Learn to Sing 4 Free
(Insert Chapter Name), Barbershop Harmony Society
Week 3:  Resonance, Vowels, and Other “Singable” Sounds
Over the last weeks, we’ve established a foundation for consistent air flow and a free tone to be produced.  We also found how, by opening the throat and creating an “inner smile,” we can find a richness to our voice that also has a crisp and clear finish.  We’re going to take that basis of resonance and expand the thought into matching that resonance and keeping it matched and free through all of the vowel sounds available, as well as singable consonants.
The Theory Behind Match, or “Blend”
•  Jumping ahead a little bit, and moving over to the technical side of things, there are two elements of physics we like to concentrate on:  Harmonics and Formants.  Harmonics are the simple series of overtones created from a single tone.  Formants are the overtones whose frequency patterns define a vowel to our ear.  Both need to be matched as best as possible to maximize blend, match, and further expansion of sound.  While Harmonics can be matched through pitch adjustment, fine-tuning of formants requires a little attention to the shape of the instrument.     
•  No one told me there would be math!!!  The nicest thing about the above is that you don’t need to be an expert or understand physics to grasp techniques used.  Being aware that there are physics in play is a huge step in simply raising our awareness while we prepare sounds, even if we don’t know exactly how those physics work.  So wipe the worried look off your face and we’ll return to the voice.  
•  Look around the room.  Notice the round faces?  Long faces?  Square faces?  Different jaw and cheek structures?  That’s quite a lot of instruments within the room.  The problem is, we need to unify (as best as possible) those instruments into one.  The best way to do that is to agree upon certain shapes within our own instruments.
Vowels
•  Let’s revisit one of the exercises from last week.  As if you were excited to learn something new, let out a nice lifted “Aha.”  As we determined last week, the throat seems to open, the soft palate lifts, the tongue relaxes.  What else happened, though?  Try it again, paying attention to mouth, lips, and anything else.       

•  Change the “aha” to an “ee-heeee,” using the same excited lift as the “Ah” sound.  Is the throat still open?  Palate still lifted?  They should be.  But what’s different?  Again, pay attention to lips and mouth, and see if you can also notice a slight change in the tongue.  Try a nice extended “Ohhhh” (as in hope) as if something suddenly made sense.  Notice any other slight differences?
Let’s investigate some of the differences, and also appreciate the similarities.
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Fred Waring, Dorothy Uris, Mac Huff and many others helped introduce, fine tune, and then preach the above model of vowel agreement.  It was based on observation of NATURAL instrument placement for pure versions of each vowel.  You will notice some of the following:

•  The tongue will always remain relaxed, with the tip resting behind the bottom teeth/gum line.

•  “Front” vowels tend to have the lips lifted off teeth, and the tongue arches slightly.  The “We” vowel would have the most extreme arch.

•  “Back” vowels tend to have the lips shaped/formed in front of the teeth, with the tongue flat in the mouth.  The “Go” vowel would be the flattest.

•  You’ll notice these vowels are arranged on either side so that the mouth/jaw opens slightly more as you work your way down.

•  For the “mixed” vowels, “sun” assumes the lip position of front vowels, but the flat tongue of back vowels.  “Urge” is the opposite.  

•  The lines drawn indicate movement through a diphthong.  For instance, “Joy” has a primary sound closer to “Oh,” but then turns at the end to the “We” sound.  The jaw, tongue, and lips naturally shift through that turn.
Consistency of Instrument and Resonance
•  Notice that, once again, we’ve invited you to explore the instrument before giving the explanation of what is happening.  It cannot be stressed enough that singing is a result of what we naturally do, only with a little more attention paid.  Overdoing jaw, tongue, and lip positioning to any degree will introduce tension and corrupt any unity that may occur.     
•  Notice, also, that the movement of the jaw is fairly minimal.  Perhaps if there is room for one finger on a smaller vowel, there is still only room for two on the largest vowel.  Neither hyper-extending nor clenching the jaw is advised.  

•  The tongue doesn’t need any real guidance, either.  You will find as long as you intend to sing a vowel clearly, the tongue arches appropriately.  As a reminder from last week, the tongue should remain relaxed.  Let’s sing “My Bonnie…” again.  This time, gently place a finger in the dimple between your lower lip and chin.  This is simply a reminder to pay attention and see if your tongue remains relaxed with the tip on the bottom teeth.  The tongue will flick appropriately for sounds like “T” or “L,” but should immediately settle back into place.         

•  The minimal movement of everything is most noticeable in the back of the throat.  When we speak, we generally allow quite the change in the throat from sound to sound.  That is unnecessary effort.  Let’s take the “Front” vowels.  Using the bottom vowel as a model (“Heart”), let’s sing a pitch, changing between the target vowel and the others in that column.  i.e., “Heart, We, Heart, We…”  Can you keep the “ee” just as open as the “ah”?  Notice how it is mainly small adjustment to the jaw and tongue that accommodate the two sounds?  Try the same exercise with the back vowels.  Now try crossing the columns, keeping the inner resonant space similar.

Singable Consonants and Non-Singable Consonants  
•  “Singable” consonants is a term used for the consonants that can be pitched.  These include M, N, and L.  R is technically one, but is practically softened when singing and included as the vowel in “urge.”  Sing each of these on a sustained pitch.  In addition, combined sounds like “TH” (as in “the”) and “NG” have the same ability to carry a pitch.  V and Z are also singable, although the length is almost always negligible.     

•  In order to maintain consistent resonance, we want the singable consonants to be voiced in the same space we have been discussing for the vowels.  Try singing “Home” on a pitch.  Hold the MMMM.  Do you still feel the “Oh” inside the mouth?  The “inner smile?”  The support?  Try it one time without as much open space.  Do you hear a difference with the voices around you?  Do you hear a difference within the room?

•  Repeat this exercise on similar words:  Hone, Hole, Hove (long O), Hose.  Some of these may be easier than others to keep open, and that is unique to the singer. 
•  Plosives and fricatives make up the majority of non-singable sounds.  T, S, P, B, D, F, G, K, J, as well as similar sounding combinations.  It is fairly obvious that these sounds can interrupt musical flow with heavy-handed use, but weakening them to a point of unfamiliarity can also sound unnatural and equally inartistic.
•  T and D sounds are similar.  Say the words “road” and “wrote” in two different fashions.  First, say them with a full release of the tongue (think “Shakespearean actor”).  Now say them in a more conversational manner.  Most of you will find that the D in “road” still released, although more gently.  Most of you will also find that the T of “wrote” stopped without a release.  The tongue stayed on the upper gum ridge and didn’t make a noise on release.  If not, intentionally do it this way for a moment.  While songs, emotions, and certain word combinations may dictate exceptions, we generally treat the D softly and the T doesn’t have a full sounded release.  When beginning a word, we similarly go for the weight we’d use in conversational speech.

•  G and K sounds are caused by a strike of the tongue to the palate.  Say “Coo-Coo.”  Now say “Kee-Kee.”  Now try both again, paying attention to the lift of the palate.  Did it drop on the “ee” sound in comparison to the “oo”?  That’s common.  It is human nature for the palate to meet the tongue instead of the palate staying up.  Now say “Koo-Kee.”  Was it easier to stay open?  Now sing “koo-kee-koo-kee-koo” on staccato 5-4-3-2-1 (So-Fa-Mi-Re-Do) and practice keeping that palate lifted.     

•  The other sounds are fairly self-explanatory and can change based on the intended communication.  Softer moods require softer approaches.  More dramatic songs may require a little heavier diction. 
In both vowels and consonants, consistent resonance and unity comes from consistent space. Maintaining consistent space also allows for easier movement through a phrase, faster tuning and blend, and less chance of vocal fatigue. 
Putting it all Together
•  The below exercise contains some front and back vowels, some varying jaw openings, and singable and non-singable consonants.  One additional thought to add and tie it together is that a target vowel sound almost always begins a new pitch.  For instance, in the below exercise, “… Take a long” – The “L” on “long” would actual remain on the pitch of the word “a,” as if you were saying “al ong way.”
(See attached exercise… “Home, To Go Home…”)
Vowel sounds perhaps take a little more detailed thought than in daily conversation, but in the end, the goal is consistency, which can end up being much easier.  The fewer the changes within the instrument during singing, the fewer mistakes can occur. 
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