Some notes about singing
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Summary from Singing Lesson with Anita Morrison (Choir & Organ Sept/Oct 2006)
“Sound production is a skill that we all naturally possess as new-born babies. But over the years we accumulate emotional, psychological and physical tensions…. Bad posture (slouching in front of the television, hunched over our computers, or carrying too heavy bags), forces our bodies to adopt unnatural solutions and this misuse affects our ability to sing freely.”

These are some points about the key elements :

Posture

“When the skeleton is properly aligned the muscles are freed and breathing becomes more efficient”.

Feet should be slightly apart, weight evenly balanced.

Ankle, knee and hip joints should feel free and mobile.

The chest should be neither collapsed nor over-lifted, with a sense of softness and width across it, the arms hanging freely.

The head should be balanced on top of the spine. To achieve this (see diagram) :

“Imagine a cross formed by two lines. The first line is drawn side to side between two points either side of the head just behind the ear lobes, the second line is drawn front to back between the highest point in the roof of the mouth (hard palate) and the top of the small indentation at the base of the skull; the balance point is where they intersect. Now imagine a flat surface resting on the cross with a ball balancing on it. Finally, picture the movement of the ball as the head tilts from side to side and front to back. With this image in mind you are now ablt to maintain the optimum angle of the head, as you sing by imagining trying to keep the ball still in the centre of the flat surface over the cross. (This is a key element in Alexander  technique (and others).
Breathing
The breath should be quiet indicating an open throat and no unnecessary muscular tension that might obstruct the use of the tongue, jaw and larynx, nor any feeling of fixing or solidity in the abdominal muscles.

Making sound
“If you put your finger gently on your Adam’s apple, you will notice that the larynx rises when clearing the throat or swallowing, and lowers when yawning. In singing and speech, the larynx should remain in a relaxed neutral position.” 
The image of a fountain with a ball balancing on top is a helpful analogy [for singing music as a “line” rather than as a series of notes].

The glottal stop is very tiring and should be avoided [e.g. this can become a habit rather than a musical requirement].

Tension
The neck, jaw, tongue and facial muscles can become tense and impair vocal quality. They are all closely connected and have a knock-on effecet.  Mobilising one area at a time is generally the best remedy.

The jaw should drop gently down and slightly back as though on a hinge from the balanced head.

During vowels the tip of the tongue should be just behind the bottom teeth. The vowels should be made within the mouth.The tongue

Fatigue
Much of the choral repertoire is vocally demanding…. There is no substitute for working in a one-to-one situation with a professional singing teacher …

Health

“However good vocal technique is, the voice’s full potential cannot be realised if it is not looked after, and a balanced healthy diet is important. Rich dairy products can cause extra mucus to form , and acidic and spicy foods can cause heartburn and stomach acid to come up into the larynx and irritate or damage it. 
The biggest enemy of the voice is dehydration of the vocal folds so it is important to drink plenty of water and avoid dehydrating substances such as alcohol and caffeine.  Some decongestants and antihistimines dry vocal tissue. 

Throat clearing can cause damage if it becomes a habit; it is also a sign of a slightly tight or lifted larynx often caused by bad alignment. Sipping water or swallowing should clear it.

The best remedy for a cold, sore throat or cough is stem inhalation which soothes inflamed areas, relaxes muscles and helps to clear congestion.  It is unwise to sing on a [genuine] sore throat as long-term damage can be caused.

Regular exercise is important … but avoid heavy lifting heavy weights in the gym as the physical exertion can cause the neck to tighten, throat to close and breath to lock up. 

Some notes gleaned from the ABCD (Association of British Choral Directors) convention 2006.
 Exercises : Head – do NOT roll the head round in a circle; it is designed to either rock forwards and backwards or from side to side but not both at the same time.
Mouth, lips, etc : have a “scribble conversation”
Breathing : stretch hand from bottom of breast bone (thumb) to navel (little finger) and then “breathe into your hand” when singing.

When singing don’t “blow air” (taken from advice on “belting”). 

Do swooping exercises to “zzz” (like a dentist’s drill).

Sing the “LINE” of the music don’t “PUSH” the notes. 

A note : the inner ear hears less of the forward sound which might encourage the sound to come from further back because it sounds louder but actually isn’t.

A permanently husky voice suggests the vocal folds may be swelling. The first step is to get a larynologist to check it. 

Preparing for a laugh is a good preparation for singing. 
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