The Body Is Not A Stringed Instrument

      Now that you're getting your breath, this next concept may be one of the most crucial lessons that we'll learn, and may involve some notions you've never heard or read about. The human body is capable of making some incredible sounds (not all vocal). For our purposes we'll focus on one of two vocal sounds. On one hand we'll try to find the free resonating sound, while on the other, reduce or eliminate the "throat singing" or what I refer to as the "string tightening" method.

      First some physics of sound and graphic experience I like to share. Years ago I attended a "Harmony College" camp for barbershop music, and took a course called (what else?) "Physics of Sound". A demonstration was given using a small bamboo flute attached to an air pressure line run through a metering valve. The flute's finger holes were left uncovered, and air was introduced gradually through one end. At first the air was simply escaping through the other end, but as the pressure and air volume were increased, a low tone appeared. As the air was turned up, a new tone an octave higher appeared, and then a fifth, another octave, and then a third, a fifth, a seventh and octave again. In physics, the rule is that a fixed length tube with a column of air coming through it will resonate at predictable intervals. The sound frequencies will vary not only according to the length and diameter of the tube, but also with the volume and pressure of air coming through it. The higher the air pressure, the higher the sound generated.  

    You may be getting an inkling now about why we've been working on breathing at the outset. All human beings have a vocal tract or tube with a fixed length of approximately 17 centimeters. We sound different because of our different major body characteristics like height, mass, and bone structure, but the basic hardware for sound production is quite similar. At the upper end of the vocal tract are the vocal cords, which are almost like the reeds of a musical instrument. When inflated like a parachute on the breath stream of air, they resonate freely and naturally, and help amplify and generate a sound that is free from stress, not breathy at the edges, and unique to the individual.

    On the wrong technique side, when the vocal cords are drawn tight to control pitch, the tension across the cords limits the natural resonance and volume. Because the volume isn't what we want, we tend to strain harder and create more tension. This is where singers get into trouble. The vocal cords can get injured and sometimes form nodes, which makes the sound even worse or even ragged. Listen to an old Harry Belafonte recording and you'll see the raspy fruits of a life of throat singing. By contrast, Karen Carpenter of the Carpenters, had a lilting wide ranging but unforced voice that would have lasted more than twice her short 32 years.

     So here's a quick test to see if you freely resonate or not in the upper register. Hold a lit candle about 5-6 inches away from your lips and gently sing as cleanly and not breathy as you can: "Dee-Dee-Dee-Dee..." from C to F in ascending and descending order. If the candle is blown about or goes out, you're letting too much air escape and not letting the vocal cords vibrate freely. If the candle moves barely or not at all, you're doing it right. 

    On a side note, at instrumental music camps and workshops I've been attending the last two years, I've noticed that vocally untrained acoustic string players often treat their voices the same as their instruments and use tension in the vocal cords to change pitch. 

    Our focus will be on learning to produce and control the free sound, and how to sing words that maintain the column of air and keep the vocal cords inflated and vibrating freely. 

Looking forward to our first lesson in person.

