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Marian Anderson and “Sonic Blackness” 
in American Opera

Nina Sun Eidsheim

The Saints were supposed to be Spaniards [wrote Time Magazine about Four Saints in Three 
Acts,] but Virgil Thomson had chosen Harlem Negroes because of their diction. White sing-
ers, he feared, would act foolish and self-conscious chanting such lines as “Let Lucy Lily Lily 
Lucy Lucy let Lucy Lucy Lily Lily Lily Lily Lily let Lily Lucy Lucy let Lily. Let Lucy Lily.”

—“Music: Saints in Cellophane,” Time Magazine

A great diva with a long career behind her was singing Tosca at the Met in 1961. Her dresser 
asked her whether she had yet heard Leontyne Price, who had just made her unmatched 
debut as Leonora in Il Trovatore. “Ah, yes,” purred [the diva]. “Price. A lovely voice. But the 
poor thing is singing the wrong repertory!” The dresser registered surprise. “What reper-
tory,” he asked, “should Price be singing?” The great diva smiled a knowing smile. “Bess,” 
she purred. “Just Bess.”

—Martin Bernheimer, “Yes, but Are We Really Colour Deaf?,” Opera

On a cloudy January 7 in 1955, the golden-red auditorium glowed 
with expectation. On the dark, gaping stage beyond the proscenium, 
Marian Anderson took her position as the gypsy sorceress Ulrica in 

Giuseppe Verdi’s Un Ballo in Maschera.

The curtain rose . . . and I was there on the stage, mixing the witch’s brew, [Anderson recalls]. 
I trembled, and when the audience applauded and applauded before I could sing a note I 
felt myself tightening into a knot. . . . and things happened to my voice that should not 
have happened. . . . my emotions were too strong.1

The emotional power of this moment is not surprising. At the time of Ander-
son’s debut, the Metropolitan Opera, the largest and most prestigious opera 
house in the United States, had been exclusively white for its entire seventy-
two-year history. Most people felt in 1955 that despite her brief tenure (only 
eight performances over two seasons) Anderson’s hiring was a decisive mo-
ment on the path toward desegregating classical music; it was celebrated as a 
new chapter in American racial relations and policies. As the New York Times 
noted, it would “open doors” for “other Negro singers.”2 In fact, Anderson’s 
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triumphant debut was one of many concrete manifestations of incremental 
improvements for which the civil rights movement had fought long and hard. 

Many of the conditions that Anderson had to overcome to reach this pivotal 
moment gradually improved for later generations of African American singers. 
However, while the second half of the twentieth century saw American opera 
houses decisively integrated, the black performer is yet consistently viewed as 
peculiar. While descriptions of her visual appearance have been toned down 
through the decades, the timbre of her voice has routinely (if often admiringly) 
been characterized as “black.” 

Racialized Voice

Several opera scholars discuss the visual appearances of African American 
singers in terms of casting. Rosalyn Story investigates the ambiguous feel-
ings expressed by many African American singers toward George Gershwin’s 
black-cast-only opera Porgy and Bess (1935) and its racial typecasting. Lisa Barg 
describes how the first casting of Virgil Thomson’s Four Saints in Three Acts 

(1934) relied on preconceptions that tended to 
exoticize African American performers.3 And 
Jason Oby’s important bouquet of interviews 
reveals that it is easier for African Americans 
to succeed as baritones or basses, because the 
roles written for these vocal types are typically 
villains. There is also considerable resistance 

to casting African American tenors as romantic leads, which could entail their 
playing opposite white love interests.4 However, while much research exists 
on racialized language perception and casting, there is no thorough investiga-
tion of the oddly discerning listening practice that so readily identifies certain 
classical voices as “black,” that specifically locates blackness in timbre—the 
characteristic sound of the voice.5 

The identification of a person who has mastered Western classical vocal 
production and repertoire as black requires a very different conceptual process 
than does the identification of a popular-music singer as a member of a racial 
category.6 In popular genres, vernacular languages and pronunciation styles 
are used to tag performers with social distinctions.7 In other words, contextual 
or linguistic information is available in popular music genres and can be used 
to position the singer. The resultant identification is not primarily about race 
per se; it involves, for instance, geographic and social location, which often 

Figure 1.
Marian Anderson at the Metropolitan 
Opera, 1955, as Ulrica in Giuseppe 
Verdi’s Un Ballo in Maschera. Marian 
Anderson Collection, Rare Book & 
Manuscript Library, University of 
Pennsylvania.
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coincide with racial divisions. In contrast, not only does classical repertoire 
feature narrowly defined conventions of pronunciation, timbre, and stylistic 
range determined by a work’s historical period, geography, and composer, but 
the notated compositions also dictate fixed pitches and durations for syllables 
and pauses, which therefore must be produced in the same way by each singer.8 
Unlike popular music genres in which individual style is encouraged, taking 
liberties with pronunciation is not rewarded in the classical vocal world.

It is not an exaggeration to say that the classical singer is defined by adher-
ence to these established aesthetic, technical, and stylistic conventions, and that 
it is through the characteristic vocal timbre resulting from adherence to the 
aforementioned conventions that a voice is recognized as a “classical voice.”9 
Without these vocal qualities the singer is simply not considered a classical 
singer by the opera community. Hence my question is the following: given 
that all American classical singers are trained in a musical culture that, equally 
for all of them, is bound to a secondary (European) culture, and given classi-
cal music’s minimal indulgence of individual style, what singles out African 
American classical singers as nonetheless inhabiting a particularly “black” voice? 
We must take this distinction to be based on an assumption that the black 
body is intrinsically different from the white body and that even when emit-
ting a timbre recognized as classical, the resonance of a singer’s black body is 
evident. In interactions with recording media the black voice has indeed been 
viewed as distinct. “Negroes [record] better than white singers, because their 
voices have a certain sharpness or harshness about them that a white man has 
not,” the trade paper Phonogram reported in 1891.10 This fundamental physi-
ological difference—“there is a peculiar vibrating quality in the negro voice, 
due, perhaps, to a peculiar arrangement of the vocal chords [sic], which is not 
found in the white race”—was clearly expressed in a 1903 Washington Post 
article.11 However, my research on vocal morphology concludes that there are 
no more similarities within a so-called racial group than there are differences 
between groups.12 Therefore the distinction must lie beyond the sound itself. 

Linguistic research forcefully demonstrates that nonsonic information 
plays a crucial role in how we perceive voices and determine racial identities 
in general. Asked to rate the comprehensibility and intelligence of a lecture 
recorded by a native speaker of American English, paired with a photo of 
either an Asian-looking or a Caucasian-looking lecturer, listeners gave lower 
ratings to the recording paired with the Asian-looking lecturer. Since the same 
recording accompanied both photos, researchers concluded that the listeners 
expected the Asian-looking lecturer to speak in accented, simplified English, 
and therefore heard her speech that way.13 Additionally, the participants in 
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this study listened with the assumption not only that the voice discloses the 
speaker’s racial category but also that the Asian lecturer was less intelligent. 
Considering how the study was designed, it becomes clear that the participants 
listened with their eyes and judged intelligence with their prejudices. 

Examples from outside the laboratory, illustrating people’s propensity for 
this type of judgment, are not hard to come by. American equal-rights activists 
have shown that landlords make decisions based on potential renters’ vocal 
accents, tending to decide against tenants whose accents reflect “undesirable” 
populations-that is, black and Latino, according to the study.14 The American 
legal system also assumes that every voice is tied to an unambiguously raced or 
unmarked body. In 1999 the Kentucky Supreme Court ruled that since wit-
nesses’ recognitions of female voices are admissible as evidence, “we perceive 
no reason why a witness could not likewise identify a voice as being that of a 
particular race or nationality, so long as the witness is personally familiar with 
the general characteristics, accents or speech patterns of the race or nationality 
in question.”15 In this decision voice is established as unambiguously repre-
sentative of a stable body.16 In summary, both visual information and accent 
are relied on to determine people’s racial category.

Blackness and Vocal Timbre 

It is presumably such a stable, inescapable body that the critic Geerd Heinsen 
hears. About Cynthia Clarey’s voice in Les Contes d’Hoffmann, he writes that 
its “tone quality [is] too Negroid for the French vocal line,” adding hastily 
that his judgment was merely “a matter of taste.”17 In The Singing Voice Robert 
Rushmore writes, “I think today that if he did not know, a perceptive listener 
would instantly recognize the voice of Leontyne Price as belonging to a black.”18 
Did Heinsen’s and Rushmore’s “perceptive listeners” base this distinction on 
listening only, or was their hearing influenced by nonsonic aspects? 

A popular narrative attests that African American singers arrive at a distinctly 
“black” version of the classical timbre by first working with spirituals. Two 
celebrated African American opera singers, Simon Estes and Barbara Hendrix, 
do indeed cite their experience with spirituals as influential on their growth as 
classical singers. Specifically, Hendrix attributes her ability to express suffering 
in Mozart arias to her embodied understanding of spirituals. In contrast, the 
first African American Metropolitan Opera coach, Sylvia Lee, hired in 1950, 
said about the African American soprano Martina Arroyo’s attempts at spirituals 
that she had never heard such white spirituals in her life.19 Lee subsequently 
coached Arroyo in that repertoire in the same way she coached diction and 
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phrasing in German lieder. Thus while some singers acknowledge spiritual sing-
ing as an important stage in their artistic development, others were not brought 
up with the spiritual and were in fact “illiterate” in the idiom, having to learn 
it like any other vocal style as part of a professional repertoire. Nonetheless, 
the claim that the distinguishable African American operatic vocal timbre is 
conditioned by spiritual-singing is relentless. Based on the studies mentioned 
earlier, one may suspect that this narrative’s persistence stems from unspoken 
beliefs about a uniform black culture, that the black body is distinct from the 
white body and thus possesses a different vocal timbre.20 

In the twenty-first century, many of us believe such racist attitudes out-
moded. Yet in 2007 the African-American soprano Hope Briggs was fired by 
the San Francisco Opera at the eleventh hour from the role of Donna Anna 
in Don Giovanni, sparking a storm of protest letters and articles claiming that 
her dismissal was a reaction to her race.21 General Director David Gockley’s 
official announcement was that Briggs’s voice “was not ultimately suited for 
this role in this production.”22 Yet both the San Francisco Chronicle and the 
New York Times published reports from unnamed sources within the opera 
house that stated that Briggs had sounded fine at the final dress rehearsal.23 
These articles raised serious questions as to the relevance of Briggs’s race to 
Gockley’s decision, highlighting the generally precarious position of African 
American opera singers. 

As Arroyo demonstrates, the African American vocal apparatus possesses 
no physical features that would account for the perception of its “black” vocal 
timbre.24 Nor do socialization and acculturation quite make sense as explana-
tions for lingering dialects or accents, vis-à-vis vocal virtuosi who routinely 
sing in languages of which they are not native speakers. Moreover, listeners 
have been known to misjudge singers’ or actresses’ races—Marilyn Horne as 
black, Arroyo as white.25 In these cases timbral blackness is not the resonance 
of a particular type of body; instead it resonates in the listener’s ear. 

By locating blackness in timbre, audiences and critics alike were able to 
name racial difference while they acknowledged, seemingly without conflict, 
impeccable vocal runs and otherwise flawless delivery. In her discussion of 
the use of hip-hop in film soundtracks, Mendi Obadike discovers that sound 
may summon the presence of blackness even without the attendance of black 
bodies—a phenomenon that she terms “acousmatic blackness.” This concept 
may help us theorize how black vocal timbre is constructed and perceived in the 
voices of African Americans in general, and in those of African American opera 
singers, who otherwise adhere to the strict sonic and stylistic formulae of classi-
cal music, in particular.26 As Obadike argues that hip-hop music may summon 
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the presence of blackness without an accompanying black body, in the case of 
African American opera singers I suggest that acousmatic blackness—the perceived 
presence of the black body in a voice that otherwise meets all of the standards of 
a professional classical voice—is called into presence in an otherwise idiomatic 
classical voice. Today, when the identification of race in strongly visual terms 
and discrimination on visual bases are both taboo and unlawful, blackness is 
subsumed into sound and vocal timbre, the disparagement of which can read-
ily be clothed as a personal sonic (not necessarily conscious racist) preference. 
Ironically, as Jennifer Stoever notes, because critical race studies focus on the 
visual realm, they risk overlooking the potential for racism in other sensory 
realms.27 The traces of racialized timbre that my investigation uncovers in the 
seemingly integrated and progressive environment of the musical arts indicate 
the power that whiteness still wields. 

In what follows I move backward in time from Anderson’s debut. I first 
call to mind earlier performance contexts that laid the foundations for the 
association of black voices with certain repertoire. African American singers 
performed classical music in the same spaces and on the same programs as 
minstrel repertoire, burlesque shows, and spirituals; thus perceptions of clas-
sical performances by African Americans became inextricably linked to these 
genres. Second, I engage Jon Cruz’s work on how abolitionists listened to slave 
song, examining his notion of ethnosympathy to understand how provisional 
subjectivity was granted to slaves and what this meant to how they and sub-
sequent African Americans were heard. Third, I revisit two American operas 
from the early twentieth century, Four Saints in Three Acts and Porgy and Bess, 
which formally reenacted prevalent white views of African American identity 
and performance skills. Having unpacked the cultural baggage at play in the 
years leading up to the pregnant moment recalled at the opening of this ar-
ticle, I return to Anderson’s story. And finally, in light of the surge of African 
American operatic divas who entered the scene during the 1960s and 1970s, 
I look closely at the frayed edges and visible seams of the integrated stage.

Taking Anderson as a focal point for reflection on how listeners approach 
the black voice, this essay descends into the deep veins of racial history that run 
through American culture and examines the listening ears they have produced. 
By investigating the evocation of blackness within the very narrow timbral 
ideal of classical vocal music, I hope to uncover the complex and historically 
bound process of listening to voices. Thus this article aims to foreground the 
practice of listening to opera in the United States as exemplary of listening 
as a socially and culturally bound undertaking, rather than as immanent and 
neutral.28 Listening in to how we listen to voices may reveal deep-seated feel-
ings about body and race that persist in today’s United States.



|   648 American Quarterly

Early African American Classical Singers

In the nineteenth century Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield (1820s–1876), a freed 
slave, and Matilda Sissieretta Jones (1869–1933) were among the first African 
American singers to perform classical repertoire for large interracial audiences, 
winning national and international acclaim.29 Their performance practices and 
receptions by audiences—where listeners based their opinions on related artists’ 
work and on the work of white artists in blackface—colored later reception of 
African American classical singers.30 Greenfield was largely an autodidact, as 
no voice teacher during her era would have staked his reputation on a black 
singer. A generation later, improved race relations enabled Jones to train. But 
beyond this, her experiences and Greenfield’s bore similarities, many based 
in hardship resulting from the racial climate and white audiences’ limited 
perceptual frameworks. Both singers had to either perform in segregated ven-
ues, with black audience members relegated to separate balconies, or sing for 
all-white gatherings. According to Story, for 
audiences of the day, the sight of a white usher 
accompanying Greenfield to the stage was so 
jarring that, judging by their reactions, the 
viewers might have been watching a “carnival 
freak show.”31 The New York Herald (1854) 
described one escort who “seemed afraid to 
touch her with even the tips of his white kids, 
and kept [the performer] at a respectable distance, as if she were a sort of biped 
hippopotamus. The audience laughed at the attitude of the gentleman usher 
and still applauded with all their might,” treating the performance as a “super 
minstrel show.”32 

The public’s piqued awareness of Greenfield’s and Jones’ physical appearances 
are clear from their sobriquets. Greenfield performed under the name of the 
Black Swan, most likely a reference to her Scandinavian vocal contemporary 
Jenny Lind, endearingly called the Swedish Nightingale, while Jones was 
dubbed Black Patti, a play on the moniker of Adelina Patti, a contemporary 
Italian diva. Both nicknames imply that the American women were their 
namesakes’ lesser counterparts. 

Music critics also applied derogatory racial epithets to Greenfield’s and Jones’ 
physical appearances, overlooking their musical abilities, including instrumental 
proficiency.33 The Cincinnati Enquirer called Greenfield the “African Crow,” 
the Detroit Daily Advertiser a “woolly headed, flat nose[d] negro woman, and 
no one would suppose there was any more enchantment . . . in her than a side 

Figure 2.
Poster for Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield’s 
1853 performance at the Birmingham 
Town Hall. From Birmingham Concerts, 
Volume Two. (LF55.4). Reproduced with 
the permission of Birmingham Libraries 
& Archives.
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of leather.”34 Certainly some critics were aware of their racist biases. An Ohio 
journalist wrote: “We know the natural prejudice [sic] that we all have against 
[Greenfield’s] color . . . and it is very difficult to divest one’s self entirely of 
them and criticize fairly and justly in such a case.”35 In the same spirit, another 
critic reported that “upon the suggestion of another . . . we listened to her 
without looking toward her during the entire performance of ‘The Last Rose 
of Summer’ and were at once satisfactorily convinced that her voice is capable 
of producing sounds right sweet.”36 Elsewhere, Greenfield’s voice was lauded 
for its “naturalness,” as though it were somehow primal, primitive, untouched 
by cultivation.37 Knowingly or otherwise, these journalists acknowledged that 
historical-cultural lenses influenced how they heard Greenfield’s voice. Despite 
such self-awareness on behalf of a few reporters, when Jones was presented 
to the public a generation later, the singer’s physique continued to fascinate 
white audiences. Jones’s attributes were logged with the most embarrassing 

details. “Her teeth,” a journalist reports, “would 
be the envy of her fairer sisters and the despair of 
dentistry. Her rather thin lips are fond of exposing 
heir [sic] even row of teeth.”38 

The dissonance felt by many members of the 
public when confronted with the unfamiliar sight 
and sound of a black person singing classical music 
was too much to overcome. The solution for which 

many reached, it seems, was to categorize these performances as minstrel shows 
rather than artistic experiences—attempting to deny that African American 
voices were suitable for classical music qua classical music. Although audiences 
shamefully deprecated Greenfield’s and Jones’s visual appearances, critics could 
not help but be in awe of their voices. Nevertheless, much like participants in 
the above-mentioned linguistic experiment, in which listeners’ perceptions of a 
recorded voice were deeply affected by visual cues, audiences’ limited exposure 
to the sounds of black classical singers, via performance genres and repertoire 
predicated on stereotypical and deprecating depictions, caused them to project 
their expectations of blackness onto those performers’ operatic vocal timbres. 

Greenfield’s voice rivaled that of her contemporary, the world-renowned 
Lind, reaching to a high E above high C. Unlike Lind, Greenfield also reached 
a low G in the bass clef. In 1852 the Toronto Globe not only rhapsodized 
about “the amazing power of [Greenfield’s] voice, the flexibility and the ease 
of execution,” but also reported that the “higher passages were given with 
clearness and fullness, indicating a soprano of great power.”39 Although Jones 

Figure 3.
Matilda Sissieretta Jones poster 
with the text: The Black Patti, Mme. 
M. Sissieretta Jones: The Greatest 
Singer of Her Race. Color poster. 
New York: Metropolitan Printing 
Co., 1899. Library of Congress, 
Prints and Photographs Division, 
LCUSZC4-5164.
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was intermittently criticized for her lack of training, she was also reputed to 
have “great range,” “power,” “sweetness and smoothness” of tone, “distinct 
enunciation,” with compliments for the “ease and naturalness with which she 
handled the voice.”40 Both Greenfield and Jones performed in a wide range of 
genres. Although Greenfield was noted for her performances of George Han-
del, Vincenzo Bellini, and Gaetano Donizetti, audiences frequently requested 
such repertoire as Steven Foster’s “Old Folks at Home.” Jones also offered a 
collection of favorites from the operatic repertoire—arias from Robert le Diable, 
L’Africaine, Rigoletto, La Traviata, and more—mixed with popular ballads such 
as “Home Sweet Home” and “Swanee River.” She also sang a “stammering” 
song, “Wait ’til the Clouds Roll By,” and an early “coon song,” the Paul Al-
len 1883 hit “A New Coon in Town.”41 Even though minstrel vocal style was 
timbrally close to bel canto style and for the most part given voice by white 
performers, Greenfield’s and Jones’s repertoire lists conform to white audiences’ 
expectations of black voices.42 

In the nineteenth century the classical repertoire seemed an anomalous 
choice for black singers. Audiences’ expectations posed perennial challenges 
to Greenfield’s and Jones’s obvious desire to be taken seriously as artists while 
also having to consider the reality of earning a living. An overbalance of clas-
sical music seemed improperly “serious” for, and probably unmarketable to, 
the burlesque venues in which African American artists were typically able to 
perform. Moreover, although during Jones’s lifetime the African American 
baritone Theodore Drury headed a black opera company (with which she did 
not perform), there were hardly any opportunities open to black singers in the 
world of “art” music.43 As Graziano points out, few companies were willing 
to pay black artists enough to make a living.44 Lacking “serious” performance 
outlets, African American singers were primarily relegated to minstrel songs, 
popular songs, and spirituals.

In Jones’s case, difficulties in finding enough opportunities and willing co-
workers to sustain an operatic career forced her to reevaluate the direction of 
her line of work. In 1896 she rejoined the minstrel circuit after a hiatus as the 
lead singer of Black Patti’s Troubadours.45 The Troubadours offered a rousing 
and popular “Operatic Kaleidoscope” that included scenes from such operas 
as Carmen, Faust, Il Trovatore, La Bohéme, and Rigoletto while conforming to 
the minstrel-show format.46 But although she appreciated the Troubadours as 
an outlet for her operatic skill, Jones always preferred concert venues. “There 
are so many things in vaudeville performance to distract the attention of the 
audience,” she said, “that they are not in a proper frame of mind to enjoy 
straight singing.”47 In her own way Greenfield, too, was reconfined to the 
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minstrel show, as she became the inspiration for the minstrel “wench” char-
acter Lucy Neal—implying that audiences made little distinction between a 
blackface performer in an Italian burlesque opera and an African American 
singer performing classical repertoire.48 Even with superb reviews and calls 
for listening beyond racial difference, neither Greenfield nor Jones was able 
to shed the acousmatic blackness that their audiences heard over and above 
their otherwise celebrated renditions. 

In summary, nineteenth- and early twentieth-century audiences dealt with 
the shocking phenomenon of black classical singers by, mentally or in prac-
tice, rerelegating the singers to stereotypical black roles. Even when they were 
included in classical performances, these singers’ vocal abilities and timbres 
were impossible for white audiences to assess independently of visual and other 
contextual information. Visual blackness was projected onto timbre, resulting 
in the perception of sonic blackness. To gain a greater understanding of the 
historically racialized operatic voice in the United States, I now turn to an even 
earlier node in the history of the black body and its voice, where a different 
form of acousmatic blackness may be found. 

“Ethnosympathetic” Ears 

In 1845 Frederick Douglass, emancipated slave, author of the first well-known 
ex-slave autobiography, and one of the foremost leaders of the abolitionist 
movement, asked his readers to pause and listen to the songs of the slaves. In 
their “songs of sorrow” a listener would hear “tales of woe,” for “every tone 
was a testimony against slavery.”49 Douglass’s audience did listen, and by the 
end of the Civil War voices and melodies once considered noise were heard 
as song and were used by abolitionists as symbolic weapons against slavery. 
The sociologist Jon Cruz describes this as a “new mode of hearing,” possible 
only under the assumption that slaves possessed an inner life.50 Cruz terms 
this mode of reception ethnosympathy : a humanitarian pursuit of classifiable 
subjects. In this perceptual mode, the spiritual was recognized as a clear cul-
tural expression, the form preferred for blacks by “white moral and cultural 
entrepreneurs.” The ability of whites to hear the cries to God embedded in 
spirituals indicated a mature cultural interpretation of a vocal culture that, 
until then, had been impenetrable.51 

Such unprecedented interest in slaves’ songs constituted a break from the 
previous perceptual framework that classified black song as alien noise. The 
combination of white efforts to convert slaves to Christianity (under the as-
sumption that blacks, like whites, were created and loved by God) and whites’ 



|   654 American Quarterly

growing appreciation of slaves’ religious songs gradually “granted [slaves] a 
new subjectivity” within white discourse.52 It also functioned as a vehicle for 
sympathetic whites, particularly abolitionists, to further imagine slaves as 
culturally expressive subjects. “Cultural authenticity,” Cruz writes, “was the 
key to subject authenticity.”53 In other words, evidence that slaves were not 
only capable of worship but also of cultural exchange, was taken as proof that 
they possessed agency and emotion—that they were human subjects, not 
mechanisms or animals. Hearing enslaved voices with ethnosympathetic ears 
allowed listeners to discover an “underlying authenticity of subjects through 
their cultural practices,” a perception arguably carried over into conceptions 
about African Americans singing classical music.54 Possibly ethnosympathy 
underlies the prevailing preference, among audiences, for spirituals paired with 
classical repertoire, as well as discourse that attributed the emotional capital 
present in interpretations of classical music to a natural aptitude for spirituals.

The changing perception of the slave voice, from noisy and incomprehen-
sible to lamenting and expressive, can be observed in later dynamics as black-
ness of skin and hair are displaced to the aural sphere and often referred to 
by placeholder terms indicating exceptional emotional expressivity. When the 
Fisk Jubilee Singers introduced spirituals to the concert circuit in the 1870s, 
the performers’ vocal presentations were praised as “plaintive and touching,” 
“thrilling with their weight of sorrow,” and having “an indescribable pathos.”55 
An anonymous reviewer described the voices as being “so full of character and 
so full of color, and so little originality is met with these days that their strange-
ness is agreeable.”56 As Julia Chybowski observes, this language echoes that 
of the abolitionists, especially that of Harriet Beecher Stowe, who sponsored 
many of Greenfield’s British appearances. Greenfield’s reception in America 
and Britain would influence that of the Fisk Jubilee Singers.57 For her Brit-
ish listeners, Greenfield embodied American slave culture. Audiences were 
“charmed by her perceived musical humanity” and “[Anglo-European] musical 
achievement.”58 A review of Jones echoes both abolitionist accounts of slaves’ 
voices and reviewers’ sketches of the Fisk Jubilee singers:

In every note Mrs. Jones sang in her concerts here that one quality was unfailingly present. In 
the arias, in the ballads comic or sentimental, it was noticeable, and it soon became evident 
that it was the most individualizing element in the voice, and that no amount of schooling 
or training could create it. Not that one would desire to have it eradicated. It is the heritage 
the singer has received from her race, and it alone tells not only of the sorrows of a single 
life but the cruelly sad story of a whole people. . . . the tones of the negro voice are totally 
devoid of the humorous quality. The song that is sung may be comic but the voice itself 
never ceases to be plaintive. This is true of Mrs. Jones, and is it not equally true of every 
negro singer in every place and under every condition?59
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In the Washington Post’s 1903 consideration of the “Negro voice,” we find 
sentiments and language resonating with earlier descriptions of slaves; African 
Americans, such as Greenfield and Jones, who tried their luck as concert sing-
ers; and later the Fisk Jubilee Singers. The voice is heard as “absolutely unique 
and indescribable,” with a “remarkable quality” that would be “lessened by 
cultivation.” This unique quality arises from a “music almost as old as the 
world, for it has been chanted in the wilds of Africa to the accompaniment 
of rude drum and punctured reed ever since human beings could articulate. 
It still retains much of its original savagery, and when sung with the peculiar 
timbre which is the especial attribute of the negro’s voice it produces an effect 
which sets the nerves tingling.”60 

Just as the perceptual filter of ethnosympathy changed the way abolition-
ists heard slaves’ voices, we can see that the modern assumption of acousmatic 
blackness, applied to African Americans singing classical repertoire, offers 
African Americans a place in this normative cultural space while maintaining 
their difference. Might the persistent association of black classical singers’ 
voices with the sound of the spiritual be an updated form of ethnosympathy? 

To summarize the discussion so far, operatic acousmatic blackness arose 
from several historical and cultural turns. White audiences first perceived the 
black body in performance as enslaved and subhuman through distorted, de-
rogatory images brought to life by, among other cultural-social forces, minstrel 
performances. Because of how such imagery colored whites’ perceptions of 
the first African American classical performers, it was difficult if not impos-
sible for them to advance their careers without reinforcing the stereotypes, as 
Jones’s return to the minstrel stage attests. Even when black voices won the 
ethnosympathy of white listeners, their acceptance as subjects was contingent 
on blacks’ distinctiveness from other members of society. 

Along with its complex history, acousmatic blackness has significantly 
influenced the trajectory of subsequent African American singers’ careers, 
including Anderson’s, as well as characterizations and vocal writing in original 
American opera. I suggest that this particular trajectory, which also played a 
role in how Anderson developed vocally, has proved difficult for subsequent 
African American singers to escape. It is to that story, and to an exploration 
of how American opera deals with the idea of blackness and produces acous-
matic blackness, that I now turn, considering the racialization of the voice in 
performance and uncovering the relationships between performance, body, 
and race in American opera in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
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Racial Sentiments in All-Black Casting 

Characterization and vocal writing in early American opera were not far 
removed from African American performers’ burdensome roles in burlesque, 
vaudeville, and minstrel shows. Premiered in 1934 with an all-black cast, 
Thomson’s opera Four Saints in Three Acts is described by Barg as rehearsing 
“romantic racialist discourse on black sound.”61 There are a few explanations 
of Thomson’s choice in circulation. Carl Van Vechten quoted the composer 
on tone quality: “[Negro singers] alone possess the dignity and the poise, the 
lack of self-consciousness that proper interpretation of the opera demands. 
They have the rich, resonant voices essential to the singing of my music and 
the clear enunciation required to deliver Gertrude [Stein]’s text.”62 In an in-
terview, he shared that they had a “more direct and unself-conscious approach 
to religious fantasy.”63 Thomson also related that the idea for an all-black cast 
came to him in 1932–33, after he attended a Harlem performance featuring 
Jimmy Daniels as host and entertainer. 

I turned to Russell, realizing the impeccable enunciation of Jimmy’s speech-in-song, and 
said, “I think I’ll have my opera sung by Negroes.” The idea seemed to be a brilliant one; 
Russell, less impressed, suggested I sleep on it. But next morning I was sure, remembering 
how proudly the Negroes enunciate and how the whites just hate to move their lips.64 

Here it seems Thomson was attracted to what he viewed as the “racial quali-
ties” of Daniels’s voice. Yet another story relays how he conceived the idea for 
an all-black cast while attending DuBose and Dorothy Heyward’s play Porgy 
in Princeton.65 Whichever inspirational moment came first, these tales convey 
Thomson’s fascination with the black voice and body, his recognition of and 
pleasure in the “grain” of the black voice.66 But he expressed his approval in 
patronizingly loud praise that, to Barg, masks a “deeper racial logic, one with 
considerable historical precedence in cultural commentary about black sing-
ing.”67   

The material from which this racial “logic” was bred is also evident in the 
public discourse surrounding Four Saints. After opining that the conceptual 
strength of Thomson’s opera consisted in its resistance to traditional “reason 
and logic,” one critic observed that it “is doubtful if white singers could have 
given the core, with its strange alternation of comedy and exaltations, the flavor 
it requires.”68 Another review found that “the players from Harlem . . . speak 
their lines without spoofing them, and lend a poignant dignity to even some 
of the most absurd moments of the text.”69 W. J. Henderson agreed that the 
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“spell” of the production was “to be found in the natural talent of Negroes for 
playing seriously like a lot of children.” The cast, he wrote, “knelt and rolled 
their eyes toward stage heaven, genuflected, saint before saint with the deepest 
gravity, and sang their nonsense syllables with as much faith and devotion as 
they might have sung, ‘It’s me, Lord, standin’ in the need of prayer.’” And, he 
added, “[Ma]ybe it was meant to be a burlesque on ‘grand opera.’ If so, it is 
a gorgeous success.”70 

One contemporary humorist parodied the opera by writing a parody of a 
spiritual: “Nobody knows the opera I seen; nobody knows but Gertrude.”71 
Additionally, commentators ran with the idea that Gertrude Stein’s libretto 
played with racialized speech. Stein’s nonsensical use of the name Lucy does 
indeed carry references to two minstrel songs, one of which features a Lucy, 
the ur-wench of minstrelsy. 

Let Lucy Lily Lily Lucy Lucy let Lucy Lucy Lily Lily 
Lily Lily Lily let Lily Lucy Lucy let Lily. Let Lucy Lily.72 

At least two of the most popular songs in minstrel repertoire referred to this 
stock character. “Miss Lucy Long” was a love song with a twist of humor, 
while “Miss Lucy Neal” was a sentimental “plantation song” with a tragic 
ending. And if indeed Greenfield was the inspiration for the character of Lucy 
Neal, an early African American singing classical repertoire but perceived as 
burlesquing opera is also invoked here. Over and over, in the conception and 
production of Four Saints in Three Acts and in the discourse surrounding the 
opera, we observe free uses of preconceived modules of blackness as imagined 
in voice and body, minstrelsy, and the spiritual, as well as the parodying of 
black language and pronunciation. 

Premiering one year after Four Saints, Porgy and Bess stipulated a similar 
cast. George Gershwin’s folk opera in three acts (with a libretto by DuBose 
Heyward and lyrics by Heyward and Ira Gershwin) has been a mixed bless-
ing for African American singers ever since. “Thank God, I never had to sing 
Bess,” the Metropolitan Opera soloist and long-time executive director of the 
Harlem School of the Arts Betty Allen said. She continued, “I never had to 
sing Aida. I was really against the typical casting that had nothing to do with 
your voice, or your type, but just to do with your dark skin. What’s that?”73 
Allen’s sigh not only indicates relief at avoiding what some African American 
singers call the “Porgy and Bess curse” but also points to the larger issue of 
racialized casting in opera.74 In 1985, when the Metropolitan Opera mounted 
a fiftieth-anniversary production of Porgy and Bess, the employment rate of 
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African American singers rose to 25 percent, compared with only 2 percent in 
the 1970–71 opera season. In 1989, when Porgy and Bess was not produced, the 
employment rate dropped to 14 percent.75 These statistics imply that there is 
only a decent amount of work for African American opera singers when Porgy 
and Bess is mounted. Regarding the depiction of African Americans in Porgy, 
Edward Said declared, “It is so condescending. These are not real characters. 
These are folklore characters, harmless in some ways, distant. . . . A natural sense 
of rhythm; they eat watermelon—all the clichés that go back to Al Jolson.”76

Overall, while operas such as Four Saints in Three Acts and Porgy and Bess 
help launch careers and secure work for African American singers, they are also 
double-edged swords, working against efforts to integrate American opera in 
earnest. These operas reproduce stereotypical ideas about African American 
culture, music, and voice, and oblige African American performers to be molded 
into “natural” portraits of the stereotypes, which the performers themselves 
thereby unwillingly reinforce. Since American opera (and not only minstrel, 
vaudeville, burlesque, or spiritual concert performances) presented African 
American singers in what may arguably be described as compromising roles, 
the question becomes whether African Americans could be cast and perceived 
beyond such stereotypes in opera and classical performance.

Anderson: The Door Opens 

Anderson (1897–1993), the granddaughter of a freed slave, was born into a 
Philadelphia working-class family. Biographies of her early life tell of a young 
girl feverishly absorbing music with the help of communities that recognized 
and supported her talent and dedication.77 Her church community, the Union 
Baptist Church in Philadelphia, embraced and supported her vocal talent, 
inviting her to sing solos during services. But racism and financial difficulties 
obstructed her efforts to obtain musical training. Even when the congregation 
offered to pay for her tuition at a local music school, she was turned away: the 
school “[didn’t] take colored.”78 It proved impossible for Anderson to study 
with a white teacher, who would have had more performing experience and 
professional connections to offer. Years went by with help from various black 
teachers and choir directors, but it was not until 1919 that she found her first 
long-term instructor, one who possessed the competence she deserved. He 
was the Russian Jewish Philadelphian Giuseppe Boghetti (born Joe Bogash), 
graduate of the Royal Conservatory in Milan, a mentor with whom Anderson 
maintained contact throughout her life. With Boghetti she expanded her vocal 
technique and repertoire, and developed the desire to perform opera.79
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During the initial phase of her career (1915–27) Anderson toured the Ameri-
can South. But, growing steadily impatient with the restrictions imposed on 
black traveling musicians by Jim Crow laws, and with an increasing desire to 
delve deeply into the German lieder repertoire, she set out in 1927 for London, 
and a year later had her London debut.80 Despite her recent training with some 
of the foremost European vocal pedagogues, critics in London were far from 
impressed. Although her “warm and rich tone” is mentioned by one reporter, 
others noticed a certain “naive appeal in her readings that compensated for 
occasional lack of subtlety.”81 One wrote that “her voice has the peculiar timbre 
common to colored vocalists”; another opined more harshly that “the ‘scoop’ is 
evidently a racial fault, for it fell into place as the natural thing in some Negro 
spirituals.”82 These journalists questioned her delivery of classical repertoire 
while noting that what they heard as vocal flaws in that genre seemed to suit 
her realization of spirituals. 

Like American reviewers, London critics typically insisted on a connection 
between African American timbres and spirituals, questioning any black singer’s 
choice to attempt anything but the latter. Before Anderson, the African Ameri-
can tenor Roland Hayes experienced considerable resistance to his performance 
of lieder. And years after Anderson’s debut the Paris critic Mercer Cook dryly 
wrote, regarding a skimpily attended American performance of Four Saints in 
Three Acts, that had it offered a program of spirituals “the theater would have 
been packed for months.”83 

Vincent Sheean’s reception of Anderson’s performance of spirituals in Sal-
zburg is not unusual and echoes the London critics’ sentiments: 

In the last group she sang a spiritual, “They crucified my Lord, and he never said a mumblin’ 
word.” Hardly anybody in the audience understood English well enough to follow what 
she was saying, and yet the immense sorrow—something more than the sorrow of a single 
person—that weighted her tones and lay over her dusky, angular face was enough. At the 
end of this spiritual there was no applause at all—a silence instinctive, natural and intense, 
so that you were afraid to breathe. What Anderson had done was something outside the 
limits of classical or romantic music: she frightened us with the conception, in musical terms 
of course, but outside the normal limits, of a mighty suffering.84

Recalling the “collective sorrow” that reviewers heard in Jones’s voice, Sheean 
evokes the same sentiment for which abolitionists reached as, for the first time, 
they grasped the humanity and subjectivity of slaves. But even Sheean’s favor-
able review insists on the spiritual as the root of African American expressiv-
ity. Anderson’s attitude toward repertoire was very open and exploratory. Her 
repertoire encompassed all of the major arias suitable for her fach, including 
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some for soprano.85 She went on to develop programs of Finnish, French, 
German, Italian, Norwegian, Spanish, and Swedish art and folk songs, always 
ensuring that she would sing something by a national composer on her con-
certs throughout Europe. When she was invited to sing a recital at the White 
House she was asked to sing a set of spirituals only—yet, characteristically, she 
insisted on including a few pieces by Franz Schubert.86 

Although she was arguably one of the most gifted singers of the twentieth 
century—of whom Arturo Toscanini said, “What I heard today one is privileged 
to hear only in a hundred years”—in the public’s mind Anderson’s artistic career 
was often overshadowed by her assigned role as a “tattered social symbol.”87 
While her appearance at the 1939 Lincoln Memorial on Easter morning, 
where she sang for over seventy-five thousand people including President and 
Eleanor Roosevelt, became an iconic moment for the civil rights movement, 
her symbolic role in the movement ran counter to her own intention to be a 
classical musician. It is likely that acousmatic blackness, fostered by persistent 
connections between Anderson’s abilities and spirituals, served to propagate 
her symbolic image, as did her Metropolitan Opera debut as a gypsy sorceress. 

Racialized Casting

After Anderson’s door-opening performance at the Metropolitan Opera, a 
relatively large number of African Americans won operatic roles. Dorothy 
Maynor, Leontyne Price, Arroyo, Grace Bumpry, and Shirley Verrett trium-
phantly sang on both American and European stages. But however much 
they were recognized as divas, attitudes toward color always haunted them. 
For example, critics credited Price’s voice with “an unmistakably individual 
fragrance—husky, musky, smoky, misty (on a bad day foggy!)—and palpitating 
pagan sexiness. It is not the voice of a good girl.”88 And, like Anderson, Price 
ultimately lamented, “Whenever there was any copy about me, what I was as 
an artist, what I had as ability, got shoveled under because all the attention 
was on racial connotations.”89 While these artists were hired alongside whites, 
their color was a novelty that outshone their vocal ability. 

We have seen that African Americans have been constrained and limited in 
terms of performance opportunities. It would seem that these obstacles had 
been overcome once the operatic glass ceiling was shattered, but while these 
singers were now offered opportunities beyond characters who parodied black 
speech and sound, a curious pattern also emerged. 

The term typecasting refers to an actor’s strong association with a character 
he or she has played, with a certain type of character, or with the idea that his 
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or her personal appearance and demeanor lend themselves to a particular kind 
of role. Rosalyn Story refers to the “maid/slave-girl/gypsy syndrome” as a form 
of racialized typecasting.90 As I have shown, the black body in opera has been 
so consistently associated with certain categories of roles that this association 
amounts to typecasting of African Americans in the role of the other: Japanese 
war bride slowly going insane, enslaved Ethiopian princess, gypsy seductress, a 
liminal figure: the cripple, and so on. For example, with her 1946 debut at the 
New York City Opera, Camilla Williams was the first female African Ameri-
can to receive a contract with a major American opera company. (While she 
preceded Anderson, Anderson’s debut eclipsed hers in symbolic importance.) 
Williams was hired to sing the title role, a Japanese war bride, in Madame 
Butterfly. One year earlier, Robert (Todd) Duncan became the first African 
American member of the New York City Opera, signed as the hunchback actor 
Tonio in Ruggiero Leoncavallo’s I Pagliacci. Price, who might be considered 
the first African American diva after debuting in the role of St. Cecilia in the 
premier of Virgil Thompson’s Four Saints in Three Acts, went on to sing the 
role of Bess. However, her versions of Aida and Cleopatra (a role written for 
her by Samuel Barber) are the interpretations with which her audience came 
to identify her most strongly. In effect, each of these African American opera 
singers were “plugged into” the standard repertoire’s liminal roles.

As African American singers were integrated into standard repertoire, their 
visual appearance underwent debate. The critic Bernard H. Haggins recounts 
a 1974 performance of Don Giovanni at the Met: “Price’s superb singing as 
Donna Anna up to the concluding florid last [sic] passages of ‘Non mi dir,’ 
which she managed in a sort of vocal shorthand that implied the notes she 
didn’t sing.” Haggin continues: “Price presented with her Donna Anna the 
same obtrusive incongruity as previously with her Leonora in Il Trovatore and 
her Pamina in the Magic Flute but not with her Aida. When I look at what 
is happening on stage my imagination still cannot accommodate itself to a 
black in the role of a white.”91 And as I have shown, one diva imagined Price, 
despite her celebrated voice, to be appropriate only for the role of Bess. While 
we know that realism in terms of age and body size is routinely violated in 
opera, a so-called realistic hue of skin casting was apparently a crucial point 
on which many audiences were unable to suspend disbelief. 

Although he has sung at major opera houses across the world, one of the 
most celebrated African American baritones, Simon Estes, has encountered 
obstacles throughout his career because of the practice of racialized casting. At 
Bayreuth, Estes sung the title role of the Flying Dutchman (1978) with great 
success, as well as Amfortas in Parsifal (1982). However, when Sir Georg Solti 



|   662 American Quarterly

and Sir Peter Hall assembled their new Ring (1983), Estes’s audition for the 
role of Wotan was rejected. Stephen Fay writes that Hall “might indeed have 
been troubled by the idea of a black Wotan surrounded by a large family of 
white singers. . . . he did not object in principle to a black Wotan, as long as 
there were black singers among his daughters, but he felt that Estes’ audition 
had relieved him of the need to make such a choice.”92 Despite denials by Hall 
and Solti, who claimed that the decision was based purely on his vocal abili-
ties, Estes publicly claimed that the unfavorable casting decision was racially 
based.93 The implication is that racial conflicts which, in late twentieth-century 
culture, were unable to be tackled head-on, could be freely discussed under the 
auspices of vocal aptitude (as was the case with Hope Briggs).

For a Glyndebourne Festival production of Don Giovanni, Director Sir 
Peter Hall ignored suggestions that he hire Leonora Mitchell for the role of 
the Spanish aristocrat Donna Anna. Her presence, he said, would “ruin the 
realism and social structure which were to form the very heart of the produc-
tion.”94 Mitchell responded: “You’d think people wouldn’t even consider all 
that any more. They just shouldn’t be saying that somebody doesn’t look the 
part when certain singers are 350 pounds fat. Now are they gonna play a nice 
young Donna Anna?” Cynthia Clarey was turned down for a role when a direc-
tor claimed he wanted to do an “authentic” production of a particular opera. 
“If the director feels that way, fine,” said Clarey. “I don’t like it—it’s a job that 
I could have had. But if he really feels that way, I think I’d be a lot happier 
not doing it.”95 Such subtler forms of discrimination are difficult to pinpoint. 
“Opera is such a subjective art,” said Mitchell, that “they can always hide 
behind words like ‘She’s just not my type.’” In so many ways opera is the art 
of disbelief: the stories are mythical and fantastical; plots turn on the inability 
to recognize one’s wife only because she wears somebody else’s clothes; and 
narrative flow is suspended in time by arias that meditate on a singular feeling 
over improbably long stretches of time. Yet, when it comes to the question of 
integrated racial hiring, a production calling for demographic “authenticity” 
is often a key objective. Might directors be wary of the influence of a visually 
raced body on the way audiences will hear the voices in the production? 

In more recent opera journals and reviews, there seem to be fewer public 
conflicts of this nature; but there are also considerably fewer black major opera 
stars today than there were in the golden age, beginning with Price and con-
tinuing through the 1980s.96 The latest highly exposed and publicly debated 
incident of which this author is aware is Briggs’s 2007 dismissal from the San 
Francisco opera. 
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Conclusion: Listening to Opera in the United States

In choosing Anderson, years beyond her vocal prime, to break the color barrier, 
the Metropolitan Opera presented a figure who symbolized quiet perseverance 
and patience. Listeners could therefore hear Anderson through the “new mode 
of hearing,” ethnosympathy.97 Although Patricia Turner lauds the Metropolitan 
director Rudolf Bing for his astuteness in casting Anderson as Ulrica, a role 
that did not require a young, fresh-sounding voice, it was, to one reporter, a 
belated and “tardy tribute to [Anderson’s] rank and achievement as an artist 
of international fame.”98 Moreover, the role portrayed a gypsy, internationally 
imagined as other; and the year—1955—coincides with the decade in which 
amateur minstrel performers finally put down their cork.99 I wonder if this role 
led audiences to again connect the voice of Anderson with the sight and there-
fore with the sound of the other, thus confirming the otherness of blackness, 
as did Jones’s and Greenfield’s often-compromised performance opportunities. 
Would “the door,” as the New York Times dubbed Anderson’s Met debut, open 
only for those who could credibly be heard through the conceptual filter that 
registers blackness?

While race relations and human rights in the United States have certainly 
changed tremendously since the nineteenth century, each listening moment 
carries with it the resonance of the past. Opportunities for African American 
classical performers have improved incrementally, from the days of the minstrel 
and burlesque circuits through exotic and stereotypical characters in black-
only operas written by white composers, typecasting as others in integrated 
opera houses, and, finally, a larger range of operatic characters distinguished 
by “individual” and particularly expressive voices. Each period deposited a new 
perceptual layer, adding to the sediment from which American audiences’ ears 
are molded. As a result, while the discourse surrounding the black voice has been 
reorchestrated, an underlying motive persists. Political correctness has shifted 
the color line into the micro-audible sphere—the phenomena that blackness 
in timbre cannot technically be heard with the naked ear, yet people think 
they can hear it100—suggesting that timbre is still acceptable to recognize as 
distinctly black, while skin color and speech are not.101 As I have shown, timbral 
assessment along these lines may be cloaked in language concerning taste and 
aesthetic preference, distinctions sanctioned and valued in the opera world. 

What, then, is “sonic blackness”? It is not a single phenomenon, but might 
be a combination of interchangeable self-reproducing modes: a perceptual 
phantom projected by the listener; a vocal timbre that happens to match current 
expectations about blackness; or the shaping of vocal timbre to match current 
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ideas about the sound of blackness.102 “Sonic blackness” is not the unmediated 
sound of essential otherness or the sound of a distinct phenotype. In an inter-
esting parallel, Aleksandr Pushkin opens Eugene Onegin with women singing 
while picking strawberries: in fact, their mistress has ordered them to sing so 
that they cannot eat the strawberries.103 Each servant-woman’s voice becomes 
the mechanism through which her mistress guards her property. Similarly, in 
the world of opera, an artificial belief that timbre evokes blackness consistently 
becomes a way to maintain otherness and thus maintain whiteness, with its 
accompanying privileges. 

As Ronald Radano affirms, it is because we continue to believe in racial dif-
ferences that we “enact those differences in sound.”104 Acousmatic blackness is 
timbral blackness that occurs largely in the listening ear—indeed independent 
of the actual timbre—and seems to arise when a given timbre fulfills expecta-
tions or ideas about blackness. In contrast, whiteness as a timbral quality is 
not openly discussed in the operatic world. Rather, its presence is dormant—
envisioned as the normative unmarked, only drawing forward when forced to 
confront the other. However, claims of black essence are necessarily supported 
by an assumption of white essence—a distinction that will not fade until “white 
society” fully and completely renounces racial categorization. “It’s up to you,” 
James Baldwin observes. “As long as you think you’re ‘white,’ I am going to 
be forced to think I’m ‘black.’”105 

In Ruth Frankenberg’s study of whiteness, an interviewee told her that as 
a “white girl,” she had “nothing”—no culture, no people; being white was 
like being cultureless.106 Another woman remarked that in the sixties, when 
slogans such as “Proud to be Black” or “Proud to be Hispanic” appeared, it was 
“popular” to be proud of your ethnicity. Even feminists could say that they were 
proud to be women, but still most Americans had nothing to be proud of in 
this regard. The women in the study linked whiteness to capitalism, viewing 
nonwhite cultures as unsoiled and unspoiled, and unconsciously drawing on 
colonial discourse in which the West stands for progress and industrialization 
while others occupy themselves with tradition and culture.107 “When whiteness 
qua whiteness does come into focus,” Richard Dyer writes, “it is often revealed 
as emptiness, absence, denial or even a kind of death.”108 

By maintaining the black body as distinct from the white body, the African 
American opera singer’s voice seems to offer a promise of nonwhite vitality 
and the possibility of filling a void in white culture. In the words of Radano, 
“If Euro-Americans ‘won the race’ in economic terms, they also—many be-
lieve—paid the price with their souls.”109 In this equation opera capitalizes both 
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on the assumption that black bodies and voices are forms of otherness and 
on the hope that the introduction of difference into opera may help revitalize 
standard repertoire.  

The prevalent ability to detect acousmatic blackness, or racialized vocal 
timbre, demonstrates that listening does not connote passive reception of 
information and is not a neutral activity. Rather, in listening we participate in 
social processes both embedded in and producing cultural forms. Consequently, 
no ear is innocent. Each cochlea curls around its past, and this past resonates 
with the present. The ways in which Americans hear black voices are tethered 
to century-old beliefs about black bodies, and thus listening to opera in the 
United States is an archeological endeavor. Only by educating ourselves about 
the complex set of practices that constitute listening can we emerge from layers 
of perception molded by the values, ideologies, fears, and desires carried by our 
forebears and liberate our hearing from the cultural commodity of blackness. 

Appendix

To hear some of the examples mentioned in this article, please see the list below 
for suggested recordings (available online or as CDs). 

Marian Anderson as Ulrica at Sounds of the Met. 
Please go to Example 97 to hear:
Marian Anderson; Dimitri Mitropoulos: Un Ballo in Maschera, Re dell’abisso.
RCA Victor LM-1911; MET 220CD Portraits in Memory: Marian Anderson. 
URL: http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/history/sounds/index.aspx

Recordings of Marian Anderson singing arias, lieder, songs, and spirituals at the 
Internet Archive.  URL: http://www.archive.org/details/MarianAnderson-01-05

Leontyne Price as Aida on the Met Player Video. 
A video of Price’s last Metropolitan Opera performance (1985) is available to 
view using the Met Player Video for a small fee.  URL:
h t t p : / / w w w. m e t o p e r a f a m i l y. o r g / m e t _ p l a ye r / c a t a l o g / d e t a i l .
aspx?upc=811357011799

Four Saints in Three Acts (original cast). 
  Thomson, Virgil. Four Saints in Three Acts. (Abridged by the com-

poser.) Starring Beatrice Robinson-Wayne, soprano, and Edward 
Matthews, baritone, with supporting soloists, chorus, and orchestra, 
the composer conducting. Recorded 1947. BMG 09026-68163-2. 
1996, Compact disc. 
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Porgy and Bess (original cast). 
  Gershwin, George. Porgy and Bess. Selections. Recorded 1942. MCA 

Records MCAD 10520. MCA 1992, Compact disc.

Simon Estes as the Flying Dutchman.
  Der Fliegende Holländer; from the Bayreuther Festspiele 1985. DVD. 

Composed by Wagner, Richard; directed by Harry Kupfer, 1985. 
Hamburg: Deutsche Grammophon. 

Leontyne Price as Donna Anna. 
  Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus. 1960. Don Giovanni: RCA Victor. LM 

6410. Audio Recording.”
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5. Richard Powers’s radiant novel In the Time of Our Singing (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003) 
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brother and accompanist Joseph, as transcendent—beyond time and race—the fictional New York Times 
reviewer could not but cap an otherwise congratulatory review by concluding that Jonah was “one 
of the finest Negro recitalists this country has ever produced.” When Jonah finally receives an offer 
from the Metropolitan Opera, it is in the role of a nameless “Negro” in a contemporary production. 
Discouraged, he leaves for Europe, where he enjoys a successful career as a tenor. But it is when Jonah 
enters the world of early music, a movement then in its infancy, he is able to experience a (musical) 
era predating the racial discord experienced by his Jewish German father before he fled Europe and 
endured by his African American mother and their interracial family. 

  Additionally, the book is fascinating in that voice lessons, vocal anatomy, and musical form are 
described in the minutest and most accurate detail (as a person trained in the classical vocal tradition 
I recognized every intrigue and technical point).
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