Let’s Take a Breath and Begin!
      Here's some thoughts about breathing, first conceptual then practical. As a parent or friend of someone with an infant, you might have been impressed by how much noise infants can generate just lying on their backs. The reason is simple, being horizontal they haven't adopted the bad habit of shoulder breathing we all seem to adopt, which only fills the upper third of the lungs. Also, lying on the back is a much easier position to use the diaphragm and push the air to let out a yell.

      So the first technique to learn is how to fill, and instantaneously. A good concept for getting a breath is to "use up the breath" in front of the one you're about to take. That can be done by leaving the line you are singing with energy, or by consciously emptying the lungs, and push as much air out from the area under the chest cavity. Then, before breathing, say a few things that begin with "H",  like "Hello, how are you?", and continuing until little or nothing comes out, then relax and let yourself automatically refill. There are three postures to practice this in, one is on your back as described earlier (remember the infant?), and works well as a stress and tension reducer before sleep. Second is to stand with the hands raised overhead and held together so the shoulders can't raise, and at the end of the breath exhaust, consciously let the body mass below your rib cage drop, and you'll find your lungs refill immediately. That technique can be varied by leaning forward supporting yourself with only your arms against a chair or table, pushing out all the air, then relaxing the lower body mass and letting it suck in fresh air as it drops down and out. The third method is akin to sitting and playing an instrument, and that is while driving. Since you have no support from the legs, you need to use your back muscles and abdominal muscles to wring out all your existing air, then let the weight of the stomach and lower organs relax and fall down and forward, again using the mass below the diaphragm to create an internal vacuum and fill the lungs fast.

      Whew, that's a lot for the first read, and certainly fights the notion of keeping our abdomen tight so that we look slim, but it's the first and most important step in getting support, and that's getting a good breath. When you feel confident about the quick letting go of the lower abdominal mass to refill, try the raised hands together position in step two. Then before you breath, leave the chest high and lower the arms to your side, and try "drop the lower end" and refill. To test whether this is working right, have a friend or loved one face you and gently place their hands on the lower sides of your ribcage. When you do the abdominal drop intake, they should feel the lower ribcage move out sideways at least a half inch. When you learn to inflate better after practicing, that lower rib movement will be even more.

       I'll leave you with a conceptual science visualization: Imagine your upper body as a one gallon glass bottle with the bottom cut off. Stretched across the hole of that bottom would be a rubber membrane. At the upper end of bottle would be a large balloon tucked down inside the neck so the large round part of the balloon was hanging down inside the bottle. At the same time the balloon's small end would be stretched over the outside of the neck, leaving a filler hole into the balloon. Now both ends of the bottle are sealed from outside air. If you tried to blow into the balloon and inflate it, the membrane at the bottom would expand and resist that filling action. However, if you pinched the membrane at the bottom in its center and tugged it down, the resulting vacuum (quite powerful) would inflate the balloon inside the bottle. The reverse is also true. If you pushed the membrane up into the bottle, you would see the balloon deflate and collapse. This is precisely how quick breathing and support works.

        It's so interesting trying to verbalize things that are almost second nature after 30 years. I hope this little lesson will help to start things off right.

