
Let's Build a Straw Man!

(The Technique versus


Artistry Debate) 

	

The increasing	 - 
interest in func-
tional aspects of 
the singing voice 

	

may be expected	 - 
to cause a degree 
of apprehension 
among teachers 
who have not yet 
had an opportu- Richard Miller 

nity to acquaint themselves with the 
developing body of literature on use 
of the professional voice. This un-
easiness comes largely because of 
concern that cherished opinions may 
need to be altered, or that long-held 
assumptions may be called into 
question. (Those reasons, of course, 
are never acknowledged.) Such anxi-
ety has led, in some quarters, to the 
setting up of a pedagogical "straw 
man," a caricature that can easily be 
toppled. 

This straw-man construction con-
sists of the absurd notion that vocal 
technique based solely upon physiol-
ogy and acoustics must be presented 
and perfected before one turns to 
musical and artistic factors. When 
this flimsy and ridiculous figure is 
erected on a hypothetical pedagogi-
cal pole, he is easily assailed and de-
posed. One is then freed from the 
troublesome matter of acquiring 
factual information and from sub-
mitting to the discipline of learning 
what has been going on in the pro-
fession over the past few decades in 
the area of research into professional 
voice usage. 

Of course, no musician in any 
field could support the assumption 
that mechanical technique first must 
be totally mastered before attention 
is directed to music making. It is, 
therefore, foolish to pose the ques-
tion, "Should vocal technique be 
taught independently of artistry?" 
Such a question interjects an artifi-
cial dichotomy into vocal perform-
ance pedagogy. If there exists in the 
vocal pedagogical world anyone who

would answer such a question af-
firmatively, he or she remains to be 
identified! 

Mainly as a result of the develop-
ing cooperation among persons who 
work with vocal professionals, to-
day's teacher of singing has a num-
ber of ways of verifying or modify-
ing opposing concepts that often 
divided vocal pedagogy in the past. 
The creators of the straw man prefer 
to forget that most persons involved 
in voice research, both past and cur-
rent, have themselves been serious 
artists and performers. However, the 
straw-man vocal pedagogue is made 
to resemble the mad scientist of the 
arcane laboratory who searches for 
alchemistic solutions to vocal prob-
lems. He or she is generally charged 
with searching for a "new way" to 
sing. 

There is no logical reason for sug-
gesting that walls should be erected 
between a performance art and the 
elements of skill that go together to 
make up that art. The "either tech-
nique or art" syndrome raises just 
such barriers, and is detrimental to 
the furtherance of vocal pedagogy. 

To maintain the position that one 
should deal only with artistry, while 
ignoring the voice as an instrument 
upon which technique is of necessity 
built, would be equally untenable. 
Yet, one often hears it said that 
through imaginative treatment of 
word and musical line, all physical 
problems in singing will disappear. 
That, of course, is patently nonsen-
sical. 

Furthermore, as soon as any as-
pect of vocal sound is discussed with 
a student, the teacher is dealing in 
physiologic and acoustic instruc-
tion, often of an inventive nature. It 
is not the case that functional as-
pects of singing are not being con-
sidered in such instruction, but that 
the functions described do not cor-
respond with reality. When any 
teacher of singing considers vocal 
timbre, phrase direction, posture, 
dynamic levels, "resonance," 
breath, vowels, agility, or sostenuto 
technique, that teacher is dealing in 
physical and acoustical materials. 
The creators of the straw man prefer 
to ignore what is factually known 
about the voice as an instrument and 
to offer assumptions that seldom 
stand the scrutiny of fact. 

Surely no one, in good faith, 
can believe that in today's highly

competitive performance world 
there exist numbers of voice teachers 
who train professional singers by 
means of physical function devoid 
of artistic expression. What is in-
creasingly clear is that teachers of 
singing who avail themselves of in-
formation in all areas, including 
psychology of performance, musical 
style, linguistic accuracy, and vocal 
function, are the teachers who are 
producing young professionals 
ready to enter the real performance 
world. (Many of these are Ameri-
cans, it should be noted.) Today's 
wise teachers, as did the major 
teachers of the past, avail themselves 
of all these tools. One should enter-
tain skepticism as to the actual in-
tent of the person who actively cam-
paigns against the dissemination of 
factual information and who hides 
behind the "I only want what is mu-
sical" mantle. Musicality, based 
upon coordinated function, is pre-
cisely what vocal technique exam-
ined in the light of vocal function 
can facilitate. 

It is time to forego the foolish par-
tisanship that comes from trying to 
divide vocal pedagogy into opposing 
camps labeled "science" and "art." 
It is simply not the case that current 
vocal pedagogy is becoming "scien-
tific" to the detriment of artistic ex-
pression. It is clear that the only rea-
son for any form of technical vocal 
study, which must be based upon the 
physical instrument, is to be able to 
sing in an artistic and communica-
tive manner. Function and art cannot 
be separated at an y phase of develop-
tnent. It is equally clear that for any 
teacher to invent "facts" is not a ten-
able route. 

The next time you meet a teacher 
of singing who expends great energy 
in setting up the straw man of the 
technique/artistry pedagogical di-
chotomy, and who at every turn ex-
presses disdain for those who labor 
to further the accomplishment of 
artistry through examination of the 
voice as an instrument, ask yourself 
why. 

RICHARD MILLER, Professor of Singing, 
Oberlin College Conservator y of Music. 
Oberlin, Ohio, is known internationally as 
author. performer, researcher, lecturer, adju-
dicator, and master class teacher. Since 1984 
he has served as Special Consultant to 
the French Ministr y of Culture for vocal ped-
agogy. He was editor of The NATS Journal. 
1980-1987, and recentl y was awarded an 
L.H.D. degree b y Gustavus Adolphus Col-
lege. 

14 THE NATS JOURNAl. 	 MAY/JUNE 1989


