiming, ‘The 

nucleus of your repertoire has got to be what you do best. For 

me that’s Handel. Handel has a simplicity. I’m quite simple. I’m 

not a complicated cookie at all,’ but then went on to describe 

the experience of singing Purcell at a concert in Innsbruck. ‘All 

these colours were pouring out of me. I’m a positive, happy per-

son, but there’s a real depth that I never draw on in Handel. René 

Jacobs was in the audience, and he said, “I’ve never heard you 

singing with all those colours before. It was really moving.” And 

I thought, I’ll have to explore that a bit more, because that’s 

something I hide.’

It would seem that the pressures of making a career might 

often retard an artist’s vocal and dramatic progress. Sir John 

Tomlinson, whose onstage persona is equal in power to his mag-

nificent bass voice, was never going to be content with the ‘toga 

roles’ for which his voice might naturally have been suited. He 

admits his bête noire  is Sarastro, ‘which has got this gorgeous 

music, but I find it very, very hard to be expressive in that part, 

because there’s no character development in it. From an acting 

point of view it’s a two-dimensional character. Try as you might, 

it remains two-dimensional with gorgeous singing. As John Tom-

linson I find that very frustrating and very difficult, and I probably 

don’t sing as well as I should, because you sing at your best when 

you have a vehicle in a role which is expressive of your true 

personality.’ And the best vehicle for that personality has turned 

out to be Wotan, a role traditionally associated with a lighter, 

higher voice than his. 

When Tomlinson began studying with Patrick McGuigan, his 

already powerful, natural bass voice was incapable of singing 

above middle C. He spent years honing the voice that now suits 

his dramatic temperament. That he has ultimately succeeded in 

making the role of Wotan his own is a tribute to his intelligence 

and dedication as much as to his exceptional vocal and dramatic 

gifts. Many singers less talented than Tomlinson and less accept-

ing than Kurt Streit, though with enough quality to have made a 

good career, would seem to have fallen by the wayside simply 

because they have had the misfortune to be gifted with a voice 

which was out of kilter with their personality.  n
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