Learn to Sing 4 Free
(Insert Chapter Name), Barbershop Harmony Society
Week 2:  Freedom in the Vocal Mechanism and Resonance
We learned last week that breathing is a natural endeavor, but that singing requires us to be more actively engaged in breathing rather than our daily, passive breathing.  Using abdominal/back control and rib cage expansion to resist the rushed exodus of air from the body is what creates a foundation of support for free singing, or “phonation.”  
A Little Simplified Anatomy Review…
•  Our vocal folds (aka “cords”) close in various ways:  swallowing, coughing, during exertion.  These examples come with varying degrees of force.  When our folds engage for singing (“adduction”), the goal is for it to be a more loose union in order to maximize the vibration.  
•  In a split second, the folds begin to close, allowing for a slight build-up of pressure beneath the folds.  Once the pressure is ideal, the folds are gently separated by the air, and the continuation of air causes that rapid opening and closing to continue, creating pitch.
•  The nice thing about the above is that we don’t have to consciously control the act of phonation, but rather the supply of air and the resonance that occurs beyond phonation.  What we need to be aware of is that, opposite of the forceful closures, the larynx and area surrounding it should be relaxed for the best singing.
Phonation/Exhalation
•  Let’s break this down to its easiest form…  In a nice relaxed pace, take an expanded breath and let out a long “hmmmmmm,” as if you’re in deep thought, allowing some of that “H” to escape before the “mmm” comes along.  Notice how easy it is to produce that tone?  That is how easy it to sing!  Notice how the “H” removes any “click” or “grab” in the voice?  That is an exaggeration of allowing the breath and pitch to come at the same time.     

•  Now we’ll change it slightly…  Instead of the “hmmm,” change it to “mmmm, hmmmm,” like you’re in agreement with someone.  Keep the pace nice and slow, like a stage actor might draw out the sound.  If you feel a click in your voice, go ahead and add a brief “H” back in front of the sound, then shorten it until you feel you’re starting freely right on the “mmmm” sound.  The sensation in your throat should be nothing more than a little vibration.  Feel free to gently massage your own neck and/or turn your head side to side while experimenting with this easy sound.      

•  Let’s put a pitch to this…  On a comfortable pitch, sing the word “sooooo” and sustain for several seconds.  At first, extend the “ss” sound for a full second or two.  Feel how there is no “grab” or sudden burst of sound?  Now gradually shorten the “s” back to what you’d consider normal for that word.  That lack of grab should remain.  Are you remembering to resist collapse of your midsection or “carriage?”  Go ahead and hold the “so” for a pre-determined time, experimenting like we did last week with the “shhhussh” exercise.
Creating a tone takes a little more thought, but also notice it takes fewer muscles and much less effort than perhaps we thought.  Like breathing, singing is a natural act.  We need to stay out of the way of the larynx and vocal folds so they can simply do the most efficient job they can.  We addressed freedom of the neck while humming, but there are other parts to minimize.
Freedom of the Instrument
•  Everything above the vocal folds is an instrument.  As such, we need to allow the surfaces to vibrate freely!  While it looks neat in the movies, a piano doesn’t sound nearly as vibrant with someone laying across the top of it.  Nor does a trumpet carry as much with a hand in the bell.  The jaw, back of the throat (pharynx) and tongue are three potential points of interference.    

•  The Throat:  Take one hand and place it in front of your face.  Place the other hand with fingertips on the larynx/voice box.  Blow cold air on your hand, then warm air.  Notice a difference?  The warm air approach can create a sensation of the throat being more open, like there is hot hardboiled egg you don’t want to touch the insides.  It can also feel like the very beginning of a yawn.  This is the soft palette lifting and getting out of the way.  Did you also notice how the larynx dropped a little bit on the warm breath?  This natural lowering is an ideal position for singing and is a sign of relaxation.      

•  Let’s apply this open sensation to a pitch.  On a comfortable pitch, sing “Hoooooooh” (as in “hope”) with your hands in the same position.  Do you still feel the “fog” on your hand?  Did your larynx stay down?  Don’t worry about a big booming volume at this point, just make yourself aware of that warm feeling in the throat.  If you need to, go ahead and elongate that “hhh” sound if it helps you feel the air starting.  Notice how you don’t actually need to “squeeze out” excessive air to achieve this sensation, it is more the relaxation and lift itself that results in the warm tone.  
•  Tongue and Jaw:  When we speak, we manage to successfully communicate with a surprisingly minimal amount of jaw movement.  We’ll go into more detail next week when we address vowel sounds, but for the time being it is enough to say that the sound differences primarily come from only slight changes in the tongue and palate.  The jaw naturally “gets out of the way” without much need for mental or physical effort.  Yet, when many of us sing, we allow the tongue and jaw to do a little more work.   

•  Remembering our general “warm air” sensation from above, let’s sing a simple song like “My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean.”  While we sing, we’ll place our fingertips on our face near our molars, and our thumbs on the muscle under the chin (part of the tongue musculature), and gently massage both those areas as we sing, allowing the jaw to “flop” or “hang” without much movement.  Don’t worry about absolute diction at this point, just focus on creating a consistent warm tone without much distraction.  Try it again, and this time let your tongue absolutely relax.  When fully relaxed it will likely stick out of your mouth slightly, resting on your bottom lip.  Do you notice that you’re creating a good bit of volume without much effort?  If your jaw or tongue want to “fight” you during this exercise, then this would be excellent homework for the upcoming week!
Once again, MINIMIZING interference so that nature can operate is a key component to singing our best.  Now that we’re phonating more freely, we can take a moment to start turning the corner to full-on singing!
Introduction to Resonance

•  Here’s a secret… you’ve already participated in resonating this evening.  Resonance is simply the amplification of voiced sound through reverberation/reflection within the throat, mouth, sinuses, boney surfaces of the head and body, etc.  By opening the throat, lifting the palate, allowing the larynx to relax down, and minimizing interference of the tongue and jaw, you’re already getting more sound out of little effort.       

•  But I had my hands on my jaw and tongue sticking out!  I’m pretty sure it doesn’t work this way…  Fair enough.  We can put a tidy little bow on this for the week before proceeding to more details of producing sounds next week.  Now that you know some of the technical aspects of phonation and relaxation, tying the thoughts together relies heavily on imagination and visualization. 
•  The “Inner Smile”:  While we’ve addressed area within the mouth, there is one major element that helps keep a pleasant brilliance to a sound, and that is “the mask.”  Generically, this is resonant space/buzz that is felt more in the cheekbones or even “behind the eyes.”  An “Inner Smile” is a thought to achieve this lift.  Close your lips, but not your teeth.  Smile at someone as if they were across the room and you were trying to be sneaky/flirtatious about it.  Feel the cheek muscles/cushions lift?  Take a deep breath in through the nose with this smile, as if you were taking in the fragrance of a flower (a delicious steak!).  Notice how there seems to be an increase in space above the hard palate?  Some may even say they feel that space behind the eyes.  Notice, also that the familiar lift in the back of the throat is still present?  Try humming a pitch with this smile.  Now start with a hum and open to several vowels.     
•  As if you were thrilled to learn some new information, let out a nice “Ahaaaa!!!!”  Notice how the throat naturally opens, the palate lifts, and the tongue and jaw seem to hide themselves out of the way?  Try it again with an easy pitch exercise… sing “Ahaaa” again and move it down a partial scale of 5-4-3-2-1 (Sol-Fa-Mi-Re-Do).  Remember to expand on the inhale and keep that sensation of expansion lingering.

•  Speaking to children does wonderful things to our voice subconsciously.  Go ahead and speak “…and they lived happily ever after,” as if you were finishing a bedtime story.  Did you notice that many of the lifts and relaxations we discussed tonight were demonstrated in our “bedtime voice?”  The voice is firm, yet without weight or push.  It is extremely detailed and resonant, yet the tongue and jaw don’t have to be extremely active to achieve that detail.  Let’s revisit our simple song from earlier with two thoughts in mind… 1)  Keep the technical reminder of proper breathing and support, and 2) Let the rest of the focus be to singing it as if to a child.        

Spend this upcoming week experimenting with this more open approach to creating sound.  Even when speaking, this is an approach that can take the pressure off the vocal mechanism to create volume, and will allow sound to be maximized with less effort.  For those of you who speak on the phone often, whenever you pick it up, take an extra second to check your sitting posture, take a singer’s breath, and speak with more of the “warm air” feeling. 
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