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Abstract

My intension in writing this portfolio was to assemble and articulate
the research that I have conducted over the last three years in my
studies at Goddard College. What began as a search for methods of
uncovering the authentic voice in performance became an examination
of voice from a multitude of angles; pedagogical, somatic, intellectual,
and experiential. I have focused on the visceral remembering of
personal experiences, the examination of experts in the field, reflections
on my teaching practice, as well as the cultivation of a deeper presence
in the everyday and have merged all this knowledge to create a new

vocal method.
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Introduction

My fascination with voice began early. Though I did not come from

a musical family, I loved to sing and was fortunate to have excellent
music teachers in the public schools I attended in British Columbia.
Two teachers, in particular, recognized my voice and encouraged me,
at thirteen, to start training seriously. In high school, I took solace in
the theatre, spending hours during lunch and after school rehearsing
shows, acting, and singing. I even began to study Opera, which I found
exotic, exhilarating, and intimidating. Being a performer defined me
as a teenager; I was good at it and I found consistent support and

recognition from teachers as well as family.

Though I was always more at ease in theatre, I could never let go of
an opportunity to sing. As a result, I was constantly pulled back and
forth between the two disciplines, never fully belonging to either. Not
exposed much to interdisciplinary work, I always felt the need to

put myself in one camp or the other. I started my university studies,
for example, in the Music department, only to switch to a Theatre
Performance Major. Still stretched between the two, I finished with a
Bachelor of Fine Arts in Theatre Performance and a Minor in Music.
If T was the actor who sang in the theatre department, I was the singer
who acted in the music department. It took me a considerably long
time to feel fully rooted artistically; however, starting my Masters of
Fine Arts in Interdisciplinary Arts was a revolutionary step in that
direction - it meant I didn’t have to be either one or the other -

I could simply be.

Breaking free from the need to label myself and my work in this or that
way has allowed me, as a vocalist, to reach the intersection of speaking
and singing and uncover rich layers of experience in both. At the

heart of my research is the foundation that the responsive body is our
instrument, and in order to express truth as performers we must focus
on being able to recall, on a phenomenological level, lived experiences

that can inform our practice.

I have been fortunate, in my journey at Goddard College, to have my
main path of study, splinter into many divergent and productive trails.
The “body in crisis,” a core concept of the contemporary Japanese
dance, Butoh, that was introduced to me by Goddard faculty member
Michael Sakamoto, was one such trail. Butoh was created by Tatsumi
Hijikata post World War II. Hijikata claims that crisis occurs between
our socialized selves and our intuitive instinctual selves and uses the
dance form to examine the tension in this binary, and to explore what

happens in the space between effort and surrender. As Hijikata notes,

We should live in the present. We should do what we have to do now
and not keep putting it on the long finger as the majority of adults
do. That is why they exhaust themselves. For children, there is only
the present. They are not afraid. Fear envelops us in a fine mesh. We

must remove this mesh.”

" Michael Huxley' Noel Witts The Twentieth Century Performance Reader ‘London’ Routledge 1996) 196



We should be afraid! The reason that we suffer from anxiety is that
we are unable to live with our fear. Anxiety is something created

by adults.”

Butoh proceeds from the idea that our daily lives contain a series of
crises. Exploring “the body in crisis” has been influential to both the
discoveries I have made of my own physical and emotional blocks in
vocal expression and the emergence of new questions in my practice.
Examining my body in crisis, specifically, or the tension between my
intuitive self and my socialized self, especially in terms of the ways

in which an authentic voice can be accessed, became not only the
breeding ground for some significant and rather profound observations
on daily crises that were challenging my search for authentic embodied
vocal expression, but also the daily crises that provide an abundance of
metaphors, which in turn, became seeds for artistic projects through

the examination of the questions and curiosities that were emerging.

Crisis Or Turning Point? is a short 15 minute piece that I wrote and
performed for my practicum in my third semester at Goddard, which
uses sung and spoken text to explore the mini crises I experience in

my life on a daily basis. These “crises” include, trying to choose the
correct sized lid for my take-out coffee, losing my ability to sign my
signature, and my fear of photocopy machines. All of these seemingly
mundane, less-than-epic moments of crisis became, upon close
observation, meaningful and rich metaphors leading to transformation.
In Crisis Or Turning Point? I weave my own personal narrative of these

metaphorical discoveries into the song Tango Habanera or Youkali.

2 Jean Viala' Nourit Masson Sekine’ Butoh: Shades of Darkness (Tokyo' Shufunotomo,1988) 188

The music was written in 1934 by Kurt Weill as incidental music for

his Musical Marie Galante and the text was added later by the French
actor and writer Roger Fernay. The text is somewhat of a dreamscape
describing a utopia and speaks of a yearning for a better life, which is
revealed at the end to be unattainable. The full script for the piece and a

video of a performance are included in the appendix.

In what follows, I weave discussion about my artistic and pedagogical
approaches into Crisis Or Turning Point? using the piece as a means to
examine further my quest for dipping into and uncovering authentic

truthful expression in performance, especially as it relates to voice.

“... It is happiness,
It is pleasure-
But it is a dream, a folly.

There is no Youkali ... ”



Artist Statement

I am an actor, singer, mover, writer, creator, director, educator, student,
partner, and mother. In my practice I strive to listen closely to how all
these labels or categories of being can inform and lead me to truthful
expression. The heart of my curiosity lies in how the sounds we make
reveal our authentic selves stripped of social expectations. I aspire in
my work with voice to blur the lines between singing and speaking and
challenge myself to find new ways of negotiating the intersections of
the two by building a new vocabulary, creating a new economy, and
searching for tools that will allow me to redesign and re-imagine the

ways in which I mine my physical and emotional resources.

My projects focus on the everyday - the seemingly banal — and how,
with a more focused lens and a different view, the extraordinary can
emerge. I strive to listen closely, cultivating my attention and ability
to be mindful and I wonder in the abundance of symbols and deeply
relevant metaphors that are waiting to be revealed. The examination
of my “everyday” self is also at work in my pedagogy as I continue my
own exploration to know and recognize my habits and self-imposed
tensions in order to uncover the truth of expression, I encourage my

students through sharing histories and experiences to do the same.

Curiosity, a playful spirit, and the willingness and courage to wander

are all traits that I find essential in my artistic practice.



The Sounds a Mother Makes

“We know not through our intellect but through our experience”

~ Maurice Merleau-Ponty 3

Several years ago, while on a family camping trip, my son went missing.

He was seven at the time. I was at the campsite with the other children
and my husband was driving up to meet us after work. My son Raul
asked if he could go for a bike ride and, assuming he would just follow
the gravel road around the campgrounds, I gave him permission. It
wasn’t until my husband pulled up to our site nearly an hour later that
I realized Raul had been gone too long. We sent his older brother oft
on his bike to look for him, but when he came back alone, we became
concerned. My husband and I began to worry; we split up to look

for him and found no sign. Approaching the two-hour mark and
getting dark, we decided to inform the park rangers who immediately
shut down the park and called the RCMP. The search continued, my
husband in his truck with our oldest son and me in the van with the
younger children. When I went to the gatehouse to check for news, the
RCMP told me my husband had just received a call on his cell from an
unknown man who had our son. The man told my husband to meet
him at a gas station 20 kilometers down the highway, then the phone

went dead.

The RCMP informed me that they had to treat it as a possible

kidnapping and began to ask me all sorts of questions that, at the time,

* Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, (London, Routledge 2002) 137

I thought to be absurd, including whether my husband and I had any
known enemies, or if we were having any problems in our marriage.

It was surreal and I was very conscious of the physical and emotional
blocks I was placing on myself to “hold it together”: I needed to answer
the questions; I needed to stay strong so as not to frighten the younger
children; I needed to find my son. I was told to go back to our campsite
and wait there, which is not what I wanted to do but I followed the
police’s instructions. When I got to the campsite my husband who had
also been instructed to return to the campsite was rounding a corner
in his truck, he slowed, and rolled down his window and shouted that
he was going to meet the man at the gas station. I jumped out of my
van, ran towards him, and opened my mouth with the intention of
saying “where is he?!” but that is not what came out of my mouth. At
that moment, all the feelings of grief, worry, anguish, and absolute
uncertainty about my son’s whereabouts, manifested in a sound. It

was a sound I never made before - a low guttural, wailing, animalistic
sound. It was by all accounts ugly, frightening, but it was my truth in
that moment. If I were to hear another person make a similar sound I
would immediately recognize it, not just with my ears, but my entire

body. My voice at that moment became a full-bodied gesture. The



words were secondary to the intention and meaning behind them; what
mattered was the sound I made, and the sound I made came from deep
within my body. It was completely visceral, without self-judgment or

self-censorship.
“Where is he?”

As it turned out, thankfully, a group of well-intentioned mountain-
bikers (with poor cellular service) found my son, lost and a little
disoriented on a remote backwoods trail, and helped him back to the
nearest gas station. But I don'’t tell this story to my students for the
happy ending; I tell it because of the sounds I made when I thought

I had lost my son. I use this story to explain why it is so important to
expand our vocal landscape and create a richer palette to work from.
As an actor, if you were handed this story as a script, how likely is it
that you would make the choice to speak the line “where is he?” as a
low, guttural, wail? I know from my own experiences that, if proper
vocal and bodily exploration, and preparation in the form of exercises
designed to stretch what the voice and body are capable of, it is not
impossible. As well, psychologically we have the tendency to bury

and avoid such devastating feelings and lock these emotions away to
spare ourselves the pain caused by them. As actors we so often get
caught up in wanting to make sure the audience “like us” and therefore
make choices that are “pretty” or what we assume to be “pleasing” But
pleasing is not necessarily the most authentic choice. Telling the truth is

the most effective choice — the choice that will connect with an audience.

What is an “acceptable” sound? In our everyday life we have been
negligent to fully appreciate what our voices are capable of and use

only a fraction of the vocal range and colours that reside within us. We

become complacent in the limitations we place on ourselves and it is
only in rare moments, when we face profoundly emotional experience
and our intellect cannot interrupt us and filter out what is socially
unacceptable that those sounds spill out of us. If I, as an actor, was
asked to speak the line, “where is he?)” in a script about a mother’s
experience of losing her son, a clichéd pleading, breathy, and “desperate”
sound would likely come from my body, and an audience would
understand what that sound represents, but they would not necessarily
connect to what I was trying to express on a somatic and/or emotional
level. When we set out to work on our voices, we tend to, of course,
focus on the actual sound coming out of ourselves and especially, if

we are focusing on speech, we place importance on the text and what
we are saying. But it was how I sounded that day that made it so
authentic - it was the so “ugly” and grotesque origin of that sound that
bore true witness to the emotions I was experiencing. Perhaps what

we are missing is the full exploration of the silent elements of vocal
production. What is behind the sound? What happens on an emotional

and somatic level, before the sound?

As an audience and as human beings we know truly embodied voices
expressing true emotions when we hear them, and depending on
what emotion is being expressed, it can make the hair stand up on
the back of our necks, send shivers down our spines, cause us to shed
tears, or elicit fits of giggles. But how as performers, or as teachers of
performers can we, as Associate Head of Programs and voice teacher
at The California Institute For The Arts, Rafael Lopez-Barrantes has

said, “name” these things for them to come into existence, what is this

“invisibility and ephemeral nature of the voice?” I tell students my story

with as much detail as possible in order for them to fully appreciate the

8



layers of anxiety and grief I was experiencing as I opened my mouth
and that animalistic sound came bellowing out. I cannot reproduce
that sound exactly as it was, in that moment; that sound does not exist
anymore. However, I can get to a similar emotional place and make

a sound that embodies the same authentic emotional state, and I can

recognize instantly when someone produces a similar embodied sound.

A very significant element in being capable of reaching these
heightened emotional places is preparing our bodies and voices
(through breath, resonators, range, and articulators). It is so important
to expand our vocal landscape and create a richer palette to work
from. There is a myriad of colours, textures, pitches, energies, and
dynamics, that constitute any single fleeting sound, and in our everyday
we use just a fraction of what our voices are capable of, but when
pushed into a heightened emotional circumstance our voices respond
unselfconsciously. As performers we must rely on repetition, and
while it is hugely important to have a phenomenological response, a
memory of how we felt in that moment, a sound made without a plan,
we must also have the ability to get out of our own way to let that
phenomenological response release without judging the sound we are
producing. We must unlearn the years of tension and habits we have
placed on ourselves to block our ability to have a phenomenological
response. Many performers mistakenly underestimate just how vast
our vocal landscape needs to be for truthful expression, we tend to
equate being “realistic” and speaking in an “everyday” fashion to being
truthful, but if we truly examine how our bodies and, more specifically,
our voices respond in heightened emotional situations we will soon
recognize that we touch places vocally that we simply cannot in

“everyday” (i.e. non- heightened emotional states) life and perhaps that

we did not know was possible. Nothing that we do on stage is mundane,
it is all heightened and we must be prepared physically and vocally

for that, we must embrace the temporal nature of sound and stop
trying to achieve that “perfect” sound, stop trying to simply reproduce,
and embrace the ephemeral in sound, let ourselves be moved by the

discovery in each performance.

So how do we give a name to that which is “invisible and ephemeral?”
It starts by preparing an open body and a voice in which much
exploration of colours, textures, and dynamics have taken place so
they are available, and also being truly present in each experience so

as to be ready to recall, to have a memory of how it feels, to study the
structure of the experience. It begins with the everyday practice of
being mindful and present to our reactions and responses, and extends
to the more rigorous approach of challenging our bodies and minds
through play, and exploration to reach beyond our habitual responses
to something deeper and embodied. In our everyday life we have been
negligent to fully appreciate what our voices are capable of and use
only a fraction of the vocal range and colours that reside within us. We
become complacent in the limitations we place on ourselves, and it is
only rarely, when we are faced with profound emotional experience,
that we are forced to face these sounds that spill out of our memories.
When performing, whether we are singing or speaking we are required
to embody larger than everyday emotions, and therefore should have at
hand an extended vocal palette in order to express all aspects of human

experience, to express the “totality of the self*

The experience of having my son go missing was one in which I was

forced to be very present in my pain, there was no where to go to



avoid it, I has no option but to deal fully with it right then and there
and remain fully present, which in turn, many years later, allowed me
to recall phenomenologically the embodied emotions. Being present
is difficult when we are not forced there by circumstance, but is an
absolutely essential place for us to get to in order to express fully

and freely. The question is, how can we train ourselves to enter this
state of presence on demand and as required? “Performing is about
transformation, and not simple recall,” Rafael Lopez-Barrantes writes
in his blog Making the Voice Visible. It is that presence in the body of
the performer that makes her/him transcend the limitations of her/his
real body in daily life, becoming readable for the stage. It is a “quality
of being,” a presence inherent to realized actors, dancers, singers, and
athletes. My “real” everyday body and voice, is not capable of making
the sounds I made that day, if I cannot recognize the memory of lived
experiences echoing in my body. Finding this presence and “quality of
being” is where transformation begins and the treasured ephemeral

nature of the vocal experience can be initiated.

We all have a rich archive of lived experiences to reference, but how do
we ensure that our intellect is not getting in the way of fully inhabiting

our past experiences?

What is an “acceptable” sound? The experience of my son being lost
and the phenomenological memory, or the memory of “how it felt” has
led me to what has become the core of my vocal practice. After many
years of focusing primarily on the purely technical aspects of voice I

have turned to a more experiential approach, bridging the traditional

with the experimental, the psychological with the physical. Instead

of constantly trying to attain that perfect “utopian” place vocally, the
willingness to sail upon a ship with no particular destination, letting
the “whim of the waves” guide us, to follow and allow a fairy to give us
a tour of a mysterious island and as the song suggests, embark upon a
journey of discovery that includes undiscovered territories. Permitting
ourselves to leave behind worries and be open to the possibilities that
only come with the unexpected. Only when we give ourselves over to

this journey can a different kind of Utopia emerge a “Youkali”

“Near the end of the world
My vagabond ship
Wandering at the whim of the waves

Directed me there one day..”

In approaching voice and working to discover all we are capable of
expressing we need to become vagabonds of this journey, someone who

has the courage to wander, delighted in all that she encounters.

* Laura C Kalo The Roy Hart Theatre: Teaching The Totality of Self The Vocal Vision: Views on Voice by 24 Leading Teachers, Coaches & Directors. ( New York: Applause, 1997) 87
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Signatures

“Our Vocal folds, the membranes are just like our faces, they're covered in
wrinkles and manifestations of our individuality” ~ Richard Armstrong,

AVocal Journey.®

I forgot how to sign my name. This became the first “body in crisis”
event that I examined. My everyday crisis of “forgetting” how to sign
my name was a mini-crisis that continued for several months. Anytime
I was called upon to sign my name whether it was endorsing or writing
a cheque, signing a school permission form for one of the children,

or alegal document, I would freeze and a wave of panic would surge
through my body. The resulting scrawl was something unrecognizable
and I had a wave of dread that I would be called out as a fraud, and

be questioned by bank officials as to why such a dramatic change in
my handwriting had occurred. The most obvious metaphor was that

I, a forty-something year old woman, was questioning my identity,

or perhaps witnessing a transformation of my identity, as I started
graduate school, became established as an artist and professionally, as

my children grew older, as my body changed.

Our voices are mediums of communication and expression, our voice
can connect our head with our heart, or as Richard Armstrong defines
it, “The voice is the audible manifestation of the soul”® But how often

do we open up completely and speak the truth? Speaking the truth

does not just happen with the words we speak but with the sounds we
make. Jerzy Growtowski goes as far to say that the text or the words
we are saying are not as important as the sound behind the meaning,
and that we often use the 5 words instead of our bodies and voice to
express.” How often, for example, do we witness a performance where
we recognize the technical capabilities of the performer on stage, but
feel “something” missing? How often do we say of a person, “she just
has it” That “it” is a connection to other human beings, the ability to
reveal and express truth. We fear revealing our “truths” because we are
afraid of what it may be. Honesty isn't always what we would consider

conventionally “beautiful”:

“The human condition, physical and mental is a kind of depository for
that universality of sound. That universe of sound is inside and if you

have the courage to go there you will find everything.

The vocal expression that has been taught and encouraged for so
many centuries has cultivated a certain norm of “beauty” at the

exclusion of a certain norm of what is called “ugliness.” It’s not

* Richard Armstrong Maria Gould' Fides Krucker A Vocal Journey Conversations With Richard Armstrong Toronto: Writing Space 1996)

¢ Richard Armstrong “International Voice Workshop'The Banff Centre For The Arts Banff Alberta' May, 26. 2012

7 Stephen Wangh, An Acrobat of The Heart, (New York: Vintage Books 2000) 151
8 Armstrong, Goulld, Krucker ibid 40
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the same in every part of the world, but certainly in our circle of
western society, body sounds, or animal sounds, were, as man slowly
evolved, considered to be inferior and to be bestial, and therefore you

shouldn’t make them.”

“For a sound to be truly beautiful you need to investigate the
opposite...get involved with the extremes, beauty/ugliness, height/
depth, spirit/sex, male/female, God/Devil "’

An investigation of the dark and light or chiaroscuro would give

these voices honesty and truth. Chiaroscuro, translated from the
Italian, means bright (chiaro) and dark (oscuro) and was a term which
originated in the Renaissance as a method for applying “light modeling”
in painting to gain the illusion of a three dimensional form from a two
dimensional form. It was used by Rembrandt, Leonardo da Vinci and
Raphael among others, and was later adapted for use in the bel canto
singing style as a model for what this method of singing encompassed.
In bel canto it refers to the ideal balance between the brilliance and
depth, and the clearness and darkness in each vocal tone produced. In
the article “Chiaroscuro The Bodhisattva in the Voice,” appearing in
volume thirteen of Poiesis: a Journal of the Arts and Communication,
internationally renowned Canadian singer and voice teacher, Fides
Krucker talks about this idea of “dark and shade” and what she calls

the house-building techniques of vocal production.'* She explains how
she is able to involve not just the technical facets but also finds a deeper

mind/body connection with this technique. We are so often just not

® Armstrong, Gould, Krucker ibid 39
10 Armstrong, Gould, Krucker, ibid 40

" Fides Krucker “Chiaroscuro The Bodhisattva in the Voice” Poiesis A Journal of the Arts and Communication

"2 Armstrong Gould' Krucker ibid ¥

willing to examine the dark, perhaps fearful of what may be lurking

there, and much prefer to stay in the light.

This ideal of perfection in vocal expression and performance in general
is not only prevalent in many aspects of our society but particularly in
popular music and performance. One has only to turn on a episode

of the popular television singing contest “American Idol” to see and
hear that we are being conditioned to regard this very specific sound
as well as a very specific “performance style” as “beautiful” While
technically these singers are quite proficient, there appears to be very
little investigation into opposites in this style of singing, probably
because, in general, the singers are posturing. It is without emotional
content, uninvolved, with little to no emotional range or exploration
into opposites, and as Richard Armstrong suggests, “[i]n order for a
sound to be truly beautiful you need to reinvestigate its opposite.”** It
is difficult to see where American Idol performers are truly embodying
the musical and emotional energies, when they are seemingly stuffed
into a very particular box by producers who have a narrow view of

what an engaging performance should look like.

In a culture obsessed with “reality” it is interesting that those who are
the most narrow in their views dictate what the North American public
want to experience. Those who are successful are those who conform to
a very specific approach to vocal expression, which in turn minimizes
the performer’s ability to produce a “real” embodied engagement with

the music and the audience. We have created a society of those who

131 (2011), 40-51.
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“can” sing and those who “cannot” with little regard for why we sing

(to communicate) and we are ignoring the power within the sound

of an authentically engaged voice. There is no “real” or “true” in these
voices, or these performances: they are one level, one layered, and at
best two-dimensional, lacking in the three dimensional chiaroscuro. In
this American Idol school of thought, the quest for perfection seems to
permeate all facets of vocal performance, from singing to speech, and it
is this illusion of perfection that most often creates blocks and prevents
truthful expression in performance. A common reaction when faced
with a “blip” in performance, whether it be a dropped line, a missed
cue, an out of tune note, a “cracked” tone, a wobble in the voice (the
possibilities are endless!) is to pull back and try to cover or fix it. But
what if we were to accept this accident as a sign? What if we, as Anne
Bogart suggests in A Director Prepares, “the moment things start to
fall apart...enter into the event rather than shy away from it?”'* After
all, these accidents are like “wrinkles”: another blemish on perceived
perfection that is the manifestation of our individuality. And why

are we so frightened of revealing the truth of our individuality? The
difficulties I experienced in signing my signature lasted several months,
but interestingly enough began to fade and eventually disappear when
I began to explore the experience in the piece I was writing. Once I

acknowledged and became present with it I was able to let it go.

" Anne Bogart, A Director Prepares, Seven Essays On Art and Theatre (New York, Routledge 2001) 86
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Lids

“Visible and mobile, my body is a thing among things, it’s caught in the
fabric of the world, and its cohesion is that of a thing. But, because it moves
itself and sees, it holds things in a circle around itself”

~ Maurice Merleau-Ponty™

I stood at the coffee shop, as I had so many times before, staring at

the carefully placed piles of lids and trying to figure out which of the
three piles contained the correct lid for the take-out coffee I had just
purchased and it occurred to me that I was experiencing a “body

in crisis” moment. As I fought off feelings of anxiety for holding up

the line of customers waiting to find a lid for their own coffee and
burning with the embarrassment of having to try a lid from each pile
before I got the correct lid, I found myself, as Merleau-Ponty describes,
holding things in a circle around me. Instead of calmly surveying and
choosing a lid I let the anxiety become the circle around me. What
was this particular “body in crisis” revealing to me? What were these
lids a symbol of? Why did I feel the need to keep what I had in my

cup contained? Perhaps my experience of being unable to choose the
correct plastic lid for my coffee became a metaphor for my inability

to “take the lid off” and release my voice fully and truthfully. Why did
I feel the need to place a lid on my coffee? What would happen if what
were inside the cup spilled out? It would be messy, certainly, and we
try as best we can to avoid messy, but expressing the truth is rarely neat

and tidy. How do “lids” manifest themselves vocally?

Perhaps the biggest lid or block to vocal freedom is physical resistance
in the form of tension, which for the most part is self initiated in an
effort to control or prevent the authentic, truthful sound that resides
there to be released. One could say it is a crisis of perfection, of
expectation. Resistance can come in the form of physical or emotional
blocks. We are born with the ability to be completely vocally free.

The first sound a baby makes is unrestricted, the body and voice are
one. Babies are never still when they make sound, whether they are
laughing, crying, cooing, or screeching. At any one time they can be
arching their back, flailing their arms, kicking their legs — they make
sound with their whole bodies, engaging the abdominal and intercostal
(between the ribs) muscles to produce sounds free from tension, it

is completely responsive to the breath intake, and the breath is that
which fuels the sound. Babies can cry for hours without their voice
tiring and, in fact, it is their body that is the first to fatigue. As a voice
teacher I see performers voices tiring far before their bodies do, as a
performer I have had my voice tire long before my body. The freedom
of expression babies are able to achieve is remarkable compared to what

most adults are capable of so it is incredibly curious that one of the first

" Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Thomas Bladwin, Maurice Merleau-Ponty; basic writings (London, Routledge 2004) 253
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thing we say to them is “sshhh” imploring them to “put a lid on it” and
to stop making sound. “Most mental and emotional habits are formed
unconsciously and by people other than oneself in childhood”** Our
first experiences using our voices in a free unrestricted way are greeted
with external resistance. It is not difficult to understand why, then, we

take on so many habitual tensions to block the release of our voices.

Voice engages our bodies in such an encompassing way and it is

no wonder that so many of us have great difficulty uncovering and
accessing our authentic sound, and it is understandable why, when

we do, it can seem momentarily unrecognizable. It is quite often in
heightened emotional experiences, that we are able to reach full vocal
freedom, these habits and defense mechanisms that we have put in
place to shield ourselves from any unnecessary hurt or embarrassment,
are dropped, and a whoop of laughter or delight, a full bodied scream
at a fright, a low wail (as when my son was missing) is released. The
whole body remembers our infant voice and what is required to make
the sound and the authentic sound emerges. The question is how do we
as performers find this place when required? How do we rid ourselves
of the tensions that prevent us from expressing freely and return to our

infant voice and body on cue?

Tension can come in many forms, including a clenched jaw, shallow
breathing, raised shoulders, restricted breath, covering up or
preventing free expression. Once we have discovered how we may shed
these “lids” or blocks and they have been removed we are faced with

our true or “natural” voice. The honesty of expression that we may find

“manifesting” itself in the form of sound consequently may startle us or

may force us to question our identity

How do we remove these lids of tension and self-consciousness to
reveal a truthful unedited sound, one free of restriction put upon us by
our internal critic? Perhaps paying closer attention to our intuition is a

place to start.
in-tu-i-tion/,int(y)o 0iSHon/

Noun: 1. The ability to understand something immediately, without
the need for conscious reasoning. 2. A thing that one knows or
considers likely from instinctive feeling rather than conscious

reasoning.

The whole notion of “getting out of one’s head” in order to be creative
creates a new layer of meaning when we begin to think of it as intuition.
Rational thought can so easily lead to over-thinking an idea on a purely
intellectual level, and ignoring the incredible somatic intelligence we
possess. In my experience that spark or flash of inspiration so rarely
comes from a rational, itemized thought, but rather this intersection

of discipline and freedom that Richard Armstrong refers to in his

voice work, allowing oneself to break established rules, and explore
beyond the confines of the form. We need not worry about which
comes first, the rational or the intuition, but rather allow both to

enter in and inform our practice. In my own practice, I originally
thought that the rational discipline came first, after the many years

I spent in conservatory type training, working on technique. But if I

" Kristen Linklater; Freeing the Natural Voice: Imagery and Art in the Practice of Voice and Language; Hollywood, CA, Drama Pub, 2006. 11
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dig a little deeper I have to acknowledge intuition as what led me to
my art. Rational thought could not have led me to the moment when
I felt inspired to open my mouth to sing for the first time, there was
nothing inferred, but rather it was a moment of inspired freedom. I
cannot, of course, remember the first time I sang, I was probably a baby,
experimenting and playing with sound as babies do. Before we are
speaking I truly believe we are singing, playing with air, pulling it into
our lungs, expelling it and experimenting with the force by which we
send it out of the body via the vocal folds to vibrate into the resonators
and then on to the articulators to form a big wonderful sound, perhaps
“pppfitssstttt” There is nothing really rational about that, we are not
“thinking” or responding to a rational thought but rather putting our

trust in our intuition.
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Photocopies

"Freedom for a dancer means discipline, that is what technique is for -

liberation.” ~ Martha Graham

The biggest challenge I have faced vocally over the last few years is
how to feel freedom as a performer, to feel liberated artistically after
studying voice in such a highly disciplined manner for so many years.
A bodily crisis that I have experienced for many years has centered
around my “fear” of photocopy machines. The crisis revolves around
the distress I experience when faced with the task of having to make
copies and my apparent incompetence in the running of a photocopy
machine. As with the coffee lids, my anxiety is usually exasperated
when others are near and potentially witnessing my struggles. I
maniacally push buttons, am horrified at how much paper I waste
trying to get the copy right, and often simply give up on the task. In
exploring this “fear” I started to question what may be at the root of
this body in crisis: was I afraid of becoming purely a copy of someone
or something else? Or perhaps it was my fear of becoming a machine

cranking out sheets and sheets all identical.

My early formative years as an artist were spent studying bel canto
vocal technique. Bel canto originated in Italian opera and became

a fully developed vocal technique in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Bel canto is marked by an emphasis on beauty of the sound,
evenness of tone, legato or smooth lines, immaculate articulation, ease,

agility, virtuosity, and perfection of control. Perfection and control

became two words that early on in my development seemed to take

me over, taking on a suffocating and stifling role. I knew instinctively,
even as a thirteen-year-old teenager that singing was intended to be

an expression of deeper emotions that could not be expressed by just
speaking them. Yet, my formal training became dependent solely on
trying to reproduce something exactly the way it had been taught to me.
Manipulating my voice in a certain way to get a certain sound, I felt cut
off from whatever unique sound or expression might have wanted to
emerge. I was reproducing something that I thought was expected from
me. Photocopies. Reproductions. Repetition. Performances became
about how to replicate that “perfection” that I had been able to get to
through hours of repetition in the studio. Instead of the container of
ideas and expression that I felt I should be, I felt more like a machine, a
photocopy machine if you will, turning out copies in performance. My
“body in crisis” became a crisis of perfection and at one time stopped
being able to perform in public due to my anxiety over not being able

to live up to the demands of perfection.

As a classically trained singer I am acutely aware of the need for
careful training. The voice is a complex and rather delicate instrument
and it is simply not possible for it to respond to the complex and

challenging tasks that are required of it to sing anything in the classical
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repertoire without being prepared technically. The same can be said

for stage actors who rely on their voice to navigate through a myriad

of emotional states all the while projecting into a space usually much
larger than what we are typically required to in our normal everyday
lives. I cannot argue that there is no need for technique, but what I find
frustrating and ultimately a hindrance to a truthful performance is
when technique gets in the way of what I consider the “authentic voice”
Physiologically, I knew that much of the vocal training I had received,
specifically when it came to singing did allow me to use my instrument
in ways that would not have been possible otherwise, particularly

with agility and range. However, in the process I had lost my voice of
expression. How could I find freedom within the technique? It was

not enough to be singing scales and arpeggios, how could I use the
exercises to decipher “what the exercises reveal about the human
condition”?'® To do that, I needed to investigate the opposite of what
technique was preparing me for, “[i]n order for a sound to be a sound
you must have investigated silence.”*” The investigation of silence,
chaos, and ugliness, of all the cracks in my voice that I had laboured for
so many years to erase, is where my attention shifted. I became curious

about the juxtaposition of freedom to discipline, structure to chaos.

An exercise I use quite frequently to break students out of the patterns
with which they have learned and repeatedly performed a piece, as
well as preventing them from over-thinking and predetermining their
movements and sounds, is one from renowned voice and text coach
and vocal director for The Royal Shakespeare Company, Cicely Berry.

I call this exercise “The Chairs,” as it involves setting up an menial

' Richard Armstrong ibid. 35
" Richard Armstrong ibid" 41

activity such as sorting books on a bookshelf by size, or as I often have
the students do, place all the chairs in the classroom we are working in
on top the desks while speaking the text. The task needs to be precise,
and it needs to take over and be what is most important, as it is only
then that, as Cicely Berry puts it, the text can “take care of itself” This
exercise has proven to be useful countless number of times, as students
usually find a sense of freedom with the words literally flowing and
“taking care of themselves” while their minds are busy with the menial

task at hand of putting chairs on tables. There is no time to “be clever”

An interesting side effect to this menial task emerged when working
with a student on the Lady Percy speech. We were working in a
different room than usual and there weren’t enough chairs to keep busy
with. There were, however, several large tables stacked on top of each
other, as well as a few chairs, so I instructed her to set up the tables

and chairs as if for a meeting. She began speaking the text and moving
the furniture. Several lines in she approached one of the tables that

was placed upside down on top of another table, and at that moment

I realized the table was going to be far too heavy for her to lift and too
awkward for her to maneuver. I anticipated her “breaking,” stopping,
making a face, apologizing, and giggling nervously, but she didn't -
she stayed in the moment. Her breathing became more forceful, she
grunted and she used this frustration and discomfort physically and
vocally not only to pick up and move the table but in turn to express
beautifully what Lady Percy was feeling towards her father-in-law. It

was deeply connected and truly expressive. It was at that moment that

I was reminded of what I had read just the day before in the book by
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Robert Moss, The Three “Only Things” He was speaking about how “Near the end of the world

“every setback offers an opportunity” and that instead of “raging over My vagabond ship

what has gone wrong” we “have the chance of finding opportunity in Wandering at the whim of the waves
every setback”'® I see in myself and the artists I work with how quick Directed me there one day,

we are to push something away that we perceive to “not have worked” This island is very small

or not turned out as we had planned; but perhaps, if we had just lived But the fairy who lives there
there in that uncomfortable moment a little longer we may have Gently invited us to take a tour ...
discovered something quite unexpected and wonderful. In his book, Youkali ..”

Robert Moss retells the story of Sinbad the sailor and how on his sixth
voyage he became terribly lost in a storm and eventually shipwrecked.
It was at this time that he washed up on the shore of the beautiful

and rich island Serendipity (from which our word for serendipity is

derived). Only by getting lost could he have found this land.

It was only by “getting lost” and sticking with the discomfort of trying
to lift an awkward and heavy table that the student was able to find a
layer of expressiveness which she did not know she was capable of, and
it is these little accidents, these “mistakes” that can offer us so much
inspiration. The key to being able to find these mishaps useful is to

be prepared, with experience, and solid technical skills and then, not
step away from them but to be open to whatever chance has to offer us.
Allowing ourselves to break past the myth of perfection in performance
and free ourselves from the expectations of merely repeating or
replicating something is the key to discovering authentic sound. The
valuable “stuff” of artistic inspiration is there if we simply allow it

to be revealed.

'® Robert Moss, The Three "Only”Things, Tapping The Power of Dreams, Coincidence and Imagination, (Novato, CA, New World Library 2007) 135




Case Studies

There are many vocalists, who use their voices for speech or singing

or both, that have been influential to my own practice or piqued

my curiosity with their own practices. I chose to focus on three

very contrasting vocalists and explore their process. The heart of my
curiosity lies in the vocal possibilities when expressing a full range of
emotions in performance, maintaining a truthful spontaneity. All three
of these artists were successful in this, but in doing so were considered
radical, unconventional, and criticized for their perceived lack of

technical proficiency.

Maria Callas

"An opera begins long before the curtain goes up and ends long after it has
come down. It starts in my imagination, it becomes my life, and it stays part

of my life long after I've left the opera house.” ~ Maria Callas

The Greek American opera singer Maria Callas (1923-1977) was
perhaps one of the most unconventional opera super stars of her time.
What set her apart and what makes her such an intriguing case study
for me to examine are the imperfections or perceived imperfections in
her voice. It was these very imperfections that made her interpretations
of standard opera repertoire distinct and truthful. If one is listening

to her sing from a technical standpoint then it is possible to label her
singing as sometimes ugly or out of control, she was not afraid to let
her low register get extremely dark or her high notes become shrill

if the sound was what matched the dramatic intention. Her range of

expression, and the ways in which she manipulated her voice in the
colours of the tones and the intensity in which she sang has fueled a
long time debate amongst singers and opera fans alike as to whether
she sacrificed too much of the technique in her desire to commit so
fully to the emotional life of the character she was portraying. Many
say that she could simply not distance herself from the roles she

was playing and when we start investigating her highly publicized
tumultuous private life it is easy to see correlations between her life

on and off the stage. The recording that I studied is a live recording
from 1958. The opera is Luigi Cherubini’s Medea at the Dallas Opera
conducted by Vittorio Gui, and the aria is Del tuoi figli la madre. This
is widely considered one of her most compelling performances. And

it is when we discover that just before the performance she had been
fired, publicly by Rudolf Bing from The Metropolitan Opera, and
called a press conference to publicly denounce Mr. Bing; it makes the
performance even more fascinating to listen to. The depth and range of
emotion that Callas reaches are absolutely spellbinding. It is important
to note that Cherubini’s Medea is a very difficult role to sing technically,
and in this particular performance I find that Callas handles it expertly.
But it is the fiery and blazing theatricality of the performance that is
what is most distinctive. Listening to the lines, Ti ho dato tutto a te (I
gave you everything), and Nemici senza cori (Heartless enemies!) one
can hear evidence of her inability to distance herself from roles, as
even through a fifty-four-year-old recording I could hear her absolute

commitment to what she was expressing. She was vengeful, violent,
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frightening, and powerful. A “perfect” sound devoid of the subtle
cracks, moments of shrillness, and middle voice tones sung with a
darker, chest sound could not be so truthfully expressive, and could not
convince me she was a woman capable of killing her own children, as
Medea does in the opera. Although Callas revolutionized how many
singers approached roles, she still remains controversial to those who

prefer a more sanitized aesthetic.

Diamanda Galas

“The vampire knows that only new blood will sustain her. New blood,

new research, new language study, and willful deconstruction and
reconstruction, new meter, new arrangements, new writing, difficult
performances—which later become great ones— through perseverance.” ~

Diamanda Galas

Diamanda Galas (1955- ) began her career as a pianist. She obtained

a Masters Degree in Music, but soon began performing a wide variety
of styles, mainly working in the improvisational scene. She also

became increasingly politically involved working with marginalized
communities and in particular taking a great interest in the mentally ill.
She performed extensively in psychiatric institutions and hospitals and
it was there that she began to explore her voice as an authentic response
to what was contained in her body and soul. Although she majored as

a pianist in university it was not until years later that she trained in the
bel canto, the traditional Italian opera tradition of voice training. She
has merged this training with her own unique technique based on her
own vocal experimentations. A solid mezzo soprano, it is apparent in

listening to her voice that she possesses an instrument capable of a

career in traditional opera and in fact she made her operatic debut in
France in a contemporary piece entitled Un jour comme un autre. But
it is the avant-garde, deconstructed versions of jazz standards and her
original epic electro acoustic compositions that truly are the heart of
her practice. Although she has gone on to explore a multitude of styles
and genres she has fully developed a sound and style of vocalization
that is uniquely her own. Her performances are highly athletic,
physically, as well as highly theatrical. Her obsession with vampires,
demons, and all that is dark, sinister, and beastly is explored fully in
the sounds she creates. The piece that I studied is a live recording of a
song jazz singer Billie Holiday made famous, Gloomy Sunday, which
is sometimes referred to as the “Hungarian Suicide Song” because of
its melancholic lyrics written by the little known Hungarian composer
Rezso Seress. Galas’ multi-octave voice is at once virtuosic and
frightening, making use of guttural, trembling, shrieking, and wailing
sounds, she sounds possessed by demons. There are moments where
she accesses multi-phonic sounds where two notes briefly are produced
together, and others where she voices simple clear tones. Diamanda
Galas has been called the Maria Callas of our time perhaps due to her
ability to be so utterly convincing in what she is expressing and her

inability to separate herself from the characters she is creating on stage.
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Roy Hart

“The voice is the muscle of the soul” ~ Roy Hart"™

As a young actor Roy Hart (1926-1975) studied with the Jewish
German singing teacher Alfred Wolfson. Wolfson fought in World War
I and was deeply affected by the range of sounds made by the soldiers
dying around him in the trenches. He used his experiences to explore
vocal dysfunction and the root of what he thought was social repression
of the expressive voice, and he strove to help singers broaden their
range of vocal expression. Roy Hart was greatly influenced by this work
and after Woflson died continued the work of pushing the boundaries
of conventional vocal techniques. Roy Hart believed that in order to
act one must experience personal transcendence and in doing so one
could attain deep self-knowledge through vocal expression. Hart was
known for his unusually large range of seven and a half octaves (the
average untrained person accesses approximately two). He believed
that all people were capable of similar ranges and in fact it was what
was needed in order to express the full range of human potential. He
started a group that in the beginning met weekly in London to sing,
recite poetry, talk about philosophy, and share ideas. That group grew
into the Roy Hart Theatre and, in 1974, the collective bought land in
Malérargues a village in the south of France where they lived worked
and created art together. Tragically Roy Hart died in a car accident

in 1975, but the Roy Hart Theatre continues to this day. There are few
video and audio recordings of Roy Hart available but the one I was

able to watch was Roy Hart speaking the Chorus VII from T.S. Eliot’s

' Noah Pikes, Dark Voices, The Genesis of Roy Hart Theatre (New Orleans, Spring Journal 2004)

The Rock, a poem Eliot wrote commenting on how humanity has
abandoned faith in the everyday life and how being trapped in the
pursuit of knowledge does not lead to truth. The video shows Hart
alone in a bare room, standing and speaking. His voice fluctuates from
an easy, smooth tone to a sound that, to the very socialized ear, sounds
inhuman. Hart is at times voicing more than one pitch simultaneously
(a technique heard in Inuit throat singing). His growl transforms into

a whisper, he swoops effortlessly through his range but the words

are absolutely clear, he is painting the words with his voice, creating
images, or pictures with sound. Harts performance is neither singing
nor speaking and is what I would consider at the intersection of both,
at times rhythmic and melodic, other times a whisper, and still at other
times utterly powerful in its declamatory style. In appearance, Roy Hart
is very masculine but his vocality was capable of traversing boundaries
of female and male sounds. My work with Richard Armstrong, who
was a part of the original Roy Hart Theatre when they established
themselves in France, was the work I considered most profoundly
convergent of the two disciplines, blurring the lines of speech and
singing. Hart’s performance in this recording exemplifies the possibilities

and magnitude of potentiality of expression in the human voice.
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My proposal for a Vocal Method

“For things to come into existence one has to be able to name them after
experiencing them. Anything that helps one speak about the invisibility and
ephemeral nature of the voice experience is worth treasuring.

~ Rafael Lopez-Barrantes®

Perhaps the biggest question that has fueled my curiosity into how we
can find the relationality of technique to freedom of expression is, how,
in an art form that relies so heavily on repetition and rote learning, can
we find a level of spontaneity? What is this conscious spontaneity, and
how can we at once be intentional and instinctual? If, as the French
philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty says, the body is “the primary site
of knowing the world,”*" does it not make sense to forgo the anxiety

of trying to replicate the sound and rather fully embrace the visceral
and the memory of how it feels when expression is truthful, trusting
that the body knows and remembers? This is, of course, a far more to
complicated place to be able to access; it is not as easy as recalling the
visceral memory of something and then engaging with it on cue

as a performer.

Finding methodologies to get to this place phenomenologically
becomes difficult as our intellect far too often gets in the way of our
experience, our conscious trained mind gets in the way of spontaneity,
and our over-analyzed responses block our reactions. At the heart of

what is required when searching for new ways of discovering freedom

of expression in vocal performance is the process of peeling back
layers of anxiety, shedding the voice of social conventions we have
adapted, and releasing physical tensions that prevent or block us from
recreating the sound of a true lived experience. Sound is temporal and
ephemeral and, as such, we are limiting ourselves by relying on the
pure physical mechanics of producing sound, and in concentrating
solely on the physical we do not allow our bodies and minds to be in
the present moment. While it is necessary to gain the particular skills
in order to use the voice at a heightened level, as in performance, it is
just as necessary to fully explore what it feels like to be free within that
technique, to be able to let go, to step past the kinesthetic learning and
simply play. We need to know the world through our body, inspiring,
breathing it in order to express that world. It is with that spirit of
“needing to know” that my passion and curiosity have led me to look
towards fostering a practice and method of training that will enable a

somatic intelligence.

There is no doubt that merging the psychological and the physical

are required to bring truth and freedom to the voice, but how do we

%% Rafael Lopez-Barrantes, "Five Fundamental Voice Textures and Their Location In The Body." http://wwwmakingthevoicevisible.blogspot.ca (August 2010)

7 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception (London, Routledge, 2002) 94
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create this merger? Finding where the training and the technique

can liberate our psyches is key. I have become very aware of the
transformation that occurs when students, after diligently working on
the kinesthetic and technical aspects of vocal production, are able to
reach the place of “letting go,” trusting that the technique is in place,
and connecting emotionally to the impulse to express and then feel
their authentic voice spewing out of them. It is important to note

that the transformation doesn’t happen at the moment they hear the
voice coming out of their body, but it is actually quite apparent when
the breath goes in - it is the inhalation, the inspired breath. I realized
while observing a student that I recognized the moment it happened,
on the inhale, at the “point of inspiration” it was as if she had ingested
something other than just plain old air, something magical, and sure
enough an open, released, and yet fully connected sound came out.
Quite often this sound is closely followed by tears as the power of
their own voice and the emotions that have been “disturbed” can be
overwhelming, but I always coach them to stay in it, and not to push
away the tears. Occasionally students get the giggles instead, and I
encourage them to stay in that. I have found that while laughter can be
a sign of avoidance of the work, staying in the laughter or observing
what created the impulse to laugh requires a significant amount of
energy and focus and can help someone get to a more centered place.
Regardless of the path that the student has taken there is something
very thrilling in experiencing a breakthrough first hand and I always
feel privileged to be in the room when someone has been able to reach

that place vocally when they are sounding with no restraints.

Perhaps the biggest struggle I have had personally in my career both
as a performer and a teacher is the struggle between the need for
technique and the need to let go of technique, and simply express

an emotionally rooted thought. Kristen Linklater speaks in her essay,
Thoughts On Theatre, Therapy And the Art of Voice, of the dichotomy
of the technical voice. The voice that “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. Voice is air and
vibration; it is infinitely malleable, transformable, and expressive.”*?
I believe that with this dual approach of the practical, “voice being
air and vibration” and the exploration of the actor’s inner world that
exciting things can happen. This is, for me, where my work with the
voice, as a performer, teacher, and all encompassing practitioner of

voice really begins.

When approaching voice training for performers, working from the
outward in, that is from the physical and mechanical requirements

of sound production, to the emotional impulses with which we must
connect to express, is most effective. We first have to take into account
the practical and technical. This may include, the amount of breath
required to support the voice and fill a room with sound, or the
physicality of a character that needs to be portrayed, the memorization
of the lines, the blocking or stage directions. If the text is sung, there
are the additional technical elements of pitch and rhythm. All these
steps require kinesthetic learning, repetition, repeating the same series

of steps over and over again in order to master the skill at hand. While

2 Kirsten Linklater, “Thoughts On Theatre, Therapy, And The Art of Voice” in The Vocal Vision edited by Marion Hampton and Barbara Acker (New York, Applause 1997) 12
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the inner work is dependent on this outer work as structure and a
vehicle on which to travel, it also requires a “letting go” an entering into

a flow of impulse, free of any planned or preconceived responses.

Mapping the journey of the voice, we start with the vessel - the

body - which is the framework or the container of the voice. We take
a breath into this container, inspiring by drawing air into the lungs
which expand, causing the ribs to open and rise, and the diaphragm to
move down. The exhale is perpetuated by the diaphragm moving up
and pushing the air out of the lungs. The intercostal muscles between
the ribs contract and the air is pushed over the vocal folds which are
housed in the larynx, the vibrations that are produced then resonate
in the cavities of our bodies, most notably our head, oral, and throat
cavities, but right into our chest and pelvis as well. This resonated

sound is then articulated by our lips, teeth, and tongue.

We can see that there are five basic physical elements in the physiology
of vocal production, the body (or frame), the breath, phonation (or
the vocal folds vibrating), resonation, and articulation. We can look at
these elements as the perfect progression or outline for approaching
our work with the voice, a map if you will. These elements are not so
much destinations as they are places to pass through on the journey. A
map will direct us as to where to go but cannot describe everything we
will experience on the way, and depending on how we choose to use
the map it can help us stay oriented while giving us many options on

how to reach our destination.

The image of a vagabond, which the narrator in Youkali is, traveling

on a vagabond ship, wandering at the “whim of the waves” which

are directing us to exotic new lands and towards utopia, feels like a
fitting analogy to examine this new methodology. Working with the
voice requires a playful and adventurous spirit and attitude, and also
requires considerable trust in the wandering nature of the process.
Richard Armstrong calls it “giving up will”; Catherine Fitzmaurice calls
it “deconstructing” or creating chaos to let anything happen. I believe
the image of a vagabond aptly represents this giving up of the will

and letting anything happen. As French feminist philosopher Helen
Cixous says, “Only when you are lost can love find itself in you without
losing its way.”**> We must commit to the work and because sounds are
invisible and intangible, we must trust the process and accept what may
emerge, good or bad, ugly or beautiful, wandering though all of it with

a sense of wonder.

Frame

“The body is our general medium for having a world.” ~ Maurice Merleau-

Ponty?*

The body or frame is the support system that houses our breathing
apparatus, the primary and most significant element of this system is
the spine. Having a strong, supple and flexible spine is paramount to
having a strong supple and free voice. The spine not only supports the
skeleton and is the point of connection for all the limbs, it connects the

respiratory muscles to the frame, and the spinal chord, which is housed

» Héléne Cixous, Deborah Jensen, “Coming To Writing”and other essays (Cambridge MA, Harvard University 1991) 39

** Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London, Routledge 2002) 169
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here and serves as the conduit for the messages sent between the brain
and the body. It is essential to have a sense of freedom as well as a solid

connection to the spine in order to feel centered and connected vocally.

Breath

"A'man is nothing but breath and shadow” ~ Sophocles®

Breath is not only our life force, as breathing is the first thing and last
thing we will do on this earth, but it is also the fuel that brings life and
energy to expression. In India “prana” means both breath and life force,
as does “chi” in China. How we access and use this life force is key. As
Patsy Rodenburg says in The Right To Speak: “the breath and the action
should be equalized ... but it is only by getting the breath low into the
body that we can access our “deepest emotions” it is there that we will
“disturb a habitation untouched by the intellect and rationality.”*® Breath
is at the root of most vocal inhibitions, if we think of all the many

times we hold our breath in our everyday life, patterns quickly begin

to emerge. We hold our breath to avoid feeling. Think of your first
reaction when you see something shocking, a large gasp that is held,
when we are trying not to cry or laugh, the breath is held, when holding
back emotion, the “lump in the throat” is the stopper we put there to
prohibit our emotions from rising up and out. In fact there are many
ways in which we lock areas of our body to inhibit the flow of breath,

a sucked in belly is a posture that culturally, especially for women, is
expected yet it does not allow space for the diaphragm to move down

fully. Locking the body leads to inflexible ribs that will not swing open,

» Sophocles, Patrick Finglass, Ajax, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press 2011)
% Patsy Rodenburg, The Right To Speak, (New York: Routledge, 1992) 89

suppressing the lungs ability to fully fill up. By our habits we are greatly
restricting and limiting our access to the “habitation” or emotional

swamp, as it is commonly referred to in voice work circles.

We must inspire fully in order to express fully. The word inspiration

has dual meanings; apart from to “fill with thought and meaning,” it
can also be defined as the intake of air to the body. Expression can be
defined as both the breath moving out of the lungs though the vocal
folds, resonating in the body and creating sound, and the process

of making known one’s thoughts and feelings. Inspiration leads to
expression. We must then, as expressive artists, strip away learned
patterns or habits of stopping the flow of inspiration, whether that
inspiration come from a dark or light place, and be able to trust that the

mechanics of respiration are in place so that true expression occur.

Phonation

“If you want to find the secrets of the universe, think in terms of energy,

frequency and vibration.” ~ Nikolai Tesla

Phonation occurs when the brain sends an impulse to make sound, and
the muscles of the larynx (where the vocal folds are housed) lightly
close so the pressure and the air flow of the breath can move between
the vocal folds and create rapid vibrations. There are thus two major
factors in the production of sound: the quality of vocal fold closure and
the pressure of the breath. But sound is also more than this; vibrations

made through the vocal folds in the larynx are amplified as they move
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into the resonating chambers in our body. We make sound not simply
with the tiny apparatus located in our larynx, but with our whole

body. Similarly, we listen to sound not simply with our ears, but with
our whole body. Although we refer to the texture, tone, and volume of
sound as resonance, these qualities are best understood as “sympathetic
vibration” We can feel, physiologically, the vibrations. Sound has the
capacity to emotionally “move” a listener as well as elicit a physiological
response through the vibrations emanating from the speaker or singer’s
body. Students are often amazed at how “buzzed” they feel after a class
or performance, but this buzzed feeling signals that they have been
fully present vocally and been able to open physically to the sound. As
a runner I have on occasion felt the well-known “runners high” or the
sense of euphoria, thought to be caused by endorphins produced when
engaging in vigorous exercise. I can attest that the physical sensations
of using the voice at a heightened level, whether singing or speaking,
produces a similar feeling - the vibrations moving throughout the body

create a profound sensation.

Resonance

“You exist as your own ampitheatre” ~ Richard Armstrong?

Resonance brings the vibrations caused by phonation to life, it gives our
voice energy and provides it with colour, and the more we can access
the many cavities in our bodies beyond the obvious (oral, pharyngeal,
nasal) and, as Catherine Fitzmaurice puts it, “send an invitation to a
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part of the body to open,”*® the more we allow the sound to reverberate.

By finding these spaces and places to amplify our sounds we also are
opening ourselves to the sensations there and enlarging our palette for
expression. These sensations must be achieved by directing our focus to
these specific spaces and as Catherine describes it, “see-feel” the echo

left in our bodies.

Articulation

“Speaking words clearly opens many more doors to the world of the mind,

heart and soul” ~ Patsy Rodenburg

This sound which has been produced by breath, vibration, and
resonance? also has to be shaped to form a specific sound, or a word.
We shape our sounds with both vowels, which shape the space inside
our mouths, and with consonants, which alter our lips, teeth, tongue,
giving the sound clarity. In some sense, vowels provide us with the
emotional life of the thought, while consonants clarify the thought. Too
often, we underestimate the energy needed to articulate emotions and
thoughts sufficiently. We get through our everyday mumbling until

we are called into a situation where it is essential we are heard and
understood: “Stop That!”; “I Love it!” In such instances, we focus the
words to the front of our mouths and “hit” the consonants. Speaking

or singing in performance, we are expressing larger than everyday
emotions and thoughts, and it is essential that the audience hear us.
Speaking forward in our mouth forces us to be brave enough to truly
connect to what we are saying. Articulation requires us to really be sure
about what we are saying, to ensure there are no miscommunications,

to be clear.

7 Richard Armstrong, “International Voice Workshop' The Banff Centre For The Arts, Banff Alberta, May, 26. 2012

*® Fitzmaurice, Catherine, "Freedom and Focus, International Fitzmaurice Voicework Conference’, Vancouver BC August 4, 2012 27



Towards A New Method of Revealing an Authentic Voice

“The most elementary fault, and that in most urgent need of correction, is
the overstraining of the voice because one forgets to speak with the body.” ~

Jerzy Growtowski, Towards a Poor Theatre®

One of the most profoundly freeing vocal experiences I have ever had
happened at The Richard Armstrong International Voice Workshop

at The Banft Centre in May of 2012. It is customary at Richard’s
workshops to have a session with Richard’s assistant and accompanist
Marguerite Witvoet, and it was in such a session that I was singing Kurt
Weill’'s Youkali. I had been singing this piece for over a year and while,
technically, [ had a fair mastery of the piece, it could be hit or miss in
terms of how well I could connect emotionally to it in performance.
Such connection would depend on many factors including how “free” I
was able to be with the piece or how effectively I was able to trust that
the technical elements were taken care of and let myself feel it. In the
session, Marguerite asked me what the high “A” (the highest note in the
piece) felt like when I felt freest with it, and I replied that even though

I had never crowd surfed, I imagined that the sensations I got when I
was able to sing the high A with optimal freedom and power would feel
something like flying, floating, or giving my weight and trust over to a
crowd who would carry me through the air. When I arrived at class the
following day it was my turn to be coached by Richard in front of the
class. I sang the song and then Richard pulled a small group of students

% Jerzy Growtowski, Towards A Poor Theatre (New York, Simon and Schuster 1968) 185

together for a private chat. I knew they were plotting some sort of plan
to support me in my exploration of the piece, but I did not know in

what capacity they would be working with me.

Though I felt anxious about what was to happen, I fully trusted

this supportive group, which included actors, singers, and several
movement specialists. I prepared myself to sing by going to what is
commonly referred to in acting classes as my “as if” scenario. How
could I place myself in the context of the story I was about to express?
I reflected on some words of the Canadian poet and philosopher Jan
Zwicky, whom I was reading at the time, the phrase “grief, too has to
do with homesickness™*° resonating deeply within me. Attending this
workshop required me to be away from my family for ten days and I
was feeling definite pangs of homesickness, which manifested as a deep
bodily ache, as in grief. To add to the homesickness, I was also feeling
pangs of guilt for having the opportunity to stay in such a luxurious
setting as the Banft Centre of the Arts, which has sometimes been
described as a spa for artists. I had my own very comfortable room,
delicious meals prepared for me, the beautiful mountains to look at

and explore, while my husband was home juggling a full time job and

% Jan Zwicky, Letter to Lorri Neilsen Glenn, Lyric Ecology, An appreciation of the Work of Jan Zwicky, Toronto, Cormorant 2010. 6.

28



managing a household of six children. Homesickness and guilt were the
two overriding emotions that were most prevalent for me on that day. I
had found my utopia - my “Youkali” - in Banff, but I already knew it
was “une reve” (a dream), that there were huge responsibilities waiting
for me at home, and this perfect dream experience could not

continue forever.

Marguerite began to play the accompaniment, I began to sing, and
eight swaying bodies surrounded me focusing their energies towards
me and breathing with me as I swayed with them and sang. We gently
began to make bodily contact, starting with subtle points of contact
and growing into full on transfers of weight, me leaning on another
body that leaned against me. Someone reached up and tugged on the
hair elastic that was holding my hair back in a ponytail freeing my
hair. I let my weight melt into the bodies that were now behind me
only to find myself effortlessly and magically lifted into the air. I was
soaring around the room feeling weightless yet somehow grounded all
at once, my voice ringing and soaring to match the energy of my body
sailing through the air. I was crowd surfing, it was magic, and my voice
poured out of me, without effort, without will. But, just as flawlessly
and fluidly as I was lifted, and came to the words “mais cest un réve,

1

une folie, Il 'y a pas de Youkali!” (But it is a dream, a folly, there is no
Youkali), I was lowered to my feet again. This group that had given me
the power to fly slowly backed away and I repeated the words, “It is a
dream, a folly, there is no Youkali”. I was left standing alone and I felt
as if the sounds emerging from my body were being initiated from my
toes. At that moment I knew what it felt like to have a dream - to live

in a utopia — and I knew what it was like to have that utopia taken away,

ones hopes of a perfect life dashed. The loneliness of standing there

alone singing while this group, that had so fully supported me, now
backed away leaving me in my grief was now engendered in the sounds
coming out of my body expressing these emotions. The sound I was
making allowed the audience to know and remember these feelings,
feelings that in one form of another we have all touched on as surely

they are a part of the human condition.

“It is the hope,
Which is at the heart of all humans,
The deliverance we want for tomorrow.

Youkali ..”

Contact Improvisation played a deeply profound role in the Youkali
experience I describe above and I was fortunate to make some further
discoveries linking Contact Improv and the search for freedom of vocal
expression during my time at Banff. Contact Improv was developed

in the early 1970’s and was most often practiced in a partnering
relationship. At the centre of the practice is the use of a point of
physical contact for the starting point of movement. Contact Improv
demands that one be fully present in every moment as you must

listen with your body to your partner, giving up will so as not to over
intellectualize, to respond spontaneously through touch, a sharing

of weight, and an exploration of momentum. I went on in my time at
Banft to work closely with KJ Holmes, a movement and theatre artist
based in New York and an experienced practitioner of Contact Improv.
Together we wandered through pieces of text, some sung, some spoken,
but always with a collaborative, flexible intention using improvisation
as a form and medium to fully embody our vocal practices. Included

in the appendix of this portfolio is a video taken during one such

29



exploratory session. In this video clip I am singing Dido’s Lament from
the 18th century opera by Henry Purcell, Dido and Aeneas. K] Holmes
takes the role as Belinda my handmaid and confidant, and I am Dido
who has just learned that her lover Aeneas, has decided to leave her
and the country. Heartbroken, Dido, wills herself to die. KJ and I did
not discuss what was to happen in the scene beforehand but rather, we
just jumped in and played. In this particular session I take on a very
passive role, physically, moving at KJ's will as I vocalize the lament,
while KJ takes on a very passive role, vocally, freeing my voice as she
physically moves us through the scene. This exploration thus became
an exercise in trust, as I gave up my physical will and KJ gave up her
will to decide how the lament would unfold. One could say that I was
imposing narrative on her, and she was imposing physicality on me. I
felt very much like an instrument being played; as K] manipulated my
body, I simply opened my mouth and sang. The result was astonishing:
I was able to find extraordinary vocal freedom in a variety of physical
positions (even as I was dragged on the floor!), which challenged the
traditional training I practiced for so many years, of planting my feet,
standing upright yet relaxed, and avoiding too many unnecessary
physical movements lest they detract from the singing. The freedom I
found is evident in video, and while I have a memory of what it felt like
to be making those sounds and moving that way, putting into words or

naming what I did is not such an easy task.

littera vocalis, translates as “vocal letter” and names a recent project
of mine to amass an archive of recorded vocal sounds. The first

five videos of this collection are included in the appendix of this
portfolio. The desire to build this archive was born out of my impulse

to begin to name the temporal and ephemeral, to try and name the

vocal experiences I was having. I began where we all begin in life

when hearing and making sound: vowels. Vowel sounds are deeply
important for our development in a world of sound. A recent article

in ScienceNews, “Language Learning May Begin Before Birth,” reports
that tests conducted on a group of newborns seven to seventy five
hours after birth found they could recognize the differences between
the vowel sounds of their mother and foreign languages. In the bel
canto tradition of voice training, singing what is referred to as a “pure
vowel” is at the core of mastering this methodology. These pure vowels
are from the Italian language, and I have spent many years trying to
perfect these sounds. It is from this place of “pure vowel” that I wanted
to begin my project. What happens if I let go of the search for the “pure”
or perfect vowel, and instead approach it from an emotional intention?
I based my approach on an exercise I often use with my students: first,
I ask the student to call out “hey” to no one in particular; then to call
“hey” to a person across the room; and, finally, to call “hey” to a specific
person in their life, to whom they need to say something, but have yet
to. The intent is that what they need to say will be contained in that one
word, “hey” Inevitably there is a distinct progression, not just in the
visceral connection the student has to the sound, but also in the sound,
intensity, and overall quality of the sound. It is directional, committed,

and purposeful; it is intended to communicate.

In recording sounds for my archive, I focused on producing a similar
kind of intentional communication, altering the direction each time,
but not taking too much time to think about my choices. As well, I

did not take time to decide on pitch. What I found interesting is that
directed vowel sounds dictated emotional qualities of the sound. The

“ee” sound, for example, has a bright, happy, and optimistic quality
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to it, while the “oh” sound is much darker and sensuous. I also
intentionally chose to film a close-up of my mouth, as I produced these
vowel sounds. While this is not something I will do for every sound I
include in the archive, I was intrigued at how the slightest change to
my mouth’s shape would change the sound and its emotional quality,
and wanted to have a closer look at how I facilitate each shift. The
result, I feel, was rather fascinating, as I was able to examine up close
the changes I make to my articulators (my tongue, lips, jaw, palate, and
pharynx), in order to alter the resonances of the vocal tract and achieve
different sounds. It is, in fact, more nuanced than I imagined such

movement and changes to be.

In his classes, Richard Armstrong encourages all students to find his or
her own vocabulary to describe how the sounds feel, while Catherine
Fitzmaurice asks us to “see-feel” the echoes that the sounds have left in
our bodies. How else then may we name this thing that is so absolutely
temporal and intangible? Following my experiences at Banff and the
explorations in the merging of Contact Improvisation and voice I felt
compelled to begin creating my own vocabulary for the work that was
so profoundly impacting my voice. I have begun to develop a new
language to communicate the ephemeral and temporal nature of voice,
as well as a new economy for how we work with voice. How may I most
effectively use the resources I have? My body, my breath, the vibrations,
resonators, and articulators are all there as tools to allow me to voice
my truth. How do we mine and excavate the truth of lived experiences
in order to express them in performance? The exploration that is
required for us to reach our “Youkali” requires that we wander freely,

stepping into new territories and lands.
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Conclusion

“Censor the body and you censor breath and speech at the same time. Write

yourself. Your body must be heard” ~ Héléne Cixous™

I believe that in order to achieve full freedom of expression vocally, we
must begin by listening deeply on a somatic level to what motivates our
need to communicate, then preparing our bodies to be open, so we can
present them as vessels from which our emotions can be poured. We
must then allow ourselves to get lost, make mistakes, and simmer in
the chaos of our process. If our voices are “the audible manifestation of
our souls,” then we must be fully prepared and accepting of what our
souls contain, we must be open to the opportunity to know the world
through our voice, and aspire to continuously dream of

the mysterious Youkali.

' Heélene Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa. in: Signs. Vol. 1, No. 4, Cixous, Héléne. p. 875-893, Summer 1976.
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Appendix

littera vocalis

The videos in this sound archive can be seen here on the Goddard

server
“ah” SHolmesAh.mov

“eh” SHolmesEh.mov

“ee” SHolmesEe.mov

“oh” SHolmesOh.mov

“00” SHolmesOo.mov

Dido’s Lament

A collaboration between Shannon Holmes and KJ Holmes, filmed at
the Richard Armstrong International Voice Workshop May 2012 Banff
Centre of The Arts.

The video can be viewed here on the Goddard server; SHolmesDido.mov

Script and Video
Crisis or Turning Point?
Video is available to view here on the Goddard server; SHolmesCrisis.mov

Lights up, me alone in the space. I am holding and writing on a small

hand held whiteboard, the writing is not visible to the audience.

I start by singing Youkali by Kurt Weill (In French; I have added the

translation here)

Cest presqu’au bout du monde
Ma barque vagabonde,

errant au gre de londe

M’y conduisit un jour.

Lile est toute petite,

Mais la fee qui 'habite

Gentiment nous invite a en faire le tour ...

“It is almost at the end of the world,

My meandering raft drifting to the edge

Took me there one day

The island is so small, but the fairy that lives there

Kindly invites us to take a tour ..”

(spoken) I have been experiencing the strangest series of crisis
phenomena lately ... I have come to realise that as much as we strive for

perfection in everyday life, strive for everything to “go our way’, to “run

» «

smoothly” “tickity boom” daily life is really a series of mini cris-is ... is.
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I can no longer sign my signature. Every time I try to sign my signature, I cannot choose the correct lid for a Starbucks cup. Whenever I

I balk, I freeze, I choke. My immediate diagnosis is that I am getting old.  purchase a takeout coffee and have to proceed to the cream, sugar and

My mind is going ... At 44, it is all over! lids station I am filled with anxiety, for I know that it will take me at
minimum, two tries, before I chose the right lid for my cup. Eyeballing

But d school self donb d school friend t
ut my grad school self (spurred on by my grad school friends) sugges the lids before touching them fails to work, I must, in fact try to place

that I should ine this a little closer ...
a7 ShOUic examnine s a e closer the lid on the cup, and in doing so, the lid of the cup touches the

Maybe it is not merely a matter of growing old but ... is it perhaps me, foam of my latte, and if the lid is the wrong size, then the lid becomes
questioning my identity? garbage, and I can feel the stares of the other patrons who are able

to chose the correct lid without so much as a thought, and who wait
Because, really, Who am I? WHAT am I? Mother, wife, teacher, student,

opera singer, actor, INTERDISCIPLINARY artist?

impatiently for their turn as I fiddle nervously ... is it Venti?! Grande?!
Tall?!!!

Shannon Holmes ... Am I plagued by bad estimating skills or am I perhaps really truly

Interchangeably, interpretable, inter-menstrual, Inter-factorial? concerned with ...

Is it identity transformation? Or merely middle age? What I MUST keep a lid on?

Turn over blackboard to reveal the following words written; What AM I trying to keep a lid on and why?

TRANSFORMED Turn over chalkboard to read; UNCENSORED

Refrain (sing) Refrain con’t

(sing) Youkali Cest le pays de nos desirs, Youkali Ceest le respect de tous les voeux echanges,

Youkali, Cest le bonheur, cest le plaisir, Youkali Cest le pays des beaux amour partages,

Youkali, Cest la terre ou lon quitte tous les soucis, 3o . .
Clest lesperance qui est au coeur de tous les humains,

Clest dans notre nuit une eclairecie, letoile quon suit,
Ceest Youkali ...

La deliverence que nous attendons tous por demain ...

“Youkali, is the respect of all vows exchanged

Youkali, it’s the land of our desires Youkali, it’s the country of beautiful shared love

Youkali, its happiness, it’ pleasure It’s the hope that is at the heart of all humans

Youkali, it’s the land where we leave all our worries The deliverance that we all await in our tomorrow .

It’s in our night, like an opening in the sky
That is Youkali ... ”
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I have had a fear of photocopiers for many years. I push buttons and
rotate pages minimize, maximize, but I can never seem to geta clear
copy out of the machine. There is always something cut off, or fuzzy,
too dark, too light. God help me if there is someone waiting to use

the machine ... this, of course just adds to my anxiety. “What is HER
problem?” (I can hear their thoughts ...) “Who doesn’t know how to

operate a photocopy machine?!”

I watch other people stroll right up to to these beasts of office
equipment and casually slide their originals in, put the cover down,
push the button and out flows perfect copies. What is it that I find so

complicated ... so intimidating?

Am I afraid of copying ... and not following my own instincts? Do I fear

that as an artist (or as a person for that matter) that I lack originality?

Or maybe ... I have an idea, a message that needs to be spread, put into

circulation, distributed ...
Turn chalkboard over to reveal; I HAVE A MESSAGE
Refrain Con't

(sing) Youkali Cest le pays de nos desirs,
Youkali, Cest le bonheur, cest le plaisir,
Mais cest un reve, une follie,

Il 'y a pas de Youkali ...

“Youkali, it’s the land of our desires
Youkali, it’s happiness, it’s pleasure
But it’s a dream, a folly

There is no Youkali.

Et la vie nous entrainne,
Lassante quotidienne,

Mais la pauvre ame humaine,
Cherchant partout loubli,

A pour quitter la terre,

Su trouver le mystere

Ou nos reves se terrent

En quelque Youkali ...

And life, wearisome,

Banal, drags us,

But the poor human spirit,
Searching everywhere to forget it
In order to leave The Earth,
Knew to find the mystery

Where our dreams land,

In some Youkali”
Repeat refrain

Turn board over to reveal; IL N’Y A PAS DE YOUKALI (There is no
Youkali)

La Fin
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This is Patsy Rodenburgs first book and became my introduction

to her work, which I found revolutionary. Her observations on the
connections we have emotionally to our voices and the ways in which
this can manifest as physical blocks in vocal production has been key
in my explorations into freeing ourselves from vocal suppression and

finding true freedom in vocal expression.

Rodenburg, Patsy. Speaking Shakespeare. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2002. Print.

One of the foremost voice and text specialists of our time, Patsy
Rodenburg shows new and experienced actors alike methods for
finding a better understanding in Shakespeare’s text as well she

addresses the vocal challenges his text presents. Ms. Rodenburg is my
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favourite of all voice “gurus” and I employ her methods everyday in my

work as an actor and as an instructor.

Stanislavsky, Konstantin. An Actor Prepares. New York: Routledge,
1989. Print.

Written by the legendary Russian director, An Actor Prepares is set in
a mock diary form. Focusing on the process of acting more than the
actual performance, this book is entertaining and highly accessible.
This is an invaluable book in my library as it discusses so much of what
I have studied over the year with an emphasis on the inner journey of

the artist.

Tharp, Twyla, and Mark Reiter. The Creative Habit: Learn It and Use It
for Life: A Practical Guide. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2003. Print.

This book proved to be a very useful tool to guide me through a period
of artist’s block in which I was having difficulty finding the inspiration
and confidence to express myself artistically. Focusing on the need to
incorporate art making into one’s daily routine, the practical exercises
she suggests led me to form daily rituals and habits that I have become

part of my practice and maintained for over a year.

Wangh, Stephen. An Acrobat of the Heart: A Physical Approach to
Acting Inspired by the Work of Jerzy Grotowski. New York: Vintage,
2000. Print.

A wonderful guide and journey through Growtowski’s rigorous physical
acting exercises and training, including character study and how to use
these lessons to grow personally. This book is clearly devised, easy to

follow and continues to provide me with fresh and exciting ideas, new

knowledge about physical theatre and it includes a chapter on voice
work and it’s relationship to the body, which I have found particularly
insightful.
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