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To my friends who were there,

and to my parents for being the best audience,

and to my sister for singing with me.





In women’s speech, as in their writing, that element which never stops resonating, which, once we’ve been permeated by it, profoundly and imperceptibly touched by it, retains the power of moving us – that element is the song.

– Hélène Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, tr. Paula Cohen and Keith Cohen






Northport

In Northport, a former shipbuilding village turned leafy suburb on the north shore of Long Island, the streets are steep and winding, and lead down to the Sound. My voice teacher lived on one of those streets, in an old house that looked like it should be on the coast of Maine. The room where she gave lessons to all the serious local singers was in the basement, the walls covered in white clapboard panelling like the interior of a lighthouse, the bookshelves heaving with musical scores. It smelled damply of the earth and sea.

[image: ]
1. Lateral cricoarytenoid muscle (LCA) and thyroarytenoid muscle, Henri Rouvière, Anatomie humaine, 1924.

Every Saturday morning in the early 1990s, when I was around twelve or thirteen, my father drove me to Northport, the radio set to an NPR talk show. People called in about their car troubles, and two men with thick Boston accents gave them advice. I have a 1985 Volkswagen Golf with a hundred and eighty thousand miles on it, said one woman, and for the last five years I’ve had a problem with the oil pressure light going off. Try this, they said, try that. In between, chitchat and stories and lay philosophy, the Tao of cars or whatever. The guys laughed a lot and so did my dad. This is SO BORING, I remember thinking. I tuned out the car talk and focused instead on listening to their chewy Boston accents.

My teacher had a similar job: to listen to the way my voice ran and troubleshoot the issues. All her students were assigned the same Italian art songs from the same golden yellow, green-bordered Schirmer’s anthology. If we got there early, from the waiting room I could hear whoever was there before me make her way through the very pieces I was studying – ‘Se tu m’ami’, ‘Alma del core’, ‘Tu lo sai’ – and jealously compare her upper notes to mine. We sang facing our teacher as she sat behind a piano, accompanying us. Did she never get tired of playing the same songs, year in and year out, or of hearing young women of varying talent and pitch awareness sigh their way through Scarlatti?

Behind her was a mirror which allowed us to see what we were doing with our bodies, our faces, our mouths. I had a run-of-the-mill lyric soprano, neither light (coloratura) nor heavy (dramatic). When you’re a soprano they teach you to smile a lot, to keep the tone up, and to lift your eyebrows; it helps with placement. Perhaps this is why we have a reputation for being pleasing, compliant young women; with our smiles and raised eyebrows it looks like we are always imploring our audience. I felt like an idiot smiling at myself in the mirror, but my teacher was right, it helped, smile smile smile and never mind what you look like! Maria Callas told her students at Juilliard in the early 1970s never to practise before a mirror. ‘Inside is your mirror,’ she said.1 But I was many years away from knowing anything about Maria Callas, and what she did or didn’t say in her masterclass.

As I sang, I knew what my teacher would say. My internal monologue was a mixture of her voice and mine.

relax the jaw, breathe

Se tu m’ami don’t breathe

Se tu sospiri sol per me don’t breathe

gentil pastor keep the tone up keep it up smile it’s so low here I’m forcing the tone and running out of air fuck this sounds so bad BREATHE

lightly now Ho dolor dei tuoi martiri don’t breathe

dancing a bit ho diletto del tuo amor breathe

Ma se pensi oh this feels good che soletto nice legato we’re in business now breathe

Io ti debba riamar you sound like a turkey get that tone UP, SMILE

Pastorello sei soggetto, placement! eyebrows up, jaw relaxed, relax the jaw, relax the jaw! facilmente a t’ingannar breathe

Pastorello sei soggetto there you go that feels right

facilmente easy yes easy this is why I do this a t’ingannar smile keep the tone up tone UP, feeling history reverberate in the caverns of my sinuses, this eighteenth-century sonic pattern, and the piano finishes and I relax the way I should have relaxed when I was singing.

I did love singing those songs. As my voice followed the runs and obeyed the discipline of the minor keys I was transported up and above the Long Island Sound, drifting across the Atlantic, hovering over the Venetian Lagoon, rematerialising as some nobleman’s daughter auditioning for La Fenice, or as a young lady in Regency muslin giving an after-dinner concert to my parents’ friends, or a jeune fille rangée in fin-de-siècle Paris; I was anyone but an American teenager in a suburban basement at the end of the millennium. I loved the way singing felt, but I hated the way I sounded when I listened back to the recordings my teacher made of my lessons. I am sure that on that particular day, I had again forgotten my cassette tape, accidentally on purpose, and my teacher had lent me one. She said it was the only way I was going to improve, but it was too disheartening, I sounded so terrible, so weak.

The first thing I learned in voice lessons is I’d been breathing wrong all my life. Your chest is not supposed to rise on the inhale; the better kind of breathing is from just above the abdomen. If you’re truly relaxed and not paying attention, diaphragmatic breathing is what your body naturally does. But of course the moment you think about it up goes your chest, as your lungs desperately seek the oxygen which has suddenly become complicated to obtain.

It was hard to keep the tone up properly on that descending phrase, Io ti debba riamar, meaning I should love you in return, the -mar was right on my break and I had to keep it in head voice though it was a bit low, I sounded like a turkey. My teacher told me I wasn’t supporting enough with my diaphragm. I’m still not even sure I understand the physical movements that are necessary to create this mysterious ‘support’. Io ti debba riamar? I would look at my teacher at the end of the phrase like I was asking a question; she would look noncommittal.

I never had enough breath support to create the sound I wanted: robust, round, voicey. I hadn’t listened to other singers enough to understand that lightness is not weakness. Cecilia Bartoli, for instance, had just released her album Arie Antiche (1992), in which she performs this piece. The /a/ in her amar is not dark and turkey-like, but airy, with a firm grounding beneath. If I’d bothered to listen I could have heard the way she went for those /n/s in t’innganar to further seal the sound, the staccato precision of each syllable, the way she attacks the /d/ in dolor with a /t/ sound. Or if I had bothered to listen to Maria Callas, I might have learned to embrace the darker tones in my voice. But I did not seek out classical singers, to my own detriment, preferring the far more accessible registers of musical theatre and pop music.

Try as I might, I could not understand this new kind of breathing; it made me feel like I was going to faint. (‘Don’t worry, it’s normal to feel woozy,’ said my teacher.) Taking voice lessons taught me how difficult it is to describe bodily sensation. Your teacher tells you to swell your ribcage with your breath, and then firm up as you exhale with a strong tssssssssss, firm up firm up firm up, and with her hands on your ribs, she could tell if you were doing it right. When I did manage it, I didn’t understand how to replicate it. What she told me about my body was like a foreign language; it was impossible to verify that I’d understood her meaning.

The voice lives in a body: its tonalities, contours, and textures will be those the body alone can produce. Unlike a clarinettist, say, or a pianist, the singer plays herself. When she is tired, her voice will be tired. As her hormones fluctuate, it will too. She must reckon with the instrument she’s been given, no trading it in for a better one; it will have its corners and tight spots and pressure points and she will have to make do. You have to be strong, for some songs, rooted to the ground to find the music somewhere deep and haul it up and out of yourself; to sing ‘Defying Gravity’, Cynthia Erivo has said, joking but not, ‘I had to sing from my vagina. You’ve got to dig in! Dig!’

In the early 90s I did not yet know how to dig in that way, and I could never have understood singing as having anything to do with anything below the waist. Instead I lived it as a kind of ongoing existential adolescent crisis. Am I doing this right? How do other people do this? Breathing wrong felt like being somehow bodiless, and yet body-bound as the breath ran out. Inspiration, I once overheard someone say in a Paris café, it means to inhale. And expiration? It’s what happens to you at the end of the breath, when it runs out, and there’s more music to sing but no more breath to do it. You expire.

Whenever I had to practise singing, I would wait until everyone was out of the house, so no one could hear the notes that lacked power, the breath that expired.

In ‘Se tu m’ami’, the melody cut right across my vocal break, that shift in vocal registers as you move from your chest voice – the voice that sounds like your speaking voice – to your head voice, or falsetto.fn1 This is probably part of why it was assigned to us as a good beginner’s aria: it was a means of teaching us what to do with the challenge posed by the vocal break. In classical training, singers are encouraged to make their voices as uniform as possible from the bottom of their range to the top, erasing the break completely. If the air was flowing continuously, and the flow was well supported with the diaphragm, I should have been able to control the sound in such a way that my lower and upper registers joined up seamlessly, with a minimum of vocal strain.

The bel canto singers in the eighteenth and nineteenth century who developed classical vocal training called it the passaggio, Italian for passage. Go ahead, sing a scale, start low and keep going till you hit the top of your range. Did you feel a funny croak in the middle? A little hitch, like kicking over a stone? That’s your break. In technical terms, it’s a transition between the thyroarytenoid (or TA) muscles in your lower register and the cricothyroid (or CT) muscles of your upper register, that can sound like a flip or a yodel or a cry. In the chest voice, the muscles are more tense, but they relax in the upper registers; a laryngeal mechanism produces the different sounds. These days my break can start as low as F above middle C; it used to be higher, between A and B, turning into a light head voice just as I wanted the most power. My vocal break drove me crazy. It marked the limits of my potential as a singer, the place where I was powerless, where I lost control over pitch and tone. Tricky little vocal break, little stone waiting to trip me up. It was the site of vocal shame, of vulnerability.

I spent hours working to make my voice nearly featureless, like a mask, no breaks or wrinkles or scars or pimples. (In fact, the very place in your face where you feel the vibrations of your voice, where you can place your voice as you sing, is called the mask.) I tried to make my voice uniform from top to bottom; filling out my upper register, working up agility with scales and runs, I tried to make as homogenous and mellifluous a sound as possible, uninterrupted throughout the length of my range. Io ti debba—

No that’s wrong

Io ti debba ri—

Try again

Io ti debba riamar?

Much as I wanted to please my teacher, to be a good and obedient singer, a part of me rebelled. I remember instinctively feeling that this attempt at continuity was ironing out the natural topography of my voice, and making it less interesting. Other kinds of singing didn’t have these strict ideas about how to manage the break: you can sing in chest voice, below the break, and stretch it upwards, and belt, or blend the chest voice with the upper register, something they call mixed voice, a voice that in its very name announces the impossibility of purity, the necessity of hybridity.fn2 Another option is to emphasise the difference between registers, turning the break itself into a stylistic feature: yodelling uses that flip in the voice, like a glottal stop, to great effect – think of Julie Andrews singing ‘The Lonely Goatherd’ in The Sound of Music, or Dolores O’Riordan of the Cranberries singing ‘Zombie’. You can hear another version of this vocal flip in R&B, rooted in the gospel tradition – Aretha Franklin and Whitney Houston do it; Mariah Carey does it incessantly, as do Rihanna, Christina Aguilera, and Kelly Clarkson; there are entire YouTube mixes devoted to highlighting just this sort of crying place in the voice. It is even indicated in some gospel notation: a circle for a ‘full cry’; a half-shaded circle for a ‘half cry’. In traditional African or African-American singing, we don’t find the same emphasis on continuity and smoothness, but a prioritising of the voice ‘crying in the wilderness’.2 ‘Some outstanding blues, gospel, and jazz singers have voices that may be described as foggy, hoarse, rough or sandy. Not only is this kind of voice not derogated, it often seems to be valued. Sermons preached in this type of voice appear to create a special emotional tension.’3 According to some musicologists, this R&B and gospel use of the vocal flip has its origins in African falsetto traditions as well as the ‘field holler’ (as in an ‘arwhoolie’, or a cornfield holler, in the Library of Congress’s Archive of Folk culture) as important uses of the vocal break. The field holler, like a yodel, allowed those working in the fields to communicate across large distances to each other. The arwhoolie was a ‘plaintive chant, with only a few words’: singing has a history of helping enslaved people and workers from sailors to railroad layers coordinate their labour, and to provide relief from the tedium of repetitive and back-breaking activity.4 Singing keeps you sane. And singing with, and not against, the vocal break feels good.

I wish that I had understood back then that the break didn’t have to be a site of personal failure, that I could work with instead of against the imperfections in my voice, making work with its different colours and resonances, its scratches and cracks like skips on a record, its atmospheric flaws. For Fred Moten, that audible break – what he refers to as the ‘crack’ – is the ‘extremity of the instrument, willingness to fail reconfigured as a willingness to go past’.5 Past even what our teachers are telling us, past obedience into truth. Working with the break can help us confront our faults, and even emphasise them: vocal kintsugi, as in the classic Japanese technique of repairing broken pottery by lining the cracks with gold. The place where something breaks can also be the place where it heals. Embracing the flaws can strengthen the work; through vulnerability can come power.

But in conventional accounts of singing, the bias against the break persists. The internet is full of YouTube voice coaches all promising to help you erase your break in three easy exercises. I’m tired of reading about it as an element of ‘untrained voices’, something to eliminate, a reason why you’ll never be good enough.6 If we take the voice to be an expression of our innermost being, an expression of our agency and intervention in the world, then it follows that a break in the voice is a break in that agency. If you train and you train and something trips you up, that place is the part of you that is resistant to mastery. Instead I want to think about breaks and flaws as not necessarily accidents, but as aesthetic tools. For the scholar Freya Jarman, a ‘queer’ space can be said to open out of the ‘vocal flaw’.7 And if, as the tenor John Potter suggests in his book Vocal Authority, the way we sing is a form of ideology, singing in the break (in Moten’s terms) can be a disruptive, liberating act. Rather than calling it a break, with all the negative connotations of that word, around rupture, and failure, maybe we should follow the Italians in conceiving of it as a passage. To this day I am mesmerised by transitional spaces, and the meanings that can be made in them.

Perhaps the place where the chest voice meets the head voice is where all our discomfort with art and fiction lives. Whether we’re talking about a novel, a film, a musical, a ballet, a painting, even a symphony, in each of these cases, art uses a contrived situation to draw emotion out of us. We get very worried about our responses to it, about how it makes us feel. Is what we’re feeling authentic? Has it been summoned from us in a way that feels genuine, or do we suspect we’re being manipulated? What does it say about us if we let ourselves be moved? The break reminds us of the made-ness of the art of singing; we are not drifting in the sublime wordless realm of music but listening to a socially situated individual perform a piece. What we do with our vocal breaks is a reminder that every voice is a production, a choice: to disguise it, or not; instead to use it in the service of the song, and their interpretation of it. Flagged up in this way, the vocal break leads us (both singer and listener) into a space of ambiguity, where we are no longer sure who we are and where our bodies end.

Let’s not pretend these fractures and doubts aren’t there. The voice, with its unpredictable nooks and crannies, wrong-footing our assumptions about gender, race, and class, sickness and health, fragility and strength – the voice is multiple and always in flux, and always, even if we aren’t listening, telling us something that can’t quite be captured in language, something we ourselves would be hard put to explain.




The Voice of a Woman Is a Nakedness


High vocal pitch goes together with talkativeness to characterise a person who is deviant from or deficient in the masculine ideal of control. Women, catamites, eunuchs, and androgynes fall into this category. Their sounds are bad to hear and make men uncomfortable.

– Anne Carson, ‘The Gender of Sound’



They say we can never know what our own voices sound like. What we hear when we speak or sing is echoed back to us through our sinuses, resonating in our cartilage. There is no way to get objective aural information; recordings only distort: our own voices are permanently unknowable to us. And yet we are convinced that this unknowable sound conveys some essential truth of who we are. The metaphor of the voice stands in for agency, authenticity, honesty. We want to make our voices heard. To speak up for ourselves, or on behalf of those who are being silenced. In Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition, speech is the means by which humans intervene in the world, defining themselves and their politics. Through speaking, she argues, people ‘appear’ to each other, suggesting that without it, we would blur into an undifferentiated mass.2 ‘Having a voice is crucial,’ writes Rebecca Solnit in The Mother of All Questions. ‘It’s not all there is to human rights, but it’s central to them, and so you can consider the history of women’s rights and lack of rights as a history of silence and breaking silence.’3 From self-help books to creative writing coaches, from mental health charities to after-school clubs, that imperative – find your voice – is harnessed into the service of fighting our fears, or healing our relationships. Often there is a capitalist ethos underpinning all these exhortations – your voice, if you can manage to locate it, will help you get ahead, make more money, fulfil your ambition. The voice is a vector of power, an expression of what a society finds persuasive or excessive, valuable or superfluous.

[image: A painting features nuns in their habit sitting in two rows of choir stalls with open books in their hands.]
2. Nuns in Choir Stalls, Master of St Jerome (attributed), early 15th century, London, British Library, Cotton MS Domitian A XVII, fol. 74v.1

If we challenge the mystical authenticity of the voice, and clarify that our voices do not transmit the essence of ‘who we are’, we might find instead that they convey our multiplicity, our potentialities. Just as we don’t have one single unified self that is consistent from day to day, we also don’t have one voice: we have voices, plural.4 If we’ve settled on one that we use more or less consistently in a daily way, it doesn’t mean it’s the truest; it’s simply the most habitual. Without forgetting that habit meant something we put on, before it meant something we usually do.

We are forever reshaping ourselves and our voices to suit different occasions or recipients, adapting our tone, our affect, even our accents. One voice for our parents, one for our siblings. Another for our friends, or for different groups of friends. For our teachers, and our students. For our bosses, or those we supervise. Each inflection learned and ingrained and performed without thinking, each with its potentialities and limitations. Or it’s the external pressures of racial, cultural, or class-based prejudice that lead us to modulate the way we sound. People code-switch all the time, contouring (consciously or not) how they sound to fit the way they want to come across. I’ve learned this in my own life, as an immigrant first to France and then to Britain, negotiating languages and Englishes. Our voices tell the stories of our attempted assimilations. They give clues as to where we’ve been, and to whom we’ve listened. They are a record of the ways we’ve learned to use them. ‘Every sound we make,’ the poet Anne Carson writes, ‘is a bit of autobiography.’5

Our voices point to our possible metamorphoses: they speak our embodiment, our sinuses and facial structure, the shape of our larynx, this ‘throat of flesh’ (in Italo Calvino’s term), but also the hormones we are born with or take.6 Or, captured on a recording, they embody our disembodiment, momentary or permanent. Whether or not we are physically present, they enter the bodies of our listeners. They can be intimate and close, or reach across long distances. They are comfortingly unique (I’d know your voice anywhere) but sometimes alienating and strange (I didn’t recognise your voice). Voices are powerful, in all these ways. But they are anything but singular.fn1 We are mobile, changeable beings, and don’t trust anyone who says otherwise; they have something at stake in fixity.

The more I think about it, the more I realise that I learned all the different forms a single voice could take not when I moved abroad, but long before that, back when I was a singer, confronted with the variety of sounds and styles my voice could produce. I tried on all sorts of different voices, all kinds of approaches to the break, to see which one sounded most me. Should I be a classically inflected soprano, sweet and virtuous, or a mixed voice belter, scrappy and lovelorn? Sing bel canto, Rodgers & Hammerstein, Sondheim, jazz? Learn the guitar, strum out folk songs in coffee shops? There was so much at stake, depending on what I decided, a career to be eked out. Each choice would take me down a particular road, closing off the others. Remaining open to all possibilities all the time was a survival tactic, so someone would cast me, want me. I will be whatever you need me to be. I didn’t want to sing only one way. But it felt as if my future depended on making one choice.

In her study Multivocality: Singing on the Borders of Identity, the ethnomusicologist Katherine Meizel describes auditioning for American Idol alongside a singer who had just recorded a demo tape she was calling Many Voices.


The name referenced the album’s collection of heterogeneous sounds and stories sung across western classical, blues, pop, and Scottish traditional styles, and the high lonesome timbres of American old-time music. A lifelong penchant for trying on and trying out different voices had made her, she later told me, ‘the supreme imitator,’ and by the time she finished her studies in opera, her musical flexibility had left her struggling with the question, ‘What is my voice?’7



Neither of the two women was picked for American Idol. But Meizel’s new friend Rhiannon Giddens went on to win a Grammy, a Pulitzer, and a MacArthur Genius Grant for her work as a singer, songwriter, and multi-instrumentalist, whose practice is dedicated to reclaiming the contributions of Black Americans to folk and country music – especially to sharing the Black history of the banjo, an African-derived instrument, invented by enslaved people in the Caribbean.8

Before learning the banjo, however, Giddens trained as an opera singer at Oberlin, where she sang soprano, later forming a classical music duo with the mezzo-soprano Cheryse McLeod Lewis, called Eleganza. ‘Is there anything Rhiannon Giddens can’t sing?’ asked the New York Times.9 Many Voices, Giddens told Meizel, ‘was her way of turning what could have been an identity crisis into an advantage in the music industry’. Giddens is proof that you can have an opera voice, a country voice, and a pop voice – all at the same time.

But these are not the kinds of voices that Black singers are called upon to produce most often. As the voice coach and Tony-nominated composer-dramatist Masi Asare details, in her own experience sitting in on auditions, Black performers are encouraged to make one sound in particular: ‘“Take us to church!” the casting directors demand, excitedly.’10 ‘This singer,’ Asare notes, ‘may be able to spin out, with equal ease, a breathy folk song, a husky jazz ballad, a golden-toned aria, a ragged rock scream. But often, none of these sounds are invited in the audition room.’11

Giddens collaborated with Beyoncé on her 2024 country album, Cowboy Carter: the first thing you hear on ‘Texas Hold ’Em’ is Giddens on her banjo. When the song was released, she posted on her Instagram account: ‘I used to say many times as soon as Beyoncé puts the banjo on a track my job is done,’ adding: ‘Well, I didn’t expect the banjo to be mine, and I know darn well my job isn’t done, but today is a pretty good day.’12

Speaking of people who have something invested in fixity: when Beyoncé announced that she was releasing a country album, there was serious resistance from white country music listeners, some of it thinly veiled (or completely unveiled) racism. ‘Just because you sing hip hop with a country accent does not make you country music,’ some dude in a Stetson told ABC news. One radio station, KYKC in Oklahoma, initially refused to play it13 (the Chickasaw Nation-owned station said they didn’t know Beyoncé was releasing a country album, and put the song into rotation after fans complained), and it didn’t receive a single nomination at the Country Music Awards (despite winning the Grammy for Album of the Year). ‘I look at the reaction to Beyoncé – I hope I can be frank here,’ said the rapper Bun B, ‘but it’s the musical equivalent of “shut up and dribble.”’14

Nevertheless, ‘Texas Hold ’Em’ went to number one on the Billboard country charts, and the album inspired millions of people to stream country music on Spotify for the first time – including tracks made by Black country artists. On Twitter, Jon Batiste praised the album for ‘dismantl[ing] the genre machine’.15 But Beyoncé wasn’t trying to take apart or infiltrate a new genre, Giddens explained; she was exploring her own family’s heritage through music.16 Giddens found the backlash a little suspicious, saying: ‘People can do what they want to do. You want to make a country record, make a country record! No one’s asking Lana Del Rey what right do you have to make a country record. […] The “stay in your lane,” the “well that’s not real country,” that’s just racism. People don’t want to say it’s because she’s Black. But they use these coded terms.’

Radio stations’ calculations about which songs to play are based on how often other stations are playing those songs, meaning that if artists are channelled into one kind of music, or one kind of voice, it is absolutely because of racism, misogyny, or both, but at the same time, as usual, because of capitalism. The music industry is above all else a business, and record labels need to assign artists to a given category so they can better sell them. Fair enough. But these categories too often prevent musicians from exploring beyond them. ‘We have been led to think that genre is an inevitable and immutable category of musical expression,’ Giddens wrote in a Guardian op-ed, ‘but we should not confuse genre with tradition. Tradition is shaped according to the inner logic of specific communities through long processes of creative engagement.’17

Musical genre, Giddens argues, is at least partly created by the profit-seeking imperatives of musical institutions: ‘people with access to power create [genre], control it, and maintain it in order to commoditise art’. Through the rise of the recording industry in the 1920s, American popular music, inherently fluid and prone to creating ‘mixes and blends’, came to be segregated into artificially distinct categories that were marketed to specific audiences. ‘Race records’ describes music made by Black recording artists and aimed at a Black audience, and ‘hillbilly’ or ‘old time’ music made by rural white people and sold to white listeners; in time, these categories evolved into ‘R&B’ and ‘country-western’, despite origins among the same pool of performers in the same parts of the country.18 Giddens has devoted her life and work to recovering the place of Black musicians as ‘co-creators’ of country music. ‘Nobody owns an art form. Everyone is allowed to enjoy and make country music, especially when done with respect, understanding and integrity. But let’s stop pretending that the outrage surrounding this latest single is about anything other than people trying to protect their nostalgia for a pure ethnically white tradition that never was.’

Drawing on the scholarship of the sociologist Nick Couldry critiquing neoliberalism’s embrace of voices that ‘support the market system rather than true agency, providing nothing more than “opportunity to compete as a commodity”’, we might think of multivocality with Katherine Meizel as ‘a practice at once produced by and resistant to these neoliberal expectations’.19 We can sing in many voices to defy convention, defy genre, capitalism, racism, sexism. We can use our multiple voices to renegotiate social relations; they can become a ‘form of resistance’.20

For women, using our voices has never been a neutral proposition, but a hard-won right. For millennia we were silenced, our voices perceived as uncivilised. Feminist critics and historians have examined the actual practical and legal underpinnings of the metaphorical ideal of having a voice. In ancient Greece, for instance, we were the designated mourners, hired because we could do such unearthly things with our voices that, it was believed, we could express all the grief of the community. Yet funerals were usually held outside the metropolis, death a matter for the margins. Women’s voices make an unruly sound: good for keening over the dead at the edge of the city, not speaking in the universal I of the citizen.21 Reflecting on ‘just how deeply embedded in Western culture are the mechanisms that silence women’, the classics scholar Mary Beard takes us back to the Odyssey, and young Telemachus telling his mother Penelope to stop airing her opinions and go to her room: ‘speech will be the business of men, all men, and of me most of all; for mine is the power in this household’. Beard quotes one first-century Roman anthropologist, who reports on three women whose ‘natural condition’ could not keep them from making themselves heard in the forum: one was androgynous, one spoke only on behalf of women, and one, who pled her own cases, tired herself out with her ‘“barking”’ and ‘“yapping”’.22 Staying quiet was as important for maintaining one’s reputation as keeping your clothes on, or rather: using your voice was like getting naked in public. One second-century general pronounces that ‘a woman should as modestly guard against exposing her voice to outsiders as she would guard against stripping off her clothes’.23

Singing was a respected art in the ancient world, but it too was the privilege of men, whose musicality was considered a divine gift. Begging for his life upon the return of Odysseus, the bard Phemius (forced by Penelope’s suitors to entertain them) emphasises the close relationship between singers and the gods: ‘If you kill me now, you will be sorry!’ Of course a singing poet like Homer would have another singing poet say that. But go on, Phemius:


I have the power to sing for gods and men.

I am self-taught – all kinds of song are planted

by gods inside my heart.24



When Orpheus sang, all of nature listened to him; his voice could move the birds and beasts to tears; the rocks and trees would gather near and sway to the rhythm of his kithara. The first opera, Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo (1607), is based on his legend.

Women’s singing, however, earned them comparisons to the sirens, the mythical creatures who lured sailors to their death. The siren is an ancient symbol for the distracting, even mortal danger of women, distilled in the voice. They appear in Homer’s Odyssey as half women, half birds, perched on their island and singing so alluringly that, Circe warns:


If anyone goes near them

in ignorance, and listens to their voices,

that man will never travel to his home,

and never make his wife and children happy

to have him back with them again. The Sirens

who sit there in their meadow will seduce him

with piercing songs.25



The origin of the fear of the siren, suggest John Potter and Neil Sorrell in their history of singing, no doubt lies in the ‘male fear of female power used through guile and seduction, resulting in loss of power, even death’.26 ‘Repel a singer as you would some bane,’ writes St Jerome. ‘Hurry from your house women who live by playing and singing, the devil’s choir whose songs are the fatal ones of sirens.’27 The philosopher Adriana Cavarero argues that ‘as omniscient narrators, Homer’s Sirens […] usurp the masculine specialty of logos’.28 At the same time, the female voice was heard to bring with it associations ‘with bodily fluids (milk, menstrual blood) and the consequent devaluation of feminine utterance as formless, free-flowing babble, a sign of uncontrolled female generativity’.29 In the ancient world, men’s voices were ethereal and divine, women’s all too human and embodied.

When today women in the West say things men don’t want to hear, they are accused of being ‘strident’ and ‘shrill’, a serious contrast with the deep-voiced authority we supposedly hear when men speak. (Could this be because of the physically penetrative power of the voice?) I am writing this during the presidential campaign of Kamala Harris, when her laugh is routinely mocked, not only by her opponent, Donald Trump, and his minions, but even by other women: Jeanine Pirro, Megyn Kelly, Fox News commentator Michelle Tafoya, the list goes on. ‘I don’t know what drugs she’s on, or what makes her so happy all the time, but she’s an absolute disgrace and she hasn’t done women any favors,’ commented the far-right Australian pundit Teena McQueen.30 A low voice, everyone knows (see: Margaret Thatcher and her voice coach), connotes seriousness and reliability because it makes a woman sound like a man. I’m fascinated by the timbre Elizabeth Holmes adopted to be taken more seriously as a young female entrepreneur; but Holmes was found guilty of lying to investors to build her blood-test start-up Theranos. Her voice was so blatantly fake, I can only hear it as an admission – voiced but not confessed – that her business was fake too.

If cis women have to sound more like cis men to be taken seriously, where does this leave trans women? On a recent trip to Copenhagen, I got to talking at a gallery event with a trans performance artist called Faun who told me that in Denmark, trans people can get free government-sponsored voice lessons to learn how to match their voices to their gender identity. Faun described the misogyny she has encountered in studying the female voice – when to speak breathily, when to adopt a low voice. It is brilliant that these lessons are available, but they are not a neutral tool, and voice teachers are in thrall to certain ideas around gender and vocal identity. To speak like a woman, you must remain on the lookout for the traps the culture has laid to ensnare us.

In music, as well, we make assumptions, rightly or wrongly, based on the female voice. The sound of a female opera singer suggests seriousness, refinement, prestige, and, probably, a certain elitism. A take-no-prisoners singing voice – a belt – has been used to suggest transformative power, feminist radicalism, and social justice – as in the case of the bands associated with riot grrrl. A tuneful voice moving between the lower and upper registers sounds like a certain kind of intellectual folk or pop music, the kind we associate with Joni Mitchell, Kate Bush, or Tori Amos. But then there is the question of the voice being shaped to convey a particular extra-musical idea – call it style or call it branding, but it raises questions about musical or vocal honesty, which I would argue goes beyond matters of taste and style.

The voice is always a mood, but sometimes it’s a product we’re being sold. A certain lisping affectation of gravelly granny voice connotes artiness and eccentricity in indie music, sometimes referred to as ‘indie accent’, or ‘cursive singing’, due to its ‘smooth’ or indecipherable qualities, depending on who you ask. The coy tweeness of a singer like Joanna Newsom, for instance, with her excessive diphthongs and agnostic relationship to pitch, is something I just can’t get past, however much I might admire the inventiveness of her songwriting and musicality. (I know so many lovely people who adore her, who find her singing quirky and endearing. To them I can only say: I’m so sorry.) I am clearly not alone in feeling this way, because Newsom has defended herself against these accusations, saying: ‘I’m going to sing my heart out, as crazy as it sounds, and I’m not going to care because there’s no hope of sounding anything like what people consider beautiful. I sure as hell wasn’t affecting anything. I mean, the institution of singing is inherently an affectation.’31 Jo Collinson Scott notes that comments regarding the ‘inauthenticity’ of Newsom’s voice equate more quote-unquote natural singing ‘with a particular style of singing (controlled, smooth, non-nasal, “in-tune”, utilising vibrato)’. But, she adds, ‘Newsom’s argument here is that it is the trained Western singing voice in fact that is the construction. Her efforts therefore are […] to reject the inauthentic constructions of the trained Western voice.’32

I half agree: the voice is always a construction, whether or not it’s singing. But though Newsom suggests there is something natural and unconstructed about ‘sing[ing her] heart out’, the way she sings still conforms to certain conventions. This is not the only way she can sing, and it’s disingenuous to suggest otherwise. Her musical style is essentially a form of branding; it sounds like it’s trying to sell me a global Brooklyn lifestyle. It wants me to drink coffee from a Chemex, it wants me to buy a Dutch bicycle. (What’s more, it is dated: it’s selling me the 2012 model.) There simply is no ‘natural’ way to speak or sing; even untrained voices, when they begin to sing, are calibrated and calculated: (time and place) + (timbre and embodiment). They are pitched (yes) to be heard a certain way.

I don’t want to confuse style with voice; Mariah Carey, for instance, uses her instrument to sing R&B, so every song she sings turns into an R&B song. That is a stylistic choice. Céline Dion has vocal habits that make her easy to mimic (if you have the pipes to do it) but that is also more a question of style. Britney Spears, like Newsom, puts on a voice, a breathy baby one, laden with vocal fry, and any song she sings, she sings in that voice. I am sure she has another, bigger, more supported voice available to her, but it is not her brand to use it. There’s footage of her singing on Star Search as a little kid, and she positively roars out ‘Love Can Build a Bridge’: if you closed your eyes, you’d think an adult was making that sound. Poor Britney hasn’t ever been allowed to sing in a voice that matches her stage in life.

I don’t write this to gratuitously neg Newsom or Spears, but to point to some underlying trouble, some inequity or anxiety, some need to appeal, to please. There are styles of singing that are fawning, performed by girls and women who are singing in a culture that they know doesn’t respect them.

Over the course of the twentieth century, singing came to be seen as a feminine and therefore commercial, culturally empty mode of performance.33 For male performers, singing is sometimes seen as an activity which can undermine their masculinity as well as their ‘authenticity’. I’m thinking of the critical response to singers like Tori Amos and Céline Dion, which I’ll look at later, but also of Jay-Z rapping on his song ‘D.O.A. (Death of Auto-Tune)’ that (I’m paraphrasing because quoting directly would cost a fortune) singing isn’t manly, that guys like T-Pain and Kanye should grow a pair and get back to rapping. Simon Reynolds points out that a high male voice, or falsetto, ‘that staple of so much pop music, from doo-wop to disco to today’s R&B, contains the idea of fakeness in its very name’.34 And yet – as Potter and Sorrell note – it was the Beatles’ falsetto singing that seemed to drive their young female fans crazy.35 Perhaps it is the element of perceived femininity in the cis male voice that makes it more attractive to young women. Perhaps a boy who’s more like a girl is the most attractive of all. I can see, indeed, why that would be terrifying for someone who derived so much of their self-worth from an aggressive form of masculinity.

Speaking of aggressive forms of masculinity. In case there’s any doubt about the potentially disruptive and destabilising power of the female voice, the recently reinstalled Taliban have introduced a law in Afghanistan barring women from speaking in public, part of a set of new ‘vice and virtue’ morality laws intended to shore up their absolute control since they re-took the country in 2021.36 Under their rule women have not been allowed to pursue education after sixth grade, work most jobs, or travel without a male chaperon. The activist Malala Yousafzai calls this gender apartheid: Afghan women are deprived of full citizenship because they are not men. They have no public voice, metaphorically speaking.

Now another restriction has been laid down which deprives them of their actual voices. ‘Whenever an adult woman leaves her home out of necessity,’ says the law, ‘she is obliged to conceal her voice, face, and body.’ Women are no longer permitted to speak or sing or even laugh in public. Even if a woman inside her home can be heard speaking or singing from the outside, she will be punished. According to the Taliban, a woman’s voice is an intimate and thus a criminal thing.

‘This campaign is a direct response to the horrifying objectification and sexualisation of women by the Taliban, where they say women’s voices equal their private parts,’ an Afghan feminist called Sahar Fetrat told NPR. ‘So [the protesters] are saying you can’t objectify my voice like that. It’s not something, like a private part of your body, that you would cover. It’s my voice, and it’s important.’37

Lest these ideas about women’s voices sound like the purview of faraway fundamentalists, let me say clearly: they are not. In Orthodox Judaism women are not allowed to sing in front of men. When I was at university, I met some female students from the nearby Jewish Theological Seminary who were in an a cappella group. We can’t perform in front of men, they told me. Their voices, they said, were thought to arouse lust in any men who might overhear, and distract them from thoughts of God and higher things with their base earthly urges. Exceptions are made for songs which cannot be thought to be arousing in any way – songs sung during the Shabbos meal, to children, or in lamentation.

Talking with an Israeli friend about this prohibition, I mentioned that I was interested in the ways in which women’s voices had been controlled, minimised, and silenced. She told me that somewhere in the Talmud, it says that a woman’s voice is like pubic hair, something that must remain hidden. Kol b’ishah ervah, it says: the voice of a woman is a nakedness, an ervah.38 My friend said that the word ervah in modern Hebrew has associations with lewdness, or sexual impropriety – even a reference to what we have down there, to what ought to be covered up.

In the Quran, where ervah is, in Arabic, awra, a woman’s voice is only permissible if it is loud. ‘O wives of the Prophet!’ runs the 33rd sūrah. ‘You are not like any other women. If you keep your duty (to Allah), then be not soft in speech, lest he in whose heart is a disease (of hypocrisy, or evil desire for adultery) should be moved with desire, but speak in an honourable manner.’39 Commentators on the ‘vocal nudity’ debate note that if a woman’s voice becomes soft or alluring, it becomes fitnah (treacherous, bewitching).40

The prohibition made it to Christianity, too; in his first epistle to the Corinthians, St Paul wrote: ‘Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak; but they are commanded to be under obedience as also saith the law.’41 Medieval commentators on the art of singing referred mostly to male voices, except to point out examples of what they heard as weakness, in which case they mentioned women’s voices.42 Nuns sang for themselves in their convents; when they had visitors they sang out of sight, prompting comparisons to choirs of angels or ‘celestial sirens’.43

Protest videos made by women in Afghanistan have spread widely in the news and on social media.44 ‘You sealed my lips with silence,’ sings one woman, entirely draped in black fabric (not a burqa). In another video, two women in teal green burqas sit cross-legged and gesticulate as they sing along (or so it appears) to a song whose lyrics translate to: ‘The waves of girls’ voices will shatter this prison.’

‘Songs aren’t going to do much,’ commented one user on Twitter (X) under a video of one of the Afghan women.45 And yet these women risk detainment, beating, and worse if they are caught.46 Songs must do something, or they wouldn’t have been outlawed. I’m reminded that the ancient Greek word for songs was the same as the word for laws: nomoi. They are both derived from the root νέμω, némō, to dispense or to allot, as in: meting out justice. Scholars have tried to suggest why this might be. Perhaps laws were originally sung, maybe as a way to remember them? Or is there some deep connection between the law and poetry, between song and justice?47 At the very least it suggests that songs can indeed do quite a lot. Keeping the women away from music was – and remains, clearly – a key way for men to maintain their hold on power.

Like the mujahideen who ruled before them, the Taliban has long been hostile to music; apart from religious singing, it was completely banned.48 They would confiscate cassette tapes and disembowel them, draping their unspooled plastic film in public as a warning. They burned records, CDs, and musical instruments.

After the Taliban was defeated in the early 2000s, one of the markers of liberation for Afghan women, and the people of Afghanistan in general, was the debut of an American Idol-style singing competition show called Afghan Star. It ran for fifteen seasons, until the Taliban came back into power, and was one of the most popular shows on Afghan television. Every Friday night, between 2005 and 2021, the entire country would gather with family, friends, neighbours in front of the flickering screens of somebody’s television and watch Afghan Star. It was, says the singer John Legend in his documentary about the show, ‘a beacon, a reminder to a shell-shocked nation that it had a freedom to sing again, to use their voices’. Here, the notion of using our voices stands in for a kind of bid for freedom – but filtered specifically through the act of singing to an audience.

There is also a 2009 documentary by the same name, directed by Havana Marking. One of the show’s most beloved (or most reviled) stars, Setara Hussainzada, who famously removed her headscarf during her final appearance, comments in Marking’s film, ‘When I’m performing on stage and singing for the people, the feeling of freedom comes to my soul. I’m so happy! And this happiness makes me feel like dancing.’ But then: ‘She deserves to be killed,’ says a man in the street. Hussainzada received so many death threats, she had to move to a town where no one knew her.

‘[M]usic is dangerous,’ writes Roland Barthes. ‘[M]usic is an access to jouissance, to loss.’ Women’s music – especially women’s singing – is apparently so dangerous that in some cultures it needs to be silenced.49 Songs may seem like ephemeral, insubstantial things, little bubbles of pleasure that pop and dissipate, but that is clearly not the case, or why would religions and other repressive regimes take the trouble of legislating against them?

My last non-fiction book, Art Monsters, explored how feminist artists have claimed space in the world for their bodies and their art. I had planned to include chapters on music, but as I wrote, I found that I had more to say than could possibly fit into a couple of chapters. I had a more personal story to tell, about how I learned the power of the voice, drawing on my own vocal training as a teenager.

So this is a sequel of sorts, developing the ideas around gender and professionalism, craft, vulnerability, and affect that I began examining in Art Monsters. That book concentrated mainly on feminist art of the 1970s and the aesthetics and activism of the burgeoning feminist movement. This time I focus on the 1990s, when many of the concerns of 70s feminists were reborn in a new generation, after the backlash of the 1980s. I was part of that generation, coming of age in the 90s, when feminism was back in full force and girls and women were using their voices in explicitly political ways. Some of this I was aware of, some of it not, but it was in the air, and it shaped me. This is an idiosyncratic account of feminist music in the 90s, not a systematic one. I haven’t written about some of the decade’s bestselling female artists (like Alanis Morissette or Janet Jackson) or even of 90s singers whose music I really loved, still love, like Fiona Apple, Tracy Chapman, Liz Phair, Courtney Love, Björk, Sleater-Kinney, Erykah Badu, Diamanda Galás, or Miriam Makéba. I have preferred simply to stick to the high-voiced women I wanted to sing like when I was a singer, and who fed the ideas I was developing about why women’s singing is so powerful, to such an extent that some feel an impulse to manipulate, control, and outlaw it.

If this book has 90s white girl energy, this is a reflection of my own adolescent parochialism, as well as of the limited roles people of colour were allowed to play in 90s popular music (stay in your lane), and the way that music was marketed. I have tried to balance this out by focusing on two distinct perspectives: that of the teenage girl I was, and of the middle-aged woman I am now, thirty years later. The former was sheltered and somewhat lacking in musical curiosity; the latter is doing her best to look outward and around, to try to give a fuller picture than what was available to her at that time.

I do not pretend to be writing an authoritative study of vocality; rather I am drawing on my own experiences singing while being young, white, and female in the 90s to think about the way power and identity shape what we’re willing to say, and how we’re willing to say it. While constructing a feminist history of music is beyond the ambitions of this book, I will cop to attempting to help the reader hear music by women differently, by attending to the body in the voice – what Roland Barthes called the grain of the voice, or ‘the body in the voice as it sings’.50 If we were to give more weight to the grain, it ‘could lead to a different history of music from the one we know now’.51 Voices are not purely an aural phenomenon; they carry with them the embodiment of the speaker, bringing it into the body of the listener; when we listen to someone sing, we can hear ‘friction between the music and something else’.52 This is what I am reaching toward, in my writing on voice – not the subject of the song, and not only the objective qualities of the voice, but what happens when the two come together: when form meets content and both are transformed.

There is a politics of listening, as well as of singing. Our gendered ideas around female voices determine the way we hear women’s singing, but these are questions that go beyond the particularities of gender. All voices have the potential to challenge the ‘disciplining code of language’, in Cavarero’s terms, to ‘destabilize […] the rational register on which the system of speech is built’.53 Studies of orality tend to prioritise the voice as a tool for expressing the mind. But we know that the voice is something much more complex. It can express something beyond that which can be conveyed in language itself – Cavarero calls it ‘excess’. To reduce this excess, she argues, ‘is one of the chief vices of logocentrism’.54 This is the process at work when Telemachus tells Penelope to be quiet, or American authoritarian leaders and pundits make fun of the way a woman of colour – not to mention the sitting vice-president of the United States and a candidate for the highest office in the land – laughs. They are taking aim at vocal excess, and trying to shut it down, because they find it so deeply troubling, ‘dangerously bodily’. They turn this excess into ‘lack’: a lack of know-how, a lack of rationality.55 How could someone with that voice govern a country, they insinuate, retaining power for themselves.

In other words: men speak; women sing.56

Cavarero cautions that it is not enough simply to counter those logocentric forces with our vocal excesses; we have to unseat the metaphysical justifications by which patriarchy and logocentrism claim precedence. This is the greater aim of this book: to rethink socially entrenched ideas around failure and success, cool and cringe, amateur and professional, especially as these binaries coalesce around the voice. If we can defuse them of their power, they can no longer be held against us.

In what follows I lay claim to the politically transformative power of pleasure – in writing, in speaking, and above all, in singing – and make a case for musical pleasure to free itself from social judgement. As for aesthetic judgement, that remains an open question. All I can do is defend our right to make pretty sounds, ugly sounds, beautiful and transcendent sounds, unsettling sounds, ordinary sounds, off-key sounds, and well-trained sounds, and all, perhaps, in the same song.




Broadway Baby


To sing is to pray twice.

– St Augustine



Why do people sing? Why is it so necessary that we would go to any length to do it, even in the face of repression? Linda Ronstadt suggests people do it for the same reasons the birds do: ‘They sing for a mate, to claim their territory, or simply to give voice to the delight of being alive in the midst of a beautiful day. They sing so that subsequent generations won’t forget what the current generation endured, or dreamed, or delighted in.’1 The fact is we mark all sorts of occasions with song: we sing at school, on birthdays, and at religious services; we sing to mourn, to express sadness, to protest, to impress, to connect with one another. Some love to sing while others really don’t; some people think they can’t and so avoid it at all costs, while some people think they might be able to but are afraid to try. Some of us can’t stop singing, regardless of whether we’re any good, and god bless. No matter where we fall into these different (by no means exhaustive) categories, we all sing, or need to navigate occasions when it’s required. Our singing voices are our least socialised voices, and therefore the most vulnerable; even the most trained singer has their secret everyday voice, the one that comes out while they’re doing the dishes, or stripping the beds. (What a lovely, earnest sound
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