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Part 1:		Introduction

 Chapter 1:  Phonetic Concepts

To sing well in French is an essential part of a classical 

singer’s training because of the wealth of great songs and 

operas France has produced. We aspire to sing in French 

as beautifully as a native speaker of French, a francophone.

To do so, we must gain conscious control of many factors 

that come automatically to a native French person. That is 

why a native speaker of English, called an anglophone, needs 

to learn certain new concepts and vocabulary about diction.



 6   Part 1: Introduction

1From Greek pho-ne-, sound, voice .
2From Greek allos, other .

 This chapter presents basic concepts and traces connections between them . 
Whatever is not clear to you at the first reading will become clear as your work 
progresses . Each new term is printed in small capitals when it is defined for 
the first time, making it easy to find later for review . 

Diction Concepts
 Diction means, for singers, the art of making the texts we sing clear to 
our listeners . 

 pronunciation involves choosing the best, most correct sound of a word, 
the one that is used by educated speakers and verified by dictionaries . Classical 
singers use a style of pronunciation that is different from ordinary speech . 

 articulation means forming the sound correctly and efficiently with a 
minimum of physical tension . The lips, teeth, tongue and soft palate are artic-
ulators .

 And the concept of diction has to include expression, because our perfor-
mance is not complete until we make an emotional contact with our listeners .

Phonetics
 phonetics1, the science of speech sounds, provides a great deal of useful 
information for singers . phoneticians, the scholars of phonetics, are trained to 
analyze the sounds of any language, even one that has never been written . 

    In analyzing languages and recording their observations, phoneticians 
use the international phonetic alphabet (IPA) . In the IPA, one written 
symbol, and only one, stands for each speech sound in a language, regard-
less of how that language is written . The complete IPA contains both letters 
from our alphabet and symbols borrowed from other languages . It also 
includes additional markings called Diacritics that can be added to the 
symbols to account for small adjustments, such as a particular individual’s 
tongue position . The International Phonetic Association recognizes enough 
symbols to record any speech sound that a human being could possibly 
produce . A chart of the complete IPA, containing far more symbols than 
we need for European languages, is found on page 126 .

      phonemes are speech sounds that contribute to meaning . No language 
uses all of the possible speech sounds that human beings can produce . 
Every language selects the sounds that it needs to distinguish between 
words . In order to identify which phonemes a particular language uses, 
phoneticians study minimal pairs, words that differ from each other only 
by a single phoneme .

 Here is how such a study works: Two words that are the same except for 
their initial consonants, “ten” and “den,” are a minimal pair, in IPA, /tEn/ and /
dEn/ . Since the words have different meanings, /t/ and /d/ must be separate 
phonemes . Sounds that produce a contrast in meaning are said to be contrastive .

 On the other hand, we might hear two persons  say the word “debt,” one 
with only oral resonance, /dEt/, and the other with a nasal tone, /d~Et/ . Since 
we understand both of them equally well, we know that oral /E/ and nasalized 
/~E/ are merely individual variations, not separate phonemes . Pronunciations 
that differ from each other but are not contrastive are called allophones2 . But 
while /E/ and /~E/ are allophones in English, they are contrastive phonemes in 
French, as is proved by the minimal pair mais /mE/ (but) and main /m~E/ (hand) .

	 Some	customs	to	observe	when	writing	in	the	IPA:

•	Writing	 a	 word	 or	 text	 in	 the	 IPA	 is	 called	 tran-
scribing	it;	the	result	is	called	an	IPA	transcription.		

•	Within	the	normal	context	of	a	sentence,	enclose	
IPA	symbols	in	slashes,	/	/,	or	square	brackets	[		].

•	Slashes	or	brackets	are	not	needed	for	individual	
words	within	a	transcription.

•	 IPA	transcriptions	contain	only	what	can	be	heard,	
therefore,	silent	letters	are	omitted.		

•	Punctuation	is	not	used.

•	Capitalization	 is	 not	 used	 because	 upper	 case		
letters	may	be	IPA	symbols	with	special	sounds.


