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“I have learned to sing.” I never thought I would be able to say those five words, so mysterious was the act of singing all these years to me. During twenty years of performances, lessons, rehearsals and recordings, I never felt that I had a mastery over my voice. After I released my second album of classical art songs last year, I still felt that my sound wasn’t free.

So I gave up. I said, “I am the singer that I am. No more teachers, no more money. I’m singing with what I know.” And then I learned. My body filled in the final gaps, the kinks in the tube smoothed. I finally learned to sing. It is with gratitude for this final success, a success I did not expect to have, that I write this little e-book. And it is my hope to elucidate some concepts that I discovered later on that might help you now.

This self-guided course begins with three philosophical ideas about singing: Singing from the Inside, Singing without Listening, and Singing from Sensation. Then it describes four components of sound that comprise the technical side of singing: breathing, support, resonance, and projection. Finally, it provides twenty-six exercises to access and reinforce these technical and philosophical concepts, as well as ten YouTube videos to help you practice. All information is offered in the spirit of “yes.” There are very few instructions about what not to do in singing. There is only one “no” and one “should” and they are the keys to this method:

Don’t listen to yourself sing. Instead, learn to feel your sound from the inside.

Singing from the Inside

An interviewer asked me, “What was your first taste of success as an opera singer?” It’s a simple question, but one I had never thought about. After a moment I told the story of the first time I heard my voice come back to me over an orchestra. I was an undergraduate at UC Berkeley, singing a little part in a Puccini opera with a local opera company. When I came backstage after the dress rehearsal, one of the older singers took me aside and told me something that has kept me going all these years, “You really did it. Did you hear how your voice rang over the orchestra?”

I was nineteen at the time. I remember thinking two things that day: 1.) “How did I do it?” and 2.) “If I can’t answer that by the time I’m twenty-five, I’ll quit.” It wasn’t until this year that I could answer question number one. I’m glad I did not quit at twenty-five.

“If you live long enough, you learn how to sing.” – Sally Amato

At least part of why I sang so well that day was the orchestra. The orchestra helps many singers get a glimpse into the complete voice because singing in a theater with acoustic instruments encourages a free tone. The halo of vibration around the strings and the exalted piping of the winds tell the human instrument—throat and body—how to match their sound. The acoustics of the concert stage are also conducive to a balanced tone because the body adjusts naturally to project into the proscenium space.

“I always say the best voice teacher for me has been the stage. By experience you feel from one evening to the other how to sing in big rooms. I get very tired by singing in small rooms.” – Birgit Nilsson

Unfortunately, most of the practicing we do as singers takes place in muted practice rooms with the very non-orchestral piano or guitar. If you sing with a band you probably rely on the illusive feedback of a monitor. This is a relatively new phenomenon in the history of singing. Everyone from Sinatra to Merman to Caruso came from the acoustical age and learned to sing with the benefit of natural acoustical phenomena. Today our ears are tuned to a different, more digital, amplified aesthetic, making singing more difficult.

Thus, the challenge for modern singers is physical: We must learn to make an “amphitheater inside our heads” so that no matter what is happening with outside acoustics or capricious sound systems, our inner voice is strong. This is what I will call singing inside yourself, and it is a skill that is easily learned and immensely helpful, but often overlooked in the beginning stages of building a vocal technique. The first time I came in contact with this idea was at the Tanglewood Music Center. I was struggling to adapt my voice to a new rehearsal space and my teacher told me this:

“One day I stopped trying to change my sound for different spaces. I found an ‘amphitheater behind my eyes’ and always sang into that.”

– Phyllis Curtin

I didn’t understand what she was talking about until recently, after I’d given up singing opera and had started singing jazz in bars. Because of the constant drunken chatter in the cafes and clubs of the East Village, I had no choice but to go inside myself, to “see with inner eyes,” finding space in every nook and cranny of my throat, thorax, head, and chest. I couldn’t push outward with my sound or my voice would never last three sets at the Anyway Café. So my body learned something that another teacher told me years ago:

“You can only create resonance and stability inside your body, and if you try to push out of yourself to project or make the voice go artificially forward, you will get a fuzzy or muffled sound that amounts to little more than too much air pressure through the cords and an acoustical falseness of focus and ring to the singer. The audience gets very little reward.”

– Arthur Levy

Arthur also put singing from the inside in another context, perhaps more psychological than physical. He said that everyone is always trying to push into the singer’s space with wagging fingers: ‘That’s the wrong technical approach.’ ‘You’re not singing the right rep.’ ‘ You’re singing with the wrong style.’ It’s no wonder singers are divas. They have to be! They must find a way to push back and reclaim their space, to hold it and reverberate inside it.

My aim with this course is to teach you to begin your technique on the inside, so you do not have to reclaim it in reverse order. Beginning with breath and sensation, not sound, you will have the base of good singing, regardless of how you think it sounds on the outside. Having created the causes of good singing, you will not have to search for technique in symptoms and effects.

Singing without Listening

Today there are as many YouTube videos about how to sing as there are words in this e-book. I love information and I believe the more the better, but I worry about the fact that so much of the instruction is offered as video and sound. You see, if you listen to a voice teacher on the internet, or a singer for that matter, and try to imitate his or her sound, you may be doing exactly the opposite of what they are trying to teach you.

Let me explain. Suppose that a singer has an open, “ringy” sound and you want to sing like that. In reality, she may be thinking a dark, closed timbre, with a “hooty” cover, but the result of her thinking—what you hear—is a light and open sound. That is why singing is such a head trip: If you try to imitate effects without understanding their causes, you will end up with a fake sound that tires you quickly. If you find the inner reality of sensations within the limits of your body, you will have sound that lasts forever, all night, and then some. And you will be able to call upon it at will.

“What a listener thinks the singer is ‘doing’ to produce a sound is usually not what the singer is doing. Often he is doing the opposite.”

—Andrew Whitfield, operadepot.com

Never before has there been such a proliferation of recorded voice, ready to pull up on YouTube or iTunes at any moment. Never before has it been easier for singers to record themselves, allowing for instant feedback, on cassettes, then mini discs, and now everyone has voice record on their iPhones. This can be very helpful—if you’re paying a hundred and fifty dollars for a voice lesson you better be recording it! But it is also a hindrance because

‘Singing cannot be learned by listening.’ – Giovanni Battista Lamperti

Listening and singing are two separate things and run in contradiction to each other. To sing freely, a singer must learn to turn off his hearing. The great nineteenth-century voice teacher Lamperti said over and over that a singer must never “cock an ear” to his sound. This great koan of vocal technique is the biggest leap of faith for beginners because they are so intent on “correctness” in the early stages. Paradoxically, the beginning stage of your vocal studies is exactly when you shouldn’t be concerned with correctness.

Let’s think about it in terms of editing and writing: Every writer knows that you cannot edit and write at the same time. I could not possibly have written this book if I was always wondering how it would come out in the end. The inner critic must be quelled in order for the artist to come out and play without fear of being shut down. Similarly, the moment a beginning vocal student starts listening to himself while he’s singing, he has already stopped the process of making a free tone.
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