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Another Garcia student, Antoinette Sterling (1841­
1904), was an American contralto who married an 
Englishman, and based most of her performing 
career in London. She was the mother of Malcolm 
Sterling Mackinlay, who wrote the very entertaining 
biography, Garda: the Centenarian and His Time 
(1908). Sterling had studied with Mathilde 
Marchesi in Cologne before she began lessons with 
Garda in 1868. He cautioned her about singing 
soprano roles, which would overwork the top regis­
ter of her voice. 

If you continue as you have been doing, do you 
know what will happen? Look at this piece of 
elastic. I take it fmnly at the two ends and stretch 
it. What is the result? It becomes thin in the 
middle. If I were to continue to do this constantly, 
it would get weaker and weaker, until finally it 
would break. It is thus with the human voice. 
Cultivate an extended range, and keep on singing 
big notes at both extremes, and the same thing will 
occur which we have seen with the elastic. Your 
voice will gradually weaken in the middle. 114 

Antoinette Sterling wisely heeded Garda's advice 
and stopped using the top half octave of her voice. 

Antoinette Sterling's son, Malcolm Sterling 
Mackinlay (1876-1952), was among Garcia's most 
enthusiastic pupils. His affectionate biography of 
his teacher contains many wonderful stories, includ­
ing an account of Garcia asking a young woman to 
leave an audition because she was wearing too tight 
a corset: 

Thank you, Miss Etherington; will you please go 
home at once, take off that dress, rip off those 
stays, and let your waist out to at least twenty-five 
inches! When you have done so you may come 
back and sing for me, and I will tell you whether 
you have any voice. 1I5 

A baritone, Sterling Mackinlay never became as 
accomplished as his mother, although he did sing 
Gilbert and Sulllivan roles with the D'Oly Carte 
company. He was nineteen years old when he began 
taking lessons with Garcia in 1896. Mackinlay's 
numerous recollections of his sessions with Garcia 
provide vivid accounts of his teaching. 

During the lessons he would remain seated at the 
piano, undertaking all the accompaniments himself. 
These would be given quietly, but with a firm, 
rhythmical precision. In the case of the old Italian 
arie, they would generally be played from memory. 
His white expressive hands would weave elaborate 
preludes and harmonies into the music, and as one 
sang he would sit with closed eyes as though his 
thoughts were far away. But they were not, they 
were very much present .... 

Though over ninety years old, he was quite equal 
to showing how he wanted notes taken or an effect 
given by singing the passage himself. On one 
memorable occasion he sang two entire octaves, 
commencing at the low A flat, and ending with a 
high baritone G sharp. It sounds an almost incredi­
ble tour de force, but it is an absolute fact. The 
voice naturally trembled with age, though to a 
surprisingly slight degree. But the timbre, enuncia­
tion, and dramatic power were still there, while 
every phrase revealed the extraordinary fire of his 

Spanish temperament. When he had been singing 
thus one day he laughed and said: 

I cannot sing any more. You see how the voice 
trembles. That you must not imitate. The tremolo 
is an abomination - it is execrable. Never allow 
it to appear, even for a moment, in your voice. It 
blurs the tone and gives it a false effect. 

His method may perhaps be summed up in the 
doctrine that it was not a method - in the sense that 
he had no hard and fast rules, - his object always 
being to make each pupil sing in the way most 
natural and involving the least effort. He was careful 
to impress on one the fact that any visible effort took 
away from the charm of the singer. If one gave too 
free play to the lungs, and sang beyond oneself, he 
would remark, 'You must not forget the advice my 
father gave me: 'Do not let anybody see the bottom 
of your purse; never spend all you possess, nor have 
it noticed that you are at your last resource.' 

At the lessons the maestro did not, as a rule, offer 
either praise or blame. He was, how eve r , 
always encouraging, and treated pupils according to 
their individual powers. He seemed to know instinc­
tively what they could manage was what was 
beyond them. 

[Garcia said] 'I only tell you how to sing, what 
tone is good, what faults are to be avoided, what is 
artistic, what inartistic. I try to awaken your intelli­
gence, so that you may be able to criticise your own 
singing as severely as I do ... If you find a diffi­
culty, do not shirk it. Make up your mind to master 
it. So many singers give up what they find hard.'1l6 

Final Years 

Garda's passion for teaching continued literally until 
his death. His sister, Pauline Viardot, also enjoyed 
teaching in her old age, and she frequently wrote to 
her brother, asking for his advice on how to deal with 
the vocal problems of her students. In one of his 
replies to her, Garcia discussed 'Ie voile de la voix' 
(,veiled voice') and an amusing way to correct it. 

If the vocal organ is healthy, the veil and the lack 
of bite in the voice, in whatever register it might be, 
indicate that the lips of the glottis do not press them­
selves against one other sufficiently. Then a great 
quantity of soundless air escapes and dulls the vibra­
tions like a smoking lamp that darkens the flame. 
This lack of energy of the lips is especially striking in 
the falsetto; that is why it is always in that register 
that one must begin reviving these vibrating organs. 
And at first I find there's nothing better to do than to 
imitate ducks: quack. quack, quack. Do not laugh, 
ducks are great song masters! 117 

In 1894, Garcia's Hints all Singing was published 
in London. The following year he retired from the 
Royal Academy of Music, where he had taught for 
forty-seven years. However, he continued to teach 
private students at his home, 'Mon Abri', in 
Cricklewood. Garda's energy and mental acuity 
amazed everyone who attended his centenary gala 
in 1905. According to Sterling Mackinlay, he 
appeared even more youthful in the months follow­
ing the event. 
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It was quite impossible to believe that he was indeed 
in his one hundred and first year. He actually 
displayed more vivacity than at the time when I was 
commencing lessons with him, while even in those 
days my mother had asserted that he seemed more 
hale and active than he had been when she in tum was 
studying under him twenty-five years before. Truly as 
he grew older he appeared to become younger .... 

He continued to rise early, go to bed late, and 
enjoy walks, drives, theatres, concerts, and dinners 
as thoroughly as a man forty years his junior .... 
His piano continued to be a favourite friend, and 
frequently he would play for an hour in the 
forenoon and again in the evening. The selections 
would be mostly snatches from old Italian operas ­
especially Rossini, Meyerbeer. and Mozart, ­
played from memory.1lS 

On March 17, 1906, Garcia entered his one 
hundredth and second year, celebrating his birthday 
by singing a Spanish song while accompanying 
himself on the guitar. On July I of the same year he 
passed away, 'calmly and peacefully' .119 

How Is Manuel Garcia Regarded Today? 
Looking back from the twenty-first century, it is 
clear that Garcia was indeed 'a man before his 
time'. This can be confirmed by examining some of 
his precepts from a modem perspective. 

Prephonatory Setting - Coup de la Glotte 

Although voice teachers today may remain wary of 
the coup de la glotte, modern studies have shown 
that the setting of the arytenoids cartilages prior to 
phonation is 'the crucial period during which the 
entire character of the phonation may be deter­
mined' .1 20 So, Garcia was quite correct in 
maintaining that a firm onset is the foundation of 
vocal technique. 

Anterior Phonation - 'Pinch of the Glottis' 

Modern technology has also proven that anterior 
phonation results in an enhanced tone quality. 
Increasing glottal closure during phonation causes a 
sharply slanted or 'spiked' wave form that is abun­
dant in high-energy partials. This type of wave form 
produces a stronger signal within the vocal tract, 
resulting in better resonance.121 

Laryngeal/Pharyngeal Position - Timbre 
Today we know about formants and their contribu­
tion to vocal quality. Garcia's observation of the 
:imbres corresponds to formant energy. The sombre 
:imbre, with its lowered larynx, results in lower 
tormants and a 'dark' vocal color. It also contributes 
:0 the 'singer's formant', or resonance peak around 
~800-3200 Hz - the 'ring' in the voice. 

The sombre timbre, with its lowered larynx and 
::'\.panded pharynx, extends the upper chest register 
'::,y causing the thyroid cartilage to tilt backwards, a 
:: e'sition that facilitates the contraction of the 
~ricothyroid muscle. 

This reduces the length of the vocal folds, thereby 
~=laying the register shift and permitting active 

longitudinal tension to function beyond its no=::.: 
limits. The pitch can now be raised by an incr=2.-= 
of the internal tensors of the vocalis muscles. lhu­
reducing the effective mass while avoiding lh= 
maximallengthand tension of the chest register. ,~: 

Mechanical Principles of Registers 

Garcia's observations of the separate mechanical 
principles that produce registers - the different 
configurations of the thyroarytenoid muscles, closure 
of the glottis by the arytenoids, and Imyngeal posi­
tions - have all been validated. His remarks about 
the qualitative differences between registers have also 
been substantiated. We know that the chest register 
produces a source spectrum richer in harmonic 
partials than the falsetto. We also know that the chest 
register has more subglottal pressure, resulting in 
greater intensity and less breath flOW. 123 Garcia 
demonstrated this to the Academie des Sciences in 
1841, when his students sang sustained notes in both 
chest and falsetto with the metronome. l24 

Glottal Closure/Laryngeal Position 

for Uniting Registers 

Garcia's advice to 'pinch the glottis' at register tran­
sitions is known to be effective, although it is perhaps 
more often taught in subtle ways, by using closed 
vowels, for example. Modern scientists have 
observed an 'open chink' in the glottis that occurs 
immediately above the register break, especially in 
untrained voices. In well trained singers, this chink 
does not appear, resulting in a less noticeable differ­
ence in tone quality after the register transition, By 
increasing the vocal cord adduction, or 'pinching the 
glottis', the glottal pulses of each register are more 
similar.125 And we know that register transitions are 
smoother when the 'pinching' of the glottis is 
combined with a fixed position of the larynx. 

Manuel Garcia and the Modern Voice Teacher 

Garcia would be gratified to know that today he is 
better understood and appreciated. At the same 
time, he would probably be somewhat amused to 
see that, despite all the technological advances in 
voice research, many voice teachers remain 
confused and generally cautious in their teaching. 
While Garcia would certainly approve of being 
careful and, especially, patient, he nonetheless 
would undertake his teaching in a way that today 
we would call 'pro-active'. Studying with Garcia 
would have been an energetic and powerful kines­
thetic experience - one that certainly could not be 
replicated outside his studio. 

As challenging as it might be to implement 
Garcia's method of instruction today, we should still 
consider the application of his techniques, espe­
cially with respect to onset and anterior phonation. 
And regardless of whether or not we would choose 
to teach the coup de la glotte, the timbres, or use his 
exercises for uniting the registers, we certainly 
should take the time to read Garcia's richly detailed 
advice on performance practice. 
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Although Garda's method has been criticised for 
bringing about the end of the bel canto empirical 
tradition, his intention had been only to analyse, 
clarify, and especially to prese1w that very tradition 
- the 'old Italian method' that he had learned from 
his father. Garda was passionate about conveying 
this wisdom to successive generations of singers. His 
student, Blanche Marchesi, gratefully acknowledged 
Garcia's vital role in the preservation of bel canto. 

It was the knowledge gained from my predeces­
sors that made me what I am. To them, too, lowe 
the facts which showed me the unshakable truth of 
this unique singing method, a method practiced 
uninterruptedly for two hundred and twenty years, 
crowned by never-failing success .... These two 
hundred and twenty years of continuous teaching 
and devotion to the training of students in the same 
method have proved the value of the discovery of 
Manuel Garda, the second of that great name. 126 

The teachings of Manuel Garda are reflections of a 
long life dedicated to research and discovery. Even 
now, in his bicentenary year, Manuel Garda contin­
ues to influence the science and art of singing. 
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