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THE GIFT OF SONG.



HINTS ON THE CULTIVATION OF THE VOICE.



HOW TO ATTAIN SUCCESS IN SINGING.






By MADAME CLARA BUTT.




The question of how to sing a song involves
touching upon a variety of points that might not
at first sight be associated with the subject.  Four
distinct factors play prominent parts in the singing
of any song, however simple.  These are the
Voice, the Singer, the Master, and the Song.

Of these, of course, the voice is of primary
importance; for unless an individual possesses in
some degree the gift of song it is impossible for
him or her to become a singer.  In very many
cases, needless to say, correct training, by showing
how the vocal organs can be used to the best
advantage, may achieve some sort of result.  But
the voice so produced is often of an artificial
character, which can never approach the purely
"natural" voice.

It is, I believe, held by a great many people that
only those can sing who possess a throat and vocal
organs suitable for the production of the voice, but
my own views on the subject do not coincide with
this idea at all.  My point of view is that if you
are meant to be a singer you will sing.  "God sent
His singers upon earth," etc.

One often hears of operations upon the throat
being performed with the object of improving the
voice, but here again I find myself in entire
disagreement.  I think that if one is born with a
deformity of the throat, and has always sung easily
with it, any attempt to interfere with, or alter, that
deformity, may end in destroying the power of
song altogether.

When I was at the Royal College of Music I
was constantly being urged to have my tonsils cut.
For a long time I held out against it, but at last
consented.  However, while I was actually seated
in the operating chair, the doctor asked me to sing
the vowel sound "E" on a high note, and
remarked upon the way my tonsils contracted while
I sang it.  All at once I recalled the case of a girl
I knew, with a true soprano voice, who had lost
the ability to sing in tune after her tonsils had been
cut.  Might it not be the same in my own case?
This decided me in an instant.  I refused to let
the operation be performed, and from that day to
this have never allowed my throat to be interfered
with surgically in any way.  Yet I have had every
sort of throat that a singer would wish to avoid
without my voice being affected in the least!  I
started life, almost, with diphtheria, have suffered
from adenoids, and have experienced several
attacks of quinsy.  Among myself and my three
sisters, all of us being singers, my throat is the
worst of the lot, and not in the least like a
singer's throat.  The sister whose voice most
nearly resembles mine is the one whose throat
is most like mine; and the sister who has
a throat and vocal organs which are ideal from
an anatomical point of view possesses a soprano
voice which, though particularly sweet, is not
strong!

One thing that I think exercises an enormous
amount of influence upon the quality of voices is
climate.  Review the climatic conditions of the
various countries, and you cannot help remarking
upon the number of natural voices that are met
with in Italy and in Australia, in both of which
countries the climate is unusually fine.  I believe
that the brilliance of the Australian climate must
be reckoned with very seriously in accounting for
the peculiar brilliance which is a characteristic of
Australian singing voices, while that Italy is a
country of singers is well known to everybody.  At
the same time, climatic conditions do not seem to
affect the speaking voice, which I imagine is more
a question of language.  I have always thought
that the English speaking voice is the best of any.
There is none of that nasal, sonorous accent about
it which, for instance, makes the speaking voice
of the ordinary Italian so unpleasant.  I was never
so struck with this quality in Italian speaking
voices as upon one occasion when staying at an
hotel in Venice, where there was a cafe almost
beneath our windows.  Even the beauties of
Venice hardly compensated for the nerve-racking
nasal chatter that continually floated up to us from
below.

It goes without saying that the voice needs a
great deal of training and care if it is to be brought
to the best development, and one of the first faults
that must be cured is in the taking, and use of, the
breath.  This must be done in an entirely different
way from that usually employed when speaking.
It would be impossible for me to deal fully in such
an article as this with the question of how to take
breath, and as it is one of the first lessons that a
singing master should teach, I will confine myself
here to saying that the main difference lies in the
fact that, when speaking, the breath is usually
taken from the chest, but that when singing it must
be controlled by the abdominal muscles.

When singing, the muscles of the throat must be
relaxed, and not contracted.  Self-consciousness
often does more to mar a good voice than anything
else, since it leads to the contraction of the muscles.
Have you never noticed how pleasantly some
people sing or hum to themselves when they
imagine they are not overheard, compared with the
indifferent or even unpleasant manner in which
they perform publicly?  Here we have a direct
example of the result of self-consciousness.  Never
mind your audience.  Allow the song to carry you
away, so that you sing easily and naturally.

To acquire perfect control over the throat
muscles, so that they may be relaxed at will, is one
of the most difficult points in voice training.  And
one of the most common mistakes made in this
respect is in over-practice.  The muscles of the
throat are among the most delicate of the whole
body, and I am convinced that it is a fatal error to
overtax them, especially during the early training
of the voice, by too much practice.  Personally,
my training was very gradual, and the greatest
care was taken not to impose too much strain upon
my throat at first.  I am confident that a number
of short practices of ten or fifteen minutes' duration,
with intervals of rest between, are better than a few
long periods, since the throat is thus less liable to
become tired.  Every expert in physical development
will tell you that for the proper development
of any set of muscles a gradual exercise that does
not involve over-exertion is the best, and I would
particularly emphasise the importance of this
where the throat is concerned.

Another point in connection with the voice which
is too often overlooked is the question of general
health.  My gardener sometimes complains that
the flowers do not come to perfection owing to the
poorness of the soil.  The simile is a very good
one.  The vocal organs are like delicate flowers,
capable of the best development when the soil in
which they are planted—the body—is in perfect
condition.  It must be the object of all singers,
therefore, to take the greatest care of their
health.

Over-exercise of the body generally should also
be avoided, just as much as over-exercising the
throat.  It is easier to sing when the rest of the
body has not been over-tired.  General exercise,
though essential to health, can be overdone just as
much as vocal exercise.  These remarks apply
particularly to the student.  It is while the voice is
being formed, more than after it has been formed,
that it is likely to be affected by such considerations
as those just mentioned.

The mind plays a prominent part where the
voice is concerned.  Worry, unhappiness, and
mental strain of every description may lower the
whole tone of the body, and, by lessening the
inclination to sing, make singing more difficult.
Unfortunately, one cannot take mental worries in
small doses, but must put up with them as they
come; and I only mention this to impress upon my
readers the more forcibly how important the
general health of mind and body is where the voice
is concerned.

After all, the effect of mental or bodily strain
upon the voice depends entirely upon the individual.
Personally, whatever may be the state of
my mind or my body, I am able to sing in a sort
of subconscious state.

It would hardly be possible to hit upon a more
striking illustration of what can be done when one
is in a subconscious condition than what I am
about to relate.

At one time and another I have had to have
operations performed—for appendicitis, for
instance—which have necessitated my being put under
ether.  On every single occasion I have sung in
full voice while under the influence of the
anæsthetic!  This was most remarkable perhaps
on the occasion when I was being operated upon
for appendicitis, for then the abdominal muscles,
which control one's breathing, must naturally have
been interfered with.

The fact is that trouble, worry, and ill-health
have no effect upon the voice itself.  The voice
is always there.  It is only the power of using it
that may be impaired.

As I have already pointed out, it is in the early
stages of vocal training that the effects of ill-health,
mental worry, or overwork are most likely to be
felt.  When the voice has been properly trained,
and the vocal organs fully developed, they are less
likely to suffer by the rest of the body being out of
tune, and it is therefore of particular importance
for beginners to bear my remarks in mind.

Here is another point which beginners should
take to heart, and follow as far as they are able.
Try to avoid over-anxiety.  Students often make
the mistake, through over-anxiety, of over-working
their voices just before a concert, with the
result that they are not at their best when on the
platform.  It is a good plan to rest both the body
and the voice before singing in public.
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