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This is the first article of a two-part series in which associate editor Matthew Hoch explores the 
history of lyric diction pedagogy from its formal twentieth-century beginnings to the present 
day. In part I, early attempts at formulating a systematic pedagogy are chronicled through an 
examination of academic articles in the Journal of Singing, seminal textbooks, the integration 
of language proficiency into standards of the National Association of Schools of Music (NASM), 
and the increasing importance of the International Phonetic Alphabet to linguistics. Part II will 
explore twenty-first century developments and the shifting landscape of lyric diction pedagogy 
that singers experience in the current milieu. 

While there have been many articles in the Journal of 
Singing devoted to lyric diction, there has never been an 
article dedicated to a comprehensive overview of the history 
of lyric diction pedagogy in the classroom and studio.1 Such 

an undertaking is not easily approached; as long as there have been singing 
teachers, pedagogues have offered their students instruction and advice on 
how to approach the enunciation and delivery of texts—both in singers’ 
native tongues and foreign languages. The earliest history of lyric diction in 
voice pedagogy is somewhat murky with few written accounts preserved and 
no universal system in place. A formalization of a more uniform approach 
to lyric diction pedagogy did not arise until the emergence of professional 
organizations and accreditation standards in the mid-twentieth century. 

To explore the early history of this topic in a systematic way, I have struc-
tured a fivefold methodology through an analysis of (a) early academic articles 
published in the Journal of Singing, (b) seminal textbooks that received wide 
distribution and use, (c) the inauguration of lyric diction as a required stan-
dard in the rubrics of the National Association of Schools of Music (NASM) 
accreditation agency, (d) the increased use and standardization of the 
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), and (e) the availability of published 
transcriptions. Due to the complexity of this topic—and the lack of previ-
ous articles that have undertaken such a survey—this article will primarily 
concern itself with American pedagogical developments within the context of 
academia and classical singing, which comprise the professional communities 
who most frequently encounter and utilize IPA transcriptions of opera, art 
song, and choral repertoire in their work and practice.2

PRE-TWENTIETH-CENTURY APPROACHES

To state that “as long as there have been singers, words have been sung” is an 
obvious truism; one can reasonably assume that early singing teachers must 

A Brief History of Lyric Diction Pedagogy:
PART I—TWENTIETH-CENTURY BEGINNINGS

Matthew Hoch

VOICE PEDAGOGY

Matthew Hoch

https://doi.org/10.53830/sing.00113


420� Journal of Singing

Matthew HochMatthew Hoch

420� Journal of Singing

have addressed lyric diction to some extent with their 
pupils. Presumably teachers in the bel canto tradition 
had some opinions about the delivery of text (and the 
technique behind such delivery), but in the discourses 
that have been preserved from earlier eras, the subject 
of diction is largely addressed peripherally. 

Several maxims of Giovanni Battista Lamperti (1839–
1910), for instance, mention words and music, but they 
occur within the context of more comprehensive discus-
sions about vocal technique. For example, William Earl 
Brown relates the following advice from his teacher:

The throat feels “open” only when diction controls vibra-
tion, resonance and breath-energy as a unit. . . . Good 
diction alone excites the pneumatic action in the throat, 
causing it to feel “free,” at the same time it commandeers 
the energies throughout the whole body and mind.3

This quotation addresses phonation (and, indirectly, 
perhaps implies articulation) but offers no input regard-
ing correct pronunciation of the words themselves.4 
There was far more academic discourse in the world 
of speech, however. In 1867, Alexander Melville Bell 
(1819–1905)—the father of Alexander Graham Bell 
(1847–1922)—published a system of phonetic symbols 
called Visible Speech, which was primarily concerned 
with the position of the articulators during various 
sounds while speaking.5 

One of the earliest books that confronts the issue of 
lyric diction directly is Pronunciation for Singers, writ-
ten in 1877 by Alexander J. Ellis (1814–1890), a pupil 
of Hermann von Helmholtz (1821–1894).6 While Ellis 
makes some early observations about acoustics (in the 
spirit and lineage of his teacher’s primary interest), 
Pronunciation for Singers is primarily a summary of 
nineteenth-century beliefs about articulatory phonetics, 
which, according to James Stark,

. . . concentrated on the manipulation of the ‘articulators’ 
(tongue, jaw, lips, velum) in forming the sounds of speech. 
Ellis created Glottic, a system of phonetic spelling that 
antedated the modern International Phonetic Alphabet.7

While “Glottic” was never widely adopted and quickly 
fell into disuse upon Ellis’s death, the International 
Phonetic Alphabet was invented the following decade, 
thus laying the first foundation stone in the development 
of modern lyric diction pedagogy.8 

EARLY ACADEMIC ARTICLES 

While there were some writings about diction for singers 
in the early twentieth century, there was little progress in 
the development of lyric diction as an academic discipline 
in American colleges, conservatories, and universities dur-
ing this era.9 The year 1944, however, marked the found-
ing of the National Association of Teachers of Singing 
(NATS) and, in turn, the first issue of The Bulletin: Official 
Organ of the National Association of Teachers of Singing, 
Inc.—the publication that would eventually evolve into 
the Journal of Singing—in October of that year. 

Soon thereafter, in the June/July 1947 issue of The 
Bulletin, Sonia Sharnova authored the first NATS article 
on lyric diction, one that she titled—simply—“Diction.” 
In this essay, she forecasts the need to take the study of 
diction more seriously as an aspect of a singer’s training:

Another important facet of the technique of singing is 
being treated too lightly. Namely, the knowledge of how 
to produce good diction. In order to keep the throat free 
and to be able to project words with ease, it is necessary 
that a thorough, systematized application of the rules of 
diction be given to a student at the very beginning of his 
work. . . . Diction is not something separate and apart 
from singing, to be studied sometime in the vague future, 
it is singing, unless we want to sing vowel vocalizes [sic] 
the rest of our lives.10

While Sharnova’s article stops (far) short of citing 
specific “rules of diction,” her identification of the (a) 
the need for diction as a course of study and (b) the 
need for a systematic set of “rules of diction” for sing-
ers makes her article noteworthy as another foundation 
stone on lyric diction’s long journey toward becoming 
an academic discipline.

In the years that followed, several subsequent 
articles followed Sharnova’s in The Bulletin. In 1948, 
Karl Theman embeds the concept of diction within 
the context of technique (à la Lamperti), beginning his 
brief discussion with the phrase, “The messa di voce 
provides a means of analyzing diction”; no “analysis,” 
however, seems to follow.11 The same year, Spencer 
Green devoted an entire (albeit brief) article—also 
titled “Diction”—that is essentially a compendium of 
“in the trenches” advice from his own experiences as a 
singer and teacher.12 In 1951, William Wheeler penned 
a similar one-page article.13
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In 1953, the composer Virgil Thomson (1896–1989) 
wrote a short article for the New York Herald Tribune 
titled “Singing English” that was reprinted in the NATS 
Bulletin.14 His thoughtful observations are decidedly 
more forward-looking in the pedagogical sense, offering 
practical advice on matters such as vowel length and 
schwas (which Thomson called “unaccented vowels’’)—
topics still actively discussed in modern lyric diction 
textbooks. However, while this discourse represents a 
small step toward a rubric-oriented approach to lyric 
diction, a giant leap was about to occur in the form 
of a book that was to be published in the same year as 
Thomson’s article.

THE FIRST TEXTBOOKS: 
MARSHALL AND COFFIN

If there were a seminal year in which a systemized 
approach to the teaching of lyric diction began, it would 
likely be the year 1953, when Madeleine Marshall (1899–
1993) first published The Singer’s Manual of English 
Diction.15 Marshall was a pianist and vocal coach at the 
Juilliard School who, under the pseudonym “Graham 
Jones,” wrote a successful new English translation of 
Smetana’s The Bartered Bride for the Metropolitan 
Opera in 1936. Copious notes from her professional 
experience—in addition to some study of the few pro-
nunciation books that were available at the time—paved 
the way for Marshall’s book.16 

In addition to The Singers Manuel of English Diction 
being the first textbook of its kind—establishing clear 
rules and rubrics easily digestible and suitable for use in 
both the classroom and studio—it is also the first widely 
available lyric diction resource that implemented the use 
of the International Phonetic Alphabet, albeit somewhat 
sparingly compared to future lyric diction pedagogues 
who would follow in the author’s footsteps. In the pref-
ace of her book, Marshall writes the following:

You will find phonetic symbols in the course of these les-
sons. These excellent aids are employed only when they 
provide the most concise identification of a sound. You 
won’t see many of them in the consonant chapters, but 
they are well in evidence in the vowel sections. If you’ve 
studied phonetics, of course, you know them as old and 
welcome friends; if you haven’t, you will get on good 
terms with them as you study the vowels. The symbols 

are enclosed in square brackets to distinguish them from 
traditional spelling.17

Note Marshall’s acknowledgment to the discipline 
of “phonetics,” which at that time referred only to 
the spoken word; the application of the International 
Phonetic Alphabet to singer’s diction was something 
entirely new—as was a book on diction for singers that 
utilized the system. In addition to Marshall’s rubrics 
for “a series of lessons about English diction,” the use 
of IPA to transcribe words (in the “square brackets” 
still in use today) is significant as it represents a turning 
away from the rote and imitative learning widely used 
in singing studios at the time toward a more systematic 
and phonetic approach.18

Eleven years later, in 1964, Berton Coffin (1910–1987), 
a voice professor at the University of Colorado Boulder, 
published the first edition of Phonetic Readings of Songs 
and Arias, which expanded Marshall’s groundbreak-
ing rubric-phonetic (i.e., “rules and IPA”) approach to 
Italian, German, and French.19 In contrast to Marshall—​ 
whose brief acknowledgments mention only experi-
ences and mention no published models or forerun-
ners—Coffin meticulously bases his prosaic instructions 
and tables that preface each of the three sections of 
his book on a long list of linguistic pronunciation 
resources.20 Additionally, Coffin enlisted three coauthors 
to assist him—Ralph Errolle, Werner Singer, and Pierre 
Dellattre—who were fluent speakers of Italian, German, 
and French, respectively. 

In 1972, Coffin released a second edition of Phonetic 
Translations of Songs and Arias, this time with Scarecrow 
Press, which provided an updated list of secondary 
resources that consequently necessitated a revision of 
his German transcriptions.21 Coffin’s approach to lyric 
diction pedagogy is thus illustrative of the important 
link between early scholars and linguists and, in his case, 
the crucial relationships necessary between music and 
language departments to create diction courses at this 
time within an academic environment.

During the 1950s and 1960s, there were also sporadic 
articles in the NATS Bulletin, including what appears 
to be the first article on diction and legato, written 
by Richard Miller (1926–2009).22 De’Ath provided an 
overview of articles on diction (and language) written 
by NATS authors during these decades.23



422� Journal of Singing

Matthew HochMatthew Hoch

422� Journal of Singing

THE DEVELOPMENT OF LYRIC DICTION 
COURSES IN HIGHER EDUCATION

In the 1960s and early 1970s, the National Association 
of Schools of Music (NASM) had not yet adopted any 
requirements for lyric diction education in the curricula 
of accredited music programs.24 Singing teachers and 
coaches in the academy who wished to offer lyric diction 
courses in their programs formed them through their 
own advocacy, often as elective classes. 

Like many localized events that occurred during the 
analog age, few if any syllabi and course catalogs from 
this era still exist.25 A reconstruction of pedagogical prac-
tice during this era thus depends on primary resources 
and firsthand accounts.

An archival letter to Marshall dated March 1, 1950, 
from Frederick Prausniz, assistant dean at the Juilliard 
School, outlines her teaching assignment: three sec-
tions of “English Diction I” and one section of “English 
Diction II”; these were surely some of the first courses 
of their kind in higher education.26 Cheri Montgomery 
reports that her father, Archie Kliewer, established 
a diction course at Belmont College (now Belmont 
University) in the late 1960s that utilized the Marshall 
and Coffin books.27 

Dennis Jackson, who began teaching at CU Boulder 
in 1971, reports that Coffin established lyric diction 
courses prior to his arrival on campus. These classes 
were taught by John Glenn Paton, who was fluent in 
Italian and German. Jackson began teaching French 
lyric diction there the following year.28 

Patti Peterson, who earned both of her graduate 
degrees in piano and voice at CU Boulder in the 1970s, 
recalls that incoming MM and DMA students from that 
era did not have a diction course requirement but did have 
an IPA proficiency entrance examination, thus implying 
that remedial coursework in lyric diction would need to be 
completed if the student failed to receive a passing score.29 
Graduate and doctoral students at CU Boulder also were 
required to prepare repertoire in Italian, German, and 
French when auditioning for these programs.30

Proficiency in lyric diction is not mentioned in the 
NASM Handbook until 1974, when it appears as a stan-
dard for the “Master’s Degree in Performance.”31 In this 
document it is stated that the graduate degree should 
comprise “at least one third of the total requirement. 

Voice majors are expected to have skill in German, 
French, and Italian diction.”32 This broad requirement, 
however, only applied to the graduate degree in voice 
performance. No mention is made at this time of lyric 
diction as a standard for baccalaureate programs. 

It was not until the 1980s that an NASM standard for 
lyric diction instruction was instituted for the under-
graduate degree. The first appearance of these revised 
standards occurred in the 1985–1986 edition of the 
NASM Handbook, which for the first time published an 
appendix (B) that lists undergraduate “Standards and 
Guidelines for Opera and Musical Theatre Programs.”33 

These paragraphs describe five “Performance Skills” 
under the rubric of “The Common Body of Knowledge 
and Skills for Career Entry.” The fifth and final skill—
after ones pertaining to technique, interpretation, musi-
cianship, and theatrical skills—is the following:

Language skills. For Opera: diction/pronunciation 
skills in English, Italian, German, and French. Reading/
speaking proficiency in Italian and working knowledge 
of French and German. For Musical Theatre: diction/
pronunciation skills in English and dialects.34

The 1985–86 edition of the NASM Handbook also 
added a second graduate degree for singers, the “Master’s 
Degree in Opera Performance,” which—like the perfor-
mance degree established in the 1970s—included a lyric 
diction requirement:

The integration of musical, theatrical, and diction skills 
required in opera performance constitute major study 
in this degree program and require at least one-third of 
the curriculum. . . . The curriculum includes but is not 
limited to the development of advanced theatre skills and 
advanced competence in English, Italian, French, and 
German diction, and at least one graduate-level course 
in both music theory and music history.35

From this time forward, lyric diction remained a 
NASM standard in all subsequent handbooks. The 
2023–2024 edition of the NASM Handbook—which has 
been much expanded from the installments of the 1970s 
and 1980s—still lists proficiency in “phonetic knowledge 
and skills” as a standard for both undergraduate and 
graduate degrees in voice performance and opera, and 
the requirement has expanded to include degrees in 
choral conducting and musical theater.36 
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As a result of this proficiency requirement, courses 
in lyric diction are now common at NASM-accredited 
institutions that offer these degrees, although the spe-
cific offerings, course content, and number of semesters 
required are variables not specified by NASM; there are 
numerous ways in which this standard is implemented.37

A SECOND GENERATION OF TEXTBOOKS

Marshall and Coffin established a pedagogical founda-
tion where none had previously existed in any cohesive 
way. Their textbooks, however, had obvious limitations: 
Marshall’s was rife with rules but only for English; 
Coffin’s book covered Italian, German, and French 
but his rubrics for transcription were brief and not as 
thorough as Marshall’s.38 More significant, students 
needed to purchase multiple textbooks to adequately 
cover the language requirements of their respective 
degree programs.

These shortcomings were recognized and remedied 
in 1975 with the publication of Diction: Italian, Latin, 
French, German . . . the Sounds and 81 Exercises for Singing 
Them by John Moriarty (1930–2022).39 This book could 
be fittingly labeled a “textbook” in the truest sense of the 
word; Moriarty wrote it specifically for the classes he 
taught—to both undergraduates and graduates—at the 
New England Conservatory of Music. 

For the first time, collegiate instructors, coaches, and 
private studio teachers had a single-volume reference 
work that included rules for IPA transcriptions across the 
three major foreign languages in which voice students 
were required to sing . . . plus (as a sort of “bonus”), 
church Latin. Those who still desired an English meth-
odology could supplement their courses with Marshall’s 
book. Moriarty’s Diction quickly became a staple of 
university lyric diction classrooms, with instructors and 
students alike attracted to the convenience of a single-
volume resource.

More specialized volumes devoted to specific lan-
guages (in the spirit of Marshall) also appeared, some 
of which saw widespread distribution. The most notable 
included Evelina Colorni’s Singer’s Italian: A Manual 
of Diction and Phonetics (1970), Richard G. Cox’s The 
Singer’s Manual of German and French Diction (1970), 
Thomas Grubb’s Singing in French: A Manual of French 
Diction and French Vocal Repertoire (1979), and William 

Odom and Benno Schollum’s German for Singers: A 
Textbook of Diction and Phonetics (1981).40 The fact 
that all five of these books (including Moriarty’s) were 
all published by Schirmer during an eleven-year interval 
is noteworthy and speaks much about the importance 
of this publisher to the history of lyric diction pedagogy. 
These titles or descendent editions (or printings) of them 
are still widely known and referenced at the time of the 
publication of this article.41 Richard F. Sheil’s A Singer’s 
Manual of Foreign Language Dictions for Singers (1975) 
was also published during this time.42

Toward the end of the twentieth century, several 
additional authors published multi-language resources 
that soon saw wide use within the academy. Joan 
Wall released two books almost simultaneously that 
were meant to be used in tandem with one another—
International Phonetic Alphabet for Singers: A Manual for 
English and Foreign Language Diction (1989) and Diction 
for Singers: A Concise Reference for English, Italian, Latin, 
German, French, and Spanish Pronunciation (1990).43 

The selling points of these volumes to many instruc-
tors were largely the workbook-style format of the 
former and the expansion to six languages in the latter. 
Marci Stapp’s The Singer’s Guide to Languages (1991) 
also enjoyed a small but loyal following.44 In 1999, David 
Adams published the first edition of A Handbook of 
Diction for Singers.45 

Covering Italian, German and French, this book was, 
in many respects, an updated and more scholarly ver-
sion of Moriarty’s textbook, which it largely replaced 
at institutions that utilized a one-volume approach in 
their courses. Additional articles in the Journal of Singing 
published during the last two decades of the twentieth-
century supplemented these resources.46

STANDARDIZATION OF THE 
INTERNATIONAL PHONETIC ALPHABET 

Although the International Phonetic Association—
the organization that gave birth to the International 
Phonetic Alphabet—was established in 1886, the IPA 
system itself took gradual shape over the course of the 
twentieth century.47 While the current system looks 
almost nothing like the original 1888 version (inau-
gurated two years into the organization’s existence), 
the most radical revisions occurred during a relatively 
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short period of time between 1987 and 1993.48 Since 
then, the system has remained relatively unchanged; 
the minor revisions that have taken place have, for the 
most part, not impacted symbols used by the singing 
community. These changes have been preserved in the 
second edition of the Phonetic Symbol Guide, published 
in 1996 by Geoffrey K. Pullum and William A. Ladusaw, 
and remains the definitive resource for symbol names, 
phonetic categorization of sounds, and usage.49

This late-twentieth-century standardization has called 
for a revision of many of the classic textbooks that were 
published prior to these revisions. Some resources, most 
notably Adams, have been revised several times and 
have striven for more synergy terminologically with the 
International Phonetic Association.50 Other resources 
are more based in traditional tried-and-true resources.51 
This has resulted in inconsistencies across resources that 
will be further discussed in part II of this article.

In sum, the tradition of using the International 
Phonetic Alphabet as a universal standard for lyric dic-
tion transcriptions was inaugurated by Marshall and 
Coffin and subsequently adopted by virtually all main-
stream and widely distributed textbooks. 

The applicability of IPA to foreign languages and its 
usefulness as an authoritative standard—as opposed to 
nonstandardized orthographic transcription systems 
that can vary widely from resource to resource—made 
the adoption of IPA attractive for singing teachers and 
coaches tasked with teaching the basics of lyric diction 
across multiple languages to their students. 

LEYERLE PUBLICATIONS AND THE 
ESTABLISHMENT OF A MULTILINE 

FORMAT FOR TRANSLATIONS 
AND TRANSCRIPTIONS

William Leyerle elevated the practice of IPA transcrip-
tion a step further by inaugurating a now-standardized 
three-line format in a prolific series of publications. In 
the early decades of lyric diction pedagogy, translations 
were published separately from transcriptions. This 
is exemplified by Coffin’s respective books: Phonetic 
Readings of Songs and Arias was published separately 
from his Word by Word Translations of Songs and Arias.52 
Leyerle, however, combined transcriptions and transla-
tions into one three-line format—sometimes with the 

addition of a fourth line for a more prosaic rendering 
of the text when necessary for clarity. 

Regarding his invention of this format, Leyerle articu-
lates his creative intentions as well as the professional 
mission of his company, Leyerle Publications:

The now famous Leyerle three and four-line Phonetic-
Translation System consists of the International Phonetic 
Alphabet spelling of the foreign language text on the first 
line, the original foreign language on the middle line, and 
the word-for-word English translation on the third line. 
When further explication of an otherwise difficult-to-
understand passage in the word-for-word translation is 
needed, a fourth line, presented in a more literary trans-
lation, is given. . . . As the creator of the above system in 
1977 and with the national publication of Song Anthology 
One in 1980, Leyerle Publications feels committed to 
make the system available in as much of the great song 
and operatic literature as we can.53 

Leyerle’s contribution to the history of lyric diction 
pedagogy is thus twofold: First, his multiline approach 
to translation and transcription—text in the middle, 
translation above, and IPA transcription below—has 
now become industry standard in the lyric diction world. 
Second, Leyerle’s vast catalog of opera libretti and song 
texts that utilize this format has resulted in an extensive 
library of translations and transcriptions of much of 
the standard repertoire. Authors of these volumes have 
included such experts as Nico Castel, Robert Gartside, 
Martha Gerhart, and Beaumont Glass.54 

Subsequent books by other publishers have imitated 
this approach, thus further expanding the canon of 
translations and transcriptions of vocal literature.55 A 
generation ago, students of singing often undertook 
their own transcriptions; now their first instinct is to 
find a published transcription of the repertoire they are 
working on. This shift in practice has profound implica-
tions for the teaching and learning of lyric diction and 
will be discussed in greater detail in part II of this article.

CONCLUSION OF PART I: ENTERING 
THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

As lyric diction pedagogy entered the twenty-first cen-
tury, myriad new issues emerged, including an expansion 
of languages, internet resources, integration with the 
choral community, and a burgeoning volume of new 
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scholarship and published resources. These pedagogi-
cal milestones have resulted in a shifting landscape in 
the discipline of lyric diction and have tasked coaches 
and teachers of singing with emerging challenges. These 
issues and a prospective future for lyric diction pedagogy 
will be considered and discussed in part II of this article.
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