Learn to Sing 4 Free
(Insert Chapter Name), Barbershop Harmony Society
Week 1:  Posture and Breathing

Singing is more athletic than you may have realized, and proper breathing is imperative for good singing.  We generally pay very little attention to how we breathe when we are speaking or even taking in normal breaths.  Breathing for singing requires that we are mindful of a few additional things.

Posture
•  Feet should be shoulder-width apart, knees flexible (not locked), bottom centered above the feet (a slight sensation of the hips/pelvis rotating under the torso may be required).
•  Raise your arms in front of you until they are pointing straight up, feel the rib cage lift and expansion!  Now slowly return your arms to the side while maintaining that lift.  Feel different than usual?  Your neck and shoulders should be able to remain relaxed even with that natural lift in the chest, no overdoing it!

•  The ears should line up with the shoulders, and the chin should be parallel to the floor.  If you expand your neck vertebrae slightly, you may feel the slightest tuck of the chin, which is acceptable (do not forcefully tuck the chin, however).

Overall, the ears should line up with the shoulders, the shoulders with the hips, and all of that should line up over the feet.  Try shifting all of your weight onto the balls of your feet, then back to the heels.  Lastly, try finding a nice balance between the two and that should be about right.

Inhalation

•  With the ribs naturally lifted as they are, take a nice deep breath.  Notice where the movement happens?  It should now mostly be in the midsection/stomach area.  You can also try bending over slightly (keeping the torso straight) with your hands on your things.  Breathe in again… feel that same midsection movement?  

•  Now that you’re in that bent over position, do you also feel that the lower back expands a little bit?  Try the inhale again, only slow it down and purse your lips like you are sucking through a straw.  Does that back expansion become more noticeable?  

•  Get back in your good posture and continue to breathe with this more active “carriage.”  Notice that it doesn’t take much muscle, as this lift and expansion is all rather natural (just often unused).  For now, this will take more mental focus than muscular effort.  Remember, we’re not trying to expand BEYOND our potential, we’re just trying to find where our own potential is beyond day-to-day breathing.
Now that we have air in and we’re expanded, now what?  It’s important to note at this point that what we’ve done so far is not unnatural, it is just somewhat an exaggeration of normal inhalation.  The same will apply for exhalation.

Exhalation

•  Every night, air enters and leaves the body without our being in control of it as we sleep.  With that in mind, it makes sense that we don’t need to assist the air in leaving the body, right?  In fact, support is the more the act of resisting the human urge to just let our “carriage” (rib cage, mid section muscles) collapse in a heap and in a hurry.  Don’t believe it?  Try taking a deep breath, hold it for a few seconds, then let it out in a in a quick huff (like you were frustrated or just finished difficult physical chore).  It didn’t take much effort on your part for that air to rush out, did it?  

•  Try holding the breath again, only this time don’t close the throat.  A nice way to check this is to quietly pant like a dog in the back of your throat.  We’re going to hold that breath for as long as you reasonably can, making certain not to allow the carriage to collapse.  Remain fully expanded in the ribs and midsection (including the back) for the duration.  As you reach the end of your ability to hold, take note of muscles starting to make their presence known through sensations of pulling, light quaking, or even slight discomfort.  That probably felt slightly awkward and different, that’s okay… it’s just a step along the way.   

•  Did you notice, in particular, a pulling sensation across the base of your ribs (under the sternum and side-to-side from there)?  That’s your diaphragm reacting to this new set of circumstances.  That sensation will linger as you develop the habit of maintaining an expanded feeling on exhalation.  If you have received some of this training before, the sensation may not be as great, but a reminder is always good!

•  “But even when I sleep, my midsection eventually comes in, doesn’t it?”  Yes, it does, and as you sing it also will.  The thought process behind support/breath control is to delay the inevitable, and to put the exhalation into slow motion by maintaining a thought of expansion, even as carriage begins to come in.  Clinch your fist, place the closed end up to your mouth, and blow out vigorously.  Did you notice that the first act of your midsection was to stay out (or even expand a little further) before it eventually came in?  

•  Let’s carry this to a longer exhalation.  We’re going to carry a sustained “shush” sound, as if you were angrily trying to quiet someone at the movies who is talking loudly.  Can you sustain it for 8 counts without losing intensity?  What if we consciously held our carriage expanded for the first 4 counts before we allowed to come in?  What if we became more actively aware of how fast the carriage came in after those first 4 counts?  Your instructor will experiment with different counts, delays, and resistances.

Set aside some time this week to become more aware of this more active model of breathing.  We will begin associating the exhale with creating a free tone next week, and the more natural the motion of breathing is at that time, the more we can focus on creating a wonderful sound on top of that air.     
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