







More Praise for Full Voice

“A book on voice that is more a book on the art of living through the voice. All true works of prose point back to the essential truths—to be true to ourselves, to express who we are in the world completely, and to communicate fully with others.”

—Joseph Bailey, psychologist and coauthor of Slowing Down to the Speed of Life: How to Create a More Peaceful, Simpler Life from the Inside Out

“Barbara’s words are wise and wonderful; the tools are practical and playful. If, indeed, ‘voice is the muscle of the soul,’ Barbara offers a most pleasurable Olympic training opportunity. What a gift!”

—Jayne A. Felgen, MPA, RN, President, Creative Health Care Management, and author of I2E2: Leading Lasting Change

“This book is a gift and a call to reclaim the deep roots of our own life. It is an invitation to rediscover, embrace, and release the power of our unique voice into the world so our work can be vibrantly alive. It provides language, tools, practices, and stories that illuminate the journey. As an educator, I believe the inspiring ideas and messages in this book must be shared with all children so they understand not only the ‘song that is uniquely theirs to sing’ but the deep ties between their voice and their calling and how they can bring them to life.”

—Stephanie Pace Marshall, PhD, Founding President and President Emerita, Illinois Mathematics and Science Academy, and author of The Power to Transform: Leadership That Brings Learning and Schooling to Life

“I found Full Voice such a delight to read! I never anticipated that learning about vocal presence could speak to me on so many levels. The metaphors and examples helped me visualize and connect to the message. And Barbara’s intimate writing voice makes it seem as though she is sitting right beside me, talking with me.”

—Lori Addicks, President, Larkspur Group

“Barbara McAfee leads us on a transformational journey in finding our true and authentic voice! This book is a must-read for anyone who wants to make a difference through the use of his or her voice.”

—James L. Roussin, strategic change consultant, leadership coach, and coauthor of Guiding Professional Learning Communities: Inspiration, Challenge, Surprise, and Meaning

“Every life is a journey into song. To find it, however, has often been a mystery that has involved a long, uncertain journey through a dark forest with no clear path to follow. Until now. Full Voice is a magnificent guide that illuminates this path and makes this eternal dream possible. It helps us appreciate that the vulnerability of our voice is also the source of our greatest power, courage, and strength. Every voice is needed now. The world cannot evolve without it. Each of us has a ‘song’ to sing. Without it, the world will be incomplete.”

—Michael Jones, pianist, composer, leadership educator, and author of Artful Leadership: Awakening the Commons of the Imagination

“I came to Barbara McAfee wanting to learn ‘a song for every occasion.’ I got that and so much more. Using the simple practices she offers in Full Voice, Barbara taught me how to fill a large hall with my voice, how to hear a chorus of voices and my own at the same time, and how to truly lift off and soar to the heavens. The Tibetans speak of body, mind, and voice, rather than body, mind, and spirit. This book offers wise guidance for opening our voices—and spirits—to their full expression.”

—Eric Utne, founder, Utne Reader
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Foreword

This book makes a large claim. It declares that the quality and meaning of our lives may be dictated by our relationship with our voice. I always thought the voice was God-given. Some can sing; most cannot. Some people are soft-spoken; others can be heard above the crowd. Some are born to speak; others are born to listen. As I get older, my voice gets quieter and I keep asking others to speak more loudly.

This book also says that to find our voice is not about our willingness or ability to find the right words. It is not about speaking even if not spoken to. It is not about being introverted or extroverted. Those frameworks are just stories. When Barbara writes about finding our voice, she means it in the literal sense: the resonance, texture, and subtlety of the sounds that come out of our mouths.

This means that my willingness to inhabit my voice is a major determinant of a fully lived life. This gives new meaning to the phrase “living out loud.” I thought living out loud meant claiming your freedom, converting fate into destiny, fully occupying the space the world has handed you. I can now see that living out loud has to include finding and shaping the sound of your voice, not just the willingness to be noticed and make a splash.

What would it mean if we believed that the quality of our voice was a key to personal power, presence, and self-discovery? That the sound of our voice is critical to support our intentions, aspirations, and relationships? That leadership and even love may have as much to do with sound as with substance?

This book opens a new door for most of us. Barbara creates an opening for the insight that the quality and consciousness of how we know our voice, play with our voice, respect our voice, and listen to our voice are key to fully inhabiting our bodies and experience. The voice affects our capacity to find meaning, relatedness, and impact.

This idea should not be that surprising. Many spiritual traditions recognize the importance of voice. Every religion has some form of singing, chanting, or humming as part of its ritual. Some traditions take on silence as a spiritual practice. This is another affirmation of the importance of voice. It is so important that it must be avoided to bring the mind and heart to their fullest potential.

This brings us to the question of why we have been so resigned about our voice. We have given some attention to voice in the arena of public speaking. Many programs are available to help us overcome fear and learn to speak with some confidence.

Aside from the moments of public speaking, our resigned relationship to our voice may have something to do with our relationship to singing. Most of us were told early in the game that we couldn’t carry a tune—if not in school, then by family and friends. We have decided to believe this. We might sing “Happy Birthday” or sing when others are singing or when no one is listening, but often we relegate singing to those who have the gift. In this way we have specialized singing and outsourced it to professionals or talented amateurs. We relegate ourselves to the role of listeners.

The effect is we become passive consumers of music, especially in the United States. Go to Europe or Africa and it seems most people will lift their voices with the thinnest of invitations. But in the United States we have lost touch with our own song and have instead plugged into our headphones and stereos to listen to the voices of others.

It is significant that Barbara takes us on in this complex realm of singing. She goes to the heart of the matter where we are anxious and doubtful. She uses this special place that we have ignored to move us into our capacity to live more fully.

The genius of this approach is that it is a visceral, kinesthetic, physical methodology. Barbara demonstrates that if we have the courage to begin with our sounds and singing, more of ourselves will be enlivened. We engage our breath in a new way. Our movement, stance, and posture all can be rediscovered. This approach directly uncovers deeper levels of emotion and self-expression. Confronting our connection to voice and song opens all of these channels. It becomes a means for us to embody fully our presence on the earth.

I must admit some insider information here. Until recently I refused every invitation to sing. I have found my voice in speaking, but singing appeared only in nightmares: the curtain opens and there I am on stage without a clue about the song or how I got into this mess. The nightmare became real a few years ago in Northern Ireland. The Irish were singing solos in the pub when a good friend and lovely woman invited me to come up and sing with her. I, of course, refused, claiming I had a bad knee (a lie), I had a bad cold (a lie), others were more deserving (a lie), the hour was late and I had to get up in the morning and milk the cows (a lie). She gave up and the evening went on.

For months I was bothered by my cowardice. I had wanted to sing like the others, had the perfect invitation, and was among friends. It was late enough in the evening that no one was listening anyway. I had been friends with Barbara for some time, so the next time I saw her I asked her to give me a voice lesson. It was pure pleasure. It took me about two minutes to realize that the issue wasn’t my singing voice at all. What shifted was my story about my singing. I still didn’t sing that well, but I understood how my doubts about my voice and my unwillingness to be more visible in the world were just bad habits.

Happy ending. The following year I was in Northern Ireland again at another after-dinner party. There was singing, and the same friend who asked me the year before invited me again. I stood with her, confessed publicly to my sins of the previous year, and sang with her. It did not sound that good, but something had shifted in me—something much more significant than singing. Thank you, Barbara.

So enjoy this book. Appreciate the wisdom of the writer and the proof of the exercises. If we all decided to find our voice in this way, our lives would be more expressed and our communities would be stronger.

PETER BLOCK


Welcome

This book is not just about voice.

It’s about life.

It poses some big questions:

Are you willing to be alive?

How alive?

And in service to what?

The words “voice,” “vocation,” and “avocation” all share the common Latin root. Vocare literally means “to call, invoke, or name.” The people who first made these etymological links recognized the deep connection between voice and calling.

Here’s what they knew. The voice emerges from the mysterious intersection of your body, mind, emotions, and spirit. For anything to get created, it must make the treacherous journey from the world of imagination to the physical world.

Your voice is the primary vehicle for making that journey.

If your vehicle breaks down on the way from the inside out, your gifts will remain locked inside you. If what you are saying is at odds with how you are saying it, your listeners may miss your message altogether. And without a connection with other human beings, your work can’t come alive in the world.

Your voice says a lot about you. Did you know that just by hearing you speak, a listener is able to determine your physical stature, sex, and age? That the sound of your voice reveals detailed information about your health, mood, fatigue level, social class, race, and education level? Long before they process the meaning of your words, your listeners are busy making up their minds about you based on the clues your voice reveals. And you’re doing the same thing whenever you listen to someone else, whether you realize it or not.

Identical words spoken in different tones can express a diversity of meanings. The answer to the ubiquitous question, How are you? can be answered with the word “fine” in a way that indicates joy, boredom, rage, uncertainty, lust, or impatience. How many exasperated parents have told their rebellious adolescents, “Don’t use that tone with me!” Tone is so powerful that it often trumps the meanings of the words themselves. If there’s a jarring disparity between your words and the sound of your voice, you can be certain that your listeners will give more credence to the sound than the actual content of your speech.

Given the pivotal role of the voice in our lives, work, and relationships, it’s astounding that we devote so little time and attention to it. We don’t get training in how to use it well and lack a shared language for talking about it. We walk around unconscious about the messages our voices are spilling into the world. At the same time, we hold strong opinions about the voices we like and dislike.

Voice is at the heart of your personal relationships as well. It is a kind of miracle that your voice has the power to connect your inner world to that of another person. And it can shut someone out just as easily. Our voices create a soundtrack for the lives of those closest to us. The beautiful baritone singing voice of my grandpa Fred is still vivid in my mind’s ear, even though it fell silent in 1996. I hear my mother’s voice in my mind every day, sometimes imparting words of love and wisdom, sometimes saying things that irritate me to no end. I recall in detail the sound of the blessing I received from a wise therapist in 1985, the scathing sarcasm of my dad at his worst, and the warm, resonant tone of the teacher who helped me find my voice. Whose voices are ringing in your memory right now? How do you think the people around you will hear your voice in their memories?

The voice you have right now is not your fate. It’s not fixed and permanent. Voices change all the time. You’ve changed yours over and over during your lifetime—sometimes on purpose, sometimes unconsciously.

Some aspects of how you sound are determined by physiology, gender, culture, language, and history. Those vocal qualities aren’t open to significant change.

Other aspects of your voice, though, were cobbled together by a series of unconscious decisions you made along the way. (Picture something made of duct tape, pipe cleaners, and Popsicle sticks.)

Some of those decisions served you well; still others suppressed parts of your voice that could be useful to you. Aspects of your voice that were shut down can be reawakened and integrated back into your full voice. They aren’t gone. They’re just rusty.

Here’s another truth that’s woven through these pages: you don’t have one voice; you have many. You vary the sound of your voice many times a day, whether you realize it or not.

Do you use the same voice at an intimate dinner and a sporting event?

With a prospective client and a smiling baby?

Do you talk to your boss the same way you talk to your pets?

You’ve got all the voice you’ll ever need in there—a veritable wealth of sound just waiting to be set free.

Every color in your voice is worth reclaiming.

Each one carries a piece of your humanness.

Reclaiming your full voice makes for a fuller life.

For what did we trade our raw, messy, human voices?

When did we start to believe that becoming less of ourselves would keep us safe?

What is the long-term cost of suppressing the wisdom of our instincts and emotions?

What is so frightening about the possibility of authentic expression?

This book asks you to consider what might be more interesting and important than your fear. To shake off the lies that keep you tight, silent, “nice,” or scared. To take off that muzzle and speak. To drop your chains and dance.

Oliver Wendell Holmes said, “Most of us go to our graves with our music still inside us.” The thought of all those wasted gifts is what calls me to this work. Your gifts are not yours alone; they are your part of our shared destiny. I hope you will use your voice in service to your vision. I hope your loved ones will recognize your love for them by the sound of your voice. I hope your “music” will find its way out where it belongs and that your “song” will inspire other songs. I hope your resonant and wise listening will invite the silenced ones to speak out.

May you experience the pleasure of your voice rising up from your deepest center, opening through your heart, flying unimpeded from your mouth, lighting up your eyes. I haven’t found a feeling more wonderful than that. It’s sheer joy even when it’s terrifying. It’s what kept me going through the swamps of fear and self-doubt.

It’s the sound of a body fully alive.

It’s the shortest distance between your gifts and the world that is so hungry for them.

It’s your part in the great song that all of life is singing.

Full voice.

Full life.

Come, let’s begin.

[image: image] What Is Vocal Presence?

Vocal presence is the state where your words, facial expressions, body language, tone of voice, emotions, imagination, and spirit are all fully engaged and congruent in conveying your message. It’s vocal hokey-pokey: you put your whole self in. What you are saying is fully aligned with how you are saying it.

Vocal presence does more than change the way you speak. It also changes the way you listen. As you become more aware of your own voice, you’re able to listen more accurately for what people are saying beneath and between their words. You become a student of voices—how they sound as well as what they’re saying. This kind of deep listening is a rare and precious skill, one that transforms both speaker and listener.

Most important of all, vocal presence changes the way you live. You access all of the power and wisdom available to you. Your body comes alive with energy. Your face is lit up with passion. Your words echo true. Speaking feels good, and people are inspired to listen.

I began my vocal presence coaching practice when I was an organizational development consultant. During those twelve years, my colleagues and I specialized in improving team performance, so communication was always a significant part of our work with clients. At the time, I was working on finding my own voice, so I couldn’t help noticing the ways my clients’ voices were negatively impacting their work and relationships:

• Leaders with unconscious vocal habits sent confusing messages to their employees and colleagues.

• Great ideas—poorly expressed—were never realized.

• Deadly monotones put group potential straight to sleep.

• Irritating voices limited the career options of brilliant, capable people.

• Conflicts arose and persisted between well-intentioned people who couldn’t “hear” each other accurately.

As I addressed issues like these with my first vocal presence clients, I witnessed real and lasting change in their voices. They were easier to listen to, spoke with more fluency, and knew how to shift their voices in specific situations. They also discovered that changing their voices sparked other positive changes in their lives. Their voices opened new doors for self-awareness, purpose, joy, and wisdom. Those clients began talking with their colleagues and friends about the changes they were noticing. The phone began ringing, and my voice coaching practice started growing.

If you’re looking for an ironclad, step-by-step guidebook for getting a perfect voice, you’ve got the wrong book. Cultivating your vocal presence involves far more than making minor cosmetic improvements to your presentations. It’s not just a list of handy tips for “talking good.” To make vocal changes go deeper, last longer, and produce great results requires awareness, practice, and experimentation over time. The Five Elements Framework, explained in part II of this book, is the primary tool we will use to unleash your full voice. The framework will show you how to access and practice the full range and color of your voice. You’ll learn how to expand your vocal choices to include a broader palette of sound: low to high, soft to loud, dark to bright. Then you’ll discover which sounds are best suited to specific situations—how to choose the right voice for the job. This framework is at the heart of vocal presence and has been tested by hundreds of diverse clients over twenty years of coaching.

I didn’t study voice at a conservatory. Though I have studied various types of voice work over the years, I am not steeped in one particular methodology. The human voice itself has been my teacher. I brought a beginner’s mind full of questions, a compassionate heart, and wide-open ears to each voice I encountered in my coaching practice. The approach outlined in this book was crafted in partnership with real people facing real vocal challenges. Their questions, courage, insights, vulnerability, and stories have created a strong and growing foundation for this work.

My own voice has taught me many lessons as well. I came to voice work from a wounded place. I didn’t have my voice for a long time and made a clear decision that I wasn’t willing to live without it. I’ll tell more of that story later in these pages. The more I learn about the voice, the more I respect its wisdom, generosity, beauty, and tenacity. Roy Hart, a pioneer in the exploration of the voice, said, “The voice is the muscle of the soul.” Every single voice I have heard in the past twenty years has confirmed that assertion.

When I began writing this book, I realized that words on a page could carry you only so far in your vocal explorations. Changing your voice requires using your voice. That’s why I’ve developed online practice videos to supplement this text. In these videos, I’ll show you how to access five distinct colors in your voice and demonstrate specific ways to strengthen each one. These practices are simple to do, but they will challenge you to step outside your comfort zone—and your dignity. Trust me, the payoff will be well worth the risk. You’ll be directed to these online resources as you read along.

When people decide to seek out voice training, they usually end up with teachers who are trained in classical singing or acting. The approaches used by these teachers can offer good ideas for improving breath control and understanding how voices work, but they usually don’t include ways to put these new skills to work in your day-to-day life. You can also get good training in public speaking. The approaches commonly focus on how to vary the pitch and pace of speaking, gesture naturally, and use PowerPoint—all perfectly good and useful tools. What this kind of training rarely does is help you access and practice the deeper gifts that reside in your voice. As you read this book, you may decide to seek out some additional training with a voice coach. I’ll give you some pointers on how to find one in chapter 11.

Everyone’s got a story about his or her voice. I’ve heard a million of them. Each one is fascinating, heroic, heartbreaking, and complicated. Voices get formed in a rich stew of personal history, culture, family dynamics, gender, physiology, region, character, and plain old habit. Opening up those stories for closer examination—and possible change—is a grand adventure. It requires stretching beyond what’s familiar and comfortable much like a physical exercise program does.

What do you do for exercise? Jogging? Weight lifting? Yoga? Pilates? Biking? Walking? In the context of a health club, running path, or yoga studio, these intense activities look perfectly natural. You’d never dream of jogging in place during a client meeting. Or doing sit-ups while leading a training session for coworkers. Or pumping iron at your place of worship.

The voice exercises described in this book and demonstrated on the Full Voice website are a lot like your physical workouts. They take your voice to more extreme states just like your exercise program engages your body. They stretch your range just like yoga stretches your muscles. They improve your capacity to access different sounds at will—your vocal coordination.

Your vocal workouts—like your physical ones—offer some other wonderful benefits:

• You feel more alive and energized.

• You have oxygen and endorphins zooming around your body.

• You bravely stretch into new territories, accessing resources and strength you never knew you had.

• You take a risk and live to tell the tale.

[image: image] Who Benefits from Vocal Presence?

Our work in the world comes to life through our relationships with other people. So no matter what you do for a living, your voice plays a crucial role in your success. Powerful communication is at the heart of peak performance whether you work in leadership, sales, teaching, coaching, health care, air traffic control, information technology, customer service, social work, politics, law, journalism, ministry, or entrepreneurship. Learning to express your ideas clearly and powerfully in front of a group has become a necessity for many professions. The client stories I tell in this book will illustrate how vocal presence has been applied to a broad diversity of professions and situations.

The breakneck pace of life in these times requires deliberate and powerful communication. Getting—and keeping—people’s attention in the midst of the whirlwind is harder and harder. Countless situations call for skillful and eloquent conversation, both in person and through the filters of technology. Our increasingly complex, global work environment is demanding new levels of flexibility, sensitivity, and awareness in how we speak and listen to each other.

The work you do to open up your speaking voice often transfers to other areas of your life. My clients tell me about surprising side benefits to their vocal presence work, including

• Courage to speak the truth

• Renewed creativity

• Increased ability to access and trust inner wisdom

• Enlivened physical vitality

• Stronger and clearer writing “voice”

• Emotional and spiritual healing

You have no way of knowing what will shift in your life when you access your full voice. That is a mystery that your voice holds in store for you. Let’s begin your vocal adventure with the Full Voice Assessment.

[image: image] Full Voice Assessment

I always begin a coaching relationship with the following questions: What is your story about your voice? and What qualities do you appreciate about your voice? The answers come easily to the first question, but a surprising number of people can’t think of one thing they appreciate about their voices. (It’s a small wonder we are so critical of our voices. If someone tells you that you “love the sound of your own voice,” it’s not meant as a compliment!) My clients are eager to tell me what they don’t like. If you’re one of those people, I encourage you to investigate the things you appreciate about your voice for a day or two before completing this assessment.

You can also benefit from inviting people who know you well to tell you what they notice about your voice. I highly recommend this option for several reasons:

• It’s hard to hear your own voice accurately. What you hear in your own ears is not the same as what others hear.

• Conversations about voice offer rich territory for exploration. I assure you they will deepen your work immeasurably.

• You may enlist some allies to support or join you as you cultivate your vocal presence.

When you’re finished with the book, you can revisit the Full Voice assessment to see how your voice—and the way you think about it—has changed over time.

[image: image]

What is your story about your voice?

What qualities do you appreciate about your voice? (Check all that apply.)





	____ Loud

	____ Soft




	____ Strong

	____ High




	____ Expressive

	____ Low




	____ Warm

	____ Flexible




	____ Rich

	____ Husky




	____ Soothing

	____ Gravelly




	____ Gentle

	____ Masculine




	____ Deep

	____ Feminine





Other qualities:

What qualities hinder your voice? (Check all that apply.)





	____ Nasal

	____ Loud




	____ Harsh

	____ Too high




	____ Hoarse

	____ Too low




	____ Grating

	____ Inaudible




	____ Gravelly

	____ Breathy




	____ Monotone

	____ Weak




	____ Dull

	____ Masculine




	____ Soft

	____ Feminine





Other qualities:

What have people told you about your voice at different times in your life? Have the comments changed over time?

What decisions did you make, if any, as a result of those comments?

Describe a time when you felt very connected to your full voice: What do you remember most about that experience—physically, emotionally, mentally, spiritually?

What happened as a result?

Describe a time when you wanted to access your full voice and couldn’t do so. What do you remember most about that experience—physically, emotionally, mentally, spiritually?

What happened as a result?

If you had access to your full voice, what would be different about your life? Your work? Your relationships? Your connection to yourself?

[image: image] How to Use This Book

This book is divided into three parts. The first opens up a broader understanding of the human voice—its history, function, connection to identity, and possible pitfalls. The second introduces the Five Elements Framework as a method for making real and lasting changes in your voice. The third shows you how to integrate the new sounds in your voice into your everyday life through song, poetry, and other practices.

Now let’s take a look at the specific chapters.

Chapter 1 will open a broad context in which to consider voice, including its role in human evolution, the oral tradition, and the first weeks of your life on earth.

Chapter 2 will consider the relationship between your voice and your identity, how the two are intertwined with your personal history, hidden shadows, and shifting circumstances.

Chapter 3 is about fear. I tell the story of how I moved through my own paralyzing fear and offer six steps you can take to move through your own (if you’ve got any, that is).

In chapter 4 we review the basics of vocal production, including some useful exercises to increase breath support. It’s Voice 101. We also discuss common vocal problems and review how to take care of your vocal health.

Chapters 5 through 10 are devoted to the Five Elements Framework that is at the heart of vocal presence. I’ll describe each voice in detail, including where it is sourced in the body and how it can be used to strengthen your everyday communication. I’ll also introduce the gifts inherent in each sound and tell stories about how other people have put them to work in their lives. You’ll learn specific practices for opening each voice with support from online video examples. Each of these chapters closes with reflection questions to deepen your inquiry and a list of people whose voices exemplify each element.

Chapter 11 offers a plethora of ideas for how and where to practice vocal presence in your daily life and offers suggestions for how to choose a voice coach.

Chapter 12 shows you how to use singing and poetry to integrate your new vocal colors into your day-to-day communication. I’ll give you lots of ideas for how to revive singing as part of your ongoing practice and introduce the power of poetry to bring your speaking voice alive.

Chapter 13 tells some stories of voices lost and found—how specific people have discovered powerful aspects of their literal and metaphorical voices through calamity.

In chapter 14 you’ll have a chance to reflect on everything you’ve learned along the way. We’ll explore new questions to guide you on your continuing vocal adventure.

I’ll close the book with some resources for enriching and deepening your vocal explorations.

As a supplement to the material in this book, I have created a series of short online video exercises to help you open up your full voice. One video demonstrates the breathing exercises I describe in chapter 4. The other five guide you through simple (and playful) exercises for opening up each of the distinct vocal colors described in chapters 5 through 10. Practicing along with the videos will help you increase the range and flexibility of your voice over time.

You will find these video resources at the Full Voice website: http://www.fullvoice.net.


part one

Understanding Voice

The voice is the muscle of the soul.

Roy Hart


 

 

What is life? It is the flash
of a firefly in the night. It is
the breath of a buffalo in the
wintertime. It is the little
shadow which runs across
the grass and loses itself
in the sunset.

Crowfoot, Blackfoot
warrior and orator

 

chapter one

Voice, Instinct, and the Oral Tradition
a context for voice

Our voices carry a rich legacy. How we speak and listen today has emerged from the long unfolding story of human history. In her book The Four-Fold Way, cultural anthropologist and author Angeles Arrien suggests that indigenous wisdom and practices have an essential role to play in restoring our balance with each other and the earth. She discovered that voice—as expressed in song, sound, breath, story, and even silence—is a vital element in indigenous societies around the world. In many of these cultures, the voice is directly linked to the soul or spirit of a person.1

The oral tradition is an enormous area of study, as is language development in individuals and societies. I must, however, make brief mention of these subjects as a way to root this exploration of voice in a deeper appreciation for our individual and collective vocal heritage. Let’s begin with your own vocal genesis.

You were paying attention to voices long before you were born. Your ability to hear was fully formed by the time you were a three-month-old fetus. You floated in a rich world of sound as well as in amniotic fluid. Your mother’s voice and heartbeat were most familiar, but you also discerned the voices of family members and other muffled sounds from the outside world.

At the moment of your birth, your first act as a distinct individual was a vocal one: you cried. That sound marked the doorway between your prenatal and postnatal worlds and announced your arrival on earth in no uncertain terms. The sound of your brand-new voice making itself audible in the world for the first time was the initial step on a vocal adventure that continues today.

Next you used your voice to communicate your hunger, discomfort, and frustration with distinct cries. If the adults around you were paying attention, they learned to interpret them accurately and respond to what you needed. Within the first days of your life, you also got busy decoding and echoing the complex world of sound around you. You began interpreting vocal sounds, facial expressions, and gestures long before you understood the exact words being spoken. Within a matter of a few months, your ears, eyes, brain, mouth, lungs, tongue, teeth, and lips performed a monumental task—transforming observations, random noises, coos, babbles, and squeals into your first words. Your voice was literally formed by “reading” the voices around you. Your ability to pay keen attention to vocal nuances and inflections is innately and fundamentally human.2

Your ancestors passed these skills along to you. You are a direct descendant of good communicators. Being able to read voices accurately was a fundamental part of our human evolution. Those who got it wrong didn’t survive long enough to pass along their DNA. Spoken language is a relatively new invention—approximately 100,000 years old. No one can be sure how language actually emerged, but it most certainly was preceded by some system of expressive vocalization. Through eons of time our voices, ears, and brains coevolved increasingly complex linguistic systems for conveying information, establishing dominance, forging affection, organizing projects, and solving problems. Our deep heritage as oral communicators is still active in how we relate to each other today, whether or not we are consciously aware of it.

Most of us in the modern world live in cultures so immersed in the written word that it’s hard for us to imagine how vitally important the voice is in an oral tradition culture. Long before the written word emerged, the collective memory of a people was kept alive through time primarily through the power of voice. Each subsequent generation was responsible for carrying on the legends, mythology, history, genealogy, and social mores that defined a particular culture. This vast and detailed body of information had to be assimilated through a lengthy process of deep listening, vocal repetition, and correction that took many painstaking years to perfect. In the oral tradition, words and sounds carry powerful magic that can bring the rains, appease the gods, invoke healing, access mysterious realms, call the animals in for a hunt, and communicate with the ancestors.

When I heard West African wisdom teacher Malidoma Somé speak several years ago, he offered his firsthand experience in the contrast between oral and written cultures. Somé has earned multiple advanced degrees from prestigious universities in both Europe and the United States. As a young adult, he also went through a traditional initiation rite under the guidance of the elders in his village. Whenever Somé returned to his home village in Burkina Faso, he was struck by his “uneducated” brother’s ability to recite hour upon hour of story, song, and ritual from memory. Somé suggested that the increased reliance on the written word has radically diminished our ability to retain and recall large amounts of information3—a skill your ancestors probably took for granted wherever they came from.

One of the oldest cultures on earth—the Australian aboriginal people—offers another vivid example of how powerful the voice is in an oral tradition culture. Aboriginal people believe that their ancestors literally sang the world into being. Their song leaders memorized long and complex songs—the “songlines”—that passed in an unbroken line from generation to generation for 40,000 years. They relied on these songlines for many things in their society. Travelers who knew these songs were able to literally sing their way safely through the vast outback by following the songlines. Embedded in the songlines was the physical geography of the land, including sources of food and water. The songlines also related the spiritual stories and sacred sites reflected in each place.4 From a Western perspective it is difficult to comprehend just how essential these songs—and the voices in which they were sung—were to the spiritual, social, and physical survival of the people over such a long period of time.

I recently saw an example of how the oral tradition might have been expressed in England during the Middle Ages. Actor Benjamin Bagby is featured in a film where he performs the epic saga Beowulf in Middle English while accompanying himself on an Anglo-Saxon harp.5

Without the benefit of stage sets, other actors, dramatic lighting, or other theatrical conventions, the actor painted the terror and triumph of the tale through the power of his voice, facial expressions, and gestures alone. Witnessing this astounding performance reconnected me to the oral tradition that thrived in indigenous Europe for centuries. Many of these sagas, legends, and mythologies have been captured and preserved in written form. Nowadays you can find them in abundance at any bookstore or library and silently read them at your leisure. Imagine, though, what it would have been like to hear them from a powerful traveling storyteller who arrived in your small, isolated village once a year. Can you feel the wonder, terror, and excitement of being awash in fantastic tales dramatically spoken and sung into the breathless silence around the community hearth? Can you sense how profoundly those tales would impact you in the absence of books, television, radio, film, and the Internet?

Though the oral tradition cultures have been seriously diminished by modern life, remnants still survive in Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas.

In many of the world’s religious and spiritual traditions, the spoken word is still a source of great power. All of the sacred texts from the world’s major religions were passed along through the oral tradition long before they were written down. These texts are still memorized and recited from generation to generation, usually with precise vocal inflections and nuances. Creation stories frequently begin with the divine speaking or singing the world into existence. In the Judeo-Christian tradition, God says, “Let there be light,” and light appears. In the Christian New Testament, the gospel of John begins, “In the beginning was the Word.” Prayers are repeated in the exact same way for centuries. Mantras are chanted to invoke powerful deities and access deep meditation. Jews recite the many names of the divine, and Muslims answer the call to prayer five times a day. Sacred words and songs are employed to declare intentions, offer blessings, and mark transitions. At any given moment throughout human history, this world has been wrapped in the sacred sounds of many peoples.

By contrast, we live our modern lives in a barrage of trivial language. Open your ears in any public place and you’re likely to hear yammering televisions, public service announcements, droning background music, and the incessant blabbering of people on their cell phones. Our voices grow louder in order to penetrate the din and drone of machines all around us. In a given week, we say more words to more people in more ways than our ancestors could ever imagine. Talk has become very cheap indeed, and our words, though plentiful, are often flimsy in meaning and inflection.

Cultivating vocal presence helps you reclaim the powerful legacy of the oral tradition in your life. As you rediscover the color and subtlety in your voice, it becomes a vehicle for your eloquence to enter the world. You take your place at the end of a long line of ancestors who sang their songs, spoke their stories, struggled to stay alive, and prevailed so you could add your voice to the chorus of humanity.

Let’s shift our attention from the lessons of our collective vocal heritage to the ways your voice is connected to your identity.


 

 

Who you gonna be while
you do what you do?

How you gonna show up
while you’re passing through?

Barbara McAfee, from the
song “Who You Gonna Be
While You Do What You Do?”1

 

chapter two

Voice and Identity
who you gonna be while you do what you do?

The word “personality” is derived from the Latin per sonare, which means “to sound through.” This phrase refers to a type of theatrical mask that was designed to amplify the sound of an actor’s voice. This etymological link between sound and identity is an apt one: our voices are a direct reflection of who we think we are—and sometimes who we wish we weren’t.

Your ego’s job is to maintain a prescribed identity for you. It tells you, “You are this kind of person, not that kind.” It defines the boundaries between what’s “you” and “not you”—a very useful distinction. I like to think of the ego as a kind of psychological immune system: it identifies anything that runs counter to the story you tell about yourself and kills it off. If we constructed this ego in a reasonable and purposeful way, it would serve us quite well. The problem is, the stories we tell ourselves about who we are get cobbled together out of a random mishmash of personal history, unconscious fear, other people’s expectations, and cultural conditioning. Many of the stories aren’t the least bit true—and can even sabotage our deepest beliefs, values, and intentions.

When you step beyond that cherished identity, in this case by using your voice in a new way, you’ll likely feel a reflexive “uh-oh” from your ego. I see it in the eyes of my clients whenever they get close to their edges. They get uneasy. Sometimes they burst out laughing or start chatting about something completely unrelated to what we’re doing. I have come to respect this part of the human psyche in myself and in my clients. It ensures that we stretch ourselves into new identities at a gradual and respectful pace. Cultivating your full voice demands that you walk a tightrope between the ego’s defense of the status quo and your desire to more fully inhabit all of who you are.

My assumption is that if you have the capacity to make a sound, you should make that sound. Your voice was not designed in error. You have all those sounds for good reason, even if you rarely use some of them. Your body is healthiest when it moves through its full range of motion. The same holds true for your voice.

When you begin opening up your full voice with the exercises in part II of this book, you’ll most likely find it physically invigorating and emotionally liberating to make sounds through your entire vocal range. It’s also quite likely that some of the sounds will rub you the wrong way. You may wonder why they set your teeth on edge and make your skin crawl. Here’s my theory: those sounds you most dislike run directly counter to who you think you are.

Your voice is wrapped up in your deepest instincts and most cherished identities. When you stir up the voice, you stir up all that other stuff as well. Changing your voice is no small task, especially if you approach it from the inside out. You can overlay a few techniques to improve the sound without risking much. However, it’s an entirely different story when you shift where your voice comes from, connect your voice more fully to your body, invest it with your life-breath, and risk being truly seen.

That is profoundly brave work that offers rich rewards.

[image: image] Voicing the Shadow

Even if you’re a good person with good intent, opening to your full voice can open up what the Jungians call “the shadow.” These raw, wild, dark, and powerful aspects of your personality have many gifts to offer. They can also be a little scary.

One of my clients—a health-care executive—told me, “When I work with you, you invite me to be everything I’m not supposed to be: primitive, fat, shrill, dramatic, silly, lusty, and loud. Then you give me a big smile and say, ‘Good!’” My client let loose with a big belly laugh, delighted at the opportunity to so freely express her “bad” side.

The shadow has a way of finding expression, whether you explicitly invite it or not. Some days it takes one thoughtless jerk swerving through traffic for my dark side to come bursting through. Often a person closest to you—a child or partner—has the propensity to say or do just the thing to wake up your inner beast. And sleep deprivation, illness, and stress can bring out the shadow in the wisest of us.

Practicing vocal presence gives you a way to express these shadowy aspects of yourself on purpose. You get to release the pressure that builds up from having to look good, be smart, and behave like an adult all the time. Having a safe and contained space to express my shadow has made me less afraid of it. When I bring curiosity and attention to my untamed, “unacceptable” side, I find all kinds of gifts there, gifts I can put to use in my life. Giving voice to these “undesirable” qualities also decreases the likelihood that they’ll pop out at some inopportune moment.

Just this week a new client told me how shifting her vocal presence is changing how she expresses her shadow. A gifted amateur singer, Dina came to this work with the intention of preparing her singing voice for an upcoming recording project. After just three sessions and some diligent practice, Dina told me about a surprising benefit from our work together: “In the past there’s been a long time lag between when I know something to be true and when I say something about it. My habit has been to keep suppressing what I had to say until I couldn’t hold it back any more. Then my words would come out in a burst of anger that made it hard for people to receive what I was saying. Now I find I can hear my own inner voice more easily. I trust it more and just speak my truth without all the drama. I’m ‘singing’ my truth the same way I’m singing my songs. So far I’ve experienced this with family members, business associates, and musical collaborators. I never expected that working with my voice would so fundamentally change the way I communicate.”

You may or may not experience this kind of dramatic breakthrough in your own vocal presence work. I can assure you, though, that positive changes in your voice will yield unforeseen gifts in other aspects of your life. You can assume that your voice has its own intelligence. What it might bring to your life is a mystery. A good one.

[image: image] Speaking a Second Language

I recently met a colleague I’ll call Nelson. He’s a dynamic forty-ish man with bright eyes and a quick mind. During our first meeting in a Thai restaurant, he told me the following story: “I grew up in Boston and, like everyone else in my family, spoke with a thick Boston accent. When I left the area to go to college, I got a lot of teasing from my friends about the way I talked. Out of a strong desire to fit in, I eliminated all traces of Boston from my speech. Now I can’t get my accent back, even when I go home for a visit. I feel a little sad about losing my accent. I think there’s a part of me that went away with it.”

Have you ever heard friends or colleagues change their voices in different cultural or ethnic contexts? They speak one way among family and friends and a completely different way when interacting within the dominant culture. My clients who are immigrants have a completely different vocal presence in their mother tongue. Most are more animated, expressive, and alive in their original language than in their adopted one. When I lived in France in the mid-1980s I was excruciatingly aware of how many nuances, subtexts, witticisms, and cues I was missing in French conversation. I also noticed how much my own personality was muzzled by my incapacity to express myself as vividly in French as I do in English.

In some respects, we are all speaking a foreign language. During the course of our lives, we cultivate the parts of our voices that get approval and cut off those that draw negative attention. Sometimes those decisions work to our advantage. Quite often they leave us with an ever-diminishing range of expression. One harsh criticism or snide tease from a friend, teacher, or family member can be enough to make a young person distort her speaking voice for the rest of her life. Wounds large and small take up residence in our voices and bodies in vivid ways. Our faces become adept at masking—or even directly contradicting—our true emotions and experiences. Our jaws, lips, and teeth clench down on truths we can’t say. Our bodies suppress our spontaneous impulses with tension and immobility. Layer up enough of these remarks over the years and we become vocal contortionists inhabiting tiny corners of our voices.

Most of us begin receiving messages to shut down aspects of our voices very early in life. Here’s a sampling of what people say to their young ones:

• Hush, little baby, don’t say a word.

• Keep a stiff upper lip.

• Children should be seen and not heard.

• I’ll give you something to cry about.

• If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all.

• Big boys don’t cry.

• Bite your tongue.

• Little girls don’t shout.

• Speak only when spoken to.

Do any of these phrases sound familiar to you? Did you hear others while growing up? Do you still hear them in your mind when you get a little loud, rambunctious, or expressive? If so, whose voice is saying them?

Sometimes people suppress parts of their voices as a result of trauma or abuse. People who keep secrets as children seem to have a harder time cutting loose with the truth later on. One client worked with me as part of his healing from childhood abuse that involved being choked. Though the experience didn’t lead to permanent physical damage to his larynx, the emotional residue hampered his ability to speak with freedom and ease. Vocal presence work offered him a way to reopen the channels of expression that were shut down during the abuse. It was a strong component of his healing along with therapy and other forms of bodywork.

Depression can affect the voice as well. The lack of physical energy and the emotional heaviness can make the voice flat and lifeless. Several psychologists have referred clients with depression to me for voice coaching to complement their therapeutic process. These clients have discovered how enlivening the body with breath, sound, and song can help counteract the deadening effects of persistent depression. One woman told me that singing offered her a “vacation” from the worst of her symptoms.

Several of my clients have experienced injuries to the head and face as a result of car accidents or falls. Opening their voices has offered them a way to release the lingering effects of trauma. Through sound and song, they bring beauty and aliveness into the place where they were hurt. One friend who experienced a mild traumatic brain injury in a car accident swears that opening up her full voice helped heal the neural connections in her brain.

There are many reasons why you may not be speaking with your full voice. Whatever the causes, you can be certain that fear played a role. And as you begin to open up your own vocal presence, that fear just might pay you a call.


 

 

Brain rats, I’ve got brain rats.
A pestilential blight upon my mind.

They torture with such cunning like
little Marquises de Sade
And wreak unstinting havoc
beneath my cool facade.
They tell me I’m worse than everyone;
My problems can’t be solved,
And I’m the piece of crap around
which this whole world revolves.

Barbara McAfee, from
the song “Brain Rats”1

 

chapter three

Brain Rats
addressing fear

In between contractions, my friend raises her head from the pillows and says, “I’m not having this damn baby!”

Her belly is huge.

She’s been in labor for five hours.

The midwife is present.

The nursery is ready.

I’m there as a friend and supporter.

I look at the midwife with amazement.

My friend clearly is having this baby.

The midwife climbs up onto the bed, literally gets in my friend’s face, and says in firm tones, “You are in transition. Women giving birth go through this. You are having this damn baby!” This typically mild-mannered midwife is fierce and clear with my friend. The mother calms down, gets busy with her labor, and several hours later births her beautiful daughter into the world.

I heard my mom assume a similar voice with my dad in the final hours of his life. The hospice nurse had warned us that people nearing death sometimes get restless. That’s just what happened. Dad was thrashing around, asking again and again for things we couldn’t provide. My usually calm mother took the matter in hand much the same way the midwife had. She told Dad in no uncertain terms that he was making it hard for us to help him—to just knock it off. She spoke with a firmness and ferocity that I’d never heard her use with him before. He calmed down and passed away peacefully a few hours later.

I’ve been through a lot of transitions since witnessing these events, usually muttering or roaring the parallel to “I’m not having this damn baby” as I go. I wonder if the resistance is a normal response to the death of something and the birth of whatever is coming next. Even though it’s natural and even necessary, it can get very uncomfortable.

I grew up hearing the story of Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane the night before the crucifixion. In this story, Jesus pleads with God to spare him this dreadful trial by saying, “Take this cup from me.” The idea that someone as powerful and wise as Jesus found transition that difficult gives me more compassion for myself when I’m whining and squirming in the midst of a big shift.

Vocal presence work invites you to change, to release old identities, stories, and habits before you know what’s going to replace them. It asks you to step into that creative aggravation between the past and the future.

You may go through a time when you’re keenly aware of the vocal habits you don’t like without having formed new ones yet—very uncomfortable. You may try some new sounds that feel awkward or fake. Also very uncomfortable. You may get nervous, twitchy, or terrified. It’s all just fine. Listen to me!

You are in transition.

Here, while you breathe into that paper bag, I’ll tell you a story about my own journey through paralyzing stage fright.

A few months ago I was the singing emcee at the International Coach Federation conference. Twelve hundred people from forty-five countries had just filed into the ballroom. The announcer called out my name with a flourish of music. I stepped on stage and started singing without accompaniment,

When you were born, you cried and the world rejoiced. Live your life so that when you die, the world cries and you rejoice.2

I was excited, a little nervous, and very, very surprised to be there.

Here’s why:

Though I sang in excellent choirs as a teenager, I never, ever sang alone in front of anyone.

Not friends.

Not family.

Nobody.

Ever.

Now I know this kind of fear is not unusual. Statistics show that fear of public speaking—let alone singing—ranks right up there with the fear of death. It even has a fancy name: “glossophobia.” But I grew up around wonderful solo singers.

My grandpa Fred had a beautiful baritone voice and sang on the radio every Saturday in Des Moines, Iowa. Mom was a vocal major who sang solos at church. One of my brothers had a popular local band in the early 1970s that even cut a record, which was a big deal back then. With all of these fine examples, why was I struck mute with terror at the thought of singing alone in front of anyone?

I had no idea.

I got a chance to look right into the face of that fear when a series of strange coincidences made me into a jazz soloist in the summer of 1982. A college friend overheard me singing late one night in the theater costume shop. She told our mutual friend—a brilliant jazz piano player named Rick Carlson—that I could sing. Before I knew it, he was asking me to front his jazz trio at a small hotel every weekend that summer. Someone in my mouth said, “Yes.”

I spent that summer in a storm of shaking, sweating, heart palpitations, breathlessness, and deep embarrassment. In the midst of that rampaging fear, I’d have occasional moments of pleasure as I sang those old jazz standards. Those little glimpses were delicious enough to keep me showing up every weekend.

So exactly what was so terrifying about singing in public? Perfectionism and the paralyzing fear of looking foolish were at the heart of it. If what I offered wasn’t flawlessly perfect, it proved once and for all that I was a complete and total failure. Each time I stood up, my entire worth as a person was on the line. I was like a gambler betting my entire fortune on every throw of the dice.

It took about seven years before I realized that I didn’t feel like I was going to die every time I got up to sing. In that seven years, I did a lot of things that helped lessen my terror. I got more connected with my body, healed old emotional wounds, trained my fear-mongering “brain rats” to sit and stay, made some wonderful supportive friends, and learned to sustain myself spiritually. Somewhere in that mix, the fear got drowned out by other, more useful, pursuits.

I still make mistakes when I’m in front of groups. The difference is that now I stay quite relaxed and jolly in the face of it. I often get as many compliments about how I screw up as I do about the things I get right. If I’d known what a big hit making mistakes (gracefully) was going to be, I would have wasted much less time on perfectionism. The irony of my story is striking: my worst fear as a performer has become one of my greatest strengths.

I understand that in many situations, making a mistake in front of an audience can create serious consequences. Even so, staying flexible, relaxed, and present in the face of an error wins the respect of even the toughest audience.

Sorry to say, I have yet to discover the magical elixir that instantly and completely eliminates fear. What I can offer you are some suggestions for finding your way through it with patience, faith, and compassion.

[image: image] Six Suggestions for Moving Through Fear

Ring the bells that still can ring.

Forget your perfect offering.

There’s a crack, a crack in everything.

That’s how the light gets in.

—Leonard Cohen, from the song “Anthem”

Fear is an awful feeling. It’s a toxic cocktail of physical symptoms, mental agony, emotional trauma, and spiritual despair. I can’t blame my clients for arriving at my coaching studio hoping for a simple and permanent antidote. I wish I had one, but I don’t. What I do have to offer are some practices and ways of thinking that change your relationship with your fear. They transform fear into your teacher, a worthy adversary that makes you stronger and clearer in your intentions.

Here are six suggestions to get you started. You may discover others on your own.

Commit to a Spiritual Discipline

Meditation, centering prayer, mindfulness, chanting, Tai Chi, and similar practices can be useful in changing your relationship with fear. These disciplines require you to observe your own thoughts without getting pulled into their emotional orbit. Your ego isn’t left to run the whole show all by itself. Your soul, or whatever it is you access through these practices, takes its rightful place in your experience as well. I call this the “unconcerned” part of me. You may find different language for it. No matter what happens, a part of you is unflappable and calm. You can find your way back to that eye in the storm whenever you need to. The stories and fears contrived by your mind exert much less power when you consistently practice operating outside their influence.

Slow Down to “Body Time”

Stage fright is a cycle.

First your body is seized by a storm of very uncomfortable feelings.

So you escape to your head.

Your mind races.

You talk faster.

You make less sense.

You notice you’re making less sense, so you speed up.

You forget to breathe.

Now there’s less oxygen getting to your brain.

Adrenaline is zooming through your system.

You make even less sense.

And so the downward spiral continues.

Learning to stay connected to your body and breath keeps the fear cycle from completely taking over. This involves remembering to breathe, grounding into your legs and feet, and deliberately downshifting your speed and intensity. I call it “slowing down to body time.”

Human beings tend to match each other’s rhythms in a process called “entrainment.” It’s a lot like tapping your feet to the beat in music. People pick up and mimic the pace of the person who is speaking. If you’re anxious, breathless, and gulping, your audience will feel agitated right along with you. You’ve felt that empathic misery for someone struggling up in front of the room, haven’t you? Likewise, when you are calm and centered, your audience will be able to listen from a more relaxed and present state. If you speak in a way that physically feels really good to you, your audience will echo those sensations in their own bodies. Think of someone heaving a delicious sigh of utter delight—a big “aaaaah.” Did you just sigh yourself? You get the idea. Pleasure is infectious, so seek out as much pleasure as you can as you speak.

It’s been proven time and again that people learn better and retain more information when their bodies and emotions are included in the process. Slowing down to body time invites more aspects of your intelligence into the room. It makes everyone smarter—both you and your lucky listeners.

Put Your Fear on an Attention Diet

Painter Georgia O’Keeffe once said, “I’ve been absolutely terrified every moment of my life—and I’ve never let it keep me from doing a single thing I wanted to do.”

I’ve noticed that the language people use in relationship to fear relies heavily on war or sports images. We battle with our fear. We set out to beat it, overcome it, eradicate it. We leverage brute force in opposition to it. Ironically, this approach ends up feeding more fuel to the fear dragon inside you.

If you want to quiet the critic in your head, the best approach is to starve it for attention. Fear feeds on the stuff. The more entranced you get with it, the more energy it will divert from what you want to accomplish. Let go of being fascinated with the whys and wherefores of your fear. Don’t make it so special, unique, and incredible. Your fear probably looks just like everyone else’s. It’s just not that interesting. Your fear probably won’t ever go away completely. But deliberately investing less attention in it lets it occupy a room in your psychological house without getting to run the whole household ragged.

Practice Compassion with the Fearful Part of You

Fear is so embarrassing. In the first place, we’re not supposed to have it as the fabulously smart and confident people we are. Then there is that barrage of mortifying physical symptoms and mental torments that come with it. It’s not surprising that we want fear to go away and leave us alone.

What if you were to assume this fear wishes you well in spite of its clumsy ways of showing it? Perhaps it’s just trying to protect you from harm like a faithful but overly zealous watchdog or a well-intentioned relative who tries to help in all the wrong ways. Characterizing your fear as your guardian can help shift you from resistance to compassionate acceptance.

Who would you be without your guardian? When you get too far out on a limb, it brings you back to more familiar territory. Our psyches can handle only so much growth at a time. Then it’s time to come back to earth to integrate what we’ve experienced “out there.” You’ve got to come down either way. You might as well make it a soft landing. Reframing fear as a trusty, though sometimes misguided, guardian can help calm its effects in ways struggling just can’t. It offers one more way to help you recognize that you are not your fear.

Surf the Big Waves of Adrenaline

Robert Heller, an English magician and musician, said, “Fear is excitement without the breath.” Adrenaline is a powerful hormone that prepares your body for action. Your heart rate increases. Your air passages dilate to allow more oxygen into your lungs. Your entire system is “go.” It’s nearly impossible to quash the effects once that chemical is charging around your system.

Feeling all of that excess energy running through your body can be overwhelming. It’s easy to make up a story that something’s wrong. You should be feeling something else, calmer and cooler. Trying to shut down the adrenaline ends up shutting down other resources you need, namely, your connection to your body and your breath.

Instead of resisting or denying the adrenaline rush, why not put it to work energizing and enlivening you? Keep reconnecting to your physical sensations and breath in the moment. Just go with it. Catch that big adrenaline wave and surf it with daring and style.

Breathing and staying present transforms your adrenal rush into excitement, harnessing all of that vibrant energy to your purpose.

Focus on Things That Matter More Than Your Fear

My client Gina was frustrated and embarrassed by how rushed, breathy, and ineffective her speeches were. As the leader of a fast-growing recruiting firm, she was getting frequent requests to speak. Tired of the lame excuses she was making to dodge these invitations, Gina arrived at my coaching studio ready to confront her fear head-on.

We began by addressing some of the vocal habits that interfered with her speech. We worked with slowing her down to body time, accessing more volume, and enlivening her facial expressions. As she began integrating these new skills into her speeches, she noticed a profound shift in her stage fright. Here is how she described it: “I used to be obsessed with what the audience was thinking about me, me, me. I imagined all the ways they were judging my voice, my words, even how I looked. Now I’ve shifted my focus to what I want to give the audience. They have become much more interesting to me than my fears and insecurities. I’m getting over myself.”

Many of us will take on daunting challenges if the reasons are compelling enough. Remembering why you are choosing to step beyond your comfort zone can be a powerful way to make your stage fright less overwhelming and important.

Now that we’ve addressed fear, let’s examine the basics of vocal function, some common bad vocal habits, and strategies for taking care of your vocal health. Welcome to Voice 101.


 

 

We often refuse to
accept an idea merely
because the tone of voice in
which it has been expressed
is unsympathetic to us.

Friedrich Nietzsche

 

chapter four

Voice 101
how voices work, what goes wrong, and ways to keep them healthy

Where does your voice live?

If you’re like most people, you think your voice is in your throat somewhere. Not so. Thinking your voice is located in your throat is like mistaking a saxophone reed for the whole saxophone. If you take that horn apart and play only the mouthpiece, it sounds ridiculous—like a duck with a deviated septum. The apparatus in your throat is just a small part of a much bigger and more splendid instrument.

From a purely technical standpoint, the sound of your voice begins with an impulse somewhere in your solar plexus. That impulse leads you to inhale and then send a flow of breath across your vocal cords, two little bands of mucous membrane in your throat area. These cords vibrate at somewhere between one hundred and one thousand vibrations per second. They work best when they are moist and relaxed and fed by a steady stream of air. The vocal cords are housed in your larynx. The front of this little box forms the Adam’s apple. In addition to housing your vocal cords, the larynx blocks food and liquid from getting into your lungs every time you swallow. (Put your fingers on your Adam’s apple and swallow to feel your larynx do its dance.)

As the cords vibrate, the sound resonates and ricochets around your body, especially your throat, sinus cavities, and hard palate. This resonance serves as an amplifier for the sound. It adds a quality of brightness and focus to the sound so it can carry out beyond your body. When your nose is completely blocked with a head cold, you recognize just how much your voice is shaped by these resonators.

This is a very simplified description of how your voice physically works. My intention here is to give you just enough technical information to support you in using your voice more effectively and pleasurably. Entire tomes are dedicated to more detailed anatomical and functional information about voice production, some of which are included in the suggested reading section at the end of this book.1

When the three parts of vocal production—breath, vibration, and resonance—are in balance, making good sound is simple and pleasurable. All of the technical training I do in the coaching process is focused on removing the barriers to this natural way of using the voice.

We’ll explore different levels of resonance in more detail when we open up the five elements of your voice in chapters 5 through 10. For now, let’s explore the “fuel” for your voice: breath.

[image: image] Vocal Fuel: Breath

If you’ve ever been sailing, you’ve watched the sails flopping around until the wind catches them. The way they fill up and pull the boat forward is a great image for how vocal cords and breath interact. Your vocal cords work best when a smooth, steady stream of air is moving through them. The myth that you need a lot of breath to speak or sing well just isn’t true; what you need is steady breath.

Most of us walk around starved for oxygen. The element our bodies need more than anything else to stay alive gets parceled out in tiny doses. We forget, and then we remember, how nourishing and enlivening good breathing is. Even as I type these words, my breath is deepening and slowing. Is yours?

Unless you have sleep apnea, your best breathing probably happens while you’re sleeping. Tomorrow when you wake up, pay attention to how you’re breathing while you loll in bed. You may notice that your belly is softly moving in and out. How can that be? The lungs don’t go down that far, do they? No, but your diaphragm does.

Your diaphragm is a large muscle that separates the lung cavity from the abdomen. It is attached to the bottom of the rib cage, breastbone, and spinal column. When you inhale, the diaphragm moves down and out a few inches, creating a vacuum in your lungs. That’s where the movement in your belly comes from. Because nature abhors a vacuum, air effortlessly flows into your lungs. Now let’s look at how exhaling works. As your diaphragm relaxes, it rises back up to its starting position, gently pushing the air out of the lungs. The diaphragm at rest looks like a dome.

The way this works is contrary to how most of us think about breathing. We “do” way too much. Our shoulders hunch up and tense. We cram breath into our lungs like we’re stuffing a foie gras goose. Then we shove it out by force of will. All of that exertion of will acts in direct opposition to the way our bodies naturally work. Breathing at its best is simple, deep, and relaxed.

Did you know that even at the end of an exhalation, your lungs stay 40 percent inflated? Even if you push as much air as you can out of your lungs, they still have 20 percent capacity. Your lungs aren’t ever empty. I find this tidbit about anatomy to be a powerful metaphor for how we think about our life force in general. We walk around assuming we don’t have enough breath, when in reality, our lungs are rich with it.

The best way to begin practicing this natural kind of breathing is by lying on your back with your hand or a book on your belly. Breathe as though you’re getting ready to sleep. No huffing or puffing.

Picture the diaphragm moving down, the vacuum forming in the lungs, air rushing in, the diaphragm relaxing up, air rushing out. Notice and release the areas where you’re doing something extra.

Once you get the feeling lying down, stand up and see if you can replicate the same kind of breathing. Make your spine straight and let your head float up toward the ceiling. Relax your neck and jaw muscles. Make sure your shoulders stay relaxed and low. Natural breathing doesn’t have anything to do with your shoulder muscles.

Here’s a way to engage your diaphragm in fueling your voice. I had heard about the diaphragm for many years without a clue what people were talking about. I knew it was a muscle in the middle of me, but I couldn’t feel or see it working. Then a wise teacher showed me how my rib cage and diaphragm are connected.

Your lungs are like big, squishy pillows without a mechanism for creating that steady flow your vocal cords need to make a strong and sustainable sound. Your diaphragm regulates the velocity and pressure of your breath. The good news is that your diaphragm is attached to the bottom of the rib cage. By practicing the following exercise to strengthen your ribs and diaphragm, you will learn how to fuel your voice with a steady stream of breath.

This exercise has four steps. You can see a step-by-step video demonstration at the Full Voice website.

• Step One: Take a big breath and hold it. Use your hands to feel the strength of your rib cage. Notice that your rib cage is longer in the back than in the front. So are your lungs, for that matter.

Let that breath out.

• Step Two: Now take another big breath. On the exhale, make a strong hissing sound as if you are a tire with a big leak in it. While you do this, attempt to keep your rib cage strong and open just like it was when you were holding your breath. Most people can’t accomplish this at first, but an ache in the muscles between your ribs—the intercostals—will tell you you’re on the right track.

• Step Three: Take one more big breath. This time start the exhale with the hiss and open it to a strong tone using an “ah” sound. See if you can keep the ribs open while you do this. At the end of your breath, your ribs will naturally collapse along with the deflation of the lungs. What you’re doing is delaying that collapse in order to better control the flow of breath with the strong muscles of the ribs and diaphragm.

This approach takes time and experimentation. After all, your lungs and ribs have been moving in tandem since your first breath. Shifting the way they work together is like simultaneously rubbing your belly and patting your head. It takes time and coordination. The same is true for building the strength of your rib muscles. They are accustomed to moving in and out with each breath, not holding in one place. I encourage you to be patient and playful as you practice these exercises.

• Step Four: One final way to practice this exercise is to stand around with your ribs open, breathing normally. With practice and experimentation, you will be able to engage the rib muscles and diaphragm without holding your breath or tensing up your neck and shoulders. It’s something you need to practice standing up, and you can fit it into even the busiest schedule. Try it while you’re standing in line at the airport, chopping onions in your kitchen, brushing your teeth, or waiting for an elevator.

I initially learned this exercise as a way to strengthen my singing and speaking voice. I was surprised to discover a powerful side benefit: a more vital and engaging physical presence. As I learned this practice, I began holding my ribs open whenever I was in front of a group. After my keynotes or workshops, participants often commented about my presence, about how I carried myself. I don’t think I’m particularly talented at this. Seeing anyone fully alive, engaged, and embodied makes a vivid impression.

When you stand with your ribs open, your posture improves without tension. Your heart-center opens. You feel strong and relaxed at the same time. You are “full of yourself” in a good way.

I teach this technique to virtually all of my clients now. Their experiments with putting it to use in front of audiences, in difficult conversations, and even in dating bear out my findings: opening your ribs not only fuels your voice with steady breath but it enlivens your presence as well.

Now let’s take a look at some of the ways vocal habits interfere with powerful communication.

[image: image] Common Bad (Vocal) Habits

You hear your voice on your voice-mail message and want to hide under your desk. “Do I really sound like THAT?”

Even you are bored by your presentation. You watch the guy in the third row start nodding off. The woman behind him is absorbed in texting. You know you talk with a bit of a monotone, but how can you liven up your presentation without sounding like some slick Vegas lounge lizard?

You’ve been trying to meet a potential customer for ages. You’re finally face to face at a cocktail party. She keeps asking you to repeat yourself, even though you feel like you’re shouting at the top of your lungs. Now she’s frowning and starting to edge away. Why can’t you get loud enough to penetrate the background noise?

Your voice gets tired and scratchy by the end of a long day. You’ve checked out the possible medical problems, drink lots of water, and keep lozenges at hand. Nothing seems to help. What’s going on?

You feel silenced. Ideas and words literally get stuck in your throat. You’re a deer in the headlights. Why can’t you say what you need to say?

A lot is riding on that voice of yours.

Every time you open your mouth to speak, you are broadcasting a wealth of information to your listeners. Your voice is sending powerful messages about your credibility, intelligence, vitality, and confidence. Before you finish your first few words, your audience is busy making up their minds about whether to trust you or not. And you can be certain that if your voice is distracting or irritating enough, your listeners will quickly tune you out. You’ve done it to others, haven’t you?

We pay very close attention to subtle nuances of the voices around us. A recent study demonstrates how quickly and profoundly tone of voice can affect a listener. Individual surgeons were taped as they consulted with their clients. The words were then filtered out of the recording, leaving only the tone of voice audible. These recordings were then played for listeners, who were asked to identify which surgeons had been sued for malpractice and which ones hadn’t. All of the surgeons in the study had made errors that were grounds for malpractice suits. Within just forty seconds, the listeners were able to identify each group with a high degree of accuracy simply by the surgeons’ vocal tones. The ones whose tone expressed dominance had been sued; the ones who spoke in a concerned tone of voice hadn’t. The patients who had been wronged offered more latitude to the surgeons who extended concern through their voices.2 Like those surgeons, we would be wise to pay attention to our vocal nuances, inflections, and tone as we speak.

Is the way you are speaking running completely counter to your intentions? Are your bad vocal habits eclipsing all of your arduous preparation, brilliant thinking, and heartfelt conviction? Is your audience paying attention to your message or that irritating quality in your voice? What are your bad vocal habits costing you?

Take a look at the list of habits below. Do any of them show up in how you speak?

• S-p-e-a-k-i-n-g i-n a m-o-n-o-t-o-n-e (former secretary of state Henry Kissinger)

• Dropping the ends of sentences …

• Breathing … in the middle … of sentences

• Talking without moving your lips or through clenched teeth (Clint Eastwood’s “Make my day”)

• Speaking in a rough, gravelly tone

• Using a breathy, breathless sound

• Speaking in a harsh and nasal tone (Fran Drescher, Edith Bunker)

• Mumbling

• Sounding fake—substituting bravado for confidence or cloying sweetness for sincerity

• Rushing, rushing, rushing

• Using repetitive patterns—the same rhythm over and over and over and over

• Making everything sound like a question (the rampant habit of many adolescent girls)

• Using meaningless interjections such as “ah,” “like,” “um,” “y’know”

• Speaking too softly (with or without the big stick)

Now take a look at the list again. Do you recognize any of these habits in people around you? What effect do they have on your ability to listen to these people? Does it influence your relationship with them? Whenever you feel yourself start to tune out a speaker, ask yourself why. Paying attention to the habits of others can support you in becoming more aware of your own.

Note that a bad vocal habit in one culture can be perceived as a strength in another. For example, talking loud and fast may work well in Manhattan and completely fail in Tokyo. As we become more connected across the globe, discovering and accommodating these vocal differences is critical. The more flexibility you can access in your own speaking and listening, the better you will become at effectively communicating across all types of difference.

In addition to the habits you’re aware of, other, more insidious ones may be making you hard to listen to.

[image: image] Green Stuff in Your Teeth: Unconscious Vocal Habits

You’ve just had a meeting with someone. You return to your office or home satisfied that the conversation went well, that you made a good impression. You review all the great points you made. You feel smart and capable.

Then you look in the mirror.

You have green stuff in your teeth.

That whole time you thought your conversation partner was hanging on your every word, he was staring at that piece of spinach lodged beside your incisor.

Some vocal habits are just like that green stuff in your teeth. They are unconscious behaviors that, without your awareness, erode your ability to communicate. What’s tricky is that other people don’t want to bring them to your attention. It’s embarrassing—like telling someone his fly is open. Or she has a body odor issue.

For many of us, seeing ourselves on video or hearing our voices on tape can be a rude awakening. I remember watching myself on a concert video years ago and shouting at the screen, “How many times do you need to touch your hair, Barbara?” Making a recording is a great way to get a new perspective on how you’re speaking. It’s also useful for tracking your progress as you find more of your full voice. Videotaping yourself along the way is even better since so much of how we communicate is in nonverbal cues.

If you decide to record yourself, remember that many recording devices do a poor job of capturing the way you really sound, especially those typically used for voice-mail systems. Bear in mind, also, that your voice will always sound different from what you hear in your own ears. The voice you hear when you speak is conducted through the bones of your skull, while the voice others hear is conducted through the air. Consider the difference between those two substances—bone and air—and you’ll understand the disparity in how we sound to ourselves and to the outside world.

Another way to discover your unconscious vocal habits is to interview people who know you well about your voice. Many people aren’t used to describing specific vocal qualities, so you may want to use some of these questions to guide the conversation:

• Does my speaking voice generally reflect what you know about me as a person?

• What are the qualities you appreciate about my voice? Strength? Softness? Low range? High range? Warmth? Ease? Resonance?

• Have you noticed any vocal habits that don’t serve me well?

• Are there situations where my vocal presence seems stronger? Weaker? Where do I “ring true” and where is my voice out of sync?

• Has my voice changed in the time you’ve known me? If so, what have you noticed?

Asking these questions of a few people can serve several purposes. Of course, you’ll discover more about how others perceive your voice as it is right now. You may also find some willing allies to offer ongoing feedback as you discover more of your full voice. Better yet, they may decide to join in the work right alongside you.

Now let’s examine how bad habits create vocal fatigue and identify some concrete steps you can take to keep your voice healthy and strong.

[image: image] Crying Babies, Barking Dogs, and Vocal Fatigue

How can a baby cry for hours on end and never get hoarse?

Why can that dog down the street bark all night long without losing his voice?

Here’s their secret: every cell of that baby is engaged in crying. That dog is completely, 100 percent immersed in his barking. They don’t multitask. It’s like the hokey-pokey again: they put their whole selves in.

You can observe this phenomenon in the body language of both baby and dog. The baby’s face turns red and scrunches up. Her legs kick. Her fists wave around. Her belly heaves. That child is not thinking about crying while she’s crying. She’s just hollering bloody murder with everything she’s got. The same holds true for the dog. Every inch of that dog, every system in his body, is focused on just one thing: barking. The instant the threat is over, the barking—and all of the physical engagement that goes with it—stops cold.

This full engagement fuels their voices—and bodies—with incredible strength and endurance. Chances are, this kind of focus is not accessible to you in your daily life. Even so, you can learn valuable lessons from babe and pup about what causes most vocal fatigue.

Here are some common sources for vocal stress or fatigue. Notice how these causes have the potential to combine and cascade:

• Holding back—self-censoring even as you’re speaking

• Abandoning the body

• Shallow breathing

• Overthinking

• Strain from overuse (the day after the game, for instance)

• Garden variety stress

• Sleep deprivation

• Emotional distress

• Dehydration

• Environmental factors such as smog, smoke, and the other airborne consequences of modern life

One of my clients, I’ll call him Bruce, came to me complaining of persistent vocal fatigue. He noticed that the problem occurred at his weekly team meeting. Within the first few minutes of the meeting, his throat would begin tightening up. It would get increasingly tight during the meeting until, by the end, his voice was completely unreliable. When he’d try to speak, his voice would crack or lock down altogether. And we couldn’t figure out why.

Here was what was most confusing about Bruce’s situation: his regular speaking voice was gorgeous—rich, balanced, and sonorous. Suitable for radio, even. He was in peak health, loved his work in business development, doted on his young family, and actively participated in his community. Why did his debilitating hoarseness show up at those team meetings, the setting where he needed his voice the most?

We first opened up his full vocal range using some of the exercises we’ll explore in part II of this book. The hoarseness didn’t make an appearance even after a rigorous vocal workout. As he practiced these sounds on his own, he used them to strengthen the connection between his voice and body, his thinking and emotions. He brought this newfound awareness into the next few team meetings. Bruce became a sleuth hunting down the patterns that were compromising his ability to speak.

Here is what he discovered. His manager was a woman who talked and thought unusually fast. As the leader of these meetings, she set the pace for the entire team. Even though Bruce had a quick mind, he frequently found it difficult to get a word in edgewise. He’d start to speak and then stop while someone else took the floor. The tension would build and he’d hold his breath. His mind would race. This cycle of repeatedly suppressing his voice tightened up his throat so much that when he finally tried to speak, very little sound was available.

Bruce started to change the pattern by focusing on his breathing during meetings. His slow, deep breaths had two benefits: they interrupted the cycle of anxiety and supplied fuel to his voice when it came time for him to speak. Bruce started taking his place at the table and asserting his voice, even if it meant interrupting the headlong pace of the group.

As his hoarseness diminished, Bruce recognized that “losing his voice” at the table was a metaphor for a larger issue: his doubts about whether his presence and contribution on the team were valued. The doubts and the vocal habit built on each other, creating a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy. Unraveling the vocal habit opened the door for Bruce to show up more powerfully, share his ideas freely, and more fully contribute in his team.

Not all of the causes for vocal fatigue are as complex as Bruce’s were. Some can be addressed by very simple means. Let’s review the basics for how to keep your voice healthy and strong.

[image: image] Taking Care of Your Voice

The modern workplace is full of devices and rules that safeguard the health and safety of employees. We sit in ergonomically correct chairs, wear wrist braces to prevent repetitive stress injury to our hands, and use face masks to filter out airborne toxins. We wear bike helmets, seat belts, latex gloves, and supportive shoes. We learn the correct way to lift a load and wash our hands. Given how dependent we are on our voices to navigate our daily work, I wonder why we are given so little instruction on how to keep them healthy. Following are some simple ways to ensure that your voice is getting what it needs to be vibrant, expressive, and well. You’ll notice that everything on this list will support your general health as well:

• Drink lots of water. Your vocal cords need to be moist to function correctly. Staying hydrated keeps your mucus thin. Thicker mucus doesn’t allow the cords to vibrate the way they were designed to.

• Limit your caffeine intake. Caffeine is a diuretic that dehydrates you. When you do drink a cup of coffee or tea, compensate by drinking a big glass of water along with it.

• Get at least seven hours of sleep. There is no substitute for the restorative effects of sleep on your voice. I’m sure you’ve heard and felt the way lack of sleep makes your voice gravelly or weak. If you have a problem with sleep apnea or loud snoring, seek medical attention as soon as possible. Either condition can put incredible strain on your vocal apparatus.

• Get regular cardiovascular exercise. Speaking well takes physical energy. The stronger your lungs, diaphragm, and rib muscles are, the more reliable fuel you’ll have for your voice.

• Release the tension around your neck, jaw, throat, and face with stretching or massage. Tightness in these areas constricts the natural flow of your voice. At the very least, practice big open yawns and do neck rolls and stretches during the day.

• Breathe—deep and easy. Much of the tension in your throat is caused by insufficient breath to fuel your voice.

• Address your allergies. Most allergies create an overabundance of mucus in your system. Not only does your voice sound muffled and congested, the repeated efforts you make to clear your throat can also strain your vocal cords. Chronic postnasal drip also irritates the tissues of your throat and vocal cords.

• Get outside. Unless you live in a large, polluted metropolis, the world outside provides resources that your home or workplace just can’t: fresh air, open sky, and the natural world. Being in nature strengthens your connection to your physical body and your “uncivilized” self—both key components of accessing your full voice.

• Limit prolonged and unconscious yelling. You can make a lot of noise without straining your voice, but it takes awareness and good technique. Yelling your head off at sports events every weekend could result in nodes, a kind of callus that keeps the vocal cords from freely vibrating.

Cautionary note: If you have chronic hoarseness, throat pain, or severe congestion, please consult your health-care practitioner. Acid reflux is a very common cause of hoarseness and can have detrimental effects on your vocal cords over time. For some women in midlife, menopause can cause instability and fatigue their voices. Asthma and other respiratory conditions also affect the voice. Please make certain that you address serious vocal problems like these before you attempt any of the strenuous exercises in part II of this book.

[image: image] My Story: Vocal Grand Opening

It is 1988. I’m still a big scaredy-cat when it comes to singing in front of anyone. I’ve started studying voice with a local teacher, but my lessons consist mostly of beginning to sing, then weeping copious and inexplicable tears.

I enroll in a workshop with two teachers who are visiting from the Roy Hart Centre in southern France. This group is known worldwide for its innovative approach to opening and expanding vocal range. I show up the first day, prickly with self-consciousness and terror. When the participants divide between the two teachers to do some individual work, I end up in Saule Ryan’s group.

Saule is a slender, expressive, and delightful British man who has been teaching and performing with the Roy Hart group since the early 1970s. As I watch him work with my fellow students, I see that his approach to the voice is completely unlike anything I’ve encountered. He invites people to explore a huge range of sound: deep hums, loud shouts, shrill trills, and airy peeps. The work is physical, imaginative, emotionally intense, and joyful all at the same time. His keen intuition, playfulness, and sincere generosity inspire people to create brave and eye-opening sounds that surprise us all.

When it’s my turn, I make sounds nearly twice as high as I thought possible—almost to the top notes of the piano. I also venture into deep sounds that are completely new to me. Whenever my voice cracks or veers out of control during the work, I instinctively flinch with embarrassment. These are the kinds of mistakes a trained singer avoids at all costs. But Saule brings a spirit of respect and curiosity to those “broken” places in my voice. He calls them “interesting” and invites me deeper into those sounds. I realize they aren’t “pretty” and can’t be called singing, but the extreme edges of my voice are powerful and intriguing.

I return home with a slightly pulled muscle under my jaw (from opening my mouth so wide) and some new and unsettling questions about my life:

• If I was so delightfully mistaken about my voice, what other assumptions about my gifts and limitations are called into question?

• How else am I wrong about me?

• What else does my voice have to teach me?

• When can I do this again?

These questions won’t let me be, so I secure a grant to travel to the south of France. I do intensive work at the Roy Hart Centre with two other teachers: Richard Armstrong and Kevin Crawford. Later I continue my studies with Roy Hart teachers in Toronto and Minneapolis. As my voice opens, so does my life. I become increasingly alive, playful, and brave.

The Roy Hart Centre is founded on the pioneering work of Alfred Wolfsohn. His experience as a stretcher bearer during World War I left him haunted by the cries of dying soldiers in the trenches. Following the war, he healed his own psychological trauma by working with his voice. These explorations led him to work with others, expanding the possibilities of the voice as a tool for human development as well as artistic expression.

His pupil, South African actor Roy Hart, carried the work forward as Wolfsohn’s physical health failed. Roy brought his own background and talent as an actor to the work. He formed an avant-garde theater company in England during the 1960s, then moved the group to southern France, where the Roy Hart Centre remains. Roy’s astonishing vocal virtuosity inspired several composers to write musical scores specifically for his voice.

The Roy Hart approach is taught by dozens of teachers around the world. Though I have studied extensively with several company members and currently coteach with Saule Ryan, I am not an official Roy Hart teacher. However, many aspects of this approach have influenced my work, especially the Five Elements Framework.


part two

The Five Elements Framework

Sound when stretched is music.

Movement when stretched is dance.

Mind when stretched is meditation.

Life when stretched is celebration.

Ravi Shankar


 

 

Work on the voice is
in the interest of the
human truth it expresses.

Kristin Linklater

 

chapter five

The Five Elements Framework Overview

The Five Elements Framework we are about to explore will give you a sonic map for accessing a wide variety of colors and sounds in your voice. We’ll explore where each sound is sourced in the body and the gifts or qualities that are evoked by each one. As you build more flexibility, awareness, and choice in your voice, you’ll become more adept at choosing the right voice for the situation. I’ll share stories about how my clients have put these vocal qualities to work in their lives and what happened as a result. Within each of the following chapters in this part of the book, you’ll be directed to the Full Voice website with a practice video for each voice. I’ll demonstrate how each voice sounds and guide you through a simple vocal exercise for accessing that quality in your own voice. Each of the five elements chapters also includes reflection questions and a list of famous people (or creatures) who exemplify that element.

Almost immediately you’ll start noticing these colors in your own voice: which sounds are dominant in your everyday way of speaking and which ones seem unfamiliar. You’ll become more aware of the subtle ways your voice adjusts to specific situations, audiences, and individuals. Your ears will also become more attuned to the cues in other people’s voices at work, at home, on television, and on your iPod. I guarantee you will begin to hear the world with new ears and to explore it with powerful new questions.

When I lived in Paris in the mid-1980s, I had four music cassettes to my name. (For you younger readers, cassettes were a quaint and now-antiquated method for playing recorded music back in the last century.) Bobby McFerrin’s first recording, The Voice, was one of them. During a year of reflection and exploration, I rode the Métro and walked the boulevards, “marinating” in McFerrin’s amazing voice. If you aren’t familiar with his work, he expresses a seemingly impossible range of vocal sound and color as he interprets music from diverse genres. His voice opened my ears to new vocal possibilities I had never before considered.

Unless you are an actor or singer, you probably use a narrow range of your voice in everyday speech. If you sing, that scope may stretch a bit wider. The range of sound you have available, however, extends far beyond your speaking and singing voice, even if you aren’t Bobby McFerrin. Now and again you might explore those edges—in moments of extreme joy, anger, or pain. Most of the time, though, the majority of your sound library sits on a shelf, gathering dust.

The stained-glass window in my living room has a prism in it. When the morning sun passes through that prism, it shines a rainbow on my living-room wall. The vivid colors I see there are always present in the sunlight. I just can’t perceive them until the prism breaks up the light into ROYGBIV (red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet).

The Five Elements Framework uses a similar principle: it breaks the voice into five distinct colors. As in a rainbow, there are subtle variations between and among the vocal colors. Learning how to access and blend these vocal elements helps you choose the right voice for the right purpose. You learn to “paint” with your voice. When you need to communicate with firm authority, your voice will be grounded and strong. When you want to extend compassion, your words will be wrapped in soothing tones. When you want your visions to spark the curiosity of your listeners, your voice will invite them in. You can be loud when you need to be and soft when the situation requires it. You’ll also learn how to shift vocal habits that interfere with your ability to powerfully and accurately communicate with others.

As we discovered in chapter 2, your voice is much more than the sound you hear coming out of your mouth every day. It is a broadcast system sending messages to the world about who you think you are, a random assemblage of vocal habits that may or may not serve you well. The Five Elements Framework gives you the ability to deliberately access all of your vocal resources and put them to work in your life.

As shown in the figure, each of the five voices is linked to specific gifts or qualities:

• Earth: Gut instinct, authority, and grounding

• Fire: Passion, personal power, and vitality

• Water: Caring, compassion, and affirmation

• Metal: Clarity and focus

• Air: Inspiration, possibility, and spiritual connection
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Figure 1 The Five Elements Framework

This framework was developed by paying attention to voices, my own and those of my clients. I noticed frequent correlations between how people sounded and the gifts they carried. Comfort or discomfort with any voice offered a mirror for who they thought they were—and who they wished they weren’t. The qualities that were easy for them vocally were usually the same ones they were good at in their life and work. People who were grounded and solid generally sounded that way. People who were warm and nurturing carried a strong dose of the water sound in their voices. I also noticed that as my clients changed specific aspects of their voices, they gained greater access to the qualities associated with that voice as defined in the framework. This was by no means a hard-and-fast rule, but it happened frequently enough to capture my attention.

The Five Elements Framework was also influenced by the chakra system. According to the Indian yogic tradition, the chakras (or wheels) are seven energy centers that span the length of the body, starting with the first at the base of the spine and rising through the torso to the seventh at the top of the head. Each chakra is associated with a specific color, area of the body, and quality. Entire volumes are dedicated to the detailed study of the chakra system. People spend years exploring its nuances. For our purposes, I’ll very briefly introduce the seven chakras and their qualities:

• The first or root chakra is located at the base of the spine and is associated with basic survival instinct.

• The second chakra is located just above the pubic bone and is associated with passion, sexuality, and creativity.

• The third chakra, centered at the solar plexus, is connected to a person’s sense of self or identity.

• Loving and empathy are centered in the heart chakra, number four.

• The fifth or throat chakra is associated with self-expression.

• The sixth chakra, located at the forehead, is connected to intuition and insight.

• The crown or seventh chakra marks the access point to the world of spirit and higher consciousness.1

Toning or chanting through the chakras is frequently practiced in yoga or meditation. As I explored the five distinct vocal qualities—and my own yoga practice—I found significant parallels between the sounds I heard and qualities expressed through the chakras.

Another essential aspect of the Five Elements Framework is the use of characters for opening specific vocal colors. We all have vocal landscapes we never visit. Some vocal colors emerge naturally from our identity, culture, and physical characteristics. Some are so far away from who we think we are that the ego fiercely resists them, attacking them like an immune system attacks an invading virus.

Most of us avoid doing what we’re not good at. We exercise our strengths over and over again and avoid our clumsy, less developed qualities. This is a normal response, but it doesn’t help us grow. In fact, using only a narrow part of your vocal range can create a kind of repetitive stress injury for your voice. Regularly practicing the five distinct voices in the framework helps you balance the familiar and strong parts of your voice with parts of you that are more vulnerable and uncertain.

The characters we use to open the voice are exaggerated and silly on purpose. Pretending to be an egomaniacal operatic tenor or a blue-haired English lady may prompt you to make sounds that your everyday self would never make. They help you sneak by the ego long enough to try on a new way of being, a way that may be drastically different from who you think you are. Think of them as booster rockets for helping propel you out of the gravitational pull of your current identity, helping you bridge the great gap between the voice you use out of habit and the full range of sound and color available to you.

The characters also give you a chance to notice and recall how each of the five sounds feels in your body in its most extreme form. As you become familiar with those sensations, you’ll be able to access each sound quickly and easily whenever you need a subtler version for a specific situation. Your voice will become more limber and coordinated. Put another way, you’ll travel to other characters’ voices for a visit and bring back souvenirs to your own way of communicating.

I used to think deep learning required a measure of seriousness and a forehead wrinkled in concentration. What a surprise to discover that learning essential things about life, work, relationships, and myself could be such raucous good fun. The Five Elements Framework offers that kind of learning. This approach invites you to inhabit more of yourself: the full gamut of physical sensation, emotional connection, imagination, play, and meaning. Connecting your learning to so many different aspects of your life helps you remember it better. So does feeling a bit foolish. This work is somewhat like a ropes course: you feel like you’re in mortal danger, but you’re really not. The perceived danger helps the learning go in deeper and results last longer.

Let’s begin our exploration of the five voices with the earth voice—the voice of gut instinct, authority, and grounding.


 

 

Lower your voice and
strengthen your argument.

Lebanese Proverb

We convince by
our presence.

Walt Whitman

 

chapter six

The Earth Voice
gut instinct, authority, and grounding

The following are examples of the earth voice. Can you hear them in your imagination?

The resonant growl of James Earl Jones’s voice slithers from behind the Darth Vader mask in Star Wars.

A Saint Bernard barks to guard his territory.

A group of Neanderthals discuss hunting strategy around the fire in a series of agitated grunts and gestures.

A mother bear warns an intruder away from her cubs.

An inebriated barrel-chested man sings as he carouses down a wintry street at three in the morning.

Johnny Cash kicks off “Ring of Fire” before a roaring crowd.

Arnold Schwarzenegger’s character in the movie The Terminator quips, “I’ll be back.”

[image: image] Where Is the Earth Voice Sourced in the Body?

The earth voice comes from your gut, grounding your words in your body. The deepest and darkest of the five voices, it vibrates in your torso as a groan, a growl, a yawn. Making the deep sounds of the earth voice requires you to relax, open your throat, and sense the pull of gravity on your body. Many of us make these sounds instinctively as we wake up in the morning or settle in for the night. People who are “down to earth” or “rock solid” frequently speak with a healthy dose of this sound in their voices.

This voice draws on the energy of your feet, legs, pelvis, and gut. You won’t feel a literal vibration in these areas; however, regularly bringing your attention to these parts of your body will help you open up the gifts that reside there.

[image: image] What Are the Best Uses for the Earth Voice?

The earth sound can be used to project authority. When you need to confront a challenge or establish a firm boundary, the earth voice literally lends weight to your words. It communicates directly to the primal instincts of your listener. It’s probably how our prehistoric ancestors sounded when they were confronting a rival. The translation of such a message might go something like “I peed on it; it’s mine.” Parents also use this tone when they want to let their children know they really mean business. And people who are being trained in self-defense are taught to use these sounds to discourage a potential attacker.

The oldest part of the brain—sometimes called “the reptile brain”—is still active in us, despite our evolutionary leaps. We think we’ve moved beyond all these primal instincts, but they are still exerting great influence in our lives. The earth voice helps us put that ancient wisdom to use every day.

Practicing the earth voice also helps you develop a stronger connection to your gut instinct. Did you know your gut contains one hundred million neurons? It has been called a “second brain” by researchers. This “enteric brain” contains a complex network of neurons, neurotransmitters, and proteins that respond to stress and pleasure much like the brain in your skull. In fact, it is the only part of the peripheral nervous system that can elect not to do the bidding of the brain or spinal cord. Your gut literally has a mind of its own.1

Regularly bringing sound and attention to this part of your body helps you tune into what’s going on in there. You’ll be more likely to trust the churning in your gut that’s warning you not to hire a potential employee. You’ll recognize that warm feeling in your middle as a cue that your colleague’s idea has merit. You’ll pay attention to the clutch in your belly that alerts you to the tension in the room you just entered. This ancient and reliable resource is often overridden by our left-brain logic. How many times have you regretted not paying attention to a gut feeling you had about a person, idea, or opportunity?

The earth sound is also useful for slowing down, taking a breath, and letting your energy settle. In the headlong rush of modern life, we interact with machines that push us to go faster. Caffeine fuels our breakneck pace. If we linger for five seconds at a red light, some nut behind us lays on the horn. (Or maybe you’re the nut with the horn.) We are all scrambling to catch up but can’t recall with what.

Several years ago I was offering a Full Voice workshop for people at an outpatient mental health clinic. The participants had checked themselves into the program to help them manage their illness more effectively. One of the participants was struggling with a debilitating anxiety disorder. When we practiced the earth sound, he latched onto it as a tool for calming his anxiety. He discovered that it was impossible to be wound up or anxious when making soft, open sounds at the lowest edge of his vocal range.

I experimented with this idea myself. When arriving at a client meeting tense from driving in heavy traffic, I used a few deep tones to calm down before leaving my car. I eased mild stage jitters before a big keynote by making some quiet earth sounds off in a corner. I also enlisted them as I prepared for a challenging conversation. Being in a calm and grounded place increased my ability to slow down, listen, and creatively respond to the difficult situation.

Many of my clients have used the earth voice in this way with similar results. One client taught this technique to his team as a way for them to stop and “reset” when their conversations got too tense or scattered.

Finally, the earth voice provides a source of calm and stability in a crisis. If you are a mentor, supervisor, physician, teacher, parent, or leader, this sound can be a powerful influence when the people around you are in the midst of a great challenge. In times of crisis, people revert to a more primal state. The higher brain functions are trumped by blind instinct. Have you ever tried speaking rationally and logically to a person in this state? It’s difficult to reason with a person who—like Chicken Little—is completely convinced that the sky is falling.

A midwife I interviewed for this book told me she calls on a wide range of vocal sounds in her practice—from soothing coos to enthusiastic encouragement to rational information sharing. But when women are immersed in the most intense stages of labor, she relies primarily on the earth voice to communicate with them. In the intensity of this very primal experience, her tone of voice has much more impact with her patients than specific words.

Another of my clients, an emergency-room physician, expressed a similar perspective. Like the midwife, she accesses all sorts of vocal sounds in the course of her work. Her ability to diagnose and treat an emergency situation frequently hinges on getting through to a person in extreme pain and fear. Over the years she has cultivated a way of speaking to agitated patients that is calm, slow, deliberate, and authoritative. This earth voice is most effective for opening the channels of communication with her distressed patients. She also mentioned that this voice works just as well with her colleagues when they’re stressed out, exhausted, and rushed.

Practicing the earth voice with people in distress offers an additional benefit: it keeps you connected to your own instinctual wisdom as you navigate a crisis.

[image: image] Too Much Earth, Too Little Earth

If you have an excess of the earth sound in your voice, you can sound like a dolt or a bully. Most monotone speakers also have an overabundance of earth in their voices; they start speaking at ground level and just hunker down there. Of the five voices, this one is most “expensive”: it requires a lot of breath to make sound that doesn’t carry very far. That is why people who rely too heavily on the earth voice often experience hoarseness or vocal fatigue.

People overdo the earth sound for several reasons. A number of my male clients unnaturally lowered their voices when their voices began changing in adolescence. Embarrassed by the cracking and lack of control, they simply shoved their voices into a deep (and presumably more “masculine”) range and stayed there permanently. Women who work in a male-dominated environment often adopt a lower and darker sound to mirror the voices of their male colleagues. Men with naturally higher voices sometimes do the same thing. Sometimes these strategies make perfect sense. Most of the time, though, too much earth sound can cause serious damage to your voice and limit your ability to get your message through to your listeners.

By contrast, the absence of the earth quality makes the speaker sound ungrounded and uncertain. Speed can be a primary cause. When speaking too quickly, the voice doesn’t have time to resonate in the body. One client—I’ll call her Marie—struggled with this imbalance in her voice.

Marie talked really, really, really fast. Her position at a large insurance company required her to make regular presentations to large groups. Her unfortunate audience couldn’t keep up with her breakneck pace. When she’d see them tuning her out, the resulting anxiety made her talk even faster. Marie’s poor speaking habits were the only barrier to the promotion her manager hoped to offer her, a position that would require even more public speaking. When her manager suggested voice coaching with me, Marie jumped at the opportunity.

Marie equated going fast with being smart and doing well. Breakneck speed was a habit she formed early in life, one that was frequently rewarded in school and work settings. Slowing down was completely counterintuitive to this high-achieving, type A young woman, but she recognized the necessity to do so. In addition to the interference her pace caused in her presentations, she was aware of how the habit was affecting her physical health and relationships. Marie suffered from frequent insomnia and had a hard time slowing down enough to enjoy time with her young children.

Our first sessions focused on acquainting her with the slow, deep sounds of the earth voice. At first they were difficult for her to locate in her voice, so I invited her down to the floor for some deep relaxation exercises. Gravity is the earth voice’s best friend, so we focused her attention on surrendering her weight to its pull, slowing and deepening her breathing, and making some long, lazy sighing sounds. I also invited her to let her body go slack and heavy as she did some slow-motion rolling on the floor. Marie enjoyed the sensations so much that her work was interspersed with some deep belly laughs. This kind of laughter also activates the lower abdomen, a place where the earth voice originates. She was off to a fine start.

After a while, Marie was able to find her way back to the sounds and sensations of the earth voice without needing to lie on the floor. In between sessions, she practiced all five sounds in her car and the shower with particular emphasis on the earth quality. I also gave her an assignment to practice during her next weekly team meeting: to pay attention to her breathing patterns. To her chagrin, Marie discovered that she had a persistent habit of holding her breath. This caused her words to tumble out in a rush when she finally began speaking. Cultivating the habit of breathing slowly and deeply became Marie’s second strategy for slowing down to body time.

Once Marie had reliable access to her earth sounds and awareness of her breathing, we began working with poetry as a way to bridge her newfound pace and sounds into her regular way of speaking. Poetic speech is distinct from everyday conversation. It’s rich with images, metaphors, and expressive language. The sounds of the words matter as much as the content. Marie chose several short poems that had meaning for her and used them to cultivate a more deliberate, eloquent, and embodied way of speaking. Our final step was to integrate her three new vocal habits into her presentations.

Marie’s improved ability to convey her intelligence and leadership in presentations persuaded her manager to offer her that promotion. Marie discovered how much smarter she could be when she took time to breathe and think during her talks. The poetry work made a deep impact on her as well. She now has a number of poems memorized and uses them to enhance her speeches. Marie described our work together this way: “You helped me reset my default speed from one hundred miles per hour to sixty. I know how to use my voice and breath to relax and ground myself. I still need to remind myself to slow down, but at least now I know exactly the steps I need to take to get there.”

Are you ready to open up your own earth voice? Before I show you how, let’s take a moment to discuss the practices: what they’re like, why they work, and how to make the best use of them.

[image: image] A Word About the Five Elements Practices

So here’s the thing about these practices: they’re bizarre. On purpose.

These practices are so odd and so memorable that they’ll help you recall how a sound felt in your body. You may not remember how the earth voice goes, but that Neanderthal character you imitated will. The exercises are mnemonic devices for instantly bringing you back to your visceral experience of a sound. Eventually you’ll become familiar with how to access that sound instantaneously and blend its qualities into your regular speaking voice.

You’ll notice that some practices invite you into the opposite gender. I encourage you to try them, even if they feel strange. Both men and women have access to a much broader range of sound than cultural norms allow. A world of sound is waiting just outside the confines of our status quo identities.

Remember to pay attention when you’re doing these practices. Notice the sensations in your body, your own internal dialogue about your experience, memories, images, and associations. Resist the urge to jump to conclusions about your experience. Shifting too quickly to your intellect will short-circuit the full experience and sensation of the sound. Most of us have been trained to give the intellect first dibs on every experience, idea, or situation. Before we’ve even started something, the intellect is busy cooking up a story about it. This work offers you the opportunity to exercise your capacity for the other aspects of your humanity—sensation, emotion, wonder, and curiosity. If you get too narrowly focused in your practice, you’re likely to miss out on many of the gifts your voice has in store for you.

The online videos are designed to guide you in these practices. You’ll get to see me making the sounds and embodying these characters, which I guarantee will help make sense out of the exercises.

I’ll share more ideas for how to practice the Five Elements in Chapter 11.

Before we begin, here are some cautionary notes:

• Treat these practices like you would any vigorous exercise program.

• Pay attention to your physical sensations.

• If it hurts, stop.

• If you start coughing, stop.

• Drink a lot of water during and after the practices to keep your cords moist and wash away the toxins you stir up.

• Take breaks as you need them.

• If you get a little nervous, keep right on going!

• If you get scary nervous, please be kind enough to stop.

• Notice your story, but don’t let it limit you.

• Remember to invite pleasure into the practice.

[image: image] Practices for Accessing the Earth Voice

Practicing the earth voice is an exercise in slowing down. Your body gets loose and heavy. Your belly relaxes. Your jaw and forehead relax. A simple shortcut to finding this sensation in your own body is to act like a big, goofy person who isn’t very bright. You can also try what I suggested to my client Marie: lie on the floor, surrendering your full weight to gravity. Then roll very slowly, feeling how the weight of your body shifts when it’s completely relaxed. You won’t look particularly beautiful while you’re practicing this voice, but the essential quality you’ll unlock will make it well worth it.

• Make the sound of a big yawn with your mouth wide open. Open your throat, relax your jaw, loosen your neck, and soften your belly. Let your face relax into a dopey, slack expression. Take a lazy, easy stretch as though you just woke up. Did pretending to yawn produce the real thing? See if you can evoke a few more yawns, making sound through each one. This practice works well standing, sitting, or lying down.

• Stand up straight and relaxed, then imagine your body is getting heavier and a lot hairier. Stick your stomach out and slouch. Let your mouth drop open. Drool a little. Make a low, soft “uuuh” sound. Imagine your brow getting heavy like your Neanderthal ancestors’. Make a series of “uh” sounds that get progressively lower until you’re barely audible. Let each one make your body heavier and your IQ lower. When you’re out of sound, take a pause and notice how you feel. What’s happening in your body? How did your energy level shift?

• Do your best imitation of a foghorn. Draw in a long, slow, deep breath. Let it out slowly with a deep “oh” sound. Avoid making it too loud. The earth sound works best when your vocal cords are soft and relaxed.

• Take on the character of an inebriated bear-like man somewhere on the steppes of Siberia. Call out for more vodka. Fill your voice with longing and the deep dark of the Siberian winter. Get a little sleepier and call again. Let your requests for vodka get slower and deeper until you run out of sound.

• Put on your imaginary red suit and white beard. Use the Santa Claus character to open up a series of “ho-ho-hos.” Make certain your “oh” sounds are nice and round. Feel the impulse for each sound in your big round belly (that shakes like a bowlful of jelly).

An earth voice exercise is available at the Full Voice website.

[image: image] Earth Voice Reflection Questions

Use these questions to reflect on your own experience with the earth voice:

• Do I enjoy making this sound? Why or why not?

• What activities, practices, or characters help ground me in my body?

• What signals do I have that let me know my gut is speaking? What helps me pay attention to them?

• In what circumstances would it serve me to calm down and ease up? How might I use the earth voice to help me do that?

• Who are the people in my life who most embody this voice? Where does it serve them well? Where does it interfere?

[image: image] Earth Voices

Most voices are a combination of several elements. The people listed below include a strong dose of earth in their dominant sound:

Adele

Kofi Annan

Joan Armatrading

Bea Arthur

Lauren Bacall

Greg Brown

Johnny Cash

Nick Cave

Leonard Cohen

Neil Diamond

Marlene Dietrich

Cesária Évora

Scarlett Johannson

James Earl Jones

Leo Kottke

Gordon Lightfoot

Odetta

Ronald Reagan

Arnold Schwarzenegger

Nina Simone

Sylvester Stallone

Margaret Thatcher

Eddie Vedder

Tom Waits

Barry White


 

 

Nothing great in
the world has ever
been accomplished
without passion.

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

 

chapter seven

The Fire Voice
passion, personal power, and vitality

The following are examples of the fire voice. Can you hear them in your imagination?

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., delivers his “I Have a Dream” speech at the Mall in Washington, DC.

A martial artist lets loose a shout as she practices her punches.

Luciano Pavarotti pours himself, heart and soul, into an aria at La Scala.

Rabid football fans yell as their team’s running back sprints for the end zone.

A drill sergeant dresses down a new recruit on the first day of basic training.

An outraged New York City cabbie yells out the window during rush-hour traffic.

[image: image] Where Is the Fire Voice Sourced in the Body?

No doubt you’ve heard the term “fire in the belly.” It’s an apt expression: the fire voice is centered in your solar plexus. It comes from smack dab in the middle of you. Making the fire sound literally heats up your body and physically prepares you for powerful action. You take in and expel lots of breath in a short period of time, sending oxygen-rich blood to all corners of your body. Yogic breathing practices include “the breath of fire”—a rapid breathing pattern that activates the abdomen and sends vital energy through your entire system. The connection between physical energy and the fire voice is a continuous feedback loop. The body enlivens the sound; the sound activates the body.

[image: image] What Are the Best Uses for the Fire Voice?

Fire is the voice of choice if you want to convey passion. I’m certain you’ve seen the way a commanding speaker can stir an audience to a fever pitch through a powerful delivery. Chances are good he or she used the fire voice to make that happen. Is it any wonder we call so many great orators fiery? Count on the fire voice to help words of conviction and commitment reach your audience, especially when you’re presenting to a large group. Though the fire voice is generally loud and carries well, it’s not necessarily the same as shouting. This sound is as much about intensity as it is volume.

You may be the kind of person whose passion is a well-kept secret. Ted, the president of a large architectural firm, was one of these people. He’d seen himself on video and was horrified at how little of his genuine passion for his work came through in his speaking. The yawning gap between his internal experience and his external expression brought him to my coaching studio, ready to get to work.

Ted is an introvert. Outward expression is a kind of second language for him and always will be. Our work with his voice needed to balance his authentic way of being with an increased capacity to speak his passion. We began by exploring the full range of his voice, bottom to top, using the Five Elements Framework. As a relatively reserved person, he assumed that his voice was naturally quiet. When we got to the fire voice practices, however, imagine his surprise when a big, beautiful, resonant sound came pouring out of his mouth! He had plenty of sound in there. He just wasn’t used to letting it out.

Beyond being an introvert, Ted was a farm kid from the upper Midwest. A lot of guys from this area learn very young how to speak without moving any facial muscles or varying their tone of voice. It’s how Dad and Grandpa and Uncle Orrin talked—and if a young fellow started waving his hands around and making a big hullabaloo, he’d get all kinds of cues to pipe down.

Several of our early sessions focused on reconnecting Ted’s voice with his body. This was vigorous and often hilarious work. We stood back to back with our knees bent and tried to push each other across the room while he made long tones. (Where we both live, people make these kinds of sounds while pushing cars out of the snow.) Another time I had him “throw” his sounds across the room as if they were baseballs he was pitching. Again, the point was to engage his full body as he made sound. The next set of exercises encouraged him to sustain the same physical vigor and vocal intensity while standing still.

From there we moved into singing. Ted hadn’t sung much in years, but he could feel how much more energy coursed through his voice when he did. We found several fiery songs for him to practice on his daily commute. These were songs he liked a lot, so he was happy to sing along with the practice recordings I made for him. Daily singing helped him get accustomed to feeling more power and volume in his voice. Then after he arrived at work, he practiced bringing more of that vital energy into his day-to-day conversations.

Along came a perfect opportunity to put Ted’s newfound fire voice to work: a major presentation at an international architecture conference in London. As we worked together to prepare him for his talk, we found ways to bring his stronger, more passionate way of speaking into the text. One practice strategy we used was to have him exaggerate the fire sound by imitating a fiery preacher pacing and shouting. The next time through, he’d experiment with the territory between his normal reserve and “the preacher man” to find a good balance that still felt authentic. He also chose to deliver his talk without a podium and to start his presentation with some zany humor.

When he returned from London, Ted said he was thrilled with the way his international colleagues responded to his presentation. His lively and creative talk was a happy exception to the dry drone of recitations at the conference. The follow-up conversations gave him confidence that his presentation would lead directly to new business for the firm.

This brings us to another gift of the fire voice: claiming your personal power and visibility. When you embody this voice, you take your place and call attention to yourself. For people who feel more comfortable blending into the background, this process can be intimidating. Time and again I watch clients touch their power, then pull away in fear. When people really cut loose with the fire voice, they nearly always make some nervous joke about the police showing up. Where did we get the idea that it’s actually illegal to inhabit our full vocal power? A powerful cultural story is at work here.

The fire voice at its best is good and loud. It comes out to meet the listeners where they are. If your voice is well supported and fundamentally healthy, speaking in a strong voice can be easy and sustainable. Quite often the tension that arises when accessing this voice has more to do with self-censorship than physical strain. If you are unfamiliar with being loud and forceful, making these sounds can be quite a stretch. The muscles that are used for suppressing your sound may keep tightening up out of habit or reflex, even if you are determined to let the sound out. Please be patient; unraveling these ingrained physical and emotional patterns takes time.

One question this voice evokes is, How do I access power without tension? Many clients can get this big sound out only if they tighten up their jaws, frown, and make the tendons in their necks stand out. Ironically, this tightness actually inhibits a big, fiery sound by clamping down on the larynx. Experiment with saying a few sentences in a loud voice while gently rolling your head. This investigation provides ripe insights about your relationship to your own power. Experiencing effortless power in your voice may open that experience in other areas of your life as well.

The fire voice is the voice of vitality. When you use it well, it lights up your eyes, emboldens your gestures, and animates your facial expressions. You are literally “full of yourself” in a positive way. If an audience watched a film of you speaking with the sound turned off, they’d instantly recognize and respond to your enthusiasm.

This voice enlivens your entire body with energy. Warriors from many traditions recognize how the fire voice physiologically and psychologically prepares them for battle. An ideal example of this is the haka dance of the Maori warriors from New Zealand. Many people have seen them dance in the feature films Whale Rider and, more recently, Invictus. In the Maori language, ha means “breath” and ka means “fire.” These vigorous and fearsome dances include facial grimaces, powerful gestures, rhythmic strikes to the body, foot stamping, and fiery shouting. They serve a double purpose: to energize the warriors and to strike terror into the hearts of their enemies. They are perfect examples of how the fire voice can express physical vitality and fierce aliveness.

Many martial artists also use the fire sound as a way to concentrate energy in their movements, increase their focus, and distract their opponents. Other athletes use fire sounds to enhance their performance as well, including javelin throwers, shot-putters, weight lifters, and rugby players.

These are extreme examples of the fire voice, ones that I wouldn’t recommend bringing to most of your daily work or family interactions. Even so, the vitality you experience from making such intense sounds can help you discover more subtle ways to animate and enliven your everyday communication.

[image: image] Too Much Fire, Too Little Fire

An overabundance of the fire voice in the wrong setting can intimidate, overwhelm, or irritate your listeners. Dan—whom I affectionately nicknamed “the Wall of Sound”—began his career as a carpenter, building and remodeling houses. He worked on an outdoor crew for many years and became accustomed to raising his voice above the sound of nail guns, hammers, and circular saws.

Several years ago Dan was promoted to a leadership role at a remodeling company. He works with high-level customers, negotiates with vendors, and coaches his employees. He spends his time in an office and on the phone, not climbing around on construction sites. In these settings, having his volume knob stuck on ten caused big problems. Staff members were intimidated by his tone. Customers felt overwhelmed by his boisterousness. Even friends and family told him being around his “wall of sound” left them feeling worn out.

His business coach sent him to me to help him increase his range of vocal choices. Dan described his goal this way: “Help me find my ‘inside voice.’” We regularly exercised all five voices with a special emphasis on the softer, lighter sounds of air and water. Dan learned to access and remember these new vocal territories by practicing a handful of simple songs that evoked those sounds. “Edelweiss” was one of the songs that helped him explore those warmer, gentler places in his voice.

Back at work, Dan experimented with using a lighter, softer voice when speaking in small spaces, solving customer problems, and coaching his employees. As he did so, he found it easier to express personal qualities that had been masked by his bombastic vocal style. His innate compassion, wisdom, and curiosity surprised and impressed his colleagues and customers. They saw a side of him they never suspected was there. Even his wife of twenty-five years expressed her appreciation for the change.

During the course of our work together, Dan discovered a love of singing for the first time in his life. He joined his church choir and is now lending his strong fire voice to the tenor section.

At the other extreme is the lack of fire in a voice. I have worked with many brilliant, powerful women whose soft, girlish voices stand in the way of their success. Pam was one of them.

Pam was running for mayor of her medium-sized town. She had all the right qualifications for the job: many years in public service, a reputation for integrity, and a proven track record for getting things done. Sadly, her voice didn’t portray any of those attributes. Hearing the voice of a teenaged girl come from the mouth of this forty-something, attractive woman was strange and unsettling. Even more damaging was the dissonance between her voice and her leadership gifts. She didn’t sound as smart, mature, and capable as she was. Her election committee suggested she do some work on her voice.

As we opened up her five voices at the piano, we were both surprised to find that Pam’s voice could go lower than the vast majority of women’s. We found it strange that this unusual capacity in her voice was so completely absent in her daily speech. With the election looming, we didn’t take the time to discover the source of this disparity between who she was and how she sounded.

We created a playlist of songs sung by fiery women singers like Bonnie Raitt, Annie Lennox, Aretha Franklin, and other rock, blues, and Broadway artists. Pam drove the back roads of her district between campaign stops, belting along with these bold women singers to build her capacity and comfort with a louder, more forceful delivery. In her coaching sessions, we integrated that newfound fire directly into her campaign speeches. As with other clients, I invited Pam to first exaggerate her way of speaking to a ridiculous level and then back it down to a level that felt more natural and authentic.

Pam won the election, hands down. It’s hard to say what role the shift in her vocal presence had to do with her success. I am certain that she is finding ample opportunity to exercise her fire voice in her new role as mayor.

Now that we’ve examined how the fire voice unleashes passion, personal power, and vitality, it’s time to show you how to open it up in your own voice.

[image: image] Practices for Accessing the Fire Voice

To practice the fire voice, you are going to need a place where you can make a lot of noise. It is astonishing how few places you can find where you can cut loose with everything you’ve got. I recognize the challenge of finding a “dog park” where your fire voice can run off leash. The reliable places my clients have found include the car, the shower, the beach, and the garage, as well as with their children (if they’re the right ages and dispositions).

• Start out by speaking some Italian with an exuberant tone. The names of noodles will do: “rigatoni, spaghetti, fettuccine!” Use your hands to emphasize your words. Let’s take it a step farther. Sing the word “lasagna” as though you are a fiery Italian tenor. Open your arms wide. Imagine you have a broad, hairy chest. Ham it up shamelessly. Make your lasagna aria a little higher. Then a little bit higher. Build it to a dramatic crescendo. Make them weep in the third balcony. You can do this same exercise with the phrase “ta-da!”

• Shout “No I won’t!” just as you might before slamming a door. Stamp your foot. Fill yourself with joyful defiance. Stand tall. Put fire in your eyes. I invite you to stay cheerful and fierce in this exercise. It’s a delightful contradiction to the assumption many of us carry: you can only say no if you’re really angry.

• Sing a long and wildly enthusiastic “wow!” Open your eyes, mouth, arms, and stance. Fully extend your fingers. Animate your facial expression with sheer delight. Take up all the space you can, physically and vocally. You can do the same movement using the words “shine” or “alive.”

• Assume the character of a fire-and-brimstone preacher. You can either recite something familiar (the Pledge of Allegiance or the lyrics to “Happy Birthday” will do) or give a fiery sermon using nonsense syllables (“blah, blah, blah”). Again, get your whole body involved. Wave your hands. Point your finger at your imaginary congregation. Build your sermon to a fever pitch before you bring it to a close. You can also use this character to practice a specific presentation. The first few times through, let the preacher shout the words. Then experiment with bringing some of that fiery quality into your actual delivery.

• Call out “Hey you!” as though you were an outraged New York City cab driver. Imitate the accent, the stance, and the attitude. Be loud, boisterous, and opinionated. Vary the pitch higher and lower while maintaining the same level of intensity. This exercise can be fun to do with a partner. The two of you can create an entire dramatic scene out of escalating “hey yous.”

A fire voice exercise is available at the Full Voice website.

[image: image] Fire Voice Reflection Questions

Use these questions to reflect on your own experience with the fire voice:

• Do I enjoy making this sound? Why or why not?

• What are the specific ways in which I communicate my passion to others around me? What are the circumstances in which it’s easier to do so?

• Where do I give myself permission to be loud? What specific things do my internal censors say when I’m loud? Whose voice is speaking: mine or someone else’s?

• What positive results might happen if I am fully seen and heard? What negative results?

• Who are the people in my life who most embody this voice? Where does it serve them well? Where does it interfere?

[image: image] Fire Voices

Most voices are a combination of several elements. The people listed below include a strong dose of fire in their dominant sound:

Marcia Ball

Beyonce

Michael Bolton

James Brown

Ray Charles

Aretha Franklin

Josh Groban

Michael Jackson

Mick Jagger

Etta James

Janis Joplin

Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr.

Annie Lennox

Bob Marley

Kathy Mattea

Keb’ Mo’

Van Morrison

Luciano Pavarotti

Bonnie Raitt

Bruce Springsteen

Joss Stone


 

 

There never was any heart truly great and generous,
that was not also tender and compassionate.

Robert Frost

It is only with the heart that one can see rightly;
what is essential is invisible to the eye.

Antoine de Saint - Exupery

 

chapter eight

The Water Voice
caring, compassion, and affirmation

The following are examples of the water voice. Can you hear them in your imagination?

A parent enthusiastically praises a young child for taking her first steps.

Julia Child describes her technique to a television audience while whisking eggs and oil into mayonnaise.

An operatic alto in a glittering gown sings a tender love scene at the Metropolitan Opera.

Former president Jimmy Carter gives a speech at the United Nations about his work combating malaria.

A male comedian pretends to be a woman (picture Tootsie, Dame Edna, and the Monty Python guys).

A couple exchanges apologies after the resolution of a difficult disagreement.

[image: image] Where Is the Water Voice Sourced in the Body?

The water voice is the voice of the heart, the sound of human kindness. It is sourced in the chest and throat area and carries a warmer, softer tone than the earth and fire voices. You may notice that when people are speaking sincerely or emotionally, many of them put their hands over their hearts. Others clasp their hands at heart level. When you welcome someone close to you with a hug, you open your arms at heart level. You may also notice how people fighting back tears sometimes touch their throats. The water voice dwells in the gateway between the thinking mind and the feeling body.

[image: image] What Are the Best Uses for the Water Voice?

When you want to extend caring or compassion to someone, this sound is an ideal vehicle. It’s likely you use this voice instinctively in situations that touch your heart. Here are a few of the circumstances where the water voice has the most impact.

Many of us make these soothing water sounds unconsciously when we hear about the suffering of a friend or a tragedy in the world. I have one friend I like to call when I’ve had a particularly rough day. Her genuinely empathetic sounds offer me comfort and companionship when I’m feeling lost. I find it curious that the sounds of weeping are often sourced in the water voice, as are the sounds of comfort.

If you have difficult news to deliver, the water voice can help soften the impact on the recipient. We’ve all heard plenty of stories about those heartless bearers of bad tidings. The tactless layoff and the brusque diagnosis become mythological in the retelling. Fortunately, there are the other kinds of stories as well. Hearing bad news from a genuinely caring person doesn’t change the facts, but it goes a long way in honoring the humanity of everyone involved.

Most people enter a room or situation with some level of anxiety. Will they be welcomed? Do they belong? How do things work here? The water element is useful for extending a warm and generous welcome to someone. The people who make you feel right at home probably employ this color in how they first greet you. The next time you greet a colleague, client, or friend, try using a warmer tone and a slightly higher pitch when you say hello. It will warm up your facial expression and body language as well as your voice.

In situations of conflict, these sounds can literally cool tension and open the way to resolution. Hot tempers can produce hot words (usually delivered in the fire voice). Mediators and counselors frequently call on the water vocal quality to defuse and calm tense situations. When the conflict is over, this voice is also useful for infusing an apology with heartfelt sincerity. For upset customers, colleagues, and family members, hearing “I’m sorry” in a tone of sincere apology can open the way to resolution and reconciliation.

The water voice is ideal for conveying words of affirmation and praise. When I worked as an organizational development consultant, one of the most common complaints I heard was about performance evaluations. The formal systems didn’t mean much unless there was an ongoing conversation about performance in between reviews. I worked with one CEO of a wood products company who had a long history of walking around the company criticizing and correcting the employees. In an effort to shift the company culture and his own leadership, he made it part of his daily work to seek out things that were going right and praise people for them. At first his employees were taken aback. They wondered if he was being sarcastic. The content of his conversations had shifted, but his gruff, sarcastic way of speaking didn’t match up. I never did formal voice coaching with him, but I did give him a quick tutorial on how to make the sound of his voice more closely match up with his intentions. The strategy worked. Performance and morale improved—and the CEO flourished in his role as appreciator-in-chief.

[image: image] Too Much Water, Too Little Water

One of my clients instinctively developed her water voice in her work as a coach for high-level executives. I call this elegant woman “the Executive Whisperer.” In her coaching sessions she is frequently called upon to offer critical feedback to her clients, many of whom have egos that are as touchy as high-spirited horses. Her calm, soothing, warm voice helps them drop their defenses long enough to hear what she has to say. She didn’t realize how much her water voice positively impacted her effectiveness as a coach.

The Executive Whisperer came to my studio to address a problem with hoarseness. Whenever she did a presentation or workshop with a large group, she’d start losing her voice by the second hour. I wasn’t surprised. The very gift she used in one-on-one coaching became her enemy when she presented in a larger setting. The water voice can be ineffective as the dominant element in a speech, presentation, or teleconference. The intimate and interpersonal nature of this voice makes it difficult to project to a large group. I encouraged her to use it in small doses in her presentations—to illustrate a personal anecdote, open up a sensitive topic, or express appreciation. The rest of the time, she learned to draw on a powerful and passionate fire voice to project her message.

Now let’s explore a story about too little water. Many of the systems in which we work and live dismiss caring emotions as extraneous, embarrassing, or even dangerous. Compassion is pegged as naive. Caring is exiled to the realm of family life. Anything remotely connected to emotions is scorned as “touchy-feely” or “Kumbaya.” Sometimes the heart is explicitly excluded from the workplace. Sometimes it’s suppressed out of habit.

This was the case for a group of engineers who had just been invited to lead their medium-sized firm. These men were committed to creating a workplace that was both caring and challenging for their employees, a culture where the whole person was welcomed and celebrated. As brilliant technicians and introverts, they recognized how their dry way of speaking was a barrier to creating that culture. Our work together focused on finding ways for them to communicate their intentions to their coworkers through their voices as well as their words and actions.

After exploring each of the five voices, the team had a conversation about how they could use their voices to help create the work culture they desired. They identified the water voice as a key component of fostering a caring culture among their colleagues. The problem was, none of them had ready access to that sound. They recognized that to show up more expressive, alive, and relational at work, they would need to expand beyond their comfort zone as professional men.

The traditional norms for men in most workplaces are very specific: stay cool, don’t show weakness, be rational, and avoid the personal. These rigid rules vary from culture to culture but often include very narrow guidelines for how men dress, move, and talk. Many of my male clients find it challenging to step beyond traditional masculine norms to open up their water voices. Sometimes it’s easier to access those sounds in their personal lives. They notice how much their voices warm and soften in their interactions with their partners or children. This was true for the engineers, all of whom happened to be fathers.

I gave them several exercises to help them access and practice the water voice. They also made a commitment to revisit the conversation about voice in their upcoming team meetings and to coach each other on becoming warmer, more engaged communicators.

Another client, a minister at a large Lutheran church, had a different problem with accessing the water voice. He brought his three-person ministerial team to my studio for some voice coaching and in our initial conversations, he was quite jolly with a varied and engaging voice.

As the session progressed, I asked him to practice a portion of the sermon he was about to deliver. Everything changed. His face grew stormy. He frowned. His voice got stentorian and heavy, full of earth and fire sounds. The warm man I had just been talking with disappeared under a formal, intimidating mask. When I asked him about the change, he expressed complete surprise and consternation. His two colleagues confirmed that he habitually preached with this demeanor. They told him they had always found it odd, given what they knew of his personality.

The minister was horrified. His intention of being warm and welcoming to his congregation was being sabotaged by these unconscious habits. Somewhere in his early career, he had developed his stormy, fierce expression in order to appear more “serious and credible.” Instead, he just looked angry.

With the support of his colleagues, he began delivering his sermons intentionally using more of his water voice. He left that grouchy, frowning character behind and offered his sermons as his warm, personable, and inviting self.

When we lose the capacity to (literally) speak from the heart, we lose access to aspects of our intelligence and humanity as well. Bringing this vocal quality to our relationships can help infuse our day-to-day interactions with more civility, respect, and humanity.

[image: image] Practices for Accessing the Water Voice

The key to practicing this sound is a relaxed throat. A good way to open up the water voice is to immobilize the places where tension gets held most often—the jaw and mouth.

• Begin by making an open yawning sound as you did in the earth exercises, only in a higher range. This lifts your soft palate so the vibration can resonate in your sinus cavities. Avoid pushing the sound out. Just let it come out easily. If you are a man, I suggest experimenting with this sound both in the feminine range (sometimes called “falsetto”) and in a softer version of your regular speaking voice.

• Open your mouth. Hold your face with both hands. (Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream shows the correct position.) With your mouth and jaw immobilized, imitate the sound of a siren. Move from low to high and back down again. Keep your throat open and your air moving. This position allows the sound to travel through your throat without constriction.

• Imitate the voice of Julia Child while explaining each step you take in preparing your morning coffee or tea. Her voice is a wonderful blend of flavors, much like one of her own recipes: it has a dark, rich sound from the chest and a ringing resonant sound from the head. She’s also a wonderful character to inhabit, full of good fun and zest for life. The next time you are cooking with family and friends, invite everyone in the kitchen to imitate Julia. She’s one of the most irresistible characters I’ve used in this work.

• Make a long, lonely howl like a wolf. Open your throat and let the “oo” sound reach all the way to the moon.

• Make the sound you might make if someone dear to you was telling you about a difficult situation he or she had encountered. Don’t use words. Convey your caring through the sound of your voice only. Notice where the sound is coming from in your body and how it may be changing your facial expression.

• Sing a favorite lullaby as though you were holding an infant just about to doze off. Try it with the words, then shift to an “oo” sound. Put your hand on your heart and feel the vibration there. Experiment with singing higher and lower until you find a warm, comforting, and gentle place in your voice.

• Act as though you are a slightly inebriated blue-haired British lady. Call “Hello” to your friends across the way. Really ride the long open sound of the “oh.” Wave your gloved hand. Your friends are a little hard of hearing. Call out to them again, louder and higher. Get a little drunker, and then do it again. As you go higher, get sloppy and reckless.

A water voice exercise is available at the Full Voice website.

[image: image] Water Voice Reflection Questions

Use these questions to reflect on your own experience with the water voice:

• Do I enjoy making this sound? Why or why not?

• What are some specific circumstances where I express my compassion and caring to others? What role does my voice play?

• When someone delivered bad news to me in the past, how did his or her tone of voice impact my experience?

• When I think back on a recent conflict situation, what role did voices play in increasing or decreasing the tension?

• Who are the people in my life who most embody this voice? Where does it serve them well? Where does it interfere?

[image: image] Water Voices

Most voices are a combination of several elements. The people listed below include a strong dose of water in their dominant sound:

Tony Bennett

Susan Boyle

Sarah Brightman

Jimmy Carter

Nat King Cole

Natalie Cole

Julia Child

Ella Fitzgerald

Judy Garland

Marvin Gaye

Al Green

Billie Holiday

Al Jarreau

Alicia Keys

k.d. lang

Jason Mraz

Aaron Neville

Madeleine Peyroux

Fred Rogers

Barbra Streisand

Justin Timberlake

Archbishop Desmond Tutu

Florence Welch


 

 

Better keep yourself
clean and bright; you are the
window through which you
must see the world.

George Bernard Shaw

 

chapter nine

The Metal Voice
clarity and focus

The following are examples of the metal voice. Can you hear them in your imagination?

The Wicked Witch of the West screeches from the movie screen, “I’ll get you, my pretty, and your little dog, too!”

A bluegrass singer croons along with his banjo on a porch in the Appalachian Mountains.

Ethel Merman belts out “There’s No Business Like Show Business” on a Broadway stage that doesn’t have any microphones.

A Siamese cat improvises her own opera in an echoing hallway at three in the morning.

Willie Nelson kicks off “On the Road Again” to a cheering country music festival crowd.

The cartoon character Roadrunner evades the Coyote once again with a triumphant “Beep-beep!”

Madonna prances around the stage singing “Material Girl.”

[image: image] Where Is the Metal Voice Sourced in the Body?

The metal voice reverberates in what many vocal coaches call “the mask”—the area around the nose, eyes, and forehead. It focuses the sound in your sinus cavities, which act as powerful amplifiers for the vibrations your vocal cords make. These piercing sounds can be an intense experience as they ricochet around inside your head. I call the metal voice “the cheapest sound in the mall” because it uses only a tiny amount of breath to create a great big sound.

Many years ago a client lent me a cassette tape and workbook that made use of this sound to offset migraine headaches. As I recall, the theory had to do with using sound as a way to relax arteries at the base of the skull to allow more blood flow. I had a hard time imagining how a person could endure making such piercing, intense sounds in the midst of a migraine.

[image: image] What Are the Best Uses for the Metal Voice?

The metal voice has a sharp edge that cuts through background noise like a finely honed blade. It’s useful for amplifying your voice in a way that doesn’t cause strain. If you experience frequent vocal strain or find yourself struggling to be heard in a crowded place, adding a little metal sound to your voice can make a big difference. I use it all the time when I’m leading community singing without a microphone. Yesterday I had to get my voice heard above more than fifty enthusiastic singers through two hours of boisterous singing. With the help of the metal sound, I managed to do so without getting hoarse.

This voice can also help bring focus to a voice that is too dull, flat, or monotone. It makes your voice “shinier” and clearer. Shifting your voice forward into your mask can be a good first step in cleaning up sloppy diction. A person who mumbles has a harder time mumbling with a resonant metal sound. It brings the sound forward to where the lips, tongue, and teeth can form it more efficiently. Many of my clients have found that speaking more precisely helps them think more precisely as well.

Many clients report an increased sense of clarity after practicing this voice. They feel this sound most keenly around their eyes. It’s as though the intense vibrations of this sound serve as a kind of “squeegee” for their vision, enabling them to see with fresh eyes. This connection is reinforced by the way the chakra system defines this area of the body. The forehead is the site of “the third eye,” which is associated with intuition and insight.

Finally, the metal voice is good for getting someone’s attention in a hurry. It can stop people in their tracks, for good or ill. It’s a good choice if your friend is about to step off the curb in front of an oncoming car. Or if your toddler is reaching for the hot stove. Or if your office wastebasket is in flames. As you can see, the metal voice should be applied in this way in limited situations. In those rare moments when it is called for, however, it can avert disaster.

[image: image] Too Much Metal, Too Little Metal

When I originally developed the Five Elements Framework, it included only four elements: earth, fire, water, and air. I found myself questioning that nice and tidy foursquare model in a crowded restaurant several years ago.

At the time, my voice was still muffled in the earth sound. I hadn’t fully inhabited my other voices yet. My dining companion had to ask me to repeat myself many times. My words were being drowned out by background music, clattering dishes, televisions, and loud conversations around us. Then out of that cacophony of sound, I heard this voice.

Female.

Piercing.

Very nasal.

A Minnesota accent so thick you could cut it with a knife.

She was telling her friend every last detail about her daughter Crystal’s car accident. How she hit the garage, her father’s response, what the insurance adjuster said—every word was almost painfully audible. When I sought out the source of this amazing voice, I saw a woman at the opposite end of the dining room. Her voice had managed to cut through the racket in that restaurant without any apparent effort.

I got curious about this voice. It didn’t fit into my model anywhere. As I considered the sharp and shiny quality of this sound, I decided to call it “metal.” It cuts through anything. Then I started thinking about where I’d heard the metal quality before. Many genres of music are based on this sound, including bluegrass, country western, Balkan choral music, and Chinese opera. Most of these singing traditions originate from geographical landscapes that encompass wide-open spaces. My hunch is that people incorporate the metal element into their songs as a way to throw their voices across mountains, valleys, and broad grasslands.

Then I considered the remarkable metal voice of Ethel Merman, the great Broadway star of the 1930s. I suspect we wouldn’t know her name—or that bold, brassy tone of hers—if she didn’t know how to put the metal sound to work. When her Broadway career began, theaters had no electronic amplification. She used the metal quality to project her voice to the back of the house—and her own career to the pinnacle of fame.

I most certainly don’t encourage you to talk to your colleagues and family members using the pure version of this brash, brassy voice. However, as my client Robert discovered, a subtle infusion of this quality can help you be heard in a noisy environment without straining your voice.

Robert was in sales. His success depended on his ability to make an impression, connect with prospective clients, and persuasively communicate the value of his product. In the context of an individual or small-group presentation, he was very successful in achieving all three goals.

Cocktail parties were a completely different matter.

Robert’s natural speaking voice was rooted in the earth sound with a slightly husky quality. In a small setting, it conveyed a relaxed, masculine demeanor that worked magic with customers. In a setting with lots of background noise, however, these same pleasing qualities hindered his ability to project his voice. When people couldn’t hear him, they’d quickly move along to the next conversation. This was a nightmare for a salesperson at a cocktail party. Missing these conversations was costing him sales.

Whenever Robert attempted to increase the volume of his normal speaking voice, he would get hoarse and tired. It’s not surprising; making the earth voice even a tiny bit louder spends a lot of breath for very little increase in volume.

In our work together, we woke up Robert’s metal voice using various characters and some bluegrass ditties. He learned to pitch his voice slightly higher and focus the sound forward by exaggerating the nasal quality. Once he learned how to reliably access the exaggerated (and obnoxious) sound of this voice, he integrated a subtler version into his regular speaking voice.

As Robert increased the metal element in his voice, it had the unforeseen benefit of making his facial expression come alive. His eyes were more lively, his expression more open and engaged. This made his prospective clients even more inclined to stick around and talk with him at cocktail parties.

You may have noticed a recurring pattern in these stories: that cultivating your full voice brings unexpected gifts along with it. When your voice is more alive, other aspects of your life—your physical body, facial expressions, emotions, intentions, relationships, and gifts—jump in to harmonize.

[image: image] Practices for Accessing the Metal Voice

To practice the metal voice, you need to isolate the sound completely in your nose. Pinch your nostrils and make a bright “ee” sound. Take your fingers away from your nose and see if you can keep that bright metal sound going. Don’t make it too loud. You should feel very little sensation in your throat. All the action is happening right behind your nose. Now let’s move on to some characters who can help you access variations on this sound.

• Express yourself as a very opinionated Siamese cat. Make a very clear, bright “meow,” feeling the intense vibration behind your nose. I used to have a cat that sang like this in the middle of the night. She was particularly fond of the acoustics in our stairwell and bathroom. Take a lesson from her and try this exercise in an echoing room. Wrinkling your nose helps aim the sound through your nose.

• Become the Wicked Witch of the West. Try out a few of her iconic lines in your best witchy voice: “I’m melting!” or “I’ll get you, my pretty, and your little dog, too!” Try a high and terrifying cackle. Scrunch up your face. Make your hands into claws. Get ugly, really ugly. Explore how completely you can embody this character. Notice how the sound of the voice shifts as you do.

• Do your best impression of a whining child at the grocery store. A good starting phrase is “I’m a brat.” Really lean into the short “a” sound. It really brings the resonance alive in your nose. You can also use a “nyah, nyah, nyah” or a whiny “Moooooom!” for the same purpose. It’s never too late to be a horrid child.

• Do your best imitation of a twangy bluegrass singer. If you’ve seen the film O Brother, Where Art Thou?, you’ve heard the amazing voice of Ralph Stanley singing with a pure metal sound. Sing or recite anything as this character, focusing on sending that sound right through the center of your face.

• If you have a habit of mumbling, consider including diction exercises in your vocal practice. The muscles that control articulation can get flabby with disuse and require regular exercise (just like your biceps or abdominals do in your workouts at the gym). Many of these exercises are easily accessible on the Internet.

A metal voice exercise is available at the Full Voice website.

[image: image] Metal Voice Reflection Questions

Use these questions to reflect on your own experience with the metal voice:

• Do I enjoy making this sound? Why or why not?

• In what places or situations am I literally not heard? What vocal habits do I have that contribute to the problem?

• In what situations does my sharpness interfere with my intentions or relationships?

• Where and when do I experience vocal fatigue? Large group presentations? Tense team meetings? Noisy restaurants or parties? A child’s soccer match?

• Who are the people in my life who most embody this voice? Where does it serve them well? Where does it interfere?

[image: image] Metal Voices

Most voices are a combination of several elements. The people listed below include a strong dose of metal in their dominant sound:

Lucille Ball

Balkan Women’s Choir

George W. Bush

Truman Capote

The Coneheads (from Saturday Night Live)

John Denver

Fran Drescher

Bob Dylan

Nelly Furtado

Lady GaGa

Cee Lo Green

Jerry Lewis

Madonna

Paul McCartney

Ethel Merman

Alanis Morissette

Willie Nelson

Dolly Parton

Edith Piaf

Ralph Stanley

James Taylor


 

 

If you surrendered to the
air, you could ride it.

Toni Morrison

I dream of painting and
then I paint my dream.

Vincent Van Gogh

 

chapter ten

The Air Voice
inspiration, possibility, and spiritual connection

The following are examples of the air voice. Can you hear them in your imagination?

A doting father makes faces and babbles happy nonsense at his newborn child.

Marilyn Monroe sings “Happy Birthday, Mr. President” to John F. Kennedy.

A storyteller leans toward a group of children and breathlessly intones, “Once upon a time in a land far, far away…”

Doves coo at twilight.

An elderly woman prattles to her little dog in tones that make him wiggle with excitement.

The voices of the Vienna Boys Choir fill the cathedral with angelic sound.

[image: image] Where Is the Air Voice Sourced in the Body?

The air voice in its purest form feels as though it is floating a few inches above the top of your head. If your hair follicles could sing, they would sound like this. You can hear and feel the air moving through your mouth when you’re using this voice. The key is to blend a tiny amount of tone with a veritable windstorm of breath. Many people experience dizziness when opening up the air sound, especially if it’s not a part of their usual way of speaking.

[image: image] What Are the Best Uses for the Air Voice?

The air voice helps ideas take flight. It’s the best voice for bringing the future into the room. If you want to inspire colleagues or customers about a future possibility, bringing a hushed excitement to your voice can make them lean forward in their seats. The air voice is exciting, light, full of wind, clouds, stars, and the infinite reaches of space.

Making a long sigh of contentment or pleasure sends a signal to your body to lighten up. When you get too serious about something, this sound eases muscle tension and sends a burst of nourishing oxygen through your system. I have noticed that taking a slow, deep breath in the middle of a tense conversation or meeting can inspire others to breathe more deeply as well. Pleasure is as infectious as tension. It’s curious that a different kind of breathing—heaving an impatient sigh—can adversely affect the tone of a conversation.

This voice is particularly useful for balancing voices that carry too much fire or metal. Cultivating the physical sensation of air moving through the sound brings softness and warmth to a voice that’s too harsh or shrill.

It’s also a way to get the air moving through a voice that’s gravelly or short on breath support. One of my early organizational development clients sounded like he was literally holding his breath as he spoke. His held-back voice ran directly counter to his warm, smart, and generous qualities. The resulting tone was strangled and hard to hear. I also found myself alternately holding my breath right along with him and taking great gasping inhales. I wasn’t doing voice coaching at the time, but I still recall being curious (and oxygen starved) in the presence of his strange vocal habit.

The air sound has an irresistible innocence and vulnerability that is worth cultivating, even if you don’t use it in your professional and community life very often. Have you noticed how a serious and dignified person can fall into giddy, breathless joy in the presence of a wiggling puppy? And who hasn’t seen a doting grandparent or parent playing the happy fool for a beaming baby? The reason people instinctively use the air voice with little ones is simple: it works. When babies hear it, they light up, crow, kick, grin, and drool.

The air sound can also bring a sense of intimacy to your voice. Have you ever heard a speaker who made an audience feel like they’d been let in on a wonderful secret? Is it any wonder that we “whisper sweet nothings” into the ears of our beloveds? Or bring an air of mystery into a conversation by dropping our voices to a conspiratorial whisper?

Finally, the air sound is used to access the realms of spirit and mystery. The words “spirit,” “inspire,” “aspire,” and “respiration” share a common Latin root, spir, which means “breath.” This connection is demonstrated in diverse cultures around the world. In many Native American traditions, smoke is used to carry prayers to the Great Spirit. In the Christian tradition, the Holy Spirit is described as a wind. Angels and other divine beings are said to live in the sky. Incense is burned to create a sense of sacredness in many holy places. Birds are often depicted as the carriers of messages between the earthly and spiritual realms. The air voice opens you to the realm of dreamers, visionaries, children, storytellers, and mystics.

My friend Peter is one of those mystics. He’s a bricklayer, a powerful man with the broadest chest I’ve ever seen. His bright blue twinkling eyes and white beard make young children call him Santa Claus all year round. When he’s not hefting stones around, he dances with frail elders through Kairos Dance Theater, a nonprofit dedicated to creating community and well-being through dance. The voice you expect to hear from Peter is not the one you get. He speaks with the purest air voice of any man I’ve ever known.

Peter speaks in poetry, dances on tiptoe, and offers pure kindness to the elders with whom he dances. His words come from a dreamy place that can be difficult for me to understand in a logical way. My spirits are always lifted in his presence though, whether or not I comprehend every nuance of what he is saying. Sometimes I think Peter grew his big, strong body to help anchor his airy spirit to the earth.

[image: image] Too Much Air, Too Little Air

A friend of mine owns a national health-care consulting firm that does research for hospitals and pharmaceutical companies. She and I were out having a social lunch a few years ago when she asked for some advice about her new star employee. I’ll call her Violet. My friend told me, “Violet is incredibly smart with great skills in research, analysis, and writing. I see great potential for her in this company, but the clients all think she’s twelve years old when she answers the phone. Whenever she makes presentations, the clients can’t hear her. Is there anything you can do to help her strengthen her voice?” I suggested that Violet and I get together for a coaching session.

Violet readily agreed to meet with me. Her soft, airy voice had been a stumbling block for years and she was frustrated by how it hindered her work. Our first few sessions focused on reconnecting her to her body and breath. Violet’s long studies in graduate school and her sedentary, cerebral job had made her a stranger to her own vital physical energy. We activated her fire voice with tae kwon do punches and shouts, her earth voice with work on the floor and deep grunts, and her metal voice with an imitation of her own opinionated cat. The raucous laughter that arose from these exercises also served to enliven her body and breath. She hadn’t had much occasion to be silly for a very long time and enjoyed cutting loose. We followed her physical work with the usual progression from sound to song to poetry. The final step was to integrate Violet’s stronger voice into an actual presentation she was preparing for a key client.

The day of her presentation arrived and Violet showed up ready to put her new skills to work. In the middle of her presentation, the unthinkable happened: the alarm system in the building started squealing. There was no actual emergency, just a malfunctioning system. The alarm intermittently blared on and off during her entire talk. Whenever it started up, Violet pitched her voice in the metal range and surpassed its noise. The clients were so impressed with her unflappable calm in the face of such interference that they wrote a follow-up note to her boss, praising her great work. They also accepted the proposal Violet presented and signed a contract for a lucrative project.

Soon after this experience, Violet attended a family reunion in the small town where she grew up. She found herself seated by her grandmother, a woman of advanced age who had been hard of hearing for some time. After a long conversation together, Violet’s grandmother said, “I’m so glad we had this chance to talk. I’ve never been able to hear you very well until today. I’m so proud to know what a fine and interesting young woman you’ve become!” Violet relayed this story to me through tears of joy.

During our final session together, she told me, “When I began this work on my voice, my goals were focused solely on my professional life. I’m happy with the results, and so is my boss. But all of my professional success doesn’t hold a candle to the gift of reconnecting with my grandmother. We’re spending a lot more time together now, making up for lost time.”

I’m going to use my own story to illustrate “too little air.” I have to be honest. Making the air sound rubbed me the wrong way for a long time. It just wasn’t me. I’m tall and strong and smart with the low voice that runs in our family line. I spent many years hiding out in my earth voice. Reclaiming the air voice demanded that I travel to some unexplored territories in my identity and my life.

Surprisingly, the reclamation began many years ago as I played with my young stepson. When he was three years old, we went through a long and delightful phase of pretending to be a family of poodles. The voice I adopted to become “Boodle the Poodle” was light, frivolous, silly, and joyful. I enjoyed how that little fluffy dog character ushered me into unfamiliar airy qualities in my voice—and in my identity as well.

In my ongoing work with my voice teacher, Saule, I continued to reclaim more aspects of the air voice. As I welcomed this sound into my voice, it brought many gifts along with it: gentleness, a sense of innocence, lightheartedness, softness, and sensuality.

I’ve often wondered why the very first song I wrote demanded that I sing it in my air voice. I wrote an Irish-flavored piece— “Kite at Sundown”1—on the eve of my homecoming after my year of living in Paris. I loved singing the song so much that I let it entice me into unfamiliar places in my voice. The air sound is now fully integrated into my singing and speaking voice. Fire and earth will always be my dominant sounds, but now I know how to fly whenever I want to.

I am not the only strong woman with resistance to this voice.

A client who works in Washington, DC, recently told me that many of her female colleagues wear frilly underwear under their formal business suits. This is a perfect metaphor for the stories I’ve heard time and again from women in traditional roles of power. Many of them find it necessary to quash culturally feminine aspects of themselves—and their voices—in order to command respect at work.

This reminds me of Linda, a physician and administrator at a large metropolitan hospital. For many years, she was the only woman on a leadership team of male physicians and administrators. As she sought out her place in the team, she instinctively changed her way of speaking to more closely match the sounds of her male colleagues. Her default speaking voice shifted toward earth and fire sounds, her gestures and posture toward certainty and forcefulness. She learned to speak a kind of second language to work effectively inside the team’s culture. It worked well for a long time.

Linda reached a crossroads in her career. After years of success in leading her organization, she was ready to change her work to include more of her gifts. Her executive coach referred her to me for voice coaching as a way to support that exploration. Linda wanted to increase her ability to listen to the wisdom of her inner voice and to express more of her whole self at work.

As we started opening up the full range of her voice, we recognized that Linda’s water and air sounds were rather rusty from disuse. She was eager to reawaken those sounds—and the human qualities that came with them. Linda had a lifelong love of singing, so we found several songs to tap those lost colors in her voice.

The first was a “red-dress song”—a sultry torch song that inspired her to purr, croon, and be sensuous with abandon. I often use songs like these when working with powerful professional women. In so many areas of their lives, they have few opportunities to express this kind of feminine energy. A racy or sensual song creates a safe space for accessing the essential feminine archetypes of siren and seductress without any negative consequences. I’ve had the privilege of witnessing many “serious” women like Linda bloom into bold, brash babes through these songs. It’s a glorious transformation that often spills over into other aspects of their lives. They realize that just because a part of their personalities isn’t welcome at work doesn’t mean they have to live without it.

The second group of songs Linda worked with accessed a more innocent, childlike quality. Embodying these sounds opened the way for Linda to heal some lingering wounds from her childhood story. She’d been a “little adult” in her family, feeling a strong burden of responsibility for her younger siblings. As she gradually opened the girlish quality in her voice, she shed many healing tears on behalf of her younger self and released resentment about her mother’s role in setting up the situation. This healing came just in time: Linda’s mother was diagnosed with a fast-growing terminal cancer. Linda claims that the healing work she did on her voice made it possible for her to be more open, vulnerable, and loving to her mother in those final months of her life. The reclamation of these essential parts of herself helped Linda feel more whole no matter where she was or what she was doing.

Living from your full voice means welcoming all aspects of yourself home, whether or not you ever show them to anyone else.

[image: image] Practices for Accessing the Air Voice

Please note that if you don’t have much of this sound in your habitual way of speaking, you can get very dizzy from these exercises. If you do, just make a few deep earth sounds to get grounded again.

• To start accessing your air voice, whisper. In a stage whisper, say, “Hey!” as though you were trying to get the attention of someone halfway across the room. Feel the rush of breath through your mouth. Now add a small amount of tone to the sound without losing the sensation of the breath moving through. Move the sound higher, then lower. Notice how the pitch changes where the sound is vibrating in your body.

• Pretend you are a surfer dude or beach babe. Inhabit your inner airhead. Say a breathy, flirtatious “hiiiiiii” to your friends. Let a current of air carry the “ah” sound. Experiment with going from high to low, then low to high as though you were asking a question. Toss your blond hair. Smile wide. Look gorgeous.

• Imitate the way you—or someone far more gushy than yourself—talks to an adorable little baby or a wiggling puppy. Pitch your voice high and soft. Make googly eyes: open them wide and waggle your eyebrows. Paste a big, bright smile on your face. Animating your face helps bring the air sound alive.

• Tell a breathless and exciting version of “The Three Bears”—or some other familiar tale—to an imaginary group of three-year-olds. Use your face and voice to keep the toddlers wide-eyed and interested. Notice how your breathing patterns change as you use the air voice. Are you running out of air more often?

• Imitate a French starlet with a breathy “oo la la.” Repeat the phrase, moving your voice a little higher each time. Get increasingly excited and expressive. Exaggerate the movement of your lips, tongue, and eyes. Make sure you can feel the air moving through your mouth as your voice goes higher.

• Sing a simple song as though your voice were a flute. Use the “oo” sound and keep the volume soft and steady. Put your hand right in front of your mouth to check if the air is moving through the sound.

An air voice exercise is available at the Full Voice website.

[image: image] Air Voice Reflection Questions

Use these questions to reflect on your own experience with the air voice:

• Do I enjoy making this sound? Why or why not?

• When I am called on to paint a picture of the future, describe a vision, or express a possibility, in what ways can I use this voice to help me?

• Where and with whom do I express childlike joy and playfulness in my life? How does my voice change when I do?

• Where would it be helpful for me to lighten up in my life? How can I use this voice to do that?

• Who are the people in my life who most embody this voice? Where does it serve them well? Where does it interfere?

[image: image] Air Voices

Most voices are a combination of several elements. The people listed below include a strong dose of air in their dominant sound:

The Beach Boys

The Bee Gees

Justin Bieber

Björk

Blossom Dearie

Enya

Art Garfunkel

Antonio Carlos Jobim

Jack Johnson

Norah Jones

Rickie Lee Jones

Israel Kamakawiwo’ole (IZ)

John Mayer

Loreena McKennitt

Joni Mitchell

Marilyn Monroe

Jim Morrison

Smokey Robinson

Sade

Taylor Swift

[image: image] The Clintons—Too Much Metal Meets Too Much Air

By now you are probably recognizing the five elements in the voices you hear. I hope you’re intrigued by the sounds and what they may be telling you about the people around you.

Everyone is quite familiar with the sounds of both Bill and Hillary Clinton. Let’s use them to demonstrate how much influence voice can have on a person’s career.

During the lengthy campaign for the American presidency in 2007 and 2008, many people talked to me about Hillary Clinton’s voice. Secretary Clinton has a harsh or strident edge to her voice that makes her sound literally grate on the ears of many listeners. I suspect she originally cultivated this metal quality in her early work as an attorney. This sound would carry very well in a large courtroom. In the world of television media with its close camera angles and sensitive microphones, however, that same tone worked against her. When a vocal habit is distracting and irritating enough, even the most eloquent words can’t overcome it. Hillary Clinton could have addressed this “heavy metal” imbalance by cultivating more earth and air sounds into her speaking voice.

Bill Clinton’s vocal problems were the exact opposite of his wife’s. President Clinton suffered from chronic hoarseness during his campaigns and presidency. This fatigue was caused by an overabundance of earth and air in his voice. This kind of voice can be pleasing to the ear, but it’s “expensive”: it uses a lot of breath and energy to produce very little volume. It gets even more costly when you try to project that husky quality in a large room.

Imagine how many hours a US president spends speaking over the course of eight years: the speeches, summits, negotiations, committees, staff consultations, formal dinners, and informal conversations. That amount of vocal activity would stress even the most balanced and supported voice, let alone one so prone to strain. By the end of his presidency, I found it almost painful to listen to President Clinton’s exhausted voice.

Though we’ve discussed the downside of Mrs. Clinton’s metal voice, it serves her well in one way: her vocal health and endurance will certainly exceed those of her husband.

Now let’s move into our third and final section of the book, where we integrate all we’ve learned so far into our day-to-day way of speaking.


part three

Integration

You’ve got to learn your instrument.
Then, you practice, practice, practice.
And then, when you finally get up
there on the bandstand,
forget all that and just wail.

Charlie Parker


 

 

The more faithfully you listen
to the voice within you,
the better you hear what
is sounding outside.

Dag Hammerskjold

 

chapter eleven

Five Elements Framework Summary and
Practice Guide

By now you’ve traveled far and wide in the geography of voice.

You dug in the mud,

burst into flame, and

rolled in the waves.

You honed the edge of your blade and

rode thermals up among the clouds.

Did some of these places feel like home to you?

Did others make your skin crawl?

All of these sounds belong to you, whether or not you are comfortable making them.

Your full voice has essential gifts to impart if you are willing to open them up.

If you are truly interested in expanding your vocal presence, you’re going to have to continue making some noise.

Voice theory is interesting. The ideas and stories in this book can wake up your perceptions about voices—yours and others’. Nonetheless, you can’t get around the fact that your voice lives in your body, inhabits your breath, taps your imagination, expresses your identity, and reflects both your limits and your potential. Continuing to practice the exercises I explain throughout the book and online is essential to bringing your full voice to life.

Feeling foolish or uncomfortable when you open unfamiliar aspects of your voice is completely normal. Assume that it’s just your identity doing its faithful, bureaucratic best to keep you just the way you are right now.

Then go ahead and do the exercises anyway.

In our increasingly crowded world, finding a place to really experiment with your voice can be difficult. Most of us have plenty of censors on the inside, but lots of limitations to happy noisemaking are all around us as well.

My clients have gotten crafty about finding places to do their vocal presence practices. The car is chief among them. Many people use their commute time to open up their voices, sing songs, and generally carry on in ways that are frowned upon in the workplace or home setting. One client calls her commute time her “mental health time.” In her own words, “I get all of my ya-yas out in the car. Then I’m able to enter both work and home life feeling refreshed and alive.” The disadvantages of practicing in the car are that you’re seated and doing a multitude of other activities at the same time. It’s hard to focus your full attention of what’s going on in your voice, but it’s better than not doing anything at all.

Showers and bathtubs are great places to make sound. So are racquetball courts and stairwells. The acoustics make everyone sound bigger than life.

Working with a partner can be a powerful way to practice vocal presence. A partner can offer you feedback and perspective you might miss if you were working on your own. And much can be learned from witnessing another person’s work and discoveries. In addition to working with the Five Elements practices and the breathing exercises, you can practice simple songs and poems individually or together. I’ll talk more about how to use singing and poetry to cultivate your vocal presence in the next chapter.

Inviting your work team, learning group, book club, or community group into vocal presence can be a fun way to discover more about yourself and each other. Some groups invite their families into the practices. One father of young children put his new voices to work as he read bedtime stories to his kids. The earth voice was scary for the littlest one, but the rest of the voices made those stories come to life. The online videos of the Five Elements practices offer an easy way to invite others to join in a vocal adventure.

Practicing less extreme forms of the five elements is much easier to accomplish. It’s simple: every time you talk, pay attention.

Ask yourself these questions during the course of your day:

• Which element is my voice expressing now?

• Is my breath shallow, deep, restricted, free?

• Is there tension in my throat, jaw, lips, and face?

• How is the circumstance influencing how I sound?

• Which elements do I hear in other people’s voices?

• What might that tell me about their intentions and gifts?

Incorporating this awareness into your daily life is the surest way to keep growing and refining your vocal presence over the long term. For many of my clients it becomes a lifelong fascination that yields continual discoveries and rewards along the way.

[image: image] Finding a Voice Coach

When I began writing Full Voice, I did so with a burning question in my mind: Can this work I’ve done in person all these years be conveyed through the written word? I’m confident that it can, especially with the support of online video resources. Even so, you may want to seek out a voice coach to enrich your learning, address persistent problems, or increase accountability.

There are dozens of methods for working with the voice. Some coaches are highly trained in one specialty or method—such as classical singing, public speaking, Shakespearean acting, or accent reduction. Others offer a more flexible and varied approach. Some coaches may find the Five Elements Framework in alignment with how they work with voice, and others may be utterly mystified by it.

The first step to take in finding a voice coach is to get very clear about what you want to learn:

• Do you want help with specific technical issues, such as breath control?

• Do you want help in preparing a specific speech or presentation?

• Are you seeking out a setting where you can really let your hair down and have some fun?

• Do you want to focus on improving your singing voice?

• Are you interested in using your voice to explore deeper questions in your life?

Once you know what you’re after, you can begin seeking out resources in your area. If you want to keep your voice coaching confidential, you can seek out coaches on the Internet. I’ve listed several organizations in the resources section of this book. You can also inquire at music schools, acting academies, and community education programs. Occasionally life or executive coaches have a special emphasis on voice. I highly recommend asking your friends and colleagues for ideas as well.

Interview a prospective coach on the phone before investing time and energy in a session. Voices—as we’ve been discover-ing—convey a world of information that words on a page just can’t. Ask a coach about his or her approach to the work, education, and experience working with people similar to you. Ask also about the expectations for practicing and the frequency of sessions. Be aware that some coaches have specific requirements about how much their clients need to practice and how often they schedule sessions.

If you decide there’s enough commonality between your goals and the coach’s approach, try out a session or two. If you’re nervous at the first session, it may be hard to make a clear assessment about whether it’s a good fit or not.

The duration of your coaching will vary, depending on your needs and the way your coach organizes his or her work. My clients work in a variety of ways. Some work with me twice a month over the course of several years, delving deep into gifts their voices have to give them. Others come in for a shorter series with very focused goals, such as the preparation of an upcoming speech. Still others schedule four or five sessions over a few months time, then go away to integrate what they’ve learned. Then they come back for the next round of learning.

If you live in an area without voice coaching resources, you may want to try working with a coach via videoconference. This approach requires high-quality technology that replicates sound and images with great clarity.

Freeing up your full voice may benefit more from playful settings than rigorous ones. Comedy improvisation classes can be a fun way to reconnect your voice with your imagination, emotions, physicality, and spontaneity.

Now that you’ve gotten all of these new sounds waking up in your voice, it’s time for that profound question I hear from my clients at this stage in the process: So, what’s next?


 

 

God respects me when
I work; but God loves
me when I sing.

Rabindranath Tagore

I don’t sing because
I’m happy; I’m happy
because I sing.

William James

 

chapter twelve

The Case for Singing and Poetry

As you’ve discovered from many of the stories I’ve told so far, singing offers a natural next step for bringing the gifts of the Five Elements into everyday speech. The extreme sounds we open in the Five Elements Framework get narrower as they get channeled into song. Believe me, I’m not out to transform you into a pop star or opera diva. What I am interested in is helping you bring the breath, energy, and aliveness of singing into how you speak.

When you sing, you use the exact same physical structures as when you speak. Singing is just speaking in very slow motion. For all of the trepidation and panic people bring to the idea of singing, the physics work exactly the same. Singing uses significantly more air than speaking. Your voice encompasses a much broader range of sound. Even your facial expressions, movements, and emotional expressions are amplified and more alive. More areas of your brain are engaged than when you’re speaking. Songs can also function as mnemonic devices for accessing particular colors. For instance, belting a big Broadway tune can help you instantly recall the sensations of the fire voice. A blue-grass ditty takes you back to that twangy metal sound, and an Irish tune can instantly reawaken your air sound.

Sometimes small vocal changes are harder to make than large ones, especially when you’re starting out. Old habits and patterns can be stubborn and fixed. They need a good jolt to break them loose. Singing offers that jolt. As one of my clients said, “I’ve had professional lessons on presentation. My former employer sent me to lots of ‘charm schools.’ It wasn’t enough. I needed to sing to really shift how I present. You can’t hide in a song. You can’t fake it. Now I design all of my presentations as though they were songs.”

I’ve had dozens of clients claim to be the “very worst singer in the world.” They’re almost proud about how bad they are.

Only they’re not bad at all.

In twenty years of teaching, I’ve encountered only a handful of people who were truly unable to carry a tune in a bucket. Most of them made great strides in singing just by spending some time and attention on it. For all of the people who claim to be “tone deaf,” fewer than 2 percent of the population can accurately lay claim to the title. That kind of tone deafness usually has a physical cause, such as a high fever or ear damage early in life.

Unless you have this condition, you’re probably able to sing in tune—or close to it. Here are some words of friendly advice about singing in tune:

• Don’t “think” your way into a note.

• Hear the note and then sing it straightaway.

• Don’t push your way into the sound.

• Circumvent your desire to strategize.

• Relax.

• Recognize that your physical systems are all organized around rhythm and vibration.

• Know that your body understands exactly where that note is.

• Realize that overthinking will just take you off course.

• Take a breath and sing.

My clients have sung songs from a dizzying array of musical genres. Whether it involves punk, gospel, pop, or folk, witnessing people fully embodying songs they love is one of my favorite parts of this work. People literally “grow into” songs they love. They stretch vocally and emotionally in a way that doesn’t happen in the exercises alone. Most of my clients don’t consider themselves to be “real” singers. Still, there’s nothing quite like the moment when a client’s intentions, emotions, and voice fully inhabit a song. Clients surprise themselves with how much beauty they are able to express through singing. One client, a county judge, told me after singing “What a Wonderful World” with depth and tenderness, “Barbara, now I know it in my bones: singing is a human right.”

[image: image] Why Don’t We Sing Anymore?

Singing has become a rarity in our day-to-day lives at the same time the consumption of recorded music has exploded. Music has become ubiquitous. We hear it in the car, at the health club, in restaurants, on elevators, and at home. This continual, and often unconscious, consumption reminds me of how junk food affects our appetites. When you’re eating a steady diet of junk food, your body isn’t getting sufficient nourishment from the empty calories. So you just eat more and more without ever getting what you need. Could we be consuming all of this music out of an unsatisfied human need to sing?

I wonder why we assume that the only people who should be singing are those who can do it professionally? It’s as absurd as refusing to get on your bike unless you can be a contender in the Tour de France. Or cooking only if you are good enough to open a restaurant or write a best-selling cookbook. Or not using your computer unless you understand all of the source code.

In her study of indigenous cultures around the world, Angeles Arrien discovered that many of these societies use singing as a way to awaken and strengthen the archetype of the visionary. She defines the expression of this archetype as “telling the truth without blame or judgment.”1 For time out of mind, human beings have used song to express things that words alone cannot:

• The mysteries of birth and death

• The celebration of seasons

• The deepest longings of the heart

• The engagement of the sacred

• The passing along of stories

No matter where your ancestors are from, you won’t have to look very far back along the line to find them singing as an integral part of their daily lives. In an interview with Swedish explorer Knud Rasmussen back in the 1950s, an Inuit hunter and song maker named Orpingalik described the role of song in his life. His words give us a window into how our ancestors might have considered singing in their lives: “Songs are thoughts, sung out with the breath when people are moved by great forces and ordinary speech no longer suffices.”2

With the development of functional magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), the direct effects of those “great forces” on the brain can be witnessed in living color. These fascinating studies show how music lights up multiple areas of the brain in ways that spoken words alone do not. Studies of people with damage to specific areas of the brain demonstrate the many ways music impacts cognition, memory, emotion, instinct, and physical movement. An entire body of literature has been written about this topic, most notably by neurologist Oliver Sacks and rocker-turned-neuroscientist Daniel Leviton. Their research and writings (see the suggested reading list for examples of their work) offer intriguing glimpses into the mysteries of our brains under the influence of music.

Recently I witnessed firsthand the power of singing on the brain. My friends at Kairos Dance use one of my songs, “Great Big Love,” to begin every session with their clients in memory-loss units. These people are living with Alzheimer’s disease or dementia that makes retaining information in their short-term memories nearly impossible. They struggle to remember simple tasks, basic information, even the names of their family members. Imagine my surprise when I witnessed nearly all of the participants boisterously singing along with my song—not just the simple chorus but every word of the three verses as well! People with memory loss often recall songs from their youth and childhood. What I don’t understand is how they learned such a complex set of brand-new information—lyrics, rhythm, melody—so perfectly.

Something about the singing—and the movement Kairos director Maria Genné created to go along with the song—obviously activated more resources in the clients’ brains. Equally important is how singing together inspires a sense of accomplishment, joy, participation, and connection that is often missing in their daily lives. Watching my song being used in this way was my equivalent of receiving a Grammy Award.

[image: image] Choosing Songs

Singing doesn’t need to be complicated. You don’t need to learn to read notes, play an instrument, or understand one single thing about music theory. All that is required is a simple song and your voice. Simple songs allow you to focus on the sounds you’re making without getting tangled up in complicated lyrics and intricate melodies. My clients learn Sanskrit chants, African welcome songs, snippets of folk songs, and simple rounds. We seek out songs that will awaken and strengthen a wide range of colors in the voice. Here are some examples:

Earth:

• “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child”

• “Summertime” from George and Ira Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess

• “We Shall Overcome”

• “Kumbaya” (It really is a great song if you sing it slow and low)

Fire:

• “I Feel Good” as sung by James Brown

• “O What a Beautiful Morning” from Rodgers and Hammer-stein’s Oklahoma

• “When the Saints Go Marchin’ In”

• “This Little Light of Mine”

Water:

• “Imagine” by John Lennon

• “Moon River” by Johnny Mercer and Henry Mancini

• “Brahms’ Lullaby”

• “The Water Is Wide”

• “What a Wonderful World” by George Weiss and Bob Thiele (Please resist imitating Louis Armstrong when you sing this. It’s very hard on the vocal cords!)

Metal:

• “(I Went) Down to the River to Pray” from O Brother Where Art Thou?

• “Crazy” as sung by Patsy Cline

• “I’ll Fly Away”

• “Blue Skies” by Willie Nelson

• “Oh My Darlin’ Clementine”

Air:

• “Over the Rainbow” by Harold Arlen and E. Y. Harburg

• “Edelweiss” from Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The Sound of Music

• “Fields of Gold” by Sting

• “Blackbird” by John Lennon and Paul McCartney

• “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star”

These suggestions are focused on the typical interpretations of these songs. You certainly could choose to do an airy version of “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child” and a heavy, driving take on “Blackbird” if you were so inspired.

You may also want to learn songs that mark specific occasions—songs that

• Celebrate morning and evening

• Bless a meal

• Offer comfort to the ill or grieving

• Bid welcome or farewell

• Celebrate the seasons

• Sing a child to sleep

• Invoke the sacred as part of your meditation or prayer practice

You don’t need to be a fabulous singer to offer a song to the world. It may sound utterly terrifying and impossible, but even the most reticent singers in my coaching practice have found the courage to offer simple songs when the right occasion arose. Here are a few real-life examples:

• A client who practices psychotherapy keeps his song list handy during sessions. Many of his clients have been deeply touched when he’s offered them a song of comfort or encouragement during their work with him. He confessed that the first few times he tried it, he shook like a leaf. When I asked him why he did it anyway, he said, “Well, there were things the song could do that my words just couldn’t.”

• Several clients have offered a song as a gift to a loved one on a special occasion. The president of a textile firm came to me to learn “Forever Young” for his daughter’s bat mitzvah celebration. This accomplished and confident man admitted that it was the bravest thing he’d ever done in his life. Another client diligently worked up a version of Leonard Cohen’s “Dance Me to the End of Love” to honor her husband at his fiftieth birthday party. He was deeply moved by the gift, as were their friends and family members at the celebration.

• I recently helped a new grandmother compose a custom lullaby for her new grandson. She sings it to him every time she sees him. We’re making plans to make a recording of her voice singing “his” song so he can hear how much she loves him even when she’s not around. Her hope is that the song will become a cherished memory of his childhood that will last for the rest of his life.

• Another client, a retired education professor, is now teaching dialogue skills to middle school science teachers. She decided to begin each session by teaching the group a simple West African welcome song. She soon noticed that the groups who sang together moved much more quickly and easily into the dialogue process than the groups who didn’t sing. She theorizes that the singing opens a different kind of listening as well as a deeper sense of community among the teachers. At the close of one of her sessions, the teachers headed out the door to sing their song to welcome their pupils as they arrived at school. My client was moved by the exuberance and joy the singing seemed to unlock in the teachers—and by the amazement of the students as they got off their buses to a group of enthusiastically singing teachers.

• In 2008 I traveled to South Africa with Margaret Wheatley and twenty-two other women leaders from the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. This learning journey, sponsored by The Berkana Institute, was focused on sharing wisdom and stories with women leaders from various parts of South African society. We met with groups of fisherwomen, social entrepreneurs, business leaders, environmental educators, politicians, teen leaders, and allies for children with AIDS. On the first day of our journey, our groups learned a lively round. At the close of each encounter with the South African leaders, we would offer it as our gift of thanks. In a culture where singing has remained a vital part of society, our offering was received with great joy. It also gave our group members the opportunity to collectively express a level of gratitude and respect that our words alone could never accomplish.

• At a health-care symposium several years ago, I taught a simple song, “The Navajo Prayer” (music by Jody Healy, words by Kabir), that became a kind of theme song for the entire conference. I later found out that a woman obstetrician who attended that conference found a remarkable way to put that song to use in the birthing rooms where she helps deliver babies: she sings it softly to every newborn baby in the moments after he or she is born.

Nobody has received any record deals from these performances, but they were gifts beyond price to those who received them.

[image: image] A Word About Singing Along

Singing along with your favorite recording artist can be a great way to exercise your voice. Sometimes, though, your voice and the singer’s voice aren’t compatible in the least. The singer may sing in a range that you can’t reach without straining your voice. You could jump to the conclusion that you’re not a good singer simply because you’re singing way outside of your natural range. I suggest experimenting with singing along with a number of different singers. Notice the ones that feel comfortable and easy to mimic and spend more time with them.

As useful as singing along can be, I strongly encourage you to turn off the iPod or CD player and sing all by yourself. That’s the only way you’ll discover the sound of your own voice. You may be shocked to discover how you sound when you’re not riding on the vibration of someone else’s voice. That’s a perfectly normal experience. When two or more voices are singing together, they create overtones, secondary vibrations that amplify and enrich the sound.

A good way to gain your independence from singing along is by getting the karaoke version of your favorite songs. These versions are increasingly available on iTunes and feature the entire accompaniment minus the lead singer’s vocal track. You can download your songs in the privacy of your own home and practice there. Again, remember that the lead singer might have a completely different vocal range than yours. If singing along hurts or strains your voice, go hunting for another song that feels more comfortable.

[image: image] More Singing Practices

Here are some additional suggestions for integrating singing into your daily life:

• If you commute by car, create a playlist of songs you just can’t resist singing. Drive and sing your heart out. When you start to get tired of that playlist, create another one. Some clients design their commuting playlists to reflect specific wishes or intentions they want to affirm. One woman drove to work singing lively, wake-up, and “go-get-’em” songs and returned home at the end of the day singing more tranquil and relaxing ones. Experiment. Use your imagination. And for goodness sake, stop worrying about what those strangers in the next car think of you!

• Keep a growing list of simple songs you know and love. Tuck it in your wallet. (For the first fifteen years of my singing career, I couldn’t remember any of the dozens of songs I knew. I’d draw a blank every time I’d try to find one.) You probably know more songs—or parts of songs—than you think. If all you remember is the chorus, just sing that over and over.

• Look for ways to integrate singing into your household. Sing lullabies, table graces, snippets of pop songs, old camp songs. Become the irrepressible singer in the house. If you have a dusty guitar tucked in a closet, get it out and start singing whatever you can remember. Be aware that your family members may be your harshest critics. If they sneer at you or scorn your efforts, don’t give up. They may eventually join in—or you may just need to limit how much of your beautiful and tender voice you risk showing them.

• Start talking to your friends about singing. You may find people who’d be willing to sing together. Model these gatherings after a book club. Get together now and again for some good food and libations, then bring out your songbooks and go to it. Rise Up Singing is a great resource. It has lyrics for one thousand two hundred songs from traditional folk songs to old spirituals, from Broadway musical numbers to the Beatles tunes.

• For your next celebration, consider renting a karaoke machine. One of my clients recently did just that to celebrate her sixtieth birthday with family and friends. Everyone had a grand time. The best gift she received during her evening of revelry came when her adult son, an accomplished musician, sincerely complimented her on her singing for the first time in her life. Sure, it’s a risk. But it beats hearing the same people repeating the same conversations they had the last time you got together with them!

• Join a choir in your community or place of worship. Just be aware that choir singing usually requires members to be able to read music, perfect their parts, and be performance worthy. Remember, many people who don’t have these skills still have perfectly fine singing voices. People were singing for eons before Gutenberg invented the printing press and notes were written down on paper. If it’s not your cup of tea, go searching for a place to sing that’s less formal and demanding.

[image: image] Group Singing

Singing together lights up powerful connections among people. I believe it activates a kind of collective intelligence that is available to us all the time. I lead community song circles of thirty to sixty people once a month. The makeup of the group is constantly shifting, and a lot of new people are always in the mix. Most of us are untrained singers and we welcome all ages. On a recent Sunday we began singing our second song—a simple three-part round. Once the group learned it, I took my place in the circle and closed my eyes. Somehow fifty people who had never sung together before made a clear and collective decision to stop the song on a dime. This happens every single time we gather and it always thrills us. I can’t explain it, but I do recognize that the singing helps us access our common intention in a profound and necessary way.

If you’re brave enough, I suggest learning a few simple rounds (like “Row, Row, Row Your Boat”) to teach groups. A round is a song that is sung by two or more groups that begin singing at different times. When the parts all fit together, a round creates its own harmony. Rounds are ideal experiments for what it’s like to be an individual in a team within a larger whole. You juggle three complex tasks all at once: holding your own individual part, staying in sync with your singing group, and making sure you’re connected to the whole community. Experiencing these dynamics in the form of a simple song is a powerful way to demonstrate the complexity—and the rewards—of working together.

Here are a few examples of how groups use singing in work settings:

• If sports teams and nations adopt theme songs, why can’t work teams? I’ve written a number of original songs using ideas from a team. Sometimes a group rewrites a familiar song with their own lyrics. After they get over their initial shyness about singing together, they usually turn into shameless hams. The song helps them carry the memories of their event home with them in a lively and tangible way.

• One of my large corporate clients has learned a number of my songs over a succession of events. These simple songs have become mnemonic devices for participants to revisit and reaffirm what they learned and how they felt during these events. Employees continue to sing the songs and regularly refer to specific themes and metaphors from the songs in their daily conversations. (“Brain Rats” is a favorite.) These songs have become a living part of their culture and work relationships.

• A friend and I cowrote a very simple call-and-response work song for a team building a Habitat for Humanity house in Minnesota. We called it “More Than a House.” We built the song around a strong, steady rhythm that supported the pounding of nails and lifting of timbers. The song traveled to another Habitat build in Guatemala as well. Both groups sang it as they worked and taught it to the families who were going to live in the houses. These houses have song built into their very structures, and the families will remember the voices of the people who helped them build their homes. We recently recorded the song with a fine reggae band.

I encourage you to unleash your own creative ideas for finding ways to sing with other people. It will move you into new territories of your full voice that singing alone just can’t manage.

[image: image] Poetry: The Art of Eloquent Speech

Poetry is a way of taking life by the throat.

—Robert Frost

Words mean more than what is set down on paper.
It takes the human voice to infuse them with shades
of deeper meaning.

—Maya Angelou

Now that you’ve brought your new sounds into song, it’s time to bring them one step closer to your everyday speech with poetry. As an art form, poetry inhabits the territory between song and ordinary speech. Each word carries more weight. Images are more vivid. Surprising turns of phrase take time and space for the listener to integrate. Poetry is a musical form of speech.

Poetry has the power to open the heart as well as the mind. A good poem can quickly reconnect us to our humanity and awaken the sense of mystery that so often gets lost in the frenetic pace of our lives.

I first discovered the power of spoken poetry doing the dinner dishes in my mother’s kitchen. My mother was born in Des Moines, Iowa, in the mid-1920s. As part of her public school education, she memorized and recited poems and excerpts from Shakespeare. I still recall her reciting part of a soliloquy from Macbeth (act 5, scene 5) with her hands in the suds:

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,

To the last syllable of recorded time;

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools

The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

And then is heard no more. It is a tale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,

Signifying nothing.

This was rich stuff for a young child. I was transfixed by how completely her voice changed as she recited. Her tone was rich and dramatic, her pronunciation eloquent and clear. That tragic despair was completely believable until she finished reciting and changed back into my ordinary mom rinsing the silverware.

Though many cultures have strong traditions of elocution and declamation, this aspect of education has fallen away in most Western school systems. What is taking its place is the vital spoken-word movement among young people. The hiphop poets are madly in love with language and weave it with stunning musicality, passion, and ferocity. Members of a growing network of these artists meet and compete at local, national, and international gatherings. A friend of mine who works with young spoken-word artists in the Twin Cities tells me that many of her young friends credit poetry with literally saving their lives. One young man said, “It was poetry or the streets—and I knew death was waiting for me on the streets.”

I’ve been writing poetry since I was a teenager, twenty years before I wrote my first song. I didn’t begin memorizing poetry until I took a series of solo road trips to consulting engagements around the Midwest. To keep me company on the road, a friend gave me a recording of Coleman Barks reciting his versions of the great Sufi poet Jalal al-Din Rumi. I fell in love with the words and began to commit them to memory

Knowing a poem by heart changed my relationship with it. I embodied it, savored the taste of the words, listened for how it wanted to be spoken. Soon I began incorporating these poems and many others into the team retreats and coaching sessions I was doing. When I discovered David Whyte’s remarkable book The Heart Aroused: Poetry and the Preservation of the Soul in Corporate America, it emboldened me to continue. Whyte uses poetry—his own and others’—to illuminate profound questions of meaning, creativity, and humanity in the work setting.

Poetry, like music, is a matter of personal taste. You may love this one and hate that one without really knowing the reasons why. If you think poetry is stuffy, rhyming, high minded, and designed to make you feel stupid, you’re not alone. And that’s not the poetry I know and love. A whole world of poetry is at your fingertips through the Internet. I also included a number of fine poetry collections in the suggested reading section of this book.

Some of my favorite poets to recite include Mary Oliver, Antonio Machado, Lucille Clifton, Walt Whitman, William Stafford, Emily Dickinson, Hafiz (versions by Daniel Ladinsky), William Shakespeare, Sharon Olds, Rainer Maria Rilke, and Wendell Berry. Keep looking until you find poems that taste delicious when you speak them.

[image: image] Practice: How to Bring a Poem to Life

Here are some suggestions for how to use your full voice to bring a poem alive.

• Find a private place where you feel free to speak aloud.

• Choose a poem you really like. If you don’t have time to choose one right now, turn to the soliloquy from Macbeth a few paragraphs ago.

• Read the poem out loud several times. Go slowly. Breathe.

• Consider recording yourself so you can hear how the sound of the poem changes as you work with it.

• Experience any images in the poem physically: inhale the smells, fill your eyes with the sights, explore the textures, watch the “movie” of the poem in your imagination.

• Notice how your mouth moves to form each word. Feel how the words are connected, how they flow, and when they are interrupted.

• Notice the places your voice wants to move: where you want to get louder and softer, where you are inspired to make your voice higher or lower. Is something in the poem prompting that movement?

• Explore the emotional tone of the poem. In what ways can you use the five voices to express that tone?

• Consider how you might convey the meaning of the words to someone who didn’t speak a single word of your language. How would you “paint” the words so the person would understand the overall meaning?

• Is your voice the same or different from your normal speaking voice? If it’s different, what changes do you notice? Which qualities would you like to incorporate into how you talk?

• If at all possible, memorize the poem or at least a portion of it. Does getting free of the paper change how you speak the words?

In this context, I’m suggesting poetry as a way to express more of your full voice in your daily life. Once you know a poem well, however, you may discover surprising opportunities for offering it to others. You could start a meeting with a poem to calm and focus the group. Coaches, facilitators, and therapists could keep a file of poems (and songs) at hand for use with their clients. You could record yourself reciting a handful of your favorite poems and use your commute as a time to bask in—and memorize—beautiful words. You could even recite a love poem to your beloved at an intimate dinner.

Giving voice to sounds, songs, and poems has now carried us to a new territory: silence. The exploration of full voice would not be complete without acknowledging its absence as well. Some voices are never heard at all. Some fall silent and return in a new way. Others disappear forever. I have discovered that even the “silenced” voice has great power and potential.


 

 

Not until we are lost
do we begin to
understand ourselves.

Henry David Thoreau

 

chapter thirteen

Voices Lost and Found

In the winter of 2009 my good friend and recording engineer, Matthew Zimmerman, called to invite me into a remarkable project that was being recorded at his studio, Wild Sound. A twenty-four-year-old composer named Karly Wahlin was seeking a producer for a collection of ten of her classical piano pieces, and Matthew knew I was the person for the job.

Karly lives with a genetic condition called “Rett syndrome.” Rett, which mostly affects girls, makes it impossible for Karly to walk on her own, speak, control her movements, and even breathe in a relaxed way. She experiences seizures, vision problems, digestive issues, and orthopedic problems. Every day Karly struggles to live in her body in ways that most of us cannot imagine. Nonetheless, she and her wise music therapist, Karen Bohnert, found a way for her to write music one laborious note at a time. Each song takes a year to complete. When I heard a rough recording of her music, I was touched by the beauty, wit, and purity of her musical “voice.” I wholeheartedly said yes to producing her record.

Karly named her CD In My Own Voice. This is particularly significant given that she was unable to communicate with the outside world until the age of ten. The breakthrough came when her mother, Lois Swope, began experimenting with stabilizing Karly’s hand on a computer keyboard. This facilitated communication enabled Karly to express her preferences, joys, love, and ideas for the first time in her life. And she had a lot to say! Eventually Karly started a blog that is now followed by thousands of people around the world. She has become a powerful advocate for others with her condition and is one of very few women who are able to describe what it is like to live in what she calls her “Rett Body.” Karly’s great wish was to use her music to support people with disabilities of all kinds to be recognized for their gifts, not just their limitations.1

Getting to know Karly has changed the way I think about voice forever. Even though she can’t speak, I’ve come to recognize her “voice” in the way she expresses herself through typing on the keyboard and through her music. Though I spend most of my days engaged in helping people find their voices through speaking and singing, I now acknowledge many other ways people literally lose and find their voices.

I recently read a long article about movie critic Robert Ebert in Esquire magazine. Ebert is best known for his long-running movie review program with Gene Siskel and, later, with Richard Roeper. Ebert has also written thousands of movie reviews for the Chicago Sun-Times newspaper. In 2006 most of Ebert’s lower jaw was removed as the result of cancer. As a consequence, he lost his ability to speak, eat, and drink. What has happened as a result is that his writing voice has exploded. He now channels his prodigious creative energy into his blog, writing not just about movies but also about politics, religion, and most touchingly, his reflections on life and death. Time magazine named it one of the year’s best blogs of 2010. Despite his inability to speak, Ebert’s voice has never been clearer than it is now.2

I was also struck by the way the film The King’s Speech explored the theme of a voice lost, then found. This beautiful film, which came out during the final weeks of writing this manuscript, tells the true story of how England’s King George VI, played by Colin Firth, struggled to overcome a debilitating stammer. The confluence of his brother’s abdication of the throne, the beginnings of radio broadcasting, and the start of World War II forced the king to find his voice, literally and metaphorically. The methods used by his rather unconventional voice coach, played by Geoffrey Rush, looked eerily like many sessions I have had with my clients. The work went deep into the sources of the stammer, shifted physical habits, and was founded on a relationship of trust and companionship. As a result of this courageous work, the king’s voice became a beacon of hope and reassurance for the people of the British Empire during the long, dark days of World War II.

There are many other stories like these. Writer, poet, actress, and director Maya Angelou stopped speaking between the ages of eight and twelve as the result of sexual abuse and the subsequent beating death of her abuser. Her voice eventually returned through the support of a family friend who also encouraged young Maya’s love of literature. Her writing and speaking voice is now recognized as one of the most eloquent of our time.3 Since singer Julie Andrews lost her exquisite singing voice to a botched surgery, she has gone on to coauthor a line of children’s books with her daughter as well as continue a brilliant acting career.

I came very close to literally losing my own voice under a surgeon’s knife. I’ve had two major surgeries in my life, both of them on my neck and throat. The first was a routine tonsillectomy at twenty-two (after which I began singing solo for the first time). The second was to remove a noncancerous nodule from my thyroid when I was twenty-nine. Before the surgery, my surgeon informed me that the only possible complication was nicking a nerve that would leave me hoarse for the rest of my life. Having just embarked on the adventure of finding my voice, I was devastated at the thought of losing it so soon. I count that surgery as a kind of initiatory experience. I offered my voice to the fates and they were gracious enough to return it to me. Almost losing my voice has made it all the more precious to me.

These stories reveal how a wounded voice can become a renewed source of strength, creativity, and inspiration. The voice has amazing power in its absence as well as its expression.

With a bow of reverence to all of those lost and found voices, let’s review the many places we’ve traveled on this vocal journey.


 

 

It is good to have an end
to journey toward, but
it is the journey that
matters in the end.

Ursula K. Le Guin

 

chapter fourteen

Our Journey in Review

We began this journey into your full voice by defining what vocal presence is: the state where your words, facial expressions, body language, tone of voice, emotions, imagination, and spirit are all fully engaged and congruent in conveying your message.

• How frequently is this state available to you in your day-to-day conversations and presentations?

• When you look back at the Full Voice Assessment you took at the beginning of the book, what has changed in your voice? What’s the same?

Next we tackled some big ideas to set a context for the rest of our exploration: evolution, the oral tradition, and how your voice is directly connected to your identity.

• How has your identity changed since you started exploring vocal presence?

• Have you reclaimed parts of your identity through your voice?

• Have you left aspects of your identity behind?

• How has your story about who you are shifted? If so, how did that happen?

We explored some tools for getting past fear.

• Has your relationship with fear and transition changed since we began? If so, how?

• What skills have you developed for moving past your fear?

• What are the situations where fear still interferes with your full voice?

• Do you have a vision for what you’ll be able to accomplish when that next chunk of fear falls off your life? What next steps do you have in mind for getting there?

Then we took a look at how voices really work—the physics of the whole system. You learned some new ways to fuel your voice with breath and how to take care of your vocal health.

• How has your breathing changed so far?

• Are you able to hold your ribs open without holding your breath or tensing your shoulders?

• How is your vocal health these days? What specifically are you doing to take better care of it?

• What strategies do you want to adopt next to make it even healthier?

The Five Elements Framework took you on a tour of your unique and multifaceted voice.

• Which elements felt most comfortable?

• Which ones were most difficult and why?

• Are some elements more alive in your voice now?

• In what circumstances do these elements show up most frequently? Do you have any ideas about why that is so?

• Are other elements less dominant than they used to be? Do you have any ideas about why that is so?

• Have other people commented about changes in your voice? If so, what have they told you? Did their comments ring true? Do you agree or disagree?

• Has the way you listen to other people’s voices changed? How?

• Are you able to identify the five elements in other people’s speaking voices? If so, how does it affect the way you listen to them?

• Have you noticed how different singers or actors use the elements in their voices?

• Did you find ways to practice the five voices?

• What are your next steps for continuing to practice strengthening your vocal presence?

Next we explored how singing and poetry play a role in bringing the five elements into everyday speech.

• Have you found ways to bring regular singing into your life? If so, what are they?

• Are you singing—or dying to sing—any songs? If so, what are they?

• Have you found any poems worth memorizing?

• Have you had the opportunity to share a poem at work, at home, or in your community?

• Have song and poetry been useful to you in bringing the five elements into your everyday speaking voice? If so, how?

• What surprised you about trying out song and poetry, if anything?

• As you think back on everything you’ve experienced in exploring your voice, what strikes you most?

• What do you still hope for that hasn’t happened in your voice yet?

The subtitle of this book refers to the “art and practice” of vocal presence for a reason. Art is never finished and practice is continuous. Your vocal presence is not something you’ll cross off the list like some simple chore. It’s a lifelong adventure with unending joys, discoveries, and challenges along the way. Let me share an example of what I mean.

Even though I have sung Hoagy Carmichael’s song “Skylark” for nearly three decades, I still seek—and find—new beauty every time I sing it. There are several reasons for this. The first, of course, is that it is a perfect song: a gorgeous melody woven with mystical and poetic lyrics. The second is that I come to the song fresh every time I practice it. I enter into the song with a spirit of curiosity, deep attention, uncertainty, and even vulnerability. I let the song be my teacher.

When you practice vocal presence with awareness and attention, you can transform the ordinary act of everyday speech—the presentations you give, the meetings you lead, the stories you read your children at bedtime, even your casual conversations with friends—into little works of art. This is how your voice can become one of your life’s most generous teachers.


epilogue

One Final Word

In May 1991, my dad, Bob McAfee was diagnosed with terminal pancreatic cancer. He was 67 years old.

We had three months with him before he died.

I called it “our summer of love.”

His habits of sarcasm and distance melted into warm affection.

We talked about everything—from lawn mowers to life after death.

Mom and I were with him in the living room when he died one rainy August night.

Watching him face his death so gracefully and give up his life so peacefully changed me.

I lost my fear of death.

I fell more in love with my life.

There have been many other deaths in my community since then.

Heartbreaking ones that we thought we couldn’t endure.

Even so, we found deeper connections to each other and to life itself through our experiences.

What I learned through this process inspired me to found The Morning Star Singers in 2007. We are a group of volunteers who sing at the bedsides of people facing the most difficult days of their lives. Most of our work happens in hospice and hospital settings. Hearing is said to be one of the last senses remaining at the end of life. It’s our intention to bring beauty to people as they travel those last few days and hours of life.

Spending time with people who are facing their mortality teaches me more about living than anything else I do. It grounds me in what’s really important and instantly shakes me out of trivial concerns. Recently I recognized how much these experiences have influenced my work with vocal presence.

Vocal presence invites you to be alive while you’re alive.

It supports you in using the full range of your gifts in service to your aspirations.

It asks you to spend your life on something more interesting and worthwhile than your fear.

Most people at the end of their lives are not concerned about appearances, status, wealth, or things-to-do lists. When everything else is whittled away, these are the questions I hear them considering:

• Whom did I love?

• Who loved me in return?

• Did I give my gifts while I was here?

That’s about all.

With that in mind, I wish you great discoveries as you awaken to your full voice.

I hope it makes you more alive, joyful, connected, and purposeful as you live what Mary Oliver calls “your one wild and precious life.”

On Being a Carrot in God’s Garden

You can be sure the hand will pull you from the ground.

You can be sure.

No matter how longingly the earth presses against you.

No matter how sweet the mineral sips at the tips of your roots.

No matter how comfortable your somnolent, unchanging days,

When you are ripe, you will be taken.

In this slumbering time,

in this tiny, dark cradle,

you cannot imagine sky

or the clouds that splatter the surface above,

or even the green lace of your own intricate leaves.

When the hand comes,

may your flesh be sweet in surrender.

When the soil falls away from your snapping roots,

may you slide easy into the light.

When you lie naked in the basket,

may the hand rub the last soil from your skin

and carry you—singing and fresh—

straight to the mouth of God.

—Barbara McAfee


Five Elements Reference Guide

Here is a summary of the Five Elements Framework to use as you practice.

[image: image]


Online Resources for Practicing Full Voice

At the Full Voice website (http://www.fullvoice.net), you will find six short videos to support your ongoing vocal presence practice. The first video takes you through a series of breathing exercises that will improve support for your voice. The other five videos guide you through simple exercises for accessing and strengthening each of the vocal colors in the Five Elements Framework.

First I demonstrate how each voice sounds. Next I introduce a character that will help you access and remember each vocal quality. Then I guide you through a series of simple vocal exercises that help develop that sound in your voice. At the end of each video, I’ll remind you how to use that particular vocal color to strengthen your everyday communications.

Practicing along with these videos will give you access to more range and color in your voice. The videos can also be used to guide a group through a Full Voice warm-up or introduce someone to the basic concepts of this book.


Notes

Chapter 1

1. Information about the importance of indigenous wisdom in modern society is from Angeles Arrien’s The Four-Fold Way: Walking the Paths of the Warrior, Teacher, Healer, and Visionary (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 3–5.

2. A thorough and succinct description of language development in infants and early humans can be found in Anne Karpf’s book The Human Voice: How This Extraordinary Instrument Reveals Essential Clues About Who We Are (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2006), 83–109.

3. Malidoma Somé’s memoir, Of Water and the Spirit: Ritual, Magic, and Initiation in the Life of an African Shaman (New York: Penguin Group, 1994), offers a glimpse into a present-day culture still grounded in the oral tradition.

4. Information about the songlines is from Anna Voigt and Nevill Drury’s Wisdom from the Earth: The Living Legacy of the Aboriginal Dreamtime (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1997).

5. Video clips and more information about Benjamin Bagby’s performance of Beowulf can be found at http://www.bagby beowulf.com and on YouTube.

Chapter 2

1. Barbara’s song “Who You Gonna Be While You Do What You Do?” is available for download through iTunes or for purchase on CD through her website: http://www.barbaramcafee.com. It’s from the CD entitled While You’re Alive (2006).

Chapter 3

1. Barbara’s song “Brain Rats” is available for download through iTunes or for purchase on CD through her website: http://www.barbaramcafee.com. It’s from the CD entitled While You’re Alive (2006).

2. The song “Navajo Prayer” was written by Jody Healy with a text taken from the poet Kabir. Barbara’s version is available for download through iTunes or for purchase on CD through her website: http://www.barbaramcafee.com. It’s from the CD entitled While You’re Alive (2006).

Chapter 4

1. A very detailed description of the anatomy and function of the vocal apparatus can be found in Kristin Linklater’s Freeing the Natural Voice (Hollywood, CA: Quite Specific Media Group, 1976), 6–10.

2. This information is from Nalini Ambady et al., “Surgeons’ Tone of Voice: A Clue to Malpractice History,” Surgery 132, no. 1 (2002): 5–9.

Chapter 5

1. Descriptions of the chakra system are from Patricia Mercier’s Chakras: Balance Your Body’s Energy for Health and Harmony (New York: Sterling Publishing, 2000), 8–63.

Chapter 6

1. Information about the enteric system is from Michael D. Gershon’s The Second Brain: The Scientific Basis of a Gut Instinct and Groundbreaking New Understanding of Nervous Disorders of the Stomach and Intestines (New York: HarperCollins, 1998), 17.

Chapter 10

1. Barbara’s song “Kite at Sundown” is available for download through iTunes or for purchase on CD through her website: http://www.barbaramcafee.com. It’s from the CD entitled Great Big Love (2002).

Chapter 12

1. Information about the link between singing and the archetype of the visionary is from Angeles Arrien’s The FourFold Way: Walking the Paths of the Warrior, Teacher, Healer, and Visionary (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 79–86.

2. The Orpingalik quote is from C. M. Bowra’s Primitive Song (Cleveland, OH: World Publishing, 1962), 74.

Chapter 13

1. Karly Wahlin’s blog can be found at http://spiritdances.wordpress.com. Samples of Karly’s music and information about ordering her CD can be found at http://www.cdbaby.com/cd/KarlyWahlin.

2. The profile of Roger Ebert was written by Chris Jones for Esquire magazine, February 16, 2010. Ebert’s blog can be found at http://www.rogerebert.com.

3. Maya Angelou’s story of losing and recovering her voice as a child is movingly told in the first of her memoirs, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (New York: Random House, 1969).


Resources

The resources listed here provide opportunities for further exploration and links to key individuals and organizations mentioned in the book.

Angeles Arrien
http://www.angelesarrien.com
As a cultural anthropologist, writer, and teacher, Angeles has studied and shared deep wisdom from worldwide indigenous traditions. Her work has been foundational in the creation of this book by affirming the powerful role of the voice in the human story. I am also inspired by the way she uses her own voice to sing, recite, tell stories, and awaken a sense of wonder in a group.

Dr. Ysaye M. Barnwell—Building a Vocal Community
http://www.vocalcommunity.com
Dr. Barnwell is an accomplished singer, composer, song leader, and member of the singing group Sweet Honey in the Rock. She is a master teacher and choral clinician in African American cultural performance. Her workshops on community singing are renowned around the world.

The Berkana Institute
http://www.berkana.org
Founded in 1992 by Margaret Wheatley, the Berkana Institute works in partnership with a rich diversity of people around the world who strengthen their communities by working with the wisdom and wealth already present in their people, traditions, and environment.

Peter Block
http://www.peterblock.com
Peter’s innovative work and writing on conversation, community, and the role of arts in transforming culture has had a profound influence on how I think about voice.

Community Choir Leadership Training
http://www.communitychoirleadership.com
Based in Victoria, British Columbia, this dynamic and comprehensive program provides participants with the tools and training necessary to form, manage, and direct a community choir. The training is modeled on the Gettin’ Higher Choir, codirected by Shivon Robinsong and Denis Donnelly, which started in 1996 with forty members and now includes over three hundred singers.

Heartland: The Convening Company
http://heartlandcircle.com
Longtime friends and colleagues Craig and Patricia Neal offer beautiful work in convening conversations that matter. They create a welcoming space where all voices can be heard.

International Coach Federation
http://www.coachfederation.org
ICF is a resource for professional coaches and a source for those who are seeking a coach. It is a nonprofit organization formed by individual members-professionals who practice coaching, including executive coaches, leadership coaches, life coaches, and many more, from around the world.

Kairos Dance Theatre
http://www.kairosdance.org
Kairos uses dance and storytelling to create a sense of community and well-being in participants of all ages and walks of life. It has created an award-winning program called “The Dancing Heart,” which vitally engages frail elders, including those with mid-to late-stage Alzheimer’s. These weekly dance and storytelling playshops have been shown to positively improve the health of participants.

Linklater Method for Freeing the Natural Voice
http://www.kristinlinklater.com
The Linklater method, developed by Kristin Linklater, is a form of voice training commonly used by actors. It’s highly detailed and rigorous with an emphasis on both physical and psychological aspects of the voice. Linklater practitioners work in many large metropolitan areas.

The Morning Star Singers
http://www.morningstarsingers.org
The Morning Star Singers is a group of volunteer singers who offer songs of healing and comfort to those struggling with living or dying. They sing at hospices, hospitals, nursing homes, and private homes within the Twin Cities. Barbara founded the group in 2007. Their CD is available through the group’s website.

National Center for Voice and Speech
http://www.ncvs.org
This site is a good resource for information about vocal anatomy, physiology, and health.

The Roy Hart Centre
http://www.roy-hart-theatre.com
The Roy Hart Centre is located in southern France and offers workshops and trainings on the full expression of the human voice. Roy Hart teachers who use this same approach are scattered across the globe. Archives of the work of Roy Hart and Alfred Wolfsohn can be found at http://www.roy-hart.com.

Voice and Speech Trainers Association
http://www.vasta.org
VASTA is a service and advocacy organization for voice and speech professionals. The membership directory may be a good resource for finding a voice coach in your area.

Karly Wahlin
Karly is a composer whose music and words touch the soul and an advocate for people living with disabilities. You can read Karly’s blog at http://spiritdances.wordpress.com. To hear Karly’s music and buy her CD, visit http://www.cdbaby.com/cd/KarlyWahlin.

Margaret Wheatley
http://www.margaretwheatley.com
I first met Meg when she was speaking about her book Turning to One Another. I wrote a song based on the title, and our friendship was born. Her thinking about relationship, conversation, and community has been foundational in developing my work as an artist, author, and lover of the world.
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• Who You Gonna Be While You Do What You Do? Five Bold Ideas for Increasing Engagement

• Full Voice: Unleashing the Power of Your Vocal Presence

• Activating Your Leadership Presence Through Voice: An Interactive Keynote for Women

• Dancing with Uncertainty in Changing Times: A Musical Invitation to Fearless Living

Clients include companies like Best Buy WoLF (Women’s Leadership Forum), Quaker Foods and Snacks, Wells Fargo, Creative Health Care Management, Ameriprise Financial, and Post Properties, Inc.

Along with Margaret Wheatley, Barbara coconvened the Women’s Leadership Revival Tour, which visited fifteen North American cities and reached thousands of women leaders. She composed the theme song and was “the band” for the tour. Barbara also appears regularly with author Peter Block.

As a self-producing artist, Barbara has recorded six compact discs, including her latest release, Yes. Her smart jazz- and folk-inspired songs explore the rich territory of change, community, vitality, and balance. She also composes original songs for organizations and campaigns. In 2007 she founded the Morning Star Singers, a volunteer hospice choir based in the Twin Cities.

Barbara lives across the street from the Mississippi River in Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA, and is a doting great-aunt to Amaris, Ryland, Madeline, and the twins on the way.

She welcomes your email at barbara@barbaramcafee.com.

Visit her website at http://www.barbaramcafee.com.
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Berrett-Koehler is an independent publisher dedicated to an ambitious mission: Creating a World That Works for All.

We believe that to truly create a better world, action is needed at all levels—individual, organizational, and societal. At the individual level, our publications help people align their lives with their values and with their aspirations for a better world. At the organizational level, our publications promote progressive leadership and management practices, socially responsible approaches to business, and humane and effective organizations. At the societal level, our publications advance social and economic justice, shared prosperity, sustainability, and new solutions to national and global issues.

A major theme of our publications is “Opening Up New Space.” Berrett-Koehler titles challenge conventional thinking, introduce new ideas, and foster positive change. Their common quest is changing the underlying beliefs, mindsets, institutions, and structures that keep generating the same cycles of problems, no matter who our leaders are or what improvement programs we adopt.

We strive to practice what we preach—to operate our publishing company in line with the ideas in our books. At the core of our approach is stewardship, which we define as a deep sense of responsibility to administer the company for the benefit of all of our “stakeholder” groups: authors, customers, employees, investors, service providers, and the communities and environment around us.

We are grateful to the thousands of readers, authors, and other friends of the company who consider themselves to be part of the “BK Community.” We hope that you, too, will join us in our mission.

A BK Business Book

This book is part of our BK Business series. BK Business titles pioneer new and progressive leadership and management practices in all types of public, private, and nonprofit organizations. They promote socially responsible approaches to business, innovative organizational change methods, and more humane and effective organizations.
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Visit Our Website: www.bkconnection.com

Read book excerpts, see author videos and Internet movies, read our authors’ blogs, join discussion groups, download book apps, find out about the BK Affiliate Network, browse subject-area libraries of books, get special discounts, and more!

Subscribe to Our Free E-Newsletter, the BK Communiqué

Be the first to hear about new publications, special discount offers, exclusive articles, news about bestsellers, and more! Get on the list for our free e-newsletter by going to www.bkconnection.com.

Get Quantity Discounts

Berrett-Koehler books are available at quantity discounts for orders of ten or more copies. Please call us toll-free at (800) 929-2929 or email us at bkp.orders@aidcvt.com.

Join the BK Community

BKcommunity.com is a virtual meeting place where people from around the world can engage with kindred spirits to create a world that works for all. BKcommunity.com members may create their own profiles, blog, start and participate in forums and discussion groups, post photos and videos, answer surveys, announce and register for upcoming events, and chat with others online in real time. Please join the conversation!
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