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BOOK REVIEW

Reclaiming Calliope: Freeing the Female Voice through Undomesticated 
Singing, by Fides Krucker, Berkeley, CA, USA North Atlantic Books, 2022, 320 pp., US 
$18.35 (paperback), ISBN 9781623177065

Considered a pioneer in contemporary vocal practices, Canadian singer, interdisciplinary artist, 
and educator Fides Krucker has been performing, teaching, and challenging the status quo of 
vocal performance and pedagogy for over 35 years. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that her 
new book, Reclaiming Calliope: Freeing the Female Voice through Undomesticated Singing, does 
not easily fall neatly under a specific genre. In it, she weaves vocal methodology with a feminist 
manifesto all through the lens of a memoir, with voice and its infinite expressive abilities 
unifying it all.

Krucker’s ability to deftly maneuver between autobiographical storytelling, body-based 
vocal pedagogy, social commentary, and feminist theory is astonishing, yet as is made clear 
early in the book, that agility is simply her modus operandi:

If you wanted to join my vocal studio, I would ask you to take an introductory private lesson. 
In that first session you would learn that air wants you to thrive, that it does not discriminate 
between individuals, that it is not out of reach. As our first hour progressed, I would focus on 
your body and its breath patterns. I would weave in some of my personal story while asking 
about yours. (7)

Lived experience is as much a part of her vocal technique as are the mechanical aspects of 
vocal production. The “self” is inextricable from vocal expression–sung, spoken or otherwise– 
which makes her personal narrative and the recounted stories from her voice studio essential 
constituents of her vocal methodology.

There are three parts in the book. In Part I, “Unfettered Female Sound,” the reader gets the 
full context of Krucker’s early training as well as stories of her experiences as an opera singer 
and her burgeoning realization of how “opera uses a women’s voice to convey men’s stories” 
(29). Part II, “What I Teach,” begins with Krucker recalling, with refreshing honesty, how she 
came to teach and recounting that it was, at the time, “a family-friendly way to make a living” 
(68). She invites the reader into her studio through her introduction to “Slipper Camp.” Just as 
physical boot camps offered at gyms taught physical conditioning, Krucker designed a series 
of classes to instill rigor and regularity in her students. She changed the name from “boot 
camp” to “slipper camp” because she felt her work required the “softness of slippers.” The 
reader gets an inside look at these sessions, described as a “one-hour progression of clearly 
articulated, distilled skills that could be practiced in a group” (70). Throughout this section, 
Krucker breaks down her methodology, which she calls “Emotionally Integrated Voice.” The 
author unpacks the process by giving, as she describes it, “each vertebrae of the technique 
a chapter” (72) with such titles as “Double Fluff,” “Pitch is Something We are Made Of,” and 
“Ease in a Tight Spot.” Strung together, the nine chapters comprise a complete vocal warmup. 
Practical exercises are woven into the narrative as we meet and get to know some of her 
students, following along with their vocal struggles and breakthroughs. Part III, “Women and 
Voice,” brings Krucker’s journey full circle, integrating pedagogy, social commentary, and the 
sharing of lived experiences into a holistic examination of the notion of “authentic voice” and 
what it means to be human.
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It isn’t easy to pinpoint only a few specific strengths of the book. Just as the topics that she 
intertwines through the lens of voice are vast, so are her compelling observations and insightful 
critiques across these seemingly disparate topics. A particularly striking example of her radical 
pedagogy, which centers on discovering the “undomesticated” singing voice, appears in 
Chapter 28. Here she describes a homework suggestion offered to one of the women in 
Slipper Camp: to explore orgasm as a means of experiencing “freedom of breath and voice 
during an unbounded moment” (239). The student, whom Krucker characterizes as self-aware and 
possessing “physiological intelligence” (240) returns to the next class singing with a renewed 
sense of freedom and pleasure and shares with the class triumphantly that she completed the 
assignment. Krucker describes the student’s vocal expression as revealing a “reclaimed relation
ship to self” (240) and goes on to cite recent studies in neuroscience which point to the 
complexity of orgasm and the activation of both pleasure and pain centers in females. Noting 
the notion of “arrival” in the expression “to come,” she observes that the student was able to 
come into relationship with herself. A particularly moving section recounts another Slipper Camp 
session in which one member calls Krucker to inform her she will be unable to attend that day as 
she had just been diagnosed with uterine cancer and, instead of singing, was required to go for 
chemotherapy. It is here that Krucker’s malleable pedagogy becomes clear:

We sing in our lowest register—more than a whisper, but shy of a grunt or growl. Those 
sounds have too much purchase for what we want to express. Our sad, spirit-soaked voices 
hold the news of Maja’s cancer. I have never heard the group sound so unforced, inside 
themselves, so transparently available. (241)

Krucker’s sensitivity to the imperatives of the moment and her ability to guide students to an 
embodied vocality honoring the present moment is a testament to her intuitive and holistic 
methodology. With a comprehensive understanding of anatomy and physiology, Krucker is 
masterfully adept at communicating the experiential aspects of voicework in a way that allows 
the discursive written exercises and the descriptions of vocal performance to be somatically 
accessible, turning the semantic into somatic with great skill.

Other stand-out sections include riveting critiques of some of pop music’s most influential 
voices. From Britney Spears and Whitney Houston to Ann Wilson and Steven Tyler, Krucker moves 
effortlessly from social-political commentary to insightful analysis of specific performances that will 
have you “going down the rabbit hole” to watch her corresponding YouTube videos. When you 
come up for air, you will have a new understanding and appreciation for not only the technical 
aspects of these performances but a contextual understanding of the historical and social implica
tions of the performers and their legacies.

In Greek mythology, Calliope, as the author explains, is the muse who reigns over eloquence 
and epic poetry and is celebrated for the ecstatic harmony of her voice. Deemed to be the chief 
of all muses—Krucker crowns her the “Mother of all muses.” After reading this book, I suggest 
you might imagine Krucker herself as Calliope, imploring us all–voice students and educators, 
singers, and actors, professionals and amateurs, indeed anyone with a voice–to reclaim our 
unique voices: unfettered, unbound, undomesticated, and bursting with expressive agency.
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