The vocal gesture

"The speaking and singing voice is basically a gesture, in other words a movement of
the body to express a thought or feeling." (Tarneaud)
The vocal gesture is an all-embracing action involving the entire self, both physical and
mental. The voice radiates from our innermost self. From the first cry at birth, the symbol of
life, to the last breath taken on our deathbed, the voice (closely tied to the breath) is the
lifeline bearing our emotions, hopes and fears. As the first vocal expression of the new born
baby, the cry is, according to Guy Cornut, « a fundamental means of liberation tension ». It is
indeed the expression of a tension, discomfort connected with hunger, pain... It is an
instinctive action bringing into play all muscular groups. Just watch the face, hands and feet
of a crying baby. The unity of action linking its breathing, tonicity and sound is very striking.
The vocal gesture is a global muscular action
In an adult, a cry is an irrational sound expressing anguish, a call, a prayer, torture or pain; it
is the voice in its pure state, over which our conscious mind has no control. But the baby, as
it becomes aware of its surroundings and its dependance on them, starts to use its voice as
a language of exchange. However inarticulate, the sounds it makes become the expression
of feelings that any attentive mother knows how to interpret. Gradually the vocal sounds
become differentiated into gurgles of satisfaction, cries of displeasure, howls of anger,
moans...
The voice is an emotional bridge between the self and others
From the age of two to three months, a second component of the human voice starts to
develop its extraordinary wealth and variety of possibilities. This is when the baby babbles.
As it discovers its own body, its movements and its surroundings it emits sounds and noises
and plays with them. Babbling is an extraodinarily rich and varied set of vocalisations that are
pleasing to babies and that they love to repeat without giving them any special meaning...
Noises made by the tongue, the lips, sound frequencies from the larynx appear at random as
the baby plays, and constitute practice towards articulation and phonation.
The human voice is blessed with an endless wealth of colours, tones and sounds
The child then begins to attune its vocalizing system to what it is able to hear. It begins to
imitate and to give a more precise meaning to the sounds it makes... The idea of vocal play
gradually fades away. The sounds produced become poorer, and very soon the spontaneity
and globality of the baby's prattle are forgotten. Timbre, tone and sound intensity are evened
out, and the conscious mind increasingly takes control. The voice, breath and muscular
activity are no longer intimately linked ; slowly but surely vocalization and gesture move
further apart.
The first signs of language appear. The child's language becomes standardized, acquires
structure and becomes codified. It integrates a cultural system and the voice will accordingly
develop in a specific limited direction.
The aesthetic criteria, habits, living conditions and pace of life, languages and oral tradtions
in every culture and civilisation channel the use of Man's vocal potential. Our voice is often
the outcome of a lengthy process of subconscious learning.
However, the voice continues to be a communication channel directly connected to one's
affect and emotions. To speak is to give oneself away, to betray oneself. When fear or
surprise sets in, the sound itself is stifled: "I wanted to speak but I lost my voice ; it took my
breath away; the feeling left me speechless..." The voice reveals us by amplifying our

physical and mental, psychological and cosmic beings, it sticks to our skin while mirroring us.
That is its duality.
Through the voice, the inner being is expressed
The testimony of a blind girl, Paula Arbel (« Sorcière » journal on the voice) is extremely
revealing in this respect. She wrote: « for the past two years I have been living in the dark
night of blindness... The experience has made me realize that in the same way as faces,
each voice is an intriguing phenomenon, a mystery, an adventure... For me it no longer
represents an accessory but the person as a whole... The voice expresses sensuousness
and is addressed to my own sensuousness. The essential, which cannot be seen with the
eyes, without doubt is conveyed by the voice... The being springs out through its voice,
thereby offering a spectacle that can be watched eyes closed. »
We are all capable of making sound movements of incredible complexity, and the discovery
of one's own voice is the start of an exciting dialogue both with oneself and with the universe.
The mystery of the voice forms part of the mystery of life.
"Beyond music and language, the voice is a permanent emanation of life, a proof of
our existence." (Betsy Jolas, Voix et musique)
There is no such thing as a good or bad voice. There are only voices waiting to be
discovered. In our work, we try to restore the natural vocal gesture, its incorporation in the
body, its capacity to convey our feelings, our sensuousness, and to meet our intentions.
Instead of talking about placing the voice, I had rather talk about awaking the voice.
The voice is sound energy, communication energy...
It connects the person to his or her surroundings and inner being through resonance.
This energy once drawn and captured during the intake of breath is then turned into sound
energy in the larynx and loaded with an affective message articulated and developed at the
level of the resonators and organs of articulation. It is restored during phonic expiration and
carried to the ear of the listener. That is its dynamics.
The larynx merely acts as a transformer and not, as too many singers believe, a generator of
sound. Its physiological structure does not allow it to create sound energy (consider the
power displayed by certain singers, how could the two tiny vocal chords generate such a
phenomenon?). Using the vocal apparatus in this way would very soon inevitably lead to
exhaustion, vocal fatigue... singing from the throat... pushing sound...
For the energy stored during the intake of breath to become sound, it must be able to
circulate freely through the body, without being held up at any point through tension. This is
an essential stage in our work.
Rediscovering the natural gesture, the dynamics of voice projection
Once emitted, the voice must reach the hearer's ear. The sound has to meet accoustic
requirements for it to travel all the way. In his study on the various vocal techniques and their
relationship with voice compass, Helmut Lips gives us very useful information in this
connection.
Just as the tree rises towards the light from its strongly anchored roots, ensuring stability and
strength, the singer finds the body balance and power of projection by anchoring himself to
the ground. The spine, fully extended (fight against distortions) participates in :
• the full intake of breath (free movement of the diaphragm, opening of the chest,
mobility of the ribs...);
• the toning up of expiration, hence breath control (through free and efficient use of the
abdominal muscles);

•

the relaxation of the neck, shoulder and face muscles, on which the flexibiity and
mobility of the vocal apparatus, articulation and the opening of the resonators
depend.

The voice must radiate from the person's entire body and mind.
It is a gesture, an action, and in these dynamics the entire body is active from head to
toes. This is how we will rediscover the spontaneous action of the baby's crying or
singing.

