Patsy Rodenburg. The Actor Speaks: Voice and The Performer. 

Copyright 1997. 

Methuen Drama. 

Reproduced for persons with disabilities under the Copyright Law Amendment, 1996, PL 104-197. 

This digital text is to be used only by the registered Disabilities student for whom it has been authorized. This digital text can not be distributed in printed or digitized form for the use of any other individual. 
Stage One.

THE ACTOR FIRST SPEAKS.

Grey September. I walk into a room at London's Guildhall 

School of Music and Drama to meet twenty-four new and 

nervous students. They have all been through a gruelling audition process but this morning is the real beginning: 

their first steps towards becoming professional actors. They come from all kinds of backgrounds and from around the world. They are all different shapes, sizes and temperaments. But they each share something in common - they all want to be actors. Most have no real idea what that means yet. Each one has talent. Everyone is brimming with energy and passion. But what they all need is technique and the essential tools to develop a voice that is genuinely their own. So we begin to work on how the actor speaks. I look around the room. I remember each person from his or her audition. Some can speak fluently, others can barely get out a sentence without feeling self-conscious. Some are extremely literate and may have been to university, while others cannot read well at all and have chosen drama school over college. Some have naturally good voices, others will have to labour incessantly to give themselves a vocal chance. After just a few sessions some will quickly pick up the work we'll do, others will take years to know and appreciate the importance of the exercises we will do together. 
Year after year I have begun this same process with other groups of students and later that afternoon, when I go to my other job at the Royal National Theatre on the South Bank, I will continue the same kind of work - on a more 

advanced level - with professional actors: some just starting 

out in their careers in small parts and others at the very peak of their achievements in big starring roles. The work with these actors will be different and more concentrated than the work with my Guildhall students. I will be preparing actors at the R.N.T. for specific shows with different vocal demands on the National's three stages. But in many fundamental ways my work with fledgeling students and seasoned professionals will be exactly the same. From the first stage to the last stage of an acting career every performer must go through a vocal process which leads to the same result: learning how to speak on-stage with power, clarity and confidence. For me that is what acting is all about. During the course of a working day I encounter actors at every single stage of their lives and careers. The tentative work I start with on this grey autumn morning with students may culminate later that same evening in some actor's greatest triumph on the stage of the National's Olivier Theatre. Every day I see actors make the full circuit of work we will be talking about in what follows. 
At the start of their training few young actors realize how fundamentally important their voices will be for them throughout their careers. For them, acting is just about performing roles in plays. They have yet to think of their bodies and their voices as instruments which they must learn to 'play' properly and pitch in different ways to accommodate different sorts of characters and texts. For them acting is not yet an art, not yet about acquiring the kinds of techniques that will allow you to repeat a performance night after night with truth and authenticity. They have no way yet of knowing the stages to which their journey through the voice will take them. Proper voice work, or the lack of it, could make or break a performer. It could enable you to act with greater ease or be the source of an endless struggle. After all, if an audience or another actor on-stage can neither hear nor understand you, your work is irrelevant. So the first step in learning to speak, as an actor, should and must involve trust in and commitment to an area of work that ought to form the pattern of your lifetime as a performer. 
The Anatomy of the Voice.

On the first day I explain to my students how their voices work. Most have no idea about how the voice functions and usually confuse voice work with speech work. Few realize the importance of the body, the breath and the powerful acting impulses that can be released by a free and open voice. On first encounter it is always hard to understand something so natural and fundamental as breath and voice. We breathe and speak as natural functions. We just do both without thinking. We neither analyse the processes nor feel self-conscious about them. But when we stop to consider the processes in more detail we become usefully conscious of the fact that breath and voice actually power much of our acting system. An unfettered voice, powered by breath and free of tension, is the ideal we strive for from the first day of class. I begin by going through the anatomy of the voice, identifying the chain of physical relationships which help us produce sound: 

Body. Voice work makes use of the whole body from head to toe. The way you stand, the angle of your head, the drop of your shoulders, the position of your spine and pelvis all contribute to the production of a strong voice. Speaking and singing are really the end results of a whole series of reflexive physical actions and body placement which you simply must become aware of in order to gain mastery and control over your vocal instrument. 

Breath. Voice is powered and carried by the breath. Knowing how to breathe and how to adjust our breathing allows us to produce sounds and speech of infinite variety and richness of tone. The most active pan of the body as we vocalize is the breath system: the rib cage, diaphragm and the deeper support muscles of the abdomen going down as far as the groin. Literally half your body and a number of organs housed in your torso are utilized to manufacture the breath necessary to produce human sound. 
Larynx. Vocal sounds are produced when the air from the lungs passes through the larynx, a bony shell-like container located in the throat, which contains the vocal folds or vocal cords. From the larynx the air passes into and through the pharynx, mouth and nose, allowing us to emit a great variety of sounds. Located just behind your Adam's apple, the larynx is the metaphorical 'voice box'. Consciously knowing it is there will help in the work. 
Speech Muscles. The jaw, mouth, lips, tongue and soft palate all contribute further to turning sound produced by the breath passing through the larynx into articulate speech as the breathing sound is channelled into literally bite-sized units of notes, words and phrases. Proper manipulation or articulation of the speech muscles will, of course, be essential to speaking. 
This very brief anatomy of the voice at work is naturally just a sketch of a complex physiological process. But I want you to understand how sound rises up within us literally from the ground level, gaining a rush of energy as it passes up and out into the air. 
The Vocal Process.

Now let's look more closely at the process as if it were an action inside your body. The breath powers the voice. You breathe in, gathering strength or inspiration, either through the nose or mouth. Each mode of breathing implies something different. The nasal breath is generally a longer breath, connected to longer thoughts, and is more sustained and relaxed. You often breathe this way when you are thoroughly engrossed in something or simply reflecting. When you breathe in through the mouth the breaths are usually shorter. Generally most of us breathe through the mouth if we are under stress or when our thoughts are shorter and more fragmented. We breathe through the mouth when we are in panic, feeling tension or in flight. This is the kind of breath you gulp when you are gasping for air. As the breath enters the body and fills the lungs, feeding much needed oxygen into our respiratory system, the rib cage opens all around the centre of the body. This should happen without any force or lift in the shoulders or upper chest. 
As the ribs open, the diaphragm - the divide between the lungs and the stomach - moves down. You cannot actually feel the diaphragm. What you can feel are the stomach muscles connected to it. If you are physically 'centred' and 'released' (two terms I will go into at greater length below), you can feel a release of muscles right down into the groin. You can even feel movement in your buttocks. We'll be doing an exercise later in this chapter to demonstrate this effect (see p. 41). The rib cage and abdominal muscles are now open and you begin to feel physically wider as the breath drops in. The abdominal muscles not only expel air, they work to create a column of air that can support the voice as it produces sound. As you breathe out, these muscles move in, regulating the voice in a number of ways. Vocal control starts with these support muscles. Learning to tune them for any vocal challenge is one of the actor's most important tasks. 
With each outward breath you ought to become aware of the column of air making its way up through the body. This air should pass, without restrictions in the shoulders and throat (two principal areas of tension and troublesome habits), over the vocal folds or cords making them vibrate to produce sound. A simple hum will quickly demonstrate the process. You are now in the act of voicing rather than just breathing. This same pattern is repeated again and again when you vocalize and speak. When the folds move and change shape or density, getting thicker or thinner like an elastic band, you will be sounding different pitches. This changing pitch is what we call the range of the voice. A critical part of our work, as you can imagine, will focus on ways of extending range to meet different vocal challenges on-stage. 
Breath has now made a sound - a single note. The sound travels up and out through the mouth. This note can be further reinforced, extended, resonated or amplified in five main areas of the body: chest, throat, mouth, nose and head. The resonators are what give notes their amplification and tonal quality. They enable the performer to make the vocal music to suit any score or text. What I have described above is a very simple version of the vocal process, focusing just on the features which I think should most concern the beginner actor. 

Voice Work is Craft Work.
The first stage of work I do with actors requires very little in the way of inspiration, thought or even language. What it does require is perspiration and plenty of physical endeavour. Our whole first year together is about the foundation of proper technique in different parts of the body. Proper voice work is very physical. It involves the use of the entire body. It is not arduous and athletic like, say, dance training. Yet it does require an awareness of the body and how it aids you in producing an ever expanding range of sound. So what we begin with is the craft work required to learn a whole new range of skills. This is the apprenticeship phase in the life of the actor. Concentration, repetition and diligence will be required if results of real consequence are to be achieved. This is also the phase in which the first set of hurdles is thrown in front of the beginner actor; the kinds of tests which let you know if you should proceed or if the actor's life is not for you. 
This initial craft work, if skilfully achieved and, moreover, retained, will make the later inspiration work of acting more easily achievable and actually release it. If the craft is deeply learned, the voice will respond to any sudden acting challenge like a reflex. What is self-conscious at the beginning of the process will become second nature later on. Repetition of craft through a pattern of carefully linked exercises will enable the work to become embedded and more organic as the challenges of the voice take you deeper inside yourself to meet the oncoming challenges of the actor's art. My aim in the first year of training is to make the voice so fundamentally a part of the actor's physical being that it actually becomes an extension of both yourself and your talent. A properly rooted and balanced voice is, I believe, fundamental to the process of acting, despite whatever method or school of acting your allied training follows. I remain neutral on that point and assume that the work I do will help any actor in any acting situation from the most traditional to experimental, from the Greeks to Grotowski. I have worked with companies like the Royal Shakespeare Company (where the emphasis is heavily on the classical text) and with Theatre de Complicite (where the work is both physical and improvisatory), and I have never found myself altering the basic means by which I teach and work. Actors who miss out on the initial craft phase of voice work usually find that consistency in their performances and re-creation of their work from performance to performance is difficult to achieve. They always feel detached from their craft. In the deepest sense they will never really own their voices but always feel alienated from them. 
Tension.

There is tension in the air. As I begin to work with my first-year students I quickly notice that the room is actually filled with it. There is the tense, mental first-day-of-class suspense which naturally comes from taking the initial steps in an unknown process with a group of people you have barely met. Any actor auditioning or attending a first rehearsal knows this feeling too. That kind of tension, not always a bad thing, is part of the competitive atmosphere of an acting class. But there are also powerful waves of physical tension which swell up inside everyone in the room. The kind that is locked inside the body and will prevent the voice from doing its proper work. This sort of tension is more fundamentally insidious and damaging. My students will come to learn that tension is their fundamental foe; it must be brought under control and defeated if the voice is 

to be liberated. We'll soon get to work on unlocking and 

releasing that tension through a variety of exercises which 

will start each working day from here on. 

The natural voice, free of constricting tension, will work happily and healthily on its own and grow to meet the demands of new acting challenges. However, most of us carry tensions somewhere inside ourselves and these will 

constrict the breath and the voice. For an actor the consequences of tension can be dire. You may find that your voice serves neither your imagination nor the text. Tension can also prevent you from getting through a performance. The voice might falter in places, or you might feel that you cannot sustain a long run. So many of the various workouts and exercises in this book are about relieving tension and isolating it in various parts of the body. 
Habits.

I also begin to notice that a number of students have clear physical habits which, along with tension, can limit, block and suppress the voice from doing its work. As soon as the young actor begins to understand the working of the natural voice he begins to isolate where his own individual habits reside. What I do not classify as debilitating habits are native or regional accents or colloquial speech patterns. Gone, fortunately, are the days when all trained actors were expected to speak with one uniform, impeccable accent. At this first stage of training, however, the habits can often be extreme and are always visible: 
• Shoulder tension. 
• Spine either too rigid or slumped. 
• Jaw tight and clenched. 
• Breath held too high. 
• Voice tight. 
• Speech incoherent. 
I cannot tell you the number of times I've worked with an ex-student who is still toiling to break a habit first uncovered fifteen years ago. Maybe it is a posture or breathing problem, or just the simple fear of speaking clearly. So you can see how easy it is for habits to plague a performer throughout a career. Letting habits go takes courage and can be uncomfortable, largely because you feel vulnerable without them. Some actors will willingly address these habits immediately; others will resist, perhaps for years, until a habit worsens and creates a crisis. It must be an individual's choice as to what to do about habits. All of us have habits that affect the voice and unless they are harmful and blocking your way in performance no habit can be judged as wrong. In training, I am never aiming to create homogenous voices which all sound alike and are problem free. Voice work can never be this restrictive. But it may be necessary to break a habit when it becomes inhibiting because it is one's only choice. A tight jaw, for instance, could create an interesting vocal or speech effect, but do you have other options besides this one when you need them or has the tight-jaw habit taken control every time you speak? 
As an actor matures, habits usually settle and become more subtle, making it more difficult to root them out. At some future point the actor will either have learned to control them or is being controlled by them. But for a young actor in the earliest stages of training the work required to break habits is usually obvious and clear. All habits can be worked on technically and addressed through training. They can be banished, or laid aside in favour of better habits. When it comes to habits and their effect on voice work I frequently say to my students: 'You aren't training to reinforce what you can already do but to move into new and dramatic areas of change.' So part of my very first task is to help each student begin to recognize her or his own physical habits, acquired over the years, which block the 

free passage of the natural voice.  Most of these physical habits (e.g. the pushing forward or pulling back of the head, the bunching up of the shoulders, the locking of the knees, the clenching of the jaw) can instantly be relaxed and banished. But ff they are the kinds of habits that have a useful function, vocally, you can learn to use them at will. 

Many experienced and celebrated actors have made a very good living out of their habits: think of some of your favourite film stars. So I feel I should reassure you that you don't necessarily have to lose your habit. You can return to it again and again ff you want. But by learning to drop habits and neutralize body, breath and voice you ought to discover more vocal possibilities in a text and be able to release more of its hidden riches when you speak it. This is why I am so concerned about habits; they can be an obstacle in your work. 
The text should transform the actor and the actor's habits must never restrict the text. One of the major habits which we all suffer from in the latter part of the twentieth century is a distrust of words and eloquent speech. We are becoming crippled by non-communication. The habits this breeds are then often foisted onto texts with disastrous results. The more vocal choices you can give yourself and the greater your range and transformative skill, the less you will reduce the text to your own limited speaking capacity. I know countless fine actors, each wonderfully committed to his or her art who are transformed and enlarged during a performance to such an extent that after a show, when they have seed back into themselves and leave the theatre, they are hardly recognized when leaving the stage door. That special, expansive skill practised by great actors through their craft is certainly something that each and every actor ought to be able to grasp. A bad habit, you see, will prevent you from ever getting that far unless brought under control now. All these habits, however interesting they are at defining your physical identity, will ultimately limit any vocal transformation. They will almost certainly interfere with any attempt to speak different styles of text. If the habit is severe enough and deeply ingrained it may take months or years to break. But minor habits, once an actor is made aware of them and has made a commitment to change or understand them, can often vanish overnight. 
The Key Components of Voice Work.

In the first stage of work there are three primary technical areas which the actor must master before any further advanced work on voice (Stage Two) or text (Stage Three) can be achieved. Actors who fail or neglect to do this work are forever wrestling with their voices throughout their careers and have no real solid bedrock on which to build further techniques. They might survive as actors by means of native skill but their struggle and confusion when it comes to their work will be a constant one. 
During their first year I ask my student actors to concentrate on three key components: 
1. The body.

2. The breath and support.

3. The free and placed voice.

Mastery of this technical triumvirate, with which with the bulk of this chapter is concerned, forms the foundation not only of all good vocal habits but also results in good, clear acting. I devote all my attention to these three areas in the actor's first year and return to them again and again over the next two years. In fact, I never stop stressing these components to actors for years to come. In order for text and acting work to grow and remain linked to the voice, 

work in these three key areas has to be constantly main

rained throughout an actor's career. 

Generally this kind of work takes a full year before even 

the best students begin to feel results, providing, that is, the 

actor is working continually and every day. I can tell you at the outset that the eureka moment in voice work will come when the work we do in the first year suddenly becomes so 

known and second-nature that the whole body is relaxed and centred; the breath is organic to the thought and space around you; the support remains constant and not faltering; and the freed, placed voice is in perfect pitch and harmony with the vocal task before it. But getting to that point of comfort and control requires an enormous amount of craft work. 
I. THE BODY.

When you speak well every atom of the body should be engaged naturally and without thinking in the act of speaking. Watch a baby cry, a bird sing or a dog bark. In each instance you can see the whole body is fully involved in generating sound. You can see the same sort of involvement of sheer physical energy in speaking whenever great actors perform. Speaking on stage involves full physical commitment. Speaking is never just from the neck up. Through physical work and special exercises the actor aims: 
To release all useless tensions which trap the breath and the voice; to locate the real source of energy in order to support the voice and the word; to find the vital 'centre' or the balance of the body which we can define as a state of readiness and a place of maximum physical and vocal freedom; to enter into a heightened physical state that will carry and support a heightened dramatic text; to transform or characterize the body but still stay free enough to use the voice; to acquire status or ownership of the body and the space. We know long before someone speaks whether we will listen to him or her. We know as soon as an actor walks onto the stage whether he will engage us. 
Releasing Tension.

Tensions and stress throughout the body can stop any speaker - not just an actor - from breathing, thinking, feeling and speaking. So before we can even start the process of voice work we must begin by relaxing those parts of the body where tension most manifests itself. All of us live daily with physical and mental tensions. To some degree it is the invisible glue that holds us together and keeps us alert. At the worst, however, tension can suppress and depress us and even damage the voice. Some tensions might have to be addressed on a daily basis and throughout our lives. There are very few actors (if any at all) who, walking on-stage to perform, do not feel some kind of tension. All major theories of acting use the relaxation of the performer as their starting point. 
Any actor working with unnecessary tension will tire herself and the audience. We will watch the actor's work and feel the actor's effort but hear neither the lines nor the play. And that is the biggest reason of all to go about your work properly. An untrained actor might be heard by an audience but it will be hard for us to listen to him or her. The untrained actor, or any untrained speaker, has a natural tendency to push vocally when confronted with an audience instead of connecting to support and emotional truth. The audience is kept outside the actor's experience, prevented from entering his or her creative realm and pushed away rather than embraced. The thought that comes through the words can be fractured and a monotone may be the end result. Young and inexperienced actors sometimes believe this working with tension is the real work and that ease is somehow cheating. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

Locating Tension.
Since the voice is housed in the body and affected by all 

parts of the body, try this anatomical check-list from top to bottom. Remember each physical area is interconnected, the totality of which has a profound effect on the voice. 
Neck and Head .

The neck should be free and the muscles flexible so that the voice has open passage through the throat. The head should rest at the top of the spine, neither tucked in, pushed forward nor pulled back. Tension in the head and neck will result in the voice being held and strained. Tension makes the jaw tighten. Your vocal range will diminish and the words you speak will become trapped in the throat. The head weighs the rough equivalent of a Christmas turkey. So all that weight misplaced on the top of your spine will obviously play havoc with your voice. It's a lot of weight to carry wrongly! 
Shoulders.

Shoulders should hang easily without being lifted, braced or pulled back. These are common problems with most speakers. Stress attacks the shoulders before it does other areas, so awareness here is of vital importance. Tension gathered in the shoulders will stop your breath coming in and going out and will reduce vocal flexibility. Shoulder tension can severely inhibit the freedom of the voice and an actor's real connection to the thought and feeling in a text. 
Jaw.

The jaw should rest flee, neither with the teeth clenched nor the lips pursed. Stress digs in deep around the mouth and you have to really exercise it away once you are made aware of how damaging it can be. A tight jaw means words cannot escape. The throat can become locked and the tongue clamped. Speech, at worst, becomes unintelligible, the vowels particularly distorted. Every sound you utter will register as aggressive even if you're feeling romantic! 

Spine.

The spine should be up and free, not rigidly ramrod. The position of the spine is critical to your whole breath system and vocal freedom. It is literally the backbone and centre of the body. Crucially, the spine carries the nervous system. When you tighten or slump the spine it not only affects the breath, voice and speech but also our thinking, feeling and self-esteem. An osteopath once said to me, 'When your spine goes, you age.' So it is no coincidence that actors still working into their eighties have one thing in common: great posture. 
Upper Chest.

The upper chest should be open and still when breathing, neither lifted nor collapsed. Eventually performers learn to control this part of the body. Tension in the upper chest will hinder the breath from going deeply into the body and after a few minutes of speaking you'll notice that tension will grip the throat, stopping vocal freedom and range. 
Back of Rib-cage.

Like the spine, this area should not be constrained but open freely and easily to allow a deep breath to enter into the body. Often this area is held, stopping the breath, or pulled in, which tightens the upper chest and stomach areas. Remember what I said about each part of the body being linked to the others. 
Stomach and Abdominal Areas.

These should remain relaxed, neither pulled in nor forced out but easily responsive to the inspiration that calm respiration produces. Tension here will further stop the breath from reaching the lower body, disconnect the support system and inhibit the real emotional connection to a text. Actors who hold tension here will often push for emotional connection rather than really feeling it. I am not resorting to metaphor when I say this because the deeper the breath sinks, the more vocal power we give to any utterance we produce. Holds anywhere in the abdominal region can be the result of vanity, which some actors have in abundance and must be willing to shed. One very famous actress said to me once, 'Patsy, I knew when I was beginning to become a great actress when I found myself sitting on-stage in an awful pair of knickers with my stomach hanging over the top and I didn't care.' 
Thighs.

Our legs, and particularly our thighs, naturally bear the weight of our tension. And because most performers' natural position is to stand and deliver, this becomes a crucial area to keep relaxed. If the thighs are clamped, this too will stop the breath going deeply into the body and can also tighten the lower back and spine. 
Knees.

Knees should always be unlocked. Knee locking creates serious tension and even shaking in the body, a held breath, tension in the spine, throat and even in the jaw and the tongue. The effects reach that high up the anatomical chain. Structurally this flexibility in the knees, producing unbraced bracing, is similar to the techniques that architects use for constructing high-rise buildings in earthquake zones. The knees, you see, take a lot of punishment and shock.

Feet.

Feet should be evenly spaced and placed on the floor; approximately shoulders' length apart. You should feel agile and ready to move off in any direction. Many people make mistakes through natural tendencies, putting more weight on one foot or on their heels or on the sides of their feet. Through your feet you need to feel a clear connection to the floor in order to stay in control of your whole body. Feel the weight on your big toe and pitch yourself slightly forward as though ready to pounce. Without this connection through the feet between body and stage the whole breath system and the voice will be thrown off balance. 
Positioning.

The position I always teach actors to adopt when they stand on-stage is centre or 'a state of readiness', a heightened sense of being that is responsive to all stimuli around them: a piece of text, another actor, lights, music, audience, etc. When we are naturally in need - physically, emotionally or intellectually - we will often resort to the fight physical position in order to survive. In genuine survival situations, as when we reach out to help or pull back to defend ourselves, our body rejects useless tension in order to spring into action. The cliche headline, 85-YEAR OLD WOMAN LIFTS CAR OFF HUSBAND, demonstrates need overcoming physical limitations. When most in need we access our real physical power and breath. An actor entering the universe of a heightened text - like the men and women in the opening scenes of King Lear - must start precisely at a high point of physical readiness, need, confrontation or freedom. Any actor coming on-stage lives in a current state of readiness akin to an animal state of survival. In time, the trained actor will lose the consciousness of these physical high points and naturally adapt to them. 
The Essential Warm-up.

My aim in the first weeks of training is to address all these areas of physical tension and pinpoint where in the body they reside. I follow no particular order but simply tackle the bits I need to, when tension surfaces in an actor's work. The source of tension can come from anywhere. What I like to start the actor on immediately is a series of warm-up exercises designed to reduce tension in all these areas, so that he or she has the best starting position from which to work every day. 
During all physical exercises which follow, remember to breathe regularly. Breathing is the key to all voice work. All exercises should be gently worked through. You should experience no stress, discomfort or effort in the exercises. These are not calisthenics. After each exercise release naturally, never controlling that release. You have nothing to prove or punish yourself over. Always do the work for yourself and in your own time. I find that everyone must work at their own level and rhythm. You are not out to 

measure yourself against another person. As you work regularly through these exercises you will gradually master and free yourself from a particular area of tension. You will eventually learn to produce any physical or vocal state on

stage freely. Throughout the first year of training the actor is trying to test herself or himself against tensions of all kinds and identify reference points of physical freedom through actual experience. Gradually, through experiencing a correct way of working again and again, both you and your body will naturally be able to create any shape or sound on-stage. 
Exercise 1: General Stretches.

Arms.

Standing with feet comfortably apart, stretch your arms out to the sides. Generally stretch the body, arms above head. Shake out the body, shoulders, hips, legs and feet. With arms down to your side, lift and drop the shoulders. Now circle them in the same direction. Circle the fight arm clockwise, as if you are throwing a ball underarm. When you allow the arm to return to its resting place don't place the shoulder but let it find its own natural position. Repeat with the left arm. Try this release with both arms. Let the swing go through the whole body. (Remember always to take the whole body into account with each part of the exercise.) This should feel liberating as the tension to keep the arms and shoulders stiffly in place relaxes and as the arms find their natural position. Standing straight, hold your hands behind your back. Gently lift the arms away from your back and release. Again allow the shoulders to drop naturally and find their own position. One fine actress I regularly work with at the National Theatre swears by this release. It helps her get on-stage from the wings without tension. 
Spine.

Stand with your feet close together. Snake or undulate the spine; slowly at first. When you do this even for a few seconds you begin actually to feel your spine for the first time. It is like a coiled spring rather than a rigid pole. You will also feel tension unlocking as you gently do this movement. Now, with feet wider apart and under your hips, let the spine slump, then gently, from the centre of the stomach, lift up through the spine. Try this sitting cross-legged on the floor. In this sitting position you will feel the spine better. You will feel as you move from a slumped position into the very rigid pulled-up position of the spine how difficult it is to breathe. You might also experience the spine's central position - a position of ease and balance. What you're aiming for is this balance between a slump and a rigid place. Down on your hands and knees, 'hollow' (drop) and 'hump' (raise) through the spine. The more you keep your spine active and warm the more you will stay connected to your whole body. 
Back of Rib-cage and Upper Chest.

This is a favourite exercise of many actors. They do this in the wings to calm themselves before going on to perform. This important exercise stretches the back open and in doing so, stills the upper chest: Hug yourself with arms criss-crossed and reaching for the shoulder blades, but tenderly, not with a rough grip. Keep the shoulders released in this hold; neither tense nor bunch them. Keep your feet apart beneath the hips and parallel with one another. Bend the knees gradually and, still hugging yourself, flop over from the waist. Breathe in deeply. You should feel the back open. Still in this position, take several unrushed breaths. Let the arms drop down and slowly come up through the spine. Once again, do not place the shoulders but let them find their natural position. As you come up, be aware not to hoist yourself into place by lifting the upper chest. If this happens, place your hand there to still it. 

Stand centred and open your arms out in a welcoming embrace. Feel the energy flow through your arms. In this position, drop the shoulders. Then allow the arms to return to your side. The upper chest should feel very open and there should be a sensation of breath going into the back. 
Neck and Head Position.

Let the head drop down until your chin touches your chest. 

Keep the jaw free. Using your hands, massage the back of your neck. As you do this don't tighten your shoulders. Swing the head gently across the chest from one shoulder to the other. Lift your head until you feel it balanced on top of your spine, neither tucked in nor pushed forward. A good check is, if you put your hand on your throat it will feel open and free of tension. To check for this, pull your head off balance and you will feel tension in your throat. Let your head gently fall back, jaw free. Then lift it until you feel it balanced at the top of the spine. Then let it drop from one side to the other. Gently rotate your head and circle the shoulders simultaneously. 
Jaw.

Always treat the jaw gently. It is the physical mechanism which you can most easily damage. Keep the jaw movement circular, moving the whole facial area in a chewing action rather than swinging the jaw from side to side. Bunch the face up and release. When you release the face, let the muscles find their own position. Don't replace them. Do this several times. Massage the face and the jaw hinges by the ears. Smile and open the jaw with the smile in place to a drop that will accommodate the width of two fingers. Chew around for ten seconds. 
With the jaw open, stretch out the tongue and flatten it against your chin. Let the tongue then slide back into your mouth. Repeat several times. 
Feet.

Work barefoot or with light shoes that enable you to feel the floor. Never work with heavy work-boots or high heels. Place the ball of the foot on the floor and rotate first one ankle and then the other. 

Plant both feet firmly on the floor. Pitch yourself a bit forward and fed slightly more weight on the bails of the feet and the big toe, not on the heels or the side of the foot. 
Knees.

Stand in place and gently bounce the knees. When you return to stillness don't lock them or freeze them in tension. The feet and knees are vital to feel a state-of-readiness position. In stillness you should feel ready literally to spring into action from the knees. 
Stomach and Thighs.

Here is one very simple exercise. I call it the 'Kabuki'. Stand with your feet wide apart for good support and parallel with one another. Keeping your spine up, bend your knees. Place your hand just above the groin and breathe in enough to move your hand. Stay there for at least five breaths. When you stand up, don't lock the stomach or clamp the thighs. 
Once you have done this general stretch warm-up a few times and it becomes a familiar routine, it should take only about five minutes to complete. I will return to many of these basic exercises in a more specific way later. This general preparation should begin every voice session you do. 
A Note on Fitness.

How did you feel, going through this sequence? Was it hard? Easy? Now that we have done just this one exercise I think it is relevant to say that to speak with vigour you do need to be fit and strong. The energy required to fill a large theatrical space, to speak a heightened text, requires an almost athletic understanding of physical energy. Experienced actors make it look easy, but they are working with very concentrated amounts of energy and make every effort to keep themselves fit while performing. What separates a theatre actor from a film actor is that the former must, by necessity, sustain speaking energy for 

long periods of time. Many actors fear moving away from 

television or films back to the stage. This fear, on a pragmatic level, is justified. Muscles needed by the actor to 

move and speak, unless regularly worked out in theatrical 

space, lose their flexibility and strength. Younger actors have very little understanding of how much sustained energy theatre acting requires and the amount of fuel needed, by way of a good diet, to keep that energy fired. Lots of young actresses, for instance, often don't eat enough, thinking it will lead to weight problems. You need fuel to act on stage. Put your physical vanity aside. Acting is not modelling! 
Some muscles in voice and speech work, like those around the rib-cage and around the mouth, get flabby very quickly. Without continual work and stretching, the breath and its support lose power within days of inactivity. This is a very important point to remember. Speech also gets sloppy very quickly. I suppose if we all spoke or sang in a committed way every day these muscles would naturally stay fit. Actors lucky enough to work regularly and often, in repertory for instance, have a distinct advantage over the actor who performs irregularly. Actors at rest simply have to keep exercised. Even four days off can mean that by the fifth day the basic vocal instrument is under-powered and will need greater effort from you in order to get back up to performance level. A lazy actor never seems to understand this until he finds himself struggling through the first few scenes. In actual fact that actor is preparing himself in front of a paying audience, rather than working assiduously offstage to reach and maintain peak form before coming on. 
Floor Work.

Most of the work I do with actors is done from a standing position. There are many voice teachers who like to get actors lying on the floor to do their exercises. In fact, this kind of floor work was the basis of my own training as a voice teacher. But I now see the pros and cons of floor work. So let me share these with you. Since I both train young actors and work with seasoned professionals, I can see that standing work and floor work have to be combined in the correct proportions and done at the right time and in the right place. Two weeks into my work with student actors I will introduce some floor work where I think it is beneficial. 
Advantages of Floor Work.

Release of tension in neck, jaw, shoulders, upper chest and abdominal area. Opens rib-cage all around the body. Introduces breath to the lowest regions of support. A restful and protected means of alleviating stress. 
Disadvantages of Floor Work.

It can drain energy', so I don't ever recommend using it as the basis for warm-ups unless the actor is very experienced and understands performance energy. I've seen less experienced actors walk onto the stage like zombies after too much floor work. The abdominal support muscles fall in with gravity, so it's harder to support your voice and recover the breath quickly working on the floor. It is much harder to place the voice forward on the floor. You have to stand in order to do this. Deep relaxation and breath work can be very emotional, which for many performers may be either a benefit or a disadvantage. And to release profound physical tension, floor work is essential. I would never use floor work before a performance, but only as an exercise in its own right, far away from a performance situation. If you do any exercises on the floor, repeat them in a standing position so that the exercise becomes usable and vital in a performance mode. Otherwise the work has no real practical application to the moving and speaking the performer does onstage. 

Exercise 2: Floor Work.

I use three different positions for work on the floor. Always work in a comfortable, warm and safe place with plenty of room to stretch out. Never, for instance, near a door that could open on you or in a passageway where there is foot traffic. Some people will need a small cushion or thin book to support the head so that it doesn't fall back and tighten the throat. The head should be resting comfortably. You will know whether you need this prop if your throat feels inhibited without it. Once settled on the floor, feel the throat to make sure it is not tightened. 
A. First Floor Position.

Lie on your back, knees up, soles of your feet parallel on the ground. Keep the thighs unclamped and relaxed. You can move the head gently from side to side. Lift and drop the shoulders. Push the spine gently into the floor and release it. Place your hands on your fib-cage and gently help ease the breath out. Release the hand and feel the fib-cage open. Repeat. Check that you are not holding your stomach as you breathe in. Unclench your jaw, feel the face release. Stretch the tongue. You can do gentle voice exercises on the floor. Breath capacity exercises on the sounds of 's' or 'z' are ideal. Warm up your range and the resonators. Your speech muscles - consonants and vowels - can be activated, though, as I said above, a distinct disadvantage of floor work is that it is harder to place the voice. Different aspects of speech work will be dealt with later. However, the main purpose of the floor position is relaxation. Treat yourself. Try doing nothing except taking deep breaths and letting tension fall away from you. By all means do exercises in this position but I usually prefer just to lie and breathe regularly in and out. In the very pressurized, result-driven world of the theatre it seems a good policy to give yourself permission to do nothing but relax and enjoy free breathing. God knows, this never happens in a rehearsal room or in the midst of a performance. 
B. Second Floor Position.

This next position is one I prescribe for deeper relaxation and release. This is a great one to do before going to bed or after a hard technical rehearsal or performance. It seems to clear away profound physical tension. It also aids sleep. Lie comfortably on the floor, but this time rest the calves of your legs on a chair that is at a comfortable height for you. Your thighs should be at right angles to your body and unclamped. The extra weight of your thighs releases the lower back very effectively and can really open up the lower breath. Ten to twenty minutes in this position will release you fully. One word of warning. This position does open the lower breath and consequently the deeper emotions. You might suddenly become very connected to feelings. I know that people can break down into tears or gales of laughter simply through the relaxation from tension that this exercise affords. 
C. Third Floor Position.

This is the one I use to connect you to strong support while on the floor. I call it the baby scream position. If you've ever watched a baby ready to give one of those powerful, ear-piercing screams that always startle, you will notice the infant's legs go up and the knees flop over the torso. Try it! It will help you feel how the breath strongly connects inside the body. You can help this exercise by gently pulling your knees towards your chest with your arms. Then let them go so they can dangle. Try some breath capacity and control exercises there (see pp. 38-63). You will be aware immediately of all your support muscles. This is great for strength and control. 

It is extremely important to remember that after any floor 

work you must come up very slowly. Jolt neither your head 

nor your body violently. Also never spring up. You will feel 

very dizzy and even nauseous if you do. Get up by rolling 

over onto your side, waiting a few seconds, then onto your hands and knees and coming up gradually from all fours 

through the spine. 
Finding Centre Many experienced actors centre their body throughout the day as if returning to some essential point of reference in the same way that you might see a deer centring itself alertly in the wood. The 'centre' is always a place or position of complete physical balance and, if felt correctly, a position of complete readiness. Often after centring actors can feel drained of their energy and wilt. This is not the purpose of centring. It should help you move from strength to strength like the beats of a play. 
Let me tell you why centring is so important. It is the state of being physically balanced in which the body stands upright with the minimum of tension. But there has to be some element of tension in the physique, otherwise you would be unable to stand. One of the purposes of achieving centre is to experience the correct balance of tension, relaxation and power in the right places (i.e. in the breath and the lower support). Anatomically, the centre position permits the breath and voice to work at their most free and efficient levels with a firm foundation of natural support helping the act of speaking. So the centre is a great reference point of freedom for the performer, not a shackle. If an actor understands this reference of freedom, he or she can transform physically and vocally into any further position or role, safely retaining a sense of ease and purpose even if the body and voice are held, constricted or disturbed by the acting challenge. For example, you might be playing a character with your head jutting forward. If you don't understand the freedom of being centred you could all too easily block your throat and damage your voice. If, however, you retain a sense of the centre, you can achieve the wanted effect simply by moving the head back a fraction to the point of freedom and relaxing the throat. 
Knowing how to feel centred means knowing how to make the slightest physical adjustment that will lead to vocal ease. The voice might not have the same range, but it will be protected and safe. Centring is a vital acting principle and can be applied throughout the body and voice. Actors grasp this idea by striving to become comfortably centred, finding freedom in their own being first, then making that the source from which they live and speak. Being centred is not something mystical. It is about taking the practical steps to shape yourself and your voice to each and every acting challenge. 
Becoming Centred.

You start from the feet up. The feet are parallel, apart and placed underneath the hips as though supporting them. Your energy is pitched slightly forward onto the balls of your feet so that you feel the big toe. The knees should be unlocked. The weight of the hips is directly over the feet, not pushed forward or pulled back but sitting comfortably. Spine up, neither slumped nor rigidly pulled up. Shoulders released, finding their own position, neither braced nor pulled back or bunched up. Do not distort the throat but keep the head comfortably up and looking out at the world. Head balanced on top of the spine and jaw unclenched. Now you are centred. In centre position, if you were to look down you would not see all of your feet, just the tips of your toes, and your hands fall easily at your sides and just towards the front of your thighs. You should feel 

entirely three-dimensional with energy surrounding your body. The breath you breathe should be opening you all 

around the middle torso without the slightest restriction. 

The abdominal area feels released as you breathe in and 

gently moves in on the outward breath. No shoulder or 

upper chest lift is required in the centre. The actor is now in the ideal position to begin work. Centre is also the ideal position of absolute power for the body. You see weight-lifters and martial artists go into this position before they spring into action. In the centre position you can gather your energy together before you set out to perform a task. Again and again during your work you will return to this centre position. 
Exercise 3: Basic Centring Exercise.

Stand feet parallel under hips. Energy slightly on the balls of the feet. Knees unlocked but not too bent. Spine up but not rigid. Shoulders released. Drop head onto chest, feel the weight. Let the weight of your head take the upper body over so that you flop over from the waist. Shake your shoulders out while bent over. Check that the knees remain unlocked and the back of the neck released. Come up slowly from the base of the spine. Let the shoulders fall easily into place. Avoid the temptation to place them. The head is the last thing that should come up. Keep breathing and the jaw should remain free. 
This exercise is great, but many actors complain of feeling limp or under-energized when they finally feel centred. So let's now go a step further to address this complaint because the centre position should be very active and make you feel alert and alive. 
Denial and Bluff, Two Positions Opposing Centre.

There are two positions I ask young actors to explore in order to feel the opposite of centre. They are fun to play with for the physical contrast they help you discover. 
A. Denial.

This is a common stance you see most people take regularly. It speaks of lack of interest, boredom and noncommunication. Perhaps what we see, as we see denial, is a victim. Weight unevenly distributed throughout the body. Feet shuffled and off balance. Hips off-centre. Spine slumped. Shoulders hunched. Head looking down at the floor. Arms folded. Thighs and knees clamped. What's wrong with this position? All these physical attitudes make it anatomically difficult to power the voice. The vocal characterization of denial usually includes mumbling, tossing words away, not finishing words, falling off or away from thoughts or pulling sound back into the body. In fact, most of the energy contained in denial is shackled and limited; it is not being released but held or returned into ourselves. All the aspects of denial make it impossible to hear a voice in space. Even a microphone will have difficulty in picking up any words spoken. 
B. Bluff.

This is the puffed-up stance which goes to the other extreme from denial. A lot of us take this position when we have to produce stature or energy artificially in order to sound convincing, to fool the listener into believing that we 

are strong and in control. Many untrained actors who do 

not work from the principle of being centred falsely adopt 

this pose when they enter the realm of a heightened text. 

We use bluff to hide behind and give ourselves a false sense 

of confidence. The spine is pulled up too rigidly. The shoulders are pulled back. The upper chest is pigeoned up, which will pull the back of the rib-cage in. Tight buttocks. The feet are too set, usually one in front of the other and off balance. The groin is pushed forward (common for both men and women). The head is pulled back and the jaw clenched. Bluffers look down on the world but have a limited field of vision or point of view. 
What's wrong with this position? All these physical attitudes are in some way rigid and restrictive to the breath and voice. Vocal characteristics include the voice being too loud. You can always hear the sound of the bluffer's voice but never listen to the words. The breath is too obvious and marked; it is overly trapped and held in the throat and chest. There is no subtlety in any statement; words are spoken for their power without sense. The message is often, 'I don't know what I'm saying, what I'm feeling or why I'm saying it but I will try to kid you.' Nothing kids us though. We all know vocal truth when we hear it. Bluff just silences listener interest with raw power. If you ever see film footage of dictators like Hitler or Mussolini you'll notice that each spoke from this bluff position. The bluffed voice will bulldoze listeners into their seats. There is no grace in the sound and certainly no room for vulnerability or naturalness. Just by playing around with these two very different physical attitudes (frequently the attitudes taken by young and inexperienced actors), you begin to see why centre is the more desirable and efficient position. Now try going from denial to bluff and then back to centre. Do you feel more alert and alive? Try speaking a line of text or a short monologue in the different physical positions and feel how lines change not only vocally but emotionally and intellectually, and in terms of the physical status the position has given you. 
Exercise 4: States of Readiness (The Centre in Motion).

So many actors when they centre look half dead, not really there but in a trance. As I'll say again and again, centre should equate with a state of readiness. It is the position the voice and body work well within, but it should also be a 'switched-on' position from which we can spring into action and speak easily. Remember those times you felt you were followed late at night, or any time the adrenalin flows, like being attracted to someone across a crowded room or the alertness after a near accident in a car? You feel switched on. This is the ideal place for an actor to start his or her work - being alert and it is directly linked to centre and the breath. Although I haven't worked on the breath yet during any of these first several exercises, you should none the less feel your breath working to support you low in the body and be experiencing less physical tension, particularly in the shoulders, legs and arms. With that thought in mind and all I've said above about being centred, let's see if the next set of exercises bring you any closer to feeling centred: 
A. The Walk. 

Walk around the room, not aimlessly drifting but with real purpose as though you have somewhere important to go. As you walk, really feel the floor, look out, not down and keep the neck free. Don't clamp the thighs. Now stop. Keep the energy of the walk moving in you imaginatively. And with that energy, centre. You will feel very 

alert. You might have to try this a few times, or even stop after 

trotting or running, but you will eventually achieve centre and a state of readiness. 
B. The Push.

Push against a wall as though you need to push it down. Look
into the wall, don't look into the ground. As you push, release the shoulders and breathe. Now you will feel the lower breath. You are touching your real physical and vocal power. When you come away from the wall don't physically pull away from that power. Keep that power and the centre you've created. To vary this exercise you can also push against the weight of another actor. You will use this exercise again and again in your training. 
C. The Lift. 

Lift a chair (the weight according to your capacity) over your head as though you might throw it. With the chair above you, release the shoulders and breathe. Again feel the power. Put the chair down and centre. The sense of weight should give you an enlarged sense of your capacity. 
D. The Throw.

Throw a real or imaginary ball against a wall. Establish a rhythm. After a few catches stop and centre. You should feel the action continuing even though you are now motionless. All four of these exercises, which I've asked you to do silently here, can also be done while speaking a text. In fact, when I see that an actor has lost the vocal path of a text and the value of centre I will frequently ask him or her to connect the words to centre by speaking through one of these exercises. You can mix and match all the exercises and use them in a variety of ways - in an improvisation, for instance, where you might be trying to make a focused connection with a piece of text or with another actor. In essence these are playful tricks to help you stay alert and centred. 
If you think about it, most of our great classical plays come from ages when people walked vast distances daily on rough ground, rode horses or worked very hard. Acting was a physical thing and the voice was an essential part of that physicality. All these activities were best achieved from a physical centre of readiness. This feeling would not have been alien to Shakespeare's actors. One of my pet theories is that we lost a feeling for being centred when we came to expect the ground on which we walk to be smooth and even. When we walk on rougher terrain the body feels wonderfully centred, because it has to take charge of its own balance. So when an actor treads the boards as though they too were still rough-hewn and liable to trip him up at any moment, the body" should be allowed to discover the equilibrium of being centred. 
Physical Transformation.

Of course no actor wants to stand and act from the centre position only. That is just a starting and a return point. It is, after all, only a point of reference to freedom and relaxation. But the notion I want a performer to ]earn at a very early stage of training is that one should be able to transform and even contort oneself into any physical shape while still remaining free, supported and switched on. Extreme physical positions will certainly take added work and fitness (and the assistance of a good movement coach), but I can assure you, from having worked with scores of 

actors pushed by directors to their physical limits, that as 

long as certain key physical areas have some freedom it is 

possible to speak standing on your head or abseiling down 

the upstage wall of the stage. 

I've learned most of this kind of 'off-balance' voice work through experimentation with very physical companies like Britain's Theatre de Complicite. In other words, I've learned by trouble-shooting voice problems actors encounter through extreme physical daring, like walking up a vertical wall. Let's always be safe, however. When you do this extreme kind of work you must always be aware of your body, breath and voice - all of which must have the freedom to return to centre during and after exertion. It is very possible that your body, breath and voice won't always have maximum freedom, but you must be able to breathe, keep the throat open and the jaw released in order to make vocal sense. 
In extreme physical situations you might have to compensate by working harder to provide breath in another part of the body. If, for instance, you have to play a hunched beggar you may have to breathe harder from the abdominal area. Try all the centring exercises above in Exercise 4 and after you are feeling closer to centre, transform physically, retaining the feeling of support and alertness. You might try sitting, hunching up or lying down. As you do this, keep checking that the throat feels free and that you can get the same amount of breath into the system. When you hunch up you might need to breathe more into the back of your rib-cage. If you poke your head forward for an effect, you might have to release it a fraction to keep the throat open. Play with these different physical attitudes. In the end you should be able to play Goneril sitting hunched in a chair, drinking a gin and tonic and smoking, yet still feeling dynamic and switched on. Throughout the first year of training my actors are challenged to do this. 
These physical transformations apply to costume as well corsets, layers of gowns, shoes, uniforms, collars, hats, wigs, etc. You will be able to cope with all these trappings and more if you can still feel centre and support. Again, you might have to adjust certain aspects of your voice and physical work, but you will be safe if you can connect to your centre and keep the throat free. I love the turn-of-the-century photograph of Oscar Wilde lounging on a couch. He looks so passive and dreamy, but so lithe and alert that you can tell he is switched on and ready to pounce at any moment with a witticism. He looks off-balance but is actually very balanced. I often equate a good, switched-on actor with a tiger. As the tiger lies there with those huge, apparently soft paws, you always know that this animal could pounce and snatch your life with one well-aimed swipe. A good stage actor must have this same air of danger. But a sense of danger cannot be achieved unless you are switched on, alert and really alive. The audience should feel that an actor is so charged that she or he can shift in any direction and at an moment. This kind of danger is one I like to develop in a performer, especially once artificial bluff has been replaced by the feeling of being perfectly centred. 
Subliminal Communication.

A whole unspoken area of communication between an actor and the audience starts long before the actor speaks. A lot has been written about body language and its power, but many actors seem to neglect this area of physical power. They do not know what all politicians have learned: that we all know whom we are going to listen to before they speak just through sheer presence. Obviously the state of readiness encourages actors to be alert, so that when they do speak they are connected to their power, but this attitude should be in place long before they 

speak. If you walk into a room, onto a stage, in front of a camera fully alert and ready, you will already be communicating powerfully. You can multiply the effect once you speak. 

Young actors, for many reasons, invest a great deal of 

energy in being laid-back and 'cool'. They shuffle onto the stage and worry or complain afterwards that it was a bloody battle to capture an audience's attention. You can capture an audience subliminally before you speak just by being ready and alive. Of course, it might be a choice to be underpowered, but make it a conscious choice. The martial arts are physically based on this presence and studies conducted with muggers also suggest that the centred, switched-on body is too dangerous to tackle and mug easily. Victims are victims because they cave in from the centre. So if you sense the audiences not noticing you before you speak, or ff you are lost in space, fighting for focus, think on it! Always act from the centre. 
2. THE BREATH. 

Breath and Support.

Voice work for the stage operates from a simple equation: the bigger the feeling, the longer the thought, the larger the acting space, the more breath you will need to fill all three. In some ways breath is the key factor and the one area we all neglect. 
Another simple yet profound acting truth is that every performer breathes differently. We each have different capacities. Until you have a flexible enough breath system to accommodate different breath rhythms you cannot begin to characterize on a wide scale. Good writers consciously or unconsciously hear and write each character with a different breath rhythm in mind. I shall go into this key notion at greater length in Stage Three. So, to speak passionately, fill a space, serve a character, think at different rates, speeds and length, an actor needs to have a strong, flexible, extended and yet organic breath and support system. All technique - like the capacity to centre yourself- must grow from organic roots. But proper breath and support control take long and concentrated work. In fact, all three years of an actor's training - plus her or his entire career - must be devoted to this side of voice work. If I analyse an actor's primary fear of switching from television or film back to the theatre it will be based on the lack of breath. In fact, the more I work with the voice the more essential I think breath and support are. As I've said before, but must continue to stress, the breath muscles get lazy within days of not working. They need constant attention. 
Breath is the most fundamental lifeline we have but few of us breathe fully. I went into this topic in great detail in The Right to Speak and will touch on it again here. Support is the natural, muscular means of controlling breath and powering the voice, yet many actors deny themselves this natural means of power. Here in isolation is the biggest problem we all have as speakers: lack of breath and support. Actors cannot function without breath and support, some try but all continually suffer the consequences. Whenever I'm asked for my key tip about speaking on stage or before the public, I always answer, 'Breathe. Take breath when you speak.' Many of us under stress of speaking publicly do exactly the opposite and stop breathing just when we need it most. Frequently we try to speak on one long breath, rather than supporting with frequent and regular breathing. The trick is to keep breathing as you speak. 
The Breathing Actor.

As you sit waiting to go into rehearsal or audition - breathe. As the nerves surge through you - breathe. 

As you walk onto the stage - breathe. As you wait for 'action' or to respond - breathe. 

Breathing sustains the actor's life in more ways than one. 

There is now mounting evidence that if we don't take 

sufficient breath we cannot efficiently feel, think, hear or 

respond to activity or conversation around us. That sounds right because we are starving ourselves of the central life 

force - oxygen. So the breath is the most powerful force in life. I am sure we all accept that. So now let's begin to do pragmatic and physical exercises to prepare your breath system for all acting tasks at all levels of your work. Remember to work though this phase of the training by staying centred. 
Exercise 5: Breath Stretches.

The aim of this next sequence of exercises is to prepare abdominal muscles, making them more responsive and flexible; to free certain breath holds and locate the breath low in the body; and to feel the first experiences of physical support. Earlier in your work you should have felt support when you pushed the wall and walked with purpose and vigour in the centring exercises.
A. Side Rib Stretches.

Stand centred and alert. Take the time needed to place yourself securely. Carefully flop over to one side, staying straight, not leaning forwards or backwards. Keep the shoulders, neck and jaw free. In this position breathe gently several times. You should feel a pull around the rib cage, indicating that it is being stretched. Come up and breathe a few times in the upright position. You should feel the stretched side opening more and swinging freely. It feels wider. Repeat the same sequence on the other side. Do each side three times. If you feel you need a stronger stretch and want to test a greater sensation of free breathing, as you flop over to the side, arc your arm over your head and gently pull the arm on the stretched side with your other hand. This will exaggerate the stretch and give it added support. Remember not to exert yourself too roughly. Pull until you feel the breath rush in. 
B. The Back Rib Stretch.

Here is one of most actors' favourite stretches! It really brings in the breath. This exercise opens the rib-cage at the back and begins to pass energy low into the body down to your bottom and groin. This stretch activates the widest opening of the rib-cage and can remove upper-chest tension. Stand centred and alert. Take the time you need to place yourself securely, Criss-cross your arms and hug yourself but not too tightly. Flop over, still hugging, from your waist. Keep the knees unlocked and the back and neck released. Breathe. You will feel the back stretch open. Perhaps you will feel movement right down into the abdominal and groin areas. Be careful as you come up; don't rush, but come up by dropping your arms and standing up through the spine, then centre. You won't feel the back open as dramatically when you are upright, but you should still notice a widening. This exercise will also calm you. For a bigger stretch, which releases breath into the lower body, repeat as above, but this time squatting. You will feel the energy really enter the body from this position. Before you come up, let your hands press against the floor as you breathe in. This will activate the lower support muscles. After this, it might be a good time to go and push against a wall or lift a chair so that you feel the breath power more vividly. Start to notice that the inward breath gathers power as the ribs open wider and the stomach area releases, and 

that as you breathe out, those muscles move in to release 

energy and eventually sound. 

C. Abdominal Stretch and Release.
Let me make a key point here: when you breathe in you do 

not need to push your stomach out. You are allowing the breath to release your abdominal area, if it needs to. The muscles should not stop the breath going down if that is 

what you need. Equally true, you don't need to force or pump the breath when you breathe out. Very extended voice work, like shouting, wailing or screaming (see pp. 139-50) will require some strong muscular contact from this area, but you don't need to contort yourself or double over to source this power. The pumping action applied by some actors who believe they are supporting their voices is the action the body uses for vomiting! It is an unnecessary and counter-productive action for good voice work. Many actors access their lower support by moving the stomach but not shifting the ribs. Both should be active. The ribs are connected to the abdomen, the abdomen to the fibs. As you breathe in and out both are opening and moving in a natural rhythm which you do not need to force. All the layers can open and close together, which is the trick of performance breathing. 
D. Kabuki: Release of Lower Breath.

We've done this above in our basic stretch exercise (1) but here's a new context that concentrates on the breath. Feet apart, parallel and shoulder width. Bend knees, but keep spine up and free shoulders. Place a hand just above the groin. The hand isn't going to manipulate the muscles but simply monitor their movement. As you breathe in, make sure that the ribs swing open, so your other hand might be on one side of the rib-cage. Check whether the abdominal muscles are releasing; you will feel any holds. After a few breaths these lower muscles will release. When you stand, the breath should be lower and easier. Avoid any tightening of the abdomen when you stand. 
E. Hand Stretch of the Rib-cage.

This is a quick way of getting the rib-cage released and swinging freely. As you do this exercise, remember to keep your shoulders free and your spine placed and up. Don't at any point of the exercise allow your spine to slump. Place the palms of your hands on each side of the rib-cage. Your thumbs will feel your ribs. As you breathe out silently, use your hands to help the rib-cage contract but without forcing or squeezing it. When all the air is out, release your hands and the rib-cage will swing open freely. Note the sensation through touch. Keep the abdominal muscles free. On the outward breath you can gently draw them in. A few repetitions of these stretches will get the rib-cage swinging easily and quickly. 
F. Prayer Position.

This stretch is in three parts. If you do the whole sequence it will open and release all the breath muscles. However, you can just do the sections you need. It is important that you get up after each of these floor exercises so that you can test the felt effects of the exercise in the standing position. 
Part I.

Get onto your hands and knees. You should be making a square with the floor. Keep your back flat, neck free and thighs unclamped. In this position breathe in and out and you will feel any abdominal holds. As you continue breathing, try to release muscles more and more. 

On the outward breath you can draw the abdominal muscles in to begin strengthening them. 

Pant on a gentle 'ha'. See if you can feel the support as the 

sound starts to connect to these muscles. 
Part 2.

This is a great exercise to open all the breath muscles but can hurt your feet, so you might want to place some padding, such as a towel or mat, underneath them. 
Keep your thighs open and ready to squat. Move from the first exercise by collapsing your bottom onto your feet or as close as you can get. Your upper body hunches over towards the floor. Your arms can be either out in front or along your sides but the shoulders and neck must be free. As you breathe in gently, you should feel the back of the ribcage open. The sides should be swinging. The front of the abdomen will feel restricted because it is squashed against your knees. This restriction will prove useful later. Now here is the bit that can hurt your feet: come up through the spine and sit back on your feet. As you now breathe in and you are upright, the breath will rush down to the lower abdominal area. This might be a good point to try and feel the power of breath support. When you feel this breath settle in your body, vocalize a sigh or speak a line of text. After you have felt this, just be perverse and feel what tension can do. Lift your shoulders a fraction, vocalize a sigh or line of text. Your voice will feel and sound very different - thinner and tighter. Return the energy of the breath to the lower position. You can either stand up slowly and try the vocalization again or do the next exercise, which will strengthen the lower support system. 
Part 3.

This time, get on the floor and roll over onto your back. Lift and pull up the legs so that the thighs are released and resting against your torso. The knees should be bent and the calf muscles relaxed. The sort of position babies adopt - the baby dangle position. It's not by accident that babies adopt this position before a good scream or cry. They do it to activate the lower support muscles. You might need to hug your legs to you in order to feel this position. As you do this, breathe in and out, then let the legs flop but keep them up. This exercise will give you a strong sense of the abdominal muscles which give support. So try to vocalize, sigh or speak, so you can actually feel these muscles underneath the voice. Return the feet to the floor. Roll over and get up slowly and feel those muscles once standing. Maybe return to pushing against a wall, lifting a chair or walking with energy. You are now touching your real physical and vocal power. 
Exercise 6: Feeling Support.

Actually becoming aware of the feeling of support is one of the most important sensations in voice work. Once discovered, it is never forgotten, because all of a sudden the physical sensation explains so much about the value of support. You would have been feeling it already in the above exercises. So I want to you to spend some time understanding this sensation and its relation to a readiness to speak and the gathering of power to vocalize. Once you have really felt support you will never speak or act without it. Stand centred and alert. Take the time needed to place yourself securely. Breathe in and out silently. Spend a few minutes aiming to feel a readiness to speak. It's the same as the switched-on feeling in the centred position. Now you will feel a moment when you are ready to speak. The moment you would jump or hit or throw a ball. When you feel this, try releasing on a light's' sound. Breathe in, feel ready and release on 's'. Concentrate on controlling the sound from the support muscles. 

Never vocalize without support! Here is the next vital sensation. As you release on 's' you will feel a moment when you can carry on making the sound, but you have lost contact with the support muscles. You have gone off support! 

Most vocal abuse is caused by not supporting the voice. It is natural to use support. As you go off support you will feel that the whole vocal system constricts to preserve air. Habitual vocal tension will snap into place in order to ration air. The throat will close, spine collapse, jaw tighten, shoulders brace and we are back to the first day of training: speaking without support. The lungs, unless you are in serious trouble, never empty of air, but there is a point when you cannot contact or retrieve that air with the support muscles. The actor translates this into 'I'll get to the end of the line whatever it takes'. This is a useless and worrying state, but one which so many actors, who never learn how to support, live through line after line. But you can damage your voice and the audience won't hear the words because they are being bellowed out without support and control. My passionate note to every actor is never speak without support. Directors might bully you. You might feel you have to achieve so many lines on a breath, but please don't suffocate yourself. You'll only damage yourself and your art if you do. 
Let's put support into perspective in terms of our work. For a brief moment above in Exercise 6 you probably began to feel support after years of never even knowing it existed. We will now be stretching the breath, making it more flexible, fuller and each of your breath recoveries free and fast. In other words, learning to make support do the voice work for us. Of course breath must be organic with thought and feeling. So we need to learn to take what breath is needed to complete a thought and how to vary the support of both short and long thoughts. For an actor this does mean stretching your breath system beyond its current boundaries, so that you can fill large spaces and communicate long thoughts and immense passion. But the stretching does not mean you will need to learn to contort yourself and go off support. In the end there is always a place to breathe within a thought without losing the power which breath support gives you. Now I aim to show you how to build in the direction of this greater capacity. 
Exercise 7: Building Support Capacity.

Stand centred and alert. Take the time needed to plant yourself securely. Breathe in, release on 'z" until you lose support. Do this several times until you acquaint yourself with this loss of power and the vocal tightness which follows. Particularly note how tempting it is to collapse or pull your spine down, which will close off the support and tighten the voice. Imagine suffering those tensions when you are using your voice in an extended way. It is enough to hurt it or tire it. Singing or speaking with volume is a good example of extended positions that require this clear notion of not working without support. 
Now repeat the release on 'z' but recover (i.e. breathe in) the breath before you lose support. It is a very clear and wonderfully freeing sensation. Funnily enough, we have to learn to take a breath when we need it. It is not always a natural reaction. Now tighten the shoulders. Notice how hard it is to find support. Return to releasing sound with support. Again try pushing a wall or lifting a chair, this will heighten the feeling of support. Learning W Control Support Never speak until you are completely ready. At first you might feel this is a laborious process, but in the end you start to feel this ready support position very quickly 

in fact, faster than a non-supported position. When the 

breath system is free the breath falls in, low and full, quite easily. 

A misconception is that this support position is huge. 

Not so. You will learn to take the support required naturally. It can be small or large depending on need. Young actors are frightened that using support will make them sound like 'actors' - loud and boorish. But that is only 

because they find themselves using too much support for normal conversation. Your experience with support in the first year of training will naturally lead to momentary imbalances. It is important that the support system stays free, so that it can respond to needs, but it is equally silly to take too much breath. A huge breath to say a casual 'no' is a waste of power, but you might need massive support if the 'no' were packed with passion or delivered to a crowd. The natural breath is where you breathe in, feel support and, when ready, breathe out. The moment of readiness isn't a ponderous, held position, but it does take a fraction of time and when reached makes you feel complete before you breathe out. The support action should be: I breathe in, feel ready, I speak out. A good way of covering this action is to make the 'feel ready' link part of the thought process of the character. This recognition of support, and how much to support, seems to me to be the most important thing to understand in training any speaker. In my current work I give it supreme importance. 
Common Habits Which Affect Support.

Try out these habits and see if one applies to you. Not only do they cut off your vocal power, but they have serious consequences in acting terms. Speaking without breath support takes you out of the acting moment. Actors who are not obeying support will frequently say to me in rehearsal, 'When I know what I'm saying or why I'm saying it I'll be all right.' The physical manifestation of that statement is that when an actor is happy and in control of character, scene and text he or she will be breathing and supporting the voice organically and in tune with the text. My response to actors on this point is that ff you can isolate when support isn't happening you can use your physical technique to allow it to happen. That is, make sure you are on support and ready to speak the text that isn't quite working for you. Owning words technically can actually lead to owning the words organically. 
Exercise 8: Non-support Habits.

Use counting (1-2-3, etc.) or a line of text for these next exercises: 
Breathe in, feel ready, stop or hold yourself and the breath, then speak. A classic form of hesitation. You will instantly feel the vocal tension in the voice and the inability to power the voice or register much sense in the words. In acting terms you are behind the text and not with it. The experience of the words has been locked off, they have become irrelevant. Too much attention is being paid to misplaced support. 
Breathe in and instantly start speaking before you feel ready. You are now rushing yourself and getting ahead of the words. In this instance the actor always feels he or she has to catch the text. It's like trying to jump on board a rapidly accelerating bus. You are simply not giving yourself the right to take your time to speak and feel that crucial beat which sparks you to speak. Actors will often do this when they feel a director wants them to speak quickly before they are connected to the text. 
This third habit is what I call 'I'm so cool' acting. Breathe in, feel that power, deflate like a full balloon losing air, then speak with only minimum power. The deflation is often accompanied by a sigh and maybe physical gestures which read like sign language. The actor is effectively underneath the text and suppressed by it. It weighs on him to the point of collapse. With this you cannot power or propel anything forward. You are sitting back on the text and it keeps you weighted in place. 

By understanding these three particular habits you can continually monitor yourself. If a scene is going wrong and 

you recognize that you are off the text because you haven't 

made full support connection to the words, you can shift 

the balance with breathing and supporting on the text. 

Support technique can get you back on the road - the whole scene doesn't have to go down the plug hole. 

Rescue, with breath and support, is at hand. 
Feeling Supported and On the Text.

There is an image I often use to explain what it is like being in the acting moment, supported and on the text. If you've ever crossed a stream on stepping stones, you will quickly realize that you have to breathe and deal with each stone as you step on it. If you worry about three stones ahead, or the one behind, or the bank you are travelling towards, you will wobble or fall in! The same applies to words. One step at a time with breath and support. Harmony and symmetry working together to form balance. Now take the exercises above and work out one for yourself where numbers or words stay together. Stay on each word or number with the breath, do not skid over them, or ponder the last word you've spoken, or try too desperately to get to the end of the thought. You will fall off the text. You will not be crossing the stream effortlessly or in balance. 
Owning Words.

I talk a lot to actors about owning a word and this topic will come up later when we begin applying voice to text work in Stage Three. It seems to me that when an actor organically owns a word the word is touched and held by his or her lower support. The more a word is needed and taken into your possession, the lower the breath and support will naturally become. Watching rehearsals over the years, I've often noticed that with great actors the word drops low into the body until it nestles in this low support position. This process is probably unconscious and the result of years of work, but for a younger actor can be made conscious with support work. When the word burrows down from the head to the groin, a genuine kind of ownership and truer experience of the word is experienced. Speak, for instance, the sound 'o' on a low position of the breath and support. Now take the breath higher up in the body or tighten the shoulders which will lift the support. Reposition the breath a few times, low and then high. You will notice that not only does the lower support feel freer and sound richer, but your connection to the sound, both emotionally and psychologically, is vastly different. Try saying 'no' with the same routine. Now try a line of text. By just shifting the breath, your relationship to words becomes different. You own them more authentically, more completely, in the lower position. 
Exercise 9: Expanding Breath and Support, Capacity and Flexibility.

Next are a series of linked exercises designed to increase capacity and flexibility. Remember that these exercises are to give you confidence and more technical awareness. As you perform and use the techniques, you will forget them. The aim throughout is to have a breath support system that will respond to any performance demand - vocal, spatial or textual. Certain texts and spaces will require more of this work. You can do these exercises standing centred, but also experiment with sitting, walking (in a dynamic way) or lying on the floor. 

It is very important to remember to keep the shoulders 

free during this work. You should be able to move them 

without interfering with the breath. The jaw must also be 

free and the spine up. Also, always start each exercise 

feeling the readiness of the breath and support. Don't lock the breath but start an exercise when you feel the breath settle, not before or after. 

Using a gentle 's' (don't push the sound), breathe in and release the 's', feeling the contact with the support muscles for ten seconds. Repeat a few times. Feel the control of the release from the support system. Gradually build up this controlled release to 15, then 20 and finally 30 seconds. This may take time, several weeks even, but don't push yourself and get frustrated about reaching a specific goal until you've arrived naturally. There used to be a view that a classical actor should be able to speak eight lines of iambic pentameter on one breath. I once had a speech teacher who insisted that we spoke a sonnet (fourteen lines of pentameters) on one entire breath. I don't think that is necessary at all. Some physiques are unable easily to travel that kind of distance on a single breath. But I do think that by expanding your release to 30 seconds you will gain a very solid working capacity. If you can keep yourself around that target you can always boost it up if the demands of the work or text require an even greater capacity. You need only do this for a few minutes a day. 
Use 'z'. This will help your control. You might not get as long a release but try to control the sound on 'z' so that it doesn't wobble but sounds even. Concentrate on a strong, steady release controlled from the support muscles, not in the throat or jaw. It's interesting that by imagining the control coming from the rib-cage and abdominal muscles you will begin to monitor the sound from this region of support. 
Now try a simple counting exercise that will give you a great sense of connecting to the support but also build up an awareness of only taking what you need - economy of breath. 
Stand centred. Breathe in and feel the support, take enough to count out loud “1”. Build up, count "I, 2', then "I, 2, 3'. Gradually build up over 10. 
As you feel more confident with the support and feel the power of the breath settling in the body, speed up the counting. As long as you stay free in the body you will be surprised how quickly the breath comes in. Invest in doing this exercise very quickly. Get the system flexible. To extend your capacity, build up over 20 or, if you really want to push yourself, 30, but never get ahead or behind yourself and go off support. Hold yourself always in the embrace of support. 
What you are doing with numbers in these exercises is quite neutral. That is why I use counting, it has no agenda. Apply the same distance covered on one breath to text and you are probably speaking three or four lines of verse. It's strange, but when you think you have to travel a distance with a text, you freeze. First gain the confidence that you do have the capacity and equipment through the counting exercise, then move on to words. As you work through these exercises and you can feel you are stretching yourself, you will feel work has been done on the breath system. It shouldn't feel strained, but exercised. The muscles of the fib-cage and abdominal area are being awakened. As you build up these muscles, counting from 1, you are also experiencing taking what breath you need. A small recovery of the breath is building up to a large full recovery. 

Exercise 10: Full Recovery.

Next is a full-recovery breath exercise. You are going to 

take in a full breath, use support and repeat the recovery 

several times. This is athletic breath work. The equivalent 

in text work would be speaking several lines on one breath, 

recover, several lines, recover, etc. This is also the kind of recovery you need to support a huge, continual release of 

emotion, or a singing position on the breath. You must be vigilant in this exercise and never go off support, but stretch yourself to the limits of the system. Jaw and throat should remain free, the spine up (never collapse this to squeeze more out). You will feel muscles work and after the exercise they will have been stretched. Take in a full breath, but not with any sense of lock on the ribs or abdominal area. If you feel a lock, either sigh out and start again or try to release the ribs a fraction. Locks in the system can result because you are trying to go too far, but a lock just pulls you off the moment and freezes the system. There should be no lift in the shoulders or upper part of the chest. If this happens, stop and start again. If the abdomen freezes, stop and try the Kabuki exercise. 
Release on 'z' as far as you can but before loss of support. Recover again as far as you can, release on 'z'. Try three of these. If you are so fit that you don't feel the work, stretch on - 4, 5, 6, 7. As you get fitter, go further and further. My rule of thumb would be that seven recoveries, one after the other, serve even the most demanding texts very well. 
During this exercise, if you feel the spine collapse, you might like to try the recoveries sitting on the edge of a chair or cross-legged on e floor. Sitting will enable you to feel greater support and allow you to control the collapse. Try all the exercises on the voiced sounds 'z' or 'v', or counting, changing the volume. As you change the level of volume, relate that change to the change of intensity in the support system. 
Now play with modulating the breath support: Think of a number, let's say 3, breathe in and count over that number, then think of another number, say 7, and count over that number. Play with different numbers. Do this with easy counting only when you are ready and do the exercise at different speeds and volumes. You will suddenly notice you take what you need and that the breath is now organic to your need. As you begin to feel connected to the support you can refine the system to get more out of it. 
Wasting Support.

One of the most common habits I encounter with performers is that of wasting support. Many actors, to get an immediate sense of power, will breathe in, pull the support muscles in, then vocalize. Effectively they have wasted a few inches of movement in their support. Hone your support technique by becoming aware that you can use the muscles of support from the word go. The breath settles and you vocalize out on the first sensation of movement in the muscles - not grab and then sound. This technique might occasionally be needed to create an extreme sound, but this is not the norm. 
Exercise 11: Taking the Breath You Need.

As I've already said, the equation of taking what you need is: amount of breath equals length of thought and size of emotion and space. As we go further into voice and text work, I will be tackling the thought and emotion parts of the equation, but a simple exercise to experience the space factor is interesting. 

Stand centred. Put a hand about 9 inches in front of your face. Look at the 

hand and breathe to it. You will begin to take enough breath 

to touch and reach that hand. The hand could be a micro

phone, in which case the technique would be to breathe to 

the microphone but make imaginative contact with the audience. Now put your hand down and focus on a point across the room. Breathe to that point. The breath is changing. It's expanding. You are having to take more to reach the point. Now extend yourself further. Imagine the whole room. Breathe. Notice the change of breath. Finally, look out of a window and focus on a distant point. The greater the distance, the greater the breath needed to reach it. 
This exercise constitutes a large proportion of what is called 'projection'. If you are free in the breath and you breathe a space appropriately you will not only take in the breath required to fill the space but you will make contact with the space and its perimeters. You will inhabit and own the space along with the words you speak. 
Breathing the Space.

This simple technique applies to many areas of life and control in speaking. The chair-person controlling the board room, the news-reader controlling the camera and our sitting-room, the actor controlling the theatre. As we breathe a space and extend the right amount of breath to a person, we touch them. You can sometimes sit in a theatre hearing an actor but not feeling part of that actor's process. You feel cut off. Most of the time when this happens the actor is not breathing the space. A simple but basic exercise like the one above can bring you in contact with this problem. Whatever space you are performing in, stand on the stage when it's empty and breathe to the perimeters of the theatre or room. Not only to where the audience ends but the whole space from side to side, top to bottom. 
In beautifully designed theatres this breath perspective is built into the design. If you were to stand in a Greek theatre like the one at Epidaurus, you could not help but take in breath and breathe the space. Most Victorian theatres, like London's Old Vic, also encourage this breath connection. Notice, too, that both these kinds of theatres wrap around and envelop the actor. Most modem theatres don't. If fact, most are so boxy and widely horizontal that they can often defeat the actor from taking in the space. The actor has to work consciously to make the connection between the space and the breath. The design doesn't do it for them. For instance, London's Barbican, Olivier and Lyttelton Theatres pull the actor's connection down to the back of the stalls. To include and breathe the circles and/or balconies you have to work to 'think up'. Your focus is constantly fighting a shifting battle. However, larger theatres are often easier to breathe because the space acts as a breath liberator. A small studio space can cramp the breath. The audience is so close that the actor often forgets the whole space and is suddenly inaudible, speaking to just the first few rows. You must still think and breathe the whole space. In the National's Cottesloe Theatre, for instance, that means right up to the high gallery which is on a steep vertical plane. Only then will you reach your audience vocally and imaginatively. 
When you finally feel at home in a space, your breathing within it will be organic. That is why you must take every opportunity to acquaint yourself seriously with every space in which you perform, even if it's just a small school theatre. Get into the space before the show; at lunch, for instance. By breathing a space you will actually begin to feel less fear of it. You will feel at home. You can play a scene with someone intimately on-stage but still breathe the 

space and be heard. You can play a speech facing upstage, 

if that is required, but still breathe the space. 

The same applies to radio. This time the point of focus 

for the breath is the centre of the microphone. So many 

actors rely on the microphone that they forget to breathe and support, and are therefore inaudible. Equally, the young television and film actors close down so much that 

they don't breathe in a scene and can't be picked up by sound technicians. Here the microphone will pick you up if you are breathing to a fellow actor, or to camera if you are addressing the camera. 
Testing Your Breath.

All the exercises we have been doing thus far are only possible if you are free in your breath. But it might be fun to try a selection of them with your own favourite breath habit or tension just to feel the constriction. Note that even with tension you can adapt the constriction to get some breath support. This is an important process as you will naturally play characters who have particular ticks and tensions. By starting from freedom you will be able to produce the effect without inhibition or damage. Also experiment with holding your breath in these exercises or speaking without breath. This will very quickly give you a sensation of the fear that grips many performers. Complete terror! The root of this fear is to do with not breathing easily or taking what the body most needs - a deep, low breath. Take this panic to its extreme and the body will knock you out - you will faint, so it can get on with living naturally, i.e. taking the breath. If you suffer from extreme nerves or sickness before working, invest a lot of time in very easy breath work, keeping the breath coming and going without holds. Aim to place the breath as deeply into the body as possible, don't hold or rush the rhythm of the breath. If you feel locked or panicked, sigh out and calmly wait for the body to ask for breath. 
Changing Breath Rhythm.

I will be concentrating on this very important aspect of breath work with text work later, in Stage Three, but I want to mention the subject here first. I'm convinced that all great writers, consciously or unconsciously, hear the breathing patterns of their characters when they write. Each human being has a different breath rhythm. If a person lives in an oral culture that cares about speaking and language, uses longer thoughts and expresses feelings with passion, then he or she will be using more breath organically. As life transforms us we change our breath rhythms. All these things and more are hidden in a text to be revealed by the actor to an audience's ears. Two thoughts from my daily working experience arise about breath rhythms: 1) many actors train their breath systems to get the breath low, strong and flexible, but never shift out of their own unique rhythms; 2) younger actors who have never lived with stimulating verbal exchange feel that to change their breathing rhythms - normally conditioned by short thoughts and passionless dialogue to that of someone who speaks huge and complex texts sounds unreal. My response to both these common habits is that if you don't change the rhythm of your breath to suit each individual text then you will never begin to characterize fully as an actor must and should. When you change the rhythm of your breath to match the text, you have not only begun to characterize by means of the structure of the text but have permitted yourself to be changed by the text, beginning to breathe it the way the writer intended. 

Exercise 12: Changing Breath Rhythms.

This simple exercise will neutralize the breath pattern so that you can build a new rhythm into your body. You need only do this if you feel stuck when working on a text. 

Lie on your back, knees up, soles of feet on the floor. 

Thighs should be unclamped and shoulders released. Make 

sure that you feel comfortable. 

Spend a few minutes being aware of your breath rhythm. Now 

clear the pattern. Begin the exercise by sighing out, not a voiced sigh but a gentle, silent one. Keep gently breathing out until you feel no more outward 
motion of the breath. Wait until you feel the body wants to breathe. It is useful to think of this moment as a suspension between exhalation and the organic need of inhalation. Let the breath in and when you feel full wait until the body starts to let the breath out. You are letting your body, not your head, seek oxygen. Think of the holds more like suspensions. You are suspended with the breath, not locking it. Continue this pattern. You might initially feel panic but try to work through the panic. If you can face it you will begin to relax in a deep way and clean your breath pattern of your natural holds. After this exercise you will feel a bit drowsy, but it would be interesting to try at this point to speak a speech you know well and see if the pattern of breath has shifted at all. By clearing the breath of your habitual patterns the text might inform you about where it wants you to breathe and how much breath you need to take. 

Exercise 13: Building Breath Support, Fitness and Strength.

Here are a few exercises to build up fitness and strength in the breath support system. All these exercises should be done with freedom through the rest of your body, particularly your shoulders, throat and upper chest. You should only do these exercises after warming up the voice (see pp. 336-9). I'll be using 'ha' a great deal as this is an open sound. If you can control 'ha' you can control any sound. A text with the physical control of words will be easy after this. If you know you have a vocally demanding role coming up you should start these exercises two weeks before beginning rehearsal. This will give you time to build up fitness. Increase capacity. Use 's' and aim to get a 40-second release that is controlled. Use 'z' up to 30 seconds to increase control. The release should be strong and steady. Work up to seven or eight full recoveries using 'z' or 'ha'. The recoveries should be effortless, one after the other and with no collapse of the spine. Always recover before you lose support. Never cheat by thinking you have got more breath than you can really power. Release on 'z' and then 'ha', pushing against a wall or holding a chair above your head or lifting a reasonably heavy object. After these releases just stand and release. On 'z' or 'ha' you should immediately feel more connection and contact with the support. Walk, releasing on 'ha', trying to keep the sound steady. Try different notes and different levels of volume. Run and get yourself out of breath. Stop and release on 'ha', trying to keep the sound steady. Recover the breath until it settles down to its usual pattern. As you get fitter this settling process will happen faster. Release on 'ha', going from standing to sitting on the floor. Keep the sound as steady as you can. Now take this further by sitting into lying down on your back, then sitting into standing on one breath, releasing on 'ha'. This is not easy but very demanding and athletic. 

At any time try one of these exercises using a line of text. After the 'ha' the text will be easy to breathe and control. Now, for an even finer control of support, try these exercises. Again, these are only to be done after a warm-up. Remember to keep the voice placed forward so you are 'on' voice. Do not push anything from the throat. 

Over a count of 10, release on 'ha' but crescendo or build up the sound, all control of volume coming up from the support. Over a count of 10, diminuendo or decrease the sound. Try to build up these releases over 15 and 20. The diminuendo is harder and takes more control. In speech we rarely do this energy release. The crescendo rather than the diminuendo is more natural. 

Now take this support into a line of text. Intone the line, then 

speak it at moderate volume. Intone the line, then speak it 

bringing up the volume a notch. Repeat until you feel you are 

at full volume without pushing. You will feel your support 

having really to work. You might need to think of a yawn in the throat to keep free and it will also help if you elongate the vowels to aid the support. There might be a temptation to pull the sound back as many of us feel restricted when we make a loud noise - keep liberating yourself! 

Now reverse the exercise. Start on a moderate volume and gradually get quieter. You'll find that you really have to concentrate on keeping the voice full 'on' and placed forward. Don't diminish the volume by pulling the sound back, devoicing or using a whisper. You will notice that to make yourself clear when speaking quietly not only takes very fine control of the support but requires a hundred per cent more mental and emotional concentration. It is almost the hardest thing to achieve technically - the Ph.D. of voice work! Only the most experienced actors can make this low vocal level work in space. Fine technique and superb concentration are required. For some reason young, inexperienced actors want to work on this level long before they achieve any strong, full-throated technique. It is so difficult. 

Breath and Voice Planning.

Just a tip. If you have a demanding acting job which requires lots of movement, support and voice, spend time working it out in advance. There is no shame in having to think out a moment on stage. It doesn't diminish your creativity. Otherwise you might end up always dreading a particular moment, or hurt your voice in performance, so plan it out. For instance, I had an actor who had to walk on at the start of the show and immediately suffer an attack. So the first sound he made on-stage was a huge scream. He was acting on a steep rake, which made the task even harder on the breath. The only way he could do this night after night was for us to plan the whole thing practically move by move. We had to consider where to breathe and support, where to be physical at any given moment and the exact position of his body when he fell. Through careful planning he didn't hurt his voice and eventually the sequence of moments became organic. Without doing this work he wouldn't have lasted through the show. Dancing and singing, fighting, then speaking can all be worked out, keeping you and your voice safe. As you do this breath and voice planning you will notice that the body and breath learn very quickly and that vocal freedom is achieved remarkably smoothly. Don't endanger your voice merely through lack of preparation. Actors are constantly asked to perform hard and even unnatural tasks which combine speech with acrobatics. 

Everyday Support.

At this stage of my career I feel that the understanding and correct use of support is the most important aspect of good, strong, healthy voice work. Of course, I might change my mind in the next twenty years. Some years ago I used to say to actors that as long as they supported their voices in rehearsal and on-stage, that was all right. However, in retrospect, I think I was wrong. Not only is supporting your voice in everyday life the most natural and healthy option (and remember, it doesn't have to be this overblown position that announces you as an 'actor'), but I would say that if you don't use support in your daily speaking you will find yourself always 'putting on' a voice when you act. Support will never feel truly organic if it is used only when you work. Try the supported voice in everyday contexts, perhaps not at first with people who know you well. They will notice the change in you. Our nearest and dearest are often 

not at their kindest when we try to change ourselves. You 

will notice a lift in self-esteem when you support. Use 

support when you are in environments that are notorious 

for vocal exhaustion. The first night party with all that 

noise, smoke and alcohol is a cocktail for vocal damage. Many actors hurt their voices at parties. They support in the performance and forget at the party! 

There will be much breath and support work later, connected to text work where support really comes into use. All this first stage is about is building up vocal awareness and learning about technical preparation you will begin to use regularly. Later you will be throwing caution to the wind and using all breath muscles vigorously. That will mean they will gradually become organic to the text and you will forget the work because it will be there for you naturally. 

Rib Reserve.

I would now like just to discuss a breath technique called rib reserve. Many older actors have been trained in this method of support and younger actors have heard it discussed enough to wonder what it is and ff it has any benefits. So I think it is important to explain this method that has existed in Western singing and speaking for decades. The purpose of rib reserve is to create a strong support system by means of a continual reserve of air. All fine and good, but the method has real problems. 

Before I went to the Central School of Speech and Drama I was taught rib reserve. You breathed in and went 'on support', which meant you held or you locked your ribcage up and worked from the abdominal area of muscles, with the ribs staying up. We used to go 'on support' at the beginning of the class and let our ribs down only at the end of the lesson. A bit of string was tied around our rib-cage. If the string loosened the teacher could see our ribs had slipped. One of my teachers used to put her ribs up in the morning and down before she went to bed, breathing and living off the abdominal, diaphragmatic breath! This high rib position is obviously unnatural. The locking of the rib-cage for long periods of time creates shoulder tension, abdominal tension (the stomach becomes taut) and back tension. At worst it can damage the back. Many actors and singers become barrel shaped. Numerous singers practising rib reserve will clasp their hands as they sing to lock the cage in place. Actors on rib reserve will often act in a rigid way. Shoulders can tighten to hold the rib-cage up. Clearly little movement or acting is possible. 

So, are there any advantages to this technique? Let's place it in perspective. The idea of rib reserve comes from a very natural process. If we push (remember the wall exercise) or lift a heavy object, there is a moment after the inward breath when the ribs are suspended up. As we push, lift, punch, etc., the open position of the ribs mean we have clear and uninhibited access to all those powerful abdominal muscles: all those muscles supporting the outward air for maximum energy and incredible vocal power. It seems to me the problem with the rib reserve system is that the ribs don't come down naturally. For very extreme moments in speaking, and more so in singing, you do need clear access to those muscles, so I encourage a performer to use the technique only in rare circumstances - e.g. speaking over music, extended screaming. Release the abdominal muscles first, followed by the ribs coming down. The ribs overlap the abdominal release. The tension and problems appear when the abdominal release finishes and the ribs are still locked and then come down. I think it is fair to say that this unnatural technique might be needed when the art form itself requires the unnatural. An aesthetic in art is not always natural. Rib reserve does produce enormous vocal power and, if taught 

properly to a performer, can keep the lower throat open, 

minimizing vocal tension. But your voice will never sound 

real because the underlying support is so huge that the 

voice cannot be quiet or subtle. Rib reserve turns the voice 

into a power tool. Some performers skilled in rib reserve find the position useful and never suffer from inhibiting tension. So if you do 

have an enormous vocal task you might like to experiment with this tool. Remember, though, never to lock the ribs. The benefit should be felt immediately if the ribs are not locked. 

Exercise 14: Rib Reserve. Take a full breath, feel the position of readiness. Release on 's', but by separating the abdominal area from the fib-cage. The abdominal area releases first. The rib-cage follows but overlaps the abdominal releases. You can try releasing an 's' from the abdominal and change the sound to 'z' as the ribs join in. I do teach this release but only when a student has established a strong, free breath system. For some it will double their capacity and give them a new sense of vocal power. Others hate it. The students who loathe it can easily get by without it. It is only for rare occasions and, as I've said above, the ribs should always be able to move freely and never be locked in place. Finally, I have a theory about rib reserve. The locking of the rib-cage tightens all the abdominal muscles and consequently cuts the actor off from his or her emotional centre. The fight abdomen makes accessing feelings almost impossible. I think that this technique helped to create all those clear, intellectual British actors who sounded to American ears rigid and passionless. Great voices, but missing real souls. 

3.  THE FREE AND PLACED VOICE. 

Freeing the Voice.

Imagine the column of air travelling up through the body from the breath support muscles. The foundation support you have been developing should be able to propel or project the voice into the mouth and out into the air. However, what can happen is that your support power suddenly meets blocks and constrictions in the throat and mouth. It is in these areas that we hold and distort our potential power and freedom. That stream of supported air finds itself fully or partially trapped as it tries to place itself in the face. ¢'e find ourselves back considering what tensions are inhibiting this free passage. Let's list some of the most common tensions that create these blockages. The voice naturally wants to travel in an arc - up and out - so these blocks are actually trapping and suppressing the voice and words in the body. 

A. The Push Down. This is a common vocal habit in actors. The voice is pushed down into the throat and chest, rather than placed forward in the mouth. Actors love this habit because they can feel the sensation of their voice buzzing around in the throat and chest, but fail to realize that ff you can feel the sensation of your own voice, it's not releasing out of you. It's trapped and denied to the listener. You have to work much harder with your support to begin to communicate across space. The push down tires the voice. It's the sort of voice you may be able hear even at the back of the theatre but you won't be able to distinguish what is said. The push down restricts the range of the voice. I think many actors adopt this habit to lower the voice quickly and therefore to give themselves an air of authority. It is akin to the vocal bluff habit we talked about earlier: 'I don't know what I'm saying or feeling but I’ll bluff it out.' It's all growl but no definition or bite. 

B. Throat Constrictions. 

These constrictions all revolve around holding or blocking sound in the throat and not fully using the vocal folds. They fall under a number of headings: 

Devoicing. A vocal position close to whispering. This creates a 

soft, less focused sound, common in actors who have done considerable amounts of television or film. It is a short cut to reducing volume but it is vocally inefficient. You are running the voice on half-power because only a proportion of the vocal fold is being energized. This quality muffles the voice and, in most modem, acoustically dead theatres, a devoiced voice cannot travel or be distinctly heard. Again it will restrict the range of the voice and tire it after a long show. 

Glottal Attack. This is potentially very dangerous as the vocal folds are being clicked or bashed together harshly, particularly on vowels at the beginning of words such as 'apple'. It is as if the first point of the word is hammered. Many actors do this to find energy, but the energy is smashing the voice, restricting range and always sounds to the audience hard and aggressive. Used with large amounts of support in big theatres you could severely damage your voice ff this habit continues for long periods of time. 

Squeezing the Throat. You can do this in a variety of ways and it can be caused by vertical or horizontal pressure in the throat. In effect, the channel in the throat is narrowed, so the voice will sound thin and choked. This tension can grip actors when they are nervous or not breathing fully. By tightening the throat you can, falsely, control the air flow. The sound allows no emotional shifts and remains weak and drained of colour. With this kind of tension you can see the throat and neck tighten with the effort of holding the voice. It wants to be released but you are trapping it. This is often accompanied by a tight tongue or jaw. Look in a mirror and speak, and you can actually see the physical strain in your face and neck. Your face will probably redden and the veins in your neck become more pronounced. You are essentially disconnected from the entire process of breathing. 

The Push. Very common amongst actors who have no sense of support. Instead of using their natural power of breath support they push their voice to fill the space and to create an emotional fact. Most people who are frightened of a space, a text, an emotional truth, or who are trying to be strong without a connection to breath and support, will physically push. The audience will experience a bluffed energy. They will feel attacked and be unable to hear specifics in language. They will also feel cut off from the play and often get angry with the pusher and begin to dislike him or her. It's very tiring to be pushed at all the time: hit over the head with a vocal baseball bat. Thwack, thwack, thwack! Pushing can damage the voice. The voice falls into a monotone. The switch-off time is very short; within minutes no one listens or cares. Again, actors will often mistakenly think this position is good because they feel they are working hard. However, the more you push not only are the audience being cut off but you cut yourself off too. My image of a pusher is a dog chasing its own tail. The harder you work, the less we all get. I find many actors adopting this position out of fear and panic, or because they have no technique. Through pushing, they are trying to sound energized and interesting. 

The Pull Back. Imagine beginning to let the voice or word out, then pulling it back into the throat in denial. Words are never finished. Mumbling is often how this position is described. The end of a word is never launched into space. It has become such a common feature in film and TV acting that I find it is now affecting stage work. The pull back is often connected to the falling line. The thought drifts off and retreats back into the speaker, or into the floor in front of his feet. I suppose many of us don't trust words and find it hard to commit. Both positions deny the energy of language and we lose syllables and sentences. The rhythm can only be boring. After all, everything is falling into a chasm. The sound drones on and on. Eventually the speaker bores himself. Many theatre people call this dropping inflection and word energy 'minor-key speaking'. It seems devoid of thought or emotion and far from the major key that passionate acting must strike. From the actor's point of view it is harder work. Every time you drop off or pull back a word or line you have to summon more energy to hoist yourself back onto the text. I will often say to a performer that it is the equivalent of trying to surf: you catch a wave and yet are getting on and off your board mid-wave every few seconds. Not very efficient! These habits 

are useless in a theatre. As soon as one word is unfinished, or 

a thought isn't driven through, the audience will not only 

miss great chunks of text but will be lulled into indifference. 

Remember, if I miss one word, I'm so busy working out what 

I might have missed that subsequent lines have gone past me, unheard. Even on microphone this habit leads to incoherence because by pulling back you have lost words. You are asking the listener to do all the work and imagine what you are speaking and experiencing. But should an audience have to work this hard? 

C. Jaw Tensions. Any tension in the jaw will obviously result in the sound or word being caged in the mouth. Muscles of articulation are clamped in so that they cannot work clearly. Also, because the jaw is connected to the tongue and throat, the voice sounds muffled and range is reduced. In the simplest way, if you don't open your mouth, sound cannot travel into the listener's ears. Muscles of articulation have no room clearly to shape the voice into words. 

D. Tongue Tensions. If you have a tense tongue, speech will be a constant effort and the voice will stay trapped in the throat. Sounds and words are swallowed and muffled. Try out these tensions. Clamp the tongue in the mouth and try to vocalize or speak with ease. You can't. Suddenly you are gagged. The slighter the tension, the more you will be able to monitor it. Remember that any of these tensions can explode into profound problems under the added pressure of stress, fear or unhappiness. You might only experience one of these tensions when you are unhappy in a role, or with a director or a fellow actor. By understanding the tension you will have the power to trouble-shoot it throughout your working life. All these throat and mouth tensions could lead to some or all of these results: Extra mucus after using your voice fully. If the voice is held then the body produces extra mucus to lubricate and protect the system. It's important to note that ff after using your voice in an extended way you notice mucus, you are probably tightening or misusing your voice in some way. The voice will tire with tensions and you will suffer a restriction of range. One of the first things an actor might notice is that his voice doesn't respond to feelings or imagination. Then what can easily compound the frustration of having an unresponsive voice is to cloud it further with more tension. 

These kinds of tensions arise from one common misconception: that the voice operates from the neck up and not from the deep breath support system that comes from below. Until there is a marriage between support and the means of articulation, the voice is always going to be trapped, confused and underpowered. It will never really be free and placed. Support should control not only the voice but the volume of the voice. It enables us to move through range, it connects us to our emotions, it allows us to think freely, to listen and be in the moment. However, vocal blocks are often applied by actors because they discover that they can short-cut the work and quickly control the volume of the voices in their throats. The throat becomes a faucet. It is only a short cut and if you place control in vocal tensions, you lose the whole rich experience of breath and the wonder of your voice. 

Exercise 15: Releasing Vocal Blockages.

As you do this sequence of exercises, please stay connected to the breath and support, and never do them in isolation. Some actors may have to address one particular tension for ever and throughout their careers, so don't be frightened of daily work and repetition of exercises. Other actors will address a tension once, resolve it and never have to look at it again. In each of these exercises, work from the outside of the face and body into the throat and voice. And keep breathing. 

The Mouth and Face. 

Move all the facial muscles. Gently massage them, particularly the muscles around the jaw 

hinges. Isolate muscles, move each in turn and then release: forehead, eyes and eyelids, cheek muscles and lips. Stretch out the tongue. Gently massage the throat and the back of the neck. Introduce tension into the face by bunching it up, then release 

it. When you release the muscles, allow them to fall where they want to go. Don't control the release. Muscles will find where they want to be, not where your habits set them. Bunch up the face again and release. Feel the muscles fall over the bony. structure of the face. Repeat a few times. The face should feel more open and surprisingly invigorated. Push your lips forward, then stretch them back to bare your teeth. Repeat a few times before releasing. The face should feel more active and alive. Smile a big smile and with the smile still in place, open the jaw to about a two-finger drop. Do not let the face drop in the second stage of this exercise. Still imagine the smile as you open the jaw. The space might feel huge but this is a stretch not only to free the face, but because the jaw is connected to the back of the throat you should feel the throat open and that might include a yawn sensation. This is a good sign. It means the exercise is working. You are opening the throat. When the release feels involuntary and uncontrolled this is a positive sign that you are now naturally released. 
During this exercise, if you open the jaw with a smile and concentrate on the breath, you should feel vividly the column of air coming up from the abdominal muscles and passing through the body and throat without interference. This is a great reference point of freedom. Try the same breathing exercise with one of your habitual tensions: place a bit of tension in your shoulders, upper chest, spine, throat or jaw. You will immediately feel and understand the blockage you are working to free. After smiling and opening the jaw, stretch the tongue out over the chin. Breathe. The throat is even more open as the back of the tongue is flattened. Repeat a few times. When you return to a neutral position muscles should feel worked and opened. Now release the jaw and circle it gently around as if chewing. Always keep the jaw moving in this easy circular motion. Do not swing it or pull it into place. Any violent thrusting or swinging of the jaw can dislocate it. The jaw hinges are delicate. I once saw a singer force her jaw in such a way that it locked and refused to close. Smile and open the jaw. This time place the tongue tip behind the bottom front teeth. With the tip behind the teeth anchoring the tongue, push the middle portion of the tongue forward and release. Repeat. Now with the same tongue-tip position, say phonetically 'k', 'g' and 'rig'. This will exercise the soft palate and free it. If the palate feels sluggish the voice might be held back in the throat or you might sound nasal. Try repeating deftly any words ending in 'hag'. Even just one sound that is held can, ha connected speech, pull a whole sentence back into the throat. 
Opening the Throat with a Yawn.

One of the best ways to open the throat is to yawn. Yawning widens the throat horizontally. Try a yawn. Now, with a lot of breath, try speaking or perhaps counting on a yawn (1, 2, 3, up to I0). You should immediately feel the throat open and stretch. Now be more subtle. Count or speak just thinking of a yawn but not actually doing it. The throat will fed and stay open. The yawn, or thinking of a yawn, is a great way of saving the voice if you feel you are trapping or pushing it. It might not be ideal but ff you are hurting or restricting your voice either in rehearsal or in performance, you can just think of a yawn and it will help free and save the voice. A good trick is to use the yawn if you have to shout or scream and are not yet feeling sufficiently connected to the moment or prepared for it technically. The yawn technique will at least save your voice. Speaking on the edge of a yawn was an old technique once taught to actors. Although it probably made the voice sound strange, pompous and much too open, it did keep the voice open and saved it from abuse. This thinking of rather than actually executing the yawn is no more than a modification of an old, tried and tested vocal 

technique.  Test for yourself what a closed throat feels like:
Stand or sit centred. Breathe in and out. You can do this 

through the nose, then through the mouth. If you can hear your breathing there is a barrier in the breath. A noisy breath is an indication that there is tension in the vocal passage. It would 

certainly be audible on a microphone. A noisy breath will also dry the voice. Be absolutely silent without any hint of a rasp. Feel how calm the silent breath makes you feel. Now make a rasp and feel your throat go tense. Go back to a silent and free breath - in and out quietly. 
Do not rush this easy, quiet breath. Keep the lips together, teeth unclenched with the jaw lifted and open. This feeling of freedom you have now is a we important reference position. Remember it. This is the feeling you will be aiming for to keep the voice open and released. Begin to feel the potential power of the breath support welling up freely through the body. It might be at this point you want to close off the power by tightening the vocal apparatus but keep opening the throat, checking the freedom of the shoulders, the jaw, the tongue, the upper chest and the spine. Check that you are breathing out when you feel ready and that the breath has settled in you before you breathe out. This state of calm defines a silent, yet still powerful position of the ready and centred breath. Whenever you to need to re-capture this sense of ease return to this sequence again. 
Warming up the Voice or Vocalizing.

You already began to warm up the voice when you worked through the physical blockages above in Exercise 15 It's good always to start your vocal warm-up with these releases. If you take your time to address any blockages you will shorten the actual warm-up time needed. Several reminders before you start vocalizing. Keep connected to the breath support. Never rush this process. Many actors try to get their voices forward far too quickly. Always avoid placing the voice forward before the folds feel warmed. The warming process can be internal, light and easy. There are no guidelines regarding time. Depending on many factors such as humidity, temperature, fitness, or fatigue, you might need a minute, while on other days you could need twenty minutes. How do you know when the voice is warmed? It's hard to be accurate. I think the best I can say is that a warmed voice does not feel tacky, sticky or held. It motors easily and freely. As an illustration of how it can be held and sticky try gently humming first thing in the morning. It will feel like a cold engine spluttering to life. 
Exercise 16: Warming Exercises.

Staying connected to the breath support, begin gently to hum. At this stage the sound can be internal. Many people find that by pitching the voice a bit higher than they normally speak it warms up faster. 
Keep humming gently and when you feel the voice motoring easily start to play with different notes. Hum a tune. Move down through your range. Think of this process as a massage of the vocal folds. 
If during this warming process you feel the voice is trapped, think of a yawn or a silent 'h' to free it. Keep checking the shoulder and the jaw to ensure these areas are free. 
Exercise 17: Placing the Voice.

Once the voice is warmed it needs to be placed. This means moving up the voice forward into the mouth where it is released. This is the point when the voice leaves you. It is a key moment in voice work because you constantly need to place your voice before you can begin to speak or work properly on a role. 

Stand centred. A visual aid to help you place the voice is to fix your eyes on a point on a wall or out of a window above eyeline. Think to the point in an arc. 

At first breathe to the point. Imaginatively touch the point with your breath. 

Now begin to hum gently, aiming to feel a strong vibration on 

the lips. This might take a few attempts, so do not push at this, 

the throat should stay free. 

After you have felt the lips buzz, change the position of your 

mouth and focus the sound even more forward to the point above eyeline by using an 'oo'. Really purse your lips forward. 

This will help launch the sound. Breathe to that point and vocalize 'oo'. Again, stay free, no vocal pushing. Release on 'oo' any note you want and do not be frightened of the sound you make. As long as it's free the sound can't be bad. You should feel the breath support through the body, an open throat and the sound leaving you through the lips. This is very energizing and should make you feel confident and powerful. Move from 'oo' into the full open release of'ah'. This 'ah' is the most open sound you can make. This openness and uninhibited quality of sound can be fearfully revealing, so it is very prone to being controlled in the throat by tightening or pulling back, resulting in a dropping of the sound, letting it fall or dwindle away. 'Ah' is also a very emotional sound. So out of fear we are tempted not to release it fully. Elongate the sound, but stop when you feel the support about to go. Open up and raise your arms as you move from 'oo' into 'ah', this will help the release. I recommend you keep this up for a good three minutes. Other exercises you can now do to help you feel this full release from 'oo' into 'ah' as you vocalize are to hold a chair above your head, push a wall, throw a ball or imagine throwing one as you move with the vocalization. If you lose the sensation of the sound being forward, go back to the hum, the 'm' on the lips Move quickly from 'm' into 'ah' and 'm' into 'oo' into 'ah'. This will re-establish the placing and release of the voice: m -, ah m -, oo -, ah Now try different notes for the release, different levels of volume, while still keeping the sound forward, which will consolidate this sustained release. At this point in our work you have put into place the basic foundation stones of voice work - marrying support with the free, opened and placed voice. This vocal position can be reached within a few minutes after warming up. The more acquainted you are with feeling this freedom and experiencing placement, the better your work will become. By working properly to regulate support, freedom and release, you will perhaps have righted many restricting vocal habits. This newly released and placed voice must now become a new habit in its own fight. I cannot stress this enough. In fact, the whole first year of work has been about developing this awareness. But until you reach and understand this initial stage of voice work it's hard to continue to the next level. 
Exercise 18: Sustaining the Voice.

Now let's spend some time sustaining this placed, open and supported vocal position. As you do these next exercises, try to finish the sound or words outside you and not drag them back inside you. It's rather the same as holding a verse line and not letting it drop. As this is pure sound you will be making, it requires more concentration, but this means that when you work on an actual text, holding the verse line or the thought sequence will be easier. 
Use the visual aid of the point above eyeline to help focus the voice. Cover a count of l0 on a full, open voice: the first count of 3 on 'oo' and then from 4 to 10 on 'ah'. Then, stretch this over 15. Then if you have the support, go for 20. (If 'oo' doesn't work for you u 'm' over the count of 3 to place your voice, then into 'ah'.) Try sustaining this with a physical release: pushing a wall, throwing a ball. These exercises will give you a strong sense of muscle underneath the open release. 
You are now making a very open sound. Check that you do not start the exercise with a glottal attack. That is, a click in the throat. All the time, think that the control of the sound is coming from the support system. If you find this control difficult, put your hands on your support system. Think of your voice as coming from the centre of your body. 

Imagination is a very powerful tool in voice work, as it 

allows you to reach for the ideal state. 

Do the exercises using different notes in your voice and 

keeping the voice placed. Experiment with different levels 

of volume. Try this simple release to feel continually the placing of the voice. Start a release on 'm' over a count of 3 on the same 

breath, open for a count of 3 on 'ah', return to 'm' for 3, open to 'ah' for 3. You have covered a count of 12. It's a form of chanting. Build your breath support up in this exercise alternatively between 'm' and 'ah' to cover a count of 21 or even 24. This exercise requires good control and returning to the 'm' is a continual way to check that the voice has been placed on the lips. Using this exercise further, now crescendo (increasing volume) over 21, then diminuendo (diminishing volume). The crescendo and diminuendo are great control exercises. Next try to crescendo and diminuendo with the fully open position on 'ah'; do not push or glottalize but try to keep the sound smooth and steady. Stretch over 15 if you can. Stretch your breath recovery with this open 'ah' sound. Never go off support during these exercises. Keep shoulders and upper chest free and unlifted. Feel the readiness of the support. Keep that sense of connection. 
Exercise 19: Full Breath Recovery.

Release on a series of full breaths on 'ah'; if you can build up to seven full recoveries, one after the other, you are very fit. Vary the note and volume for extra control. Never go off the support, but you will now have to trust you can work the full recovery muscles in the body. Breathe in, release as far as you can go with 'ah', then recover, seven times. Afterwards, when you return to a calm, quiet breath you should feel that the muscles of support have been stretched. It may take a student actor three to four months to achieve this athletic recovery of the breath. An experienced actor should be able to do this at will. 
Exercise 20: Fast, Low Recovery.

It is very important here to keep the shoulders and upper chest free during any recovery exercise. 
Start touching sound off with a gentle 'ha, ha, ha', taking a breath between each 'ha'. 
When you feel that you are free and connected, speed up the process. Then you can take 'ha' up faster and on a higher vocal pitch, then down. 
Now put both these two recoveries together: the full recovery and the short, low recovery. These two recoveries span the experience of the intake of breath. The full is the mighty breath and the short is the top-up breath. Between these two positions are many intermediary breath recoveries, all organically connected to your living, moving, speaking needs. If you exercise the two extremes, you will safely cover the full spectrum of recoveries. Breath recovery marries with connected speech, depending on length of thought, intensity of feeling and the space. After all, we take the breath we need to say what we have to say. When you master the twin poles of recovery you can move into a greater variety of vocal challenges with less effort. You have touched the very seat of vocal power. 
Exercise 21: The Recovery Sequence .

Make up your own sequence but start with this. Count on support over 3, taking only enough to cover 3. Recover; then 7; recover, 2; recover, 9; recover, 12; recover, 15; recover, 1; recover, 4; recover, 20. Do this easily and swiftly and you will find that you are taking what breath is needed for the count and moving between a full and shorter recovery of the breath effortlessly. 
These exercises are athletic, but should never take you to a point of strain. After the exercises you should feel worked, but never exhausted. 

Exercise 22: Supporting the Word.

By this point you have reached the moment when you can 

join pure breath support and voice work with speaking 

words. We'll start by intoning into speaking: 

Intone, counting over 10, recover the breath and speak over 

10 before you have time to think. Intoning is the most fantastic means of releasing the voice into speaking. Build up, 

intoning over 20, going immediately into speaking. If you feel that the spoken voice after intoning pulls back, tat starting to intone over 10 and go into speaking around 5 on the same breath, keeping the energy clearly forward and making the transition into speaking on the same breath. Be vigilant and avoid any pulling off or denial of the sound. If falling off persists, tat pushing a wall. Intone, come off the wall and speak. 
Try this intoning into speaking exercise while standing, sitting or walking. Do these exercises, particularly ff you have a vocally demanding job coming up. Once you have aligned the open, placed sound with your breath-support system and begin to have control over the process, you have covered all the basic ingredients of voice work. The important point to recognize is that there are other areas of voice and speech work still to come. But this basic work has to be done before you can access the full potential of your voice. Do this work even when you are not working; that is when you'll need it most. If you are speaking in a theatre every day, then through performance the work is being done. The voice stays healthy when used, but withers when it is inactive. In a three-year training I would expect the student to understand this work within the first twelve weeks. Eventually it should be so known and habitual that it becomes 'forgotten' by the end of the first year. As young actors work through all the primary craft exercises of voice work, I constantly try to get them to focus on three other key skills which are vital to the actor: listening, looking and learning. 
Listening.

An equal part of successful two-way communication is not just speaking, but also listening. Most people need to be trained in how to listen. The noise around us has deadened most ears. An actor cannot survive without listening skills. This awareness of listening starts on the first day of training. Young actors in their enthusiasm to work on themselves do not easily listen to each other, but they must learn. You cannot work on-stage without being able to react aurally to other actors and even to yourself: hearing and recapturing different notes, stresses, rhythms, pace, vowels, consonants. I would go so far as to say that the actor who does not listen and react to others well cannot use his or her voice imaginatively. The non-listening actor may sound beautiful, but will inevitably sink under the weight of her own arias, like a great but remote opera singer. 
All aspects of advanced voice-training emphasize listening skills. Like other craft work, the ability to listen has to become ingrained over time in order to sing a note, to respond to the other actors' words, to speak an accent. For some actors listening will be harder to achieve than it will for others. After all, some students have done more work on it than others. If you are musical or speak other languages, or have been encouraged to discuss and debate, you will already have some listening skills. Perhaps more poignantly, there are always students who have never in their lives been listened to; so for them this journey can be rewarding but also painful work. As one student said to me, 'Why should I listen to others when no one ever listens to me?' It is always productive to have sessions of silence in a voice class to heighten the ear's sensitivity to sound. This simply makes you aware that we do not live in an aural void but in a world rich with sound. Rhythm can be explored through simple clapping games. Any monitoring of sound 

in a voice class will be training the ear to recognize, for instance, vowel shifts or resonance and range. To master 

voice, you must master the definition of sounds. As an initial listening test, I get each student in a group to speak a simple sentence five times, changing the meaning each time. Not only does the group hear the different thought and emotion in each rendering, but they analyse the stress, pace, inflection and pause differences, training their ears thereby to hear the physical effects of meaning and emotion within language. 
Looking.

Listening and ear training are easily identifiable, allied skills for developing a voice. But looking and seeing are also a part of voice training. We use sight in at least three ways: 
1. By looking at the body, the stance and the breathing pattern, we can actually see how someone's voice is functioning. Many bad voices and habits can be noted in the face, jaw, neck, shoulders, legs. You can actually see the tonal quality of a voice by means of its physical placing in the body. Placing speech sounds can be done effectively in a mirror. But you have to know how to look. British accents, for instance, are more forward in the mouth than many American ones. 
2. How we see ourselves is another key indicator of how we use our voices. If I view myself as a victim, I might constantly devoice. If I see myself as superior to others I will sound superior. You can see confidence expressed in the voice. You can also see silliness and vanity. The voice really becomes a mirror of ourselves. Any student's tell-tale view of himself is always evidenced in the way he or she speaks. The one who falls off every line views himself as a failure. As he becomes more confident with the voice and stays on the lines, this is usually signalled by a radical change in physical esteem. Throughout your work you really do have to put yourself under constant self-scrutiny in order to grow and change. 
3. The last part of looking is directed towards the character. How does he or she view the world, view him or herself? Looking at what the character says and does will expose a vision that might be at odds with your own. But unless you really look and hunt the text for evidence you may never really come to know your characters. So the character, too, becomes a kind of mirror in which we can read patterns which will develop into vocal ones. 
Learning.

Very early in their training, young actors must develop a taste not only for learning in the widest sense but for learning accurately. By this, I mean learning substantial chunks of texts at least once a week. I must admit that I am reluctant to have to give advice on what should be obvious. After all, an actor relies on being able to learn parts and scripts. Learning accurately is part of the job's fundamental territory. However, the last few years have taught me that young actors either straight from drama school or university rarely have this essential skill. Learning texts and passages by heart and with understanding (not by mere rote) seems too old-fashioned to be part of the curriculum. From childhood, when learning poetry and passages of scripture were part of daily routine, I was made to become skilful at learning accurately. 
Accuracy with words must be taken seriously by performers training or starting out in the profession. Too many young actors 'paraphrase' a text rather than speaking it with assurance and comprehension. In fact, this growing habit draws the ire of directors and fellow performers who never seem to get the same cue lines from performance to performance. The actor should work to learn a part as soon as possible. But to know a part really well you will have to work on the text accurately. The more you paraphrase, the harder it will be really to know a text and the easier it becomes to forget lines. Learning lines for the theatre has to be deeper 

than learning them for film or television. You always have a 

longer journey to travel with your learning. 

Notes on Learning.

Try to learn a new speech or poem as least once a week. Read 

all kinds of material out loud. Always learn accurately. I cannot think of any advantage in doing otherwise. Never spend time learning anything you don't understand. Know what you are saying. Know what you need from the 

words. Learn thought by thought rather than sentence by sentence. Learn by speaking out loud. Use the form of the writing to help you (i.e. the lines, rhythm and rhyme of verse). Pay attention to little words ('but' is very different from 'and'; 'do not' is very different from 'don't'). Be careful of plurals. The 's' at the end of words is often dropped or added at will. As an arbitrary average, most actors say that they can learn a sonnet (fourteen lines of poetry) in forty-five minutes. The more you learn, the easier the process becomes. For the actor, learning must become second nature. I have seen tempers flare in rehearsals and breakdowns in communications among actors and stage management whenever a performer has not learned a text properly. In panic, performers who are still unsteady with a text will lash out at an innocent stage manager or fellow actors. So learning is a habit you should develop early and take seriously. Sight-Reading One of the most important skills an actor can learn is, paradoxically, one that is rapidly disappearing in theatre, film and television work - sight-reading. A few years ago, I would have placed this in the second stage of work. But I now feel that so few students can sight-read that they need to be encouraged to start working on it in the first few weeks of training. Every day, pick out a book, open it and read it out loud. Explore all styles of writing. Get used to reading on first sight. This is a skill you can develop on your own. It's mostly to do with practice and regular commitment to reading out loud. It used to be a skill taught in schools, but most of my students have never done it and come to it as a new experience. Actors who are good at sight-reading will often work more regularly than greater talents who do not possess this skill. On the one hand it is a very commercial skill, leading to work in recording, advertising and dubbing. On the other hand a career can bloom just because you can sight-read. I have seen directors take parts away from actors because of a performer's inability to pick up a text and instantly read new sections on sight. I've also experienced first days of rehearsal when the director is giving out an uncast section of a play or adaptation. Good sight-readers always get the extra work and, on three occasions I can think of, those sections have brought the actor huge success in famous shows. At auditions, a director may decide that although you are auditioning for one part, you are more suitable for another (sometimes a better one) and the deciding factor will be how proficiently you can read the part on sight. It is sometimes appalling to discover an actor being unable to make sense of a couple of sentences. The bad sight-readers missed their break. In one case a very ferocious director took a part away from an actor on the first read-through because his initial reading was so bad. You must learn to read aloud every day from sight and read all styles of writing - plays, novels, newspapers, poems, essays, sermons, letters. Particularly useful are writers such as Swift, Donne and Milton, those writers who have long thought processes which need to be sustained 

vocally. They will help you train yourself to think ahead 

and read calmly and accurately. 

Recently I was visiting an actor with a reputation for tremendous sight-reading skills. Beside his toilet are piled 

books from all periods and styles of writing. When I commented, he grinned and said that was where he practised his sight-reading as part of his daily routine. Use a tape recorder to hear whether you are clear or whether you are reading too fast, too slowly, sustaining the thought or not, making sense and not falling off the line energy. Practise variety and lifting your eyes off the text, coming back to find your place on the page with ease. All these facets of sight-reading are directly linked to repetition. As your confidence grows and you are achieving the above, you might even start interpreting material. One of the key notes when sight-reading is to stay calm, breathe and be curious and interested in any text you encounter. Essentially there is no magic exercise you can follow, except to work on building a habit for sight-reading into your daily routine. The more you practise and read, the more not only will your technical skills develop but you will begin to understand the structure of a piece very rapidly, along with its essential style. Use punctuation to move the process of thought from moment to moment, but practise looking ahead to where the thought ends, so that you can motor yourself along to that point, pausing where necessary. The instinct many actors have is to rush on and try to fight the tide, or merely finish. If in doubt, slow down. The common misconception of many readers is that speed is less boring, but the reverse is true. Speeding might be a bluff but it rarely pays off. Actors who read narrative over the radio or audio tapes, for instance, are always asked by producers to read at a slower pace. The listener, you must remember, needs the time both to absorb the story and to catch up with you. If you are handed a sight-reading just before an audition you might not be able to read it out aloud, but you will be able at least to physicalize it by mouthing it silently. One actor, very fearful of sight-reading, told me he always takes the text to the toilet and in that way gets the chance to read some of it out before entering the audition room. 
End of stage one.
