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Autoethnography and voicework

Autobiographical narrative and self-reflection as a means towards free vocal expression

Shannon Holmes

Drama and Theatre Arts, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK

Censor the body and you censor breath and speech at the same time. Write yourself. Your body
must be heard. ~-Héléne Cixous (1976), The Laugh of the Medusa

Introduction

Student actors and singers can struggle to connect emotionally to their performance
material —spoken texts and musical forms—when that material feels, to them, foreign or
antiquated. The article’s author, a voice teacher and performer, has experienced a similar
struggle. This article focuses on the practice-based investigations the author conducted in
search of a solution. Autoethnographic research methods were integrated into the author’s
own rehearsal process as a means to finding greater vocal freedom and a deeper connec-
tion to the material, in preparation for performance. Through that process, a methodology
emerged—one that may ultimately be codified and used by students, actors, and singers in
rehearsal for performance.

The research revealed how a rehearsal process that utilizes embodied knowledge and the
examination of the self can lead to free vocal expression. For the purposes of this research,
vocal freedom is defined as the ability of the performer to let go of any preoccupation with
the mechanical elements of the vocal instrument in performance. This freedom may be
experienced as a greater balance between the technical facets of vocal expression and the
ability to “let go,” with the aim of achieving an expanded capacity to somatically experi-
ence and connect to the material emotionally—what will be referred to here as a “deeper
connection” to text. These investigations intertwined autobiographical narrative with the
rehearsal of both classical and contemporary text, sung and spoken.

Freedom through technique

One of the most significant goals in the training of the voice in classical singing is to
develop a voice that is, as American voice scientist and teacher Richard Miller suggests in
Structures of Singing, capable of producing vocal timbre that results from the well-formed,
well-coordinated instrument without maladjustment of any of its physical parts or functions,
stands the best chance of qualifying under the artistic criteria for tonal beauty, as found in
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Western culture. (Miller 1996, 205)This was indeed my own experience studying classical
vocal technique as a teenager. I studied with a variety of teachers throughout my teens and
twenties, and I believe all were aiming to provide me with the foundation of a “well-formed
and well-coordinated instrument” However, discovering a deeper connection to the text
(as actors and singers must) seemed to be a consideration that was secondary to the cerebral
and intellectual examination of the text (and translating it into English if it was in another
language). Similarly, in my early years of theatre training and working as an actor, there
was very often a large divide between “speaking well,” (which tended to include projecting,
articulating, and at times mastering an accent or dialect) and being connected to the text.
Very often a director’s note given in rehearsal would be to “project to the back of the theatre”
with no instruction on how to achieve this while also remaining emotionally connected.
Years later, as a teacher of both singing and speech, I observed this same separation in my
own students, for whom it was difficult to make the leap from singing or speaking in a purely
technical way to connecting to the text (and, in the case of singing, the music) emotionally.
Even the most skilled students who practiced solid vocal technique and used a “well-formed,
well-coordinated instrument” while speaking or singing struggled to maintain contact with
the technique when committing fully emotionally to the material at hand.

British vocal coach Patsy Rodenburg calls this emotional connection to the material
“owning words,” and contends that the performer may know the text “on different levels: in
the head, in the heart and then in the whole body” (Rodenburg 1997, 174). Experiencing the
given text through the “whole body” and being in “direct contact with emotional impulses
shaped by the intellect but not inhibited by it” (Linklater 1976, 1) is essential to full emotional
commitment to the material at hand. In like manner, director John Barton argues that an
actor must connect to words as if they were the actor’s own: “words must be found or coined
or fresh-minted at the moment you utter them” (Barton 1985, 50). The need for real emo-
tional connection to text aligns directly with what is required in authentic vocal expression.

Performative autoethnography in rehearsal

American theatre professor and autoethnographic researcher Tami Spry compares per-
formative autoethnography to an episode of CSI; Crime Scene Investigation (an American
television drama):

It starts with a body, in a place, and in a time. The investigators analyze the body for evidence,
the body as evidence, the body of evidence. But evidence, like experience, is not itself knowl-
edge; like evidence, experience means nothing until it is interpreted until we interpret the body
as evidence. For a performative autoethnographer, the critical stance of the performing body
constitutes a praxis of evidence and analysis. (Spry 2011, 19)

But how does autoethnography differ from simply telling one’s story? Interdisciplinary
scholar Carolyn Ellis is widely acknowledged as the originator of autoethnography and
describes it thus;

autoethnography is not simply a way of knowing about the world; it has become a way of
being in the world, one that requires living consciously, emotionally, reflexively. It asks that
we not only examine our lives but also consider how and why we think, act, and feel as we do.
Autoethnography requires that we observe ourselves observing, that we interrogate what we
think and believe and that we challenge our own assumptions, asking over and over if we have
penetrated as many layers of our own defences, fears, and insecurities as our project requires.
(Jones 2013, 10)
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Approaching my work with voice from an autoethnographic perspective, I have explored
through praxis, (which I define, for the purposes of my research as the place where theory
meets practice) how deconstructing established texts and connecting one’s personal nar-
rative to established texts and forms can successfully serve as a key method for developing
a deeper personal connection in performance. It is important to note that although this
research arose out of a pedagogical need to create concrete exercises for my students that
taught them how to bridge the divide between technique and freedom in vocal expression,
the resulting discoveries were so successful that they changed my own personal praxis
and provided a new approach in my artistic process. By working, as Jones has suggested,
“consciously, emotionally, reflexively;” I developed a method that helped to expand my own
capacity to somatically and emotionally connect to the material, re-imagine these established
forms, and access my voice in a more expressive, authentic and holistic way.

As a vocal practitioner and researcher, integrating autoethnographic research methods
into my own performance practice has been key in examining what Tami Spry calls the
“liminal spaces”: “liminal spaces between experience and language, between the known and
the unknown, between the somatic and semantic ... ” (Spry 2011, 27)

I think of these liminal spaces that Spry speaks of as the heightened transitional spaces
where bodily sensations become language, where remembered experiences shift in the body
to become vocal expression that contains a reverberation of personal truth. For example,
while working with text or piece of music, a tightening in the chest may spark a recollec-
tion of a specific time, place, and feeling. If the performer can then focus on being present
with that sensation an utterance may follow that corresponds emotionally. As Spry states,
the liminal space may be the moment where the somatic, or that which relates to the body,
becomes the semantic, where that bodily sensation become language and logic.

Practiced vulnerability, conscious spontaneity

I examined my own practice and became curious about what was contained in these liminal
spaces. How could they inform my practice and provide me with a deeper understanding
and connection to what Spry has called a “practiced vulnerability”? And, of course, how
could I possibly access these spaces? It became clear in my investigations that approaching
the work with a sense of spontaneity as well as a sense of vulnerability was key in advancing
towards greater vocal freedom and emotional connection. Spry defines “practiced vulner-
ability” as

a methodology of moving out of one’s comfort zone of familiarity, a strategic surrendering

into a space of risk, of uncomfortability, or uncertainty that one experiences when critically

reflecting upon and then embodying one’s own experience. The practiced vulnerability is a

purposeful movement into the liminality—the betwixt and the betweenness—of the critical,
creative process of moving from person to persona. (Spry 2011, 167)

Richard Armstrong, a professor of theatre at New York University and one of the founding
members of the Roy Hart Theatre, speaks of Roy Hart’s description of “conscious sponta-
neity;” a concept that I would suggest is a very similar state to Spry’s practiced vulnerability.
He describes the “conscious” as “one’s mortal limits” and the “spontaneity” as being “the
boundless nature of imagination” (Armstrong 2015). According to Armstrong, when these
two elements are combined, the result is something new and dynamic in performance.
However, combining them can be difficult, and performers may tend to favor one element
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over another, which can make it feel as if the performance is bound by physical, techni-
cal, or emotional limitations. One must integrate the “practiced” and “conscious” element
(or what may be described or labeled as “technique” or “control”) with the vulnerable or
spontaneous state to achieve authentic vocal expression, free of inhibiting physical and/or
emotional blocks:

You can't have freedom without discipline. You need structures, but you've got to work them
in such a way that they are not the main focus. (Armstrong, Gould, and Krucker 1996, 16)

Similarly, Richard Miller argues the necessity of both technique and freedom for singers:

The craft of singing must be placed in the background, but just as a fine actor, while actually
believing the events of the dramatic situation as they unfold, is also aware of the physical
and temporal factors that project the emotions to be conveyed, so must the fine singer keep
some contact with the technical basis of singing while projecting musical and textual insights.
(Miller 1986, 201)

By proposing this tension of technique and freedom, Miller joins Spry and Armstrong
in advocating that the two be in contact with one another at all times.

Saul Kotzubei, Master Teacher of Fitzmaurice Voicework®, seems to agree. He alludes to
a type of conscious spontaneity in his description of how performers may incorporate the
text, physical blocking of the scene, emotional states, and—in the case of singers—pitch
and rhythm into a performance and creation of a character. It is

a way of expanding the flexibility of your imagination and the fluidity of your sense of self

enough to be able to include almost anything you experience at the moment as part ofthe
character’s experience. (Kozubei quoted in Saklad 2011, 161)

He explains that quite often the performer has a one-dimensional idea of a story and that,
by allowing everything she is feeling in the moment to be a part of the performance, she
opens herself up to a place of what is often referred to as vocal presence: “being present to
what is happening and, with a sufficiently available voice communicate what is important at
the moment” (2011, 162). There seems to be an assumption that having a voice that is pres-
ent and responsive may somehow correspond with “sounding good” but rather, Kotzubei
maintains, it is being able to “respond to the needs of the moment in a flexible, efficient
way” (2011, 163). Kotzubei, son of influential voice practitioner and founder of Fitzmaurice
Voicework® Catherine Fitzmaurice, states that his theories stem from his mother’s work on
“opening the self as a basis for revelatory voice work” (2011, 161). This directly corresponds
with the aim of autoethnography, which Jones states is how “we not only examine our lives
but also consider how and why we think, act, and feel as we do” (Jones 2013, 10).

The assertion that autoethnography “requires that we observe ourselves observing” and
“challenges our own assumptions” is in agreement with Fitzmaurice’s theory of opening the
self for revelatory voice work. She asserts that in order to find a balance of the technical,
somatic, and emotional, one must examine the possible reasons and causes of physical ten-
sions and emotional inhibitions that could restrict free vocal expression. However, as I have
experienced in my own performance practice and observed in my students, this opening of
the self and self-observation can also become problematic if the performers allows themselves
to become too caught up in judging the results of each sound produced, by naming them
good or bad, effective or not. Approaching the work from a position of non-attachment and
acceptance is key. Being fixated on the sound one makes is a common issue when focusing on
voice work in general because of what Richard Miller calls the “invisible nature of the voice™:
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Because of the largely invisible nature of the vocal instrument, vocal technique has about it an
elusive character that can lead to a preoccupation with technical matters. As a result, there is
a danger of encouraging the singer to subject constantly every sound produced to some form
of ongoing technical analysis. (Miller 1986, 152)

Miller implies that for the singer, focusing too intently on using this “invisible” instru-
ment and listening too fixedly in anticipation of each sound being produced leads to a
mechanical performance devoid of expressiveness and emotional connection. The constant
“technical analysis” of every sound produced, it seems, is a very common habit, and one I
have myself fallen into at different stages as a student and as a professional classical singer.
In the singer’s process, the obstacles to singing freely and expressively without a preoccupa-
tion of technical requirements include expressing words that are not theirs (the text), often
in a foreign language, and following pitches and rhythms prescribed by the composer. For
actors (particularly students and young actors), the challenges to using an expressive voice
and gaining emotional connection to the spoken text include contending with the issue of
using words written by someone else, as well as negotiating the playwright’s rhythm, pace,
and meter. The challenge shared by singers and actors alike is to avoid over-analyzing every
sound emerging from their bodies. This becomes notably more challenging with heightened
language as the words quite often feel antiquated to them. For example, it is not uncommon
for beginning acting students to affect a British accent and speak in an overtly declamatory
style when first working on Shakespearean text, their erroneous conjecture being that there
is little emotional connection to the text required of the actor. The result is untruthful acting.
Jerzy Grotowski also spoke of the dilemma caused by the actor listening too closely to his
own voice and goes so far to say that doing so may cause physical vocal damage:

... once the actor begins to observe the instrument, the voice becomes forced and mechanical,
the organic process is destroyed, and problems can be aggravated. (Slowiak, Cuesta 2007, 149)

In response to this, Grotowski developed his resonator work (he identified 24 different
resonators in the body). In doing this, he devised exercises wherein the sounds produced in
the different resonators could be directed towards a specific external place (e.g. the wall for
the chest resonator or the floor for the stomach resonator). In these exercises the performer
would engage with the external “echo” produced focusing on the voice making contact
instead of it remaining internal, therefore taking the emphasis off the need to internally
analyze each sound.

In my search for methods to open the self, and to interrogate what we think, believe,
and know about our voices, I began to see—in students and in my own work— that, when
speaking our own stories from a truthful place, vocal inhibitors, or physical and emotional
blocks, became less problematic, allowing for a more accessible, responsive voice. Yielding
to and adopting embodied memory into the practice may precipitate the sensation of having
a “free” voice. Bella Merlin speaks of the integration of our own history and that of our per-
forming selves in her description of psycho-physicality in actor training as a “continuum”:

What we're doing in psycho-physical actor training is simply harnessing all those natural

responses and channeling them into the artificial circumstances of the stage, so that, when

we are playing a character the inner/outer dialogue takes place truthfully and simultaneously.
(Merlin 2001, 27)

The “natural response,” and the physical act of “channeling them into the artificial cir-
cumstances of the stage” could be key in starting to understand how and why we develop
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habits that inhibit free vocal expression, leading perhaps to an understanding of the “liminal
spaces between experience and language” as described by Spry.

Autoethnographic rehearsal practices

Noah Drew, Assistant Professor of Theatre at Concordia University, developed an autoeth-
nographic exercise he calls the Pastiche Monologue as a means to find a deeper personal
connection to text which in turn leads the performer to an open (free from tension) spon-
taneous physical and vocal response to the material. I have had the opportunity to use this
exercise with second-year undergraduate theatre performance students on two separate
occasions, and in each instance the outcomes proved to support the usefulness of intertwin-
ing autobiographical narrative with established text as a means to free vocal expression. In
the exercise, the student must use a memorized monologue and have a personal story in
mind that is strictly unscripted along with fragments of original self-scripted text, which
will be used to aid the transitions between the scripted monologue and the unscripted
personal story:
In both the text and the performance, these elements should be intertwined in a way that

makes it impossible for the audience to know where one ends and another begins; the goal is
to create a unified theatrical piece from these three sources. (Drew 2013)

An essential part of the process in devising the Pastiche Monologue is not overthinking
the connection between the personal story and the scripted text. The actor must work with
the text before memorizing it by exploring it through a series of improvisational exercises.
This helps the actor avoid overthinking or being too clever in connecting the personal story
to the scripted text, instead of allowing the text to inspire something on a more visceral
level. One of the most effective steps in the exercise proved to be one in which the student is
prompted to choose a single word from the text on impulse and without thinking through
the reasons for choosing that particular word. The chosen word is then used as the basis
of an improvisation, one in which the student is encouraged to play with the sound of the
word and the sensation of expressing that word in a variety of different ways, both vocally
and physically. This word and the sensations that emerge from the improvisation then
become the inspiration or starting point for the personal story that the student will work
with. The resulting performances given by the students, in general, demonstrated that when
the exercise was “successful,” it was very difficult for the audience to distinguish from the
scripted text and the improvised personal story. The students reflected that they felt more
connected as a whole to the text and that they were less preoccupied with using their voice
in a technically correct way. They reported that it felt easier to project their voices and
access a wide range of sounds and vocal textures. What was most significant was how the
level of spontaneity, which came with telling the personal story in an improvised way, was
transferred to the scripted text. This spontaneity manifested itself in vocal expression that
was more fluid, employed a greater use of range and pitch, had more varied resonance and
a general sense of the voice being more fully embodied. In other words, the whole body
was used to produce sound and did not merely rely on one’s everyday use of voice, which,
in my observations, can be under-supported, under-articulated, and narrow in its use of
range and dynamics. The students had been able to use their own personal narratives as a
way to open up a somatic memory of certain emotions and, with a considerable amount of
fluidity, transfer those memories to the scripted text. It became clear that when a student
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tried too earnestly to match his personal story to the meaning of the scripted text the same
spontaneity and embodied responsivity was inhibited. The students’ own reflections sup-
port this observation; many stated that when they tried to make meaning from the text in
a purely intellectual way their voices tended to be less free and their expressivity felt more
restricted. But when they were able to transfer the spontaneity and emotional connectivity
of their personal stories to the text, freedom was gained. This initial exploration using just
one word can be compared to what Konstantin Stanislavski addresses as the “lure” or that
which “arouses experiencing” (Whyman 2013, 39) as Rose Whyman outlines in Stanislavski,
The Basics, “when the actor applies the system the actor will produce material and engender
experiencing” (2013, 20). Perhaps where Drew’s exercise differs from Stanislavki’s emotion
memory work is the placement of the emphasis on the sensations of expressing the word
and allowing that sensation to open up a viscerally stored memory. In this case, the word
taken from the scripted text may act as a lure for the performer to activate a body memory.
Stephen Wangh, in An Acrobat of The Heart, describes exploring text this way as an oppor-
tunity to “see what happens if you allow the sound of your voice to play directly upon your
feelings and memories ... sensing sound as an emotive entity.” (2000, 156)

Drew’s exercise somewhat echoes Stanislavski’s Active Analysis by opening up and inspir-
ing the unmemorized scripted text for discovery and becoming useful for uncovering the
motive and intensions of the characters they are developing. Beyond that, it is the focus on
guiding the students towards responsiveness in breath, body and voice where it may become
a useful tool and an effective use of one’s autobiographical narrative in voice work. The gap
between intellectual, somatic, and emotional understanding of text is what Spry calls the
“space between experience and language” (2011, 27). One of the useful outcomes from
Drew’s Pastiche Monologue exercise lies in what I observed as their ability to relate to lan-
guage on a more somatic level. Canadian movement specialist and innovator of Embodied
Practice (an integrated vocal and physical practice), Judith Koltai, calls this “the language
of experience” in her article “Making Sense Getting Through the Word’s Body”: “The voice
is an inherent organic aspect of being ... the language of experience is first and foremost
physical, spatial and sensory/kinaesthetic.” (2002) Koltai reaffirms our need for a visceral
understanding of language with her description of how language evolved: “The origin of
language is a bodily experience. Everything we know is ultimately based on our body sense.
Language grew out of the need to communicate what we know/experience.” (2002)

Wangh, drawing on Grotowski, extends this discussion of the actor’s need to learn to
speak with his body. He notes that when an infant first makes sounds such as wailing and
babbling, her voice and body become one. Language is being acquired “with the aid of her
eyes and body” (Wangh 2000, 151) and it is in that way that babies first learn to comprehend
words. Wangh echoes Koltai’s views on the embodiment of language and our need to expe-
rience language somatically in order to understand it, just as in his description of an infant’s
first experience of language is one in which body, voice and meaning are interconnected;
language’s meaning is felt and experienced physically.

This may lend another layer of usefulness to Drew’s exercise as the students, through
the improvisation of a single word, are led to physically experience meaning of the text in
contrast to speaking the word solely from a place of intellectual understanding. Wangh
emphasizes the point thus: “the meaning of the words is identical with the physical gesture
they represent.” (2000, 151)
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Wangh asserts that the significance of somatic connectivity becomes even more overt
when we are engaging with “emotionally charged language” He continues to demonstrate
that we are conditioned socially as children to restrain ourselves from using physical gesture
(i.e. we are taught not to grab our crotch and fidget while explaining “I need to pee!” but
rather, we are taught to politely raise our hand and ask to go to the bathroom). He explains
that it is through this process that we have lost our embodied connection to language.
Consequently, our words become utterly detached from their original visceral connections,
so that by the time we are ready to study acting, we have thoroughly divorced our bodies and
our emotions from our voices and words. Therefore, before we can demand open, expressive
language from our voices, we must first exhume the ancient connections we have spent so
many years diligently burying within ourselves (Wangh 2000, 152).

My experience with the students reaffirmed both Wangh and Koltai’s position that recon-
necting to language on a visceral level opens possibilities to reveal sound as the “emotive
entity” it can be. However, what became most meaningful in the context of this research
was how connecting to one’s own autobiographical story through an autoethnographic
lens—shifting into a state of practiced vulnerability—not only becomes possible when the
relationship to language is challenged, but also may be very effective in freeing the voice
from technical restraints. This supports the stress Growtowski placed in his work on the
importance of training our bodies (or instruments, as he preferred to call them) as a means
of accessing these places of memory.

Our entire body is one big memory and in our body-memory originate various points of

departure. But because this organic base of body reaction is, in a certain sense, objective, if it

is blocked during exercises, it will be blocked during performance, and it will also block all
body memory’s other departure points. (Slowiak and Cuesta 2007, 149)

Grotowski’s theories may be most useful for the performer who is searching for a
more direct and practical means to connecting to somatic and body memory. This may
be achieved by practically employing his method of physiologically determining where
physically in the body this connection to memory could be most actively sourced. Much of
Grotowski’s research and resulting exercises sought to engage and unblock the area known
as the sacrum-pelvis complex (Wolford and Schechner 1997, 297). That area (which, with
the abdomen, he termed “la croix” or “the cross”) is where an acting impulse originates,
for “all true reaction begins in the body” (Wolford and Schechner 1997, 7), It is interesting
to note that the emphasis Grotowski places on the “sacrum-pelvis” is congruent with the
importance Catherine Fitzmaurice gives it in her description of what she terms “the focus
line” in her article “Breathing is Meaning” The act of speaking happens “with the help of an
imagined focus line travelling from the dynamic abdominal action on the out breath around
the pelvis to the spine and up into and out from the ‘third eye” area ...” (1997)

Personal praxis

Using autoethnographic methods as a means of finding a deeper emotional connection
with material I was working on was not intentional at first. Rather, it happened almost by
accident as I was conducting in-studio research on somatic vocal methods, in particular
that of The Roy Hart Theatre. I was creating a piece which I devised through practice-led
explorations into the Kurt Weill song, “Je ne taime pas”” In this project, which is now a solo
music-theatre piece, I weave my own personal narrative through the music and text that
recounts the story of my mother’s diagnoses with Alzheimer’s disease. I deconstructed the
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song’s written text and began explorations on deconstructing the musical form through
improvisation. Through this process, I was able to successfully develop techniques that
allowed me to dive into the liminal spaces between experience and language, techniques
that ultimately enabled me to discover greater vocal freedom.

My explorations with the song began in a workshop on voice in performance at Pantheatre,
Paris, under the direction of Linda Wise, one of the founding members of The Roy Hart
Theatre. The work of the Roy Hart Theatre involves extensive work with image, using
improvisational and imagination-based techniques to help make the invisible (the voice)
visible. Linda Wise, whose work is strongly influenced by Roy Hart, describes her vision of the
voice as that which “addresses the widest possible perspective on each person’s individuality”
Her work has been described as a “dynamic blend of technical finesse and expressive risk in
extended voice ranges.” In the workshop, she directed collaborative explorations (I worked
with a pianist) into the material as we worked on the music and text in a very abstract way.
The pianist and I improvised repeatedly through the song and responded to the sounds the
other was making to create a dialogue which did not rely solely on the written text.

We entered into the work without a preconceived idea or direction in which to take it.
The aim of these sessions was not to “discover” or “uncover” something in the text per se,
but rather to take the “thinking about” the text and the literal meaning of the text out of the
process of learning the piece. I was encouraged to feel how the pitches, sounds and words
“felt” in the body rather than trying to make meaning from them. The improvisational work
became challenging for me in two regards. First, as a classically trained singer I needed to
let go of my deeply ingrained need to sing it correctly; and second, as a trained actor, it was
difficult for me to try not to make literal meaning of the text. Working with a collaborator
(the pianist) became most useful in this regard as I was forced to listen and respond, making
it difficult to predetermine my next sound or movement if I wished to stay in the moment
of the improvisation as well as the relationship with my scene partner, the pianist.

Slowly images and visceral emotional memories began to emerge. What I experienced
mirrored aspects of Stanislavski’s sense memory work, as my attention deepened and in
turn, a space for emotion memory—emotions that were stored within myself—emerged.
Mental images began to form and felt emotions emanated through my physical and vocal
gestures. However, this exploration contrasted to that of Stanislavski’s in a very significant
way. I came to focus most on the physical sensations of my body, rather than on emotional
ones. I sensed the sound I was receiving from the pianist and the sound I was responding
with somatically, leading to the subsequent spontaneous expression of roused lived mem-
ories. This expression was at its core fully embodied, and spontaneous emanating from the
“liminal spaces” Spry described, a place from which remembered experiences shift in the
body to become vocal expression containing a reverberation of personal truth.

Tuning my attention to the sensation of the sound I was producing became primary in
the process of connecting to the song’s text. Because I am not fully fluent in French, the
sensations of the sounds themselves became critical to my ability to weave my own narrative
(in English) into the French text.

From improvisation to image

Tami Spry calls performative autoethnography “critically reflective narrative” (2011, 53).
She describes the methodology as one in which the body is a “co-performative agent in
interpreting knowledge.” The use of improvisation to evoke images became the starting
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point in the process to mine an autobiographical narrative, and my body indeed became a
co-performative agent in the process. At the beginning of my explorations, one image, in
particular, stood out for me: a closing elevator door. I connected this image to a specific
personal experience in which my ailing mother was admitted into a long-term care facility.
I lived on the other side of the country and had flown in to help her settle into her new
place, and when I visited her, she was very confused and upset when it was time for me to
leave as she didn’t understand why I was leaving her there. My “bodily experience” was one
of sadness, guilt, and loss and in improvising through the song “Je ne taime pas” (“I don’t
love you”) opened up a raw, deeply felt place of experience. This became an extremely useful
place from which to vocalize the text. The closing elevator door elicited a physical feeling
of profundity, a darkness, a depth, a need to cry out, a loneliness, and a starkness that I
was able to mobilize and divert into sounds that I perceived to emerge from deep within
my body. My notes from the session indicate I felt a resonating sensation in my pelvis, an
opening that began in my pelvic floor region, through my solar plexus, chest and throat,
and the body memory I experienced was that of wailing. It was not a specific incident of
wailing that my body remembered but a body memory of what it feels like to wail in general.

In subsequent rehearsals, I began to hone in on more specific images and let them spin
into more of a through-narrative. However I did not try to direct the story in any sort of
way and instead tried to let it unfold in a kind of organic manner, or as Spry describes,
“Beginning performative autoethnography means beginning a continual critically reflective
movement through oné’s everydayness.” (2011, 201)

I interpret Spry’s description of “everydayness” not so much as a quotidian or banal
reflective movement, but, as more of a personal reflection or noticing of any given feeling
and/or memory that surfaces in any moment in my own life in this context. This “reflective
movement through my own everydayness” became key in my ability to free myself from
the technical restraints that I routinely experienced when singing or speaking in perfor-
mance. These would hold me back from connecting to the material fully. Embodying the
emotions freed me from the technical aspects of vocal production, making for a greater
ease of expression that was still firmly connected emotionally. I didn’t forgo good vocal
technique so much as surrender completely to vocal expression. I simply was not fixated
on the technique.

Tying my own narrative to the Weill song enabled me to take the mystery of vocalizing out
of the equation by tapping into my own somatic history and my own experiences where my
body and voice could “remember” how I would respond in such an emotional state. It was
this critical reflective movement through a given moment in my life that helped my piece
take shape and which gave me a voice both literally and figuratively to tell this particular
story. In writing on the significance of using autobiographical narrative, Susan Bennetts
essay “Theorizing AutoBiographical Theatre” describes how we as performer may use and
access our bodies as references:

The body archives a history that may or may not be part of the performance narrative, explicitly

or implicitly; it also enacts that history irrespective of the other constituents of performance

and irrespective of the autobiographer’s intentions for it. The live performing body renders

the script three-dimensional, but it has itself been scripted, as it were, prior to its subject
matter. It’s very physicality-indeed, its liveness- is an account of all experiences leading to the

present moment, the archive of a life lived. When there is a coincidence between the subject
of the autobiographical performance and the body of a performer for that script, then the
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frenzy of signification produced along this axis has, for audiences, an unusually strong claim
to authenticity. (Grace 2006)

Bennett is strictly discussing writing for the theatre that is autobiographical. But I would
assert that using the body as an archive from which to draw a deeper connection to the
material and expand the performer’s ability to relate to it somatically may allow a more
emotionally connected voice to emerge, one that expresses with a wider range of pitches
and vocal qualities consistent with those that emerge in real-life situations. French phe-
nomenological philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty theorized that “we know not through
our intellect but through our experience” (1945, 165). Jerzy Grotowski also theorized about
our bodies as archive, maintaining that the body stores memories and that, as performers,
we can access these: “Memories are always physical reactions. It is our skin which has not
forgotten, our eyes which have not forgotten. What we have heard can still resound within
us.” (Wolford and Schechner 1997, 235)

Resulting discoveries

I employed these techniques at the beginning of my artistic process, and the improvisational

explorations indeed led me to images that conjured specific emotions—ones that connected

me with my own lived experiences. I first drew from Spry’s theories of approaching perform-

ative autoethnography to employ what she refers to as the “Internal/External Dichotomy”:
In the elements of an embodied performance, the internal elements (thoughts, feelings, atti-

tudes, and emotions) and the external elements (voice, body and space) are dichotomous; they
work together to create an embodied persona. (2011, 189)

Entering into the process of freeing the voice from technical restraints requires working with
a conscious reflectiveness. Being cognizant of the somatic and emotional experiencing while
maintaining contact with the technical requirements, whether they be words spoken, pitches
sung, or thythm adhered to is essential. Spry’s “internal/external dichotomy” becomes key in
understanding the liminal spaces. Additionally, the use of images and imagination, accessed
through improvisation, are pivotal in allowing a broader understanding of the given text by
accessing memory as a physical and vocal response. Collaborative improvisation, such as
the work I did with the pianist, was especially useful in urging a visceral responsiveness and
took the “thinking about” out of the process. In my process, the improvisations provided the
one image from which a personal narrative ultimately emerged. In my own explorations,
the image of the closing elevator door became the catalyst for the narrative of my mother’s
journey with Alzheimer’s to evolve. The next critical step became integrating the personal
narrative into the established form. Allowing a fluid and organic intertwining of the personal
narrative through the text, yielding to and honoring the emotional and physical impulses
as a means to guide me, way for transformation with each reiteration. Consequently, with
each repeated run of the intertwined piece, new discoveries were made, somatic archives
were accessed and a deeper connection was gained. The French text became embodied in a
way that felt closer to my own personal experience, and I was able to navigate the technical
challenges of singing Weill’s music from an internal/external perspective, integrating the
external technique with the internal emotion.

I contend that through the utilization of this process the resulting performance had a
“strong claim to authenticity,” to use Bennetts term. It was fully informed by my personal
history and my lived experience.
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In her essay, “Thoughts On Theatre, Therapy And the Art of Voice” Kristin Linklater
speaks to how the merging of the inner and outer may define being present and connected
vocally:

The miracle of the voice is that it connects both inwardly and outwardly, and the depth of the

art with which the voice is deployed by the actor depends on the depth to which it plunges
internally in the creative process and the scope of its outward journey. (1997)

As Linklater suggests, it is this blending of the inward and outward, that may be understood
as the physiological connection to Grotowski’s la croix, Spry’s internal/external dichotomy
and Fitzmaurice’s focus line; the inward may function as a means to excavate lived memories
contained in the body. The ability for these memories to transform through the liminal
spaces into vocal expression that contains the truth of memories becomes the outward.

My findings suggest that the use of autobiographical narrative encourages the performer
to fully engage with the body, breath, and voice. It is with this attention to phenomenology
(“the memory of how it feels”) that I have approached my research, exploring the whole
body as a medium for learning, examining what “the memory of how it feels” means in
the context of freeing the voice from technical constraints, and the role it can play in a
performer’s process.

I have found as a performer that by working from an autoethnographic perspective,
acknowledging and including all of the history contained in my own somatic archives, I can
strengthen my ability to connect to my voice. This strengthened connection may promote
a broadening of my vocal landscape, giving me full access to my breath and a broad range
of pitch, resonance, and vocal textures. In my practice I have discovered that I am able to
produce sound in a more holistically expressive way, comprehensively supplementing my
intellectual understanding of language through rooted somatic connection, and encourag-
ing an interrogation of my own assumptions about the range of expression of which I am
capable. The results of the explorations with the students and those in my personal praxis
support the use of autoethnography in a performer’s process. The integration of a practiced
vulnerability and the use of the body as a co-performative agent to connect with one’s auto-
biographical story may allow a space in which the body, as instrument, can experience the
freedom of embodied vocal expression. Consequently this space may then serve as a place
of reference to evoke an emotional connection to the given material.
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