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Praise for Elaine Clark’s teaching method and There’s Money Where Your Mouth Is

“There are countless books about voice-over with suspiciously similar titles to There’s Money Where Your Mouth Is, and at least one of them significantly plagiarized it. Why? Because this book—from the moment it was first published—firmly established itself as the Bible of our industry and Elaine Clark as the ultimate authority. Now, at last, she’s giving us a new, up-to-date version of the best book on the business. Let’s just say it’s the New Testament!”

—Harlan Hogan, voice actor and author of Voice Actor’s Guide to Recording at Home and on the Road with Jeffrey Fisher and VO: Tales and Techniques of a Voice-Over Actor

“In today’s competitive voice-over market, it’s all about specifics. From acting, to analyzing copy, to agents and marketing, There’s Money Where Your Mouth Is generously outlines and details the business of voice-over.”

—Bob Bergen, two-time Emmy® Award– and Annie Award–nominated voice actor and voice of Porky Pig for Warner Bros.

“Nothing feels more natural than being in front of the camera doing my thing. When it comes time to go into a carpeted room alone and talk to a microphone, that is not so natural. Elaine has a brilliant way of making you feel instantly comfortable, like she was a friend for years. A few minutes later she had me using my hands (as I feel natural doing anyway) to create changes in my voice. Amazing! Her techniques are incredible. Her system is quick and clear. I now look forward to that carpeted room.”

—Dave Fennoy, voice actor who takes the words off the page

“Elaine Clark is the GO-TO gal for all things voice-over. Elaine’s expertise and keen ear have kept her in the business for over thirty years and that reliability and knowledge are what clients want to hear. As a talent, why wouldn’t you want to study with someone who is SO in touch with business? Hands down, Elaine is your girl!”

—Mary Lynn Wissner, director, Voices Voicecasting

“When looking for a text to support the introduction to voice acting class at San Diego Community College, I found There’s Money Where Your Mouth Is to be the perfect choice. Students are able to test their talent using the many real-world examples that cover the gamut of the business and figure out if they have what it takes to make it. With the business changing so fast, having a new edition with up-to-date business and marketing chapters will continue to make this a must-have book for anyone wanting to know more about the business and where they might fit.”

—Connie Terwilliger, full-time voice actor and voice-over instructor

“As a full-time voice-over talent, I often get asked about resources that I would recommend for someone who’s interested in getting into voice-over. Elaine’s book is always at the top of my list. Personally I think it should be on every voice talent’s bookshelf, both ‘newbie’ AND pro. From how to approach a script, to the business of the business, Elaine covers it all. And she does it because she knows how to do it. She still does it every day. Getting your information from a trusted pro is essential to starting and making it in this business (yes, it IS a business). Elaine is just that: a knowledgeable, trusted pro. And keep a highlighter handy; you’ll use it a lot as you read this book!”

—Liz de Nesnera, English/French voice-over actress

“This is a fantastic book. Elaine Clark has been in the business for a long time and she has shared invaluable information and advice here. Whether you are new to the business or you’ve been here a while there is plenty for you to gain from reading this book.”

—Rachael Naylor, Buzz Magazine and the VoiceOver Network

“I first discovered this book as a newbie in voice-over. The information is presented clearly, concisely, and most importantly, from an industry vet’s perspective. When people ask me, ‘How did you get into voice-over?’ I immediately point them to this book.”

—Cissy Jones, video game actor, narrator of the Academy Award–nominated documentary Winter on Fire and many other national commercial, promo, and animated properties

“Practical advice for the beginner voice-over talent all the way up to working pros. Elaine answers all the key questions you may have about our industry and helps guide you through the sometimes complicated maze that is voice-over with helpful tips and insights.”

—Joe Cipriano, promo announcer for major TV networks and coauthor of Living on Air: Adventures in Broadcasting

“I know that to succeed in voice-over, the actor needs skill, training, and knowledge. There’s Money Where Your Mouth Is can save you time and money by giving you the information you need in a well-written book. Elaine knows her stuff, and the information in her book is invaluable to anyone wanting to get into the voice-over business!”

—Bill Farmer, the voice for over thirty years of Disney’s Goofy, as well as Pluto, Horace Horsecollar, Bugs, Daffy, Sylvester the Cat, Foghorn Leghorn, and Yosemite Sam
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PREFACE

It’s a pleasure to present to you the fourth edition of my book! It generously contains over thirty-five years of knowledge that I’ve acquired through my own voice acting, directing, casting, and recording experiences. When I first started in voice-over in 1980, there weren’t any voice-over books. Heck, there wasn’t even the internet! Voice-over was a very closed field with only a handful of people per market doing it. Through perseverance, I broke inside and learned a lot about the business through patient directors, fellow actors, and the uncomfortable school of hard knocks. A few years later in 1986, after people kept asking me about the business, I started Voice One in San Francisco. Over the years I’ve coached talent and produced demos for thousands of voice actors in my studio and in an assortment of visual and auditory online platforms. When I wrote the first edition of this book in 1995, it was ground breaking. While Word of Mouth had been published recently, there were no voice-over how-to books! Through the repeatable patterns that I discovered and the acting and improv classes that I attended, I learned to appreciate the depth of this field. Our voice, personality, and life experiences are endless. There’s a lot to explore and share when reading the written word. Coaching actors and business professionals on a daily basis has allowed me the opportunity to break the code and get inside the copy so I can share those tricks and techniques with you. As such, I dedicate this book to my voice-over students, talent agents, producers, and directors, who have shaped and molded my voice-over career; companies that have trusted me to cast and direct their audio projects; and corporate clients who have benefited from the skills in this book as well as my in-person training to enhance their professional and personal lives through more effective communication.

I urge you to take your time while reading this book, practice the exercises, and absorb the information. Write in it. Dog-ear the pages. Figure out how to scribble notes in your ebook. Refer to it often throughout your career. It is dense with valuable information for voice actors of all levels.





INTRODUCTION

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines voice-overs as1:


1.  a: the voice of an unseen narrator speaking (as in a motion picture or television commercial)

b: the voice of a visible character (as in a motion picture) expressing unspoken thoughts

2.  a: a recording of a voice-over First known use of voice-over: circa 1947



Wikipedia explains it this way2:


Voice-over (also known as off-camera or off-stage commentary) is a production technique where a voice—that is not part of the narrative (non-diegetic)—is used in a radio, television production, filmmaking, theatre, or other presentations. The voice-over is read from a script and may be spoken by someone who appears elsewhere in the production or by a specialist voice talent. . . . It is usually pre-recorded and placed over the top of a film or video and commonly used in documentaries or news reports to explain information. Voiceovers are used in video games and on-hold messages, as well as for announcements and information at events and tourist destinations. It may also be read live for events such as award presentations. . . .

Digital recording—thanks to the proliferation of PCs, smartphones (iOS and Android 5.0+), dedicated recording devices, free or inexpensive recording and editing software, and USB microphones of reasonable quality, increasing use of home studios—has revolutionized the industry.



I describe voice-over as the art of bringing life to written words. Within that description, there are various and specific objectives for each genre:


1. Commercials: to motivate the listener to feel and take action

2. Narration: to inform or educate

3. Film, animation, games, and toys: to entertain

4. Voice mail: to greet and direct customers

5. Audiobooks: to inspire imaginative thought

6. ADR/looping: to enhance and to add depth and specificity to a scene

7. IVR/AI: to add personality to interactive voice response (IVR) and artificial intelligence (AI) voices



WHERE ARE PROFESSIONAL VOICE-OVERS USED?

Radio, TV, and web commercials; Infomercials; promos for TV shows, entertainment, and sporting events; movie trailers viewed in the theatre; documentaries; corporate narration for websites, e-learning, explainer videos, software, products, kiosks, tutorials, and presentations; film and games; looping and adding atmosphere to background voices, ADR (automated dialogue replacement) to match on-screen lip flap with new dialogue, and walla to create a wall of sound in large crowd scenes; cartoons; voice mail, IVR (interactive voice response), and GPS (global positioning system); prerecorded PA announcements; and audio guides for museums, tourist sites, and visitor centers.

VOICE-OVER CHALLENGES

A speaker’s primary issue when reading aloud is that it can sound like it’s being read. Here are the primary causes:


1. Sentences start strong at the beginning and taper off at the end, losing volume and energy with every word. That’s a product of “reading conditioning.”

2. Commas, periods, and other forms of punctuation are disregarded by the reader or used as a place to breathe. This subconscious behavior can interfere with the flow of the message and add additional editing in postproduction to remove the unwanted breaths.

3. Individual words are focused on rather than complete thoughts.

4. A personal and emotional connection with the message is missing, preventing it from sounding believable, real, and spontaneous.



COMMUNICATION IS A POWERFUL TOOL

One of the surprises in voice-overs is that speaking is more than a mouth and tongue movement. Specific physical actions affect the tone, pitch, and emotion of the voice. A toe wiggle, head nod, shoulder shrug, clenched fist, and other physical body movements impact speech. Learning to play this instrument from head to toe is what makes the words come alive. Action is in the movement. Emotions are in the breath. Being consciously aware of our unconscious behavior and using these techniques when speaking helps the message come alive.

The purpose of this book is to provide professional communication skills. Whether you are reading a commercial, voicing a video game, or making a presentation to a client, the techniques described in this book are guaranteed to improve your reading and speaking skills. These “soft skills” provide


1. Power of suggestion, rather than demand.

2. Empowerment of letting the listener absorb the message in such a way that they think it was their own idea.

3. Creative use of emotions so the listener feels a specific way.

4. Motivation so the listener takes action.



FOUR LEVELS OF LEARNING

As you learn the numerous techniques provided in this book, you’ll have successes and failures. This may be due to your longevity in the business, style of copy, life experiences, knowledge of the material, or an assortment of other issues. One way to analyze where you stand on a particular script or concept is to use this simple yet complex system of understanding yourself at that particular juncture. At all times, you’re going to fall into one of these four categories:


1. Unconsciously Incompetent—People told you that your voice is amazing but you’ve never been asked to read copy a specific way for a client.

2. Consciously Incompetent—You now know that there must be a way to read the copy effectively but you don’t know how to get it there.

3. Consciously Competent—You understand the challenges of reading someone else’s message. If you think about it, you can deliver it the way they want, but it sounds a little pushed.

4. Unconsciously Competent—You pick up any script and it sounds natural and believable, like you’re talking.



LEARNING GUIDANCE

This book is dense with information. It is not meant to be read in one sitting. In fact, it works best as a fifteen-week college course. Each chapter contains a full lesson that takes time to absorb. Write in it or keep a notebook. Read it through several times. Refer to when you hit roadblocks in your career. Practice aloud. Do the exercises. Record yourself and listen back. Finely tune your ears to the subtle nuances of the voice. Coordinate your body movements with the words. Learn to trust and use your emotions.

Dive in and let the learning begin!



1 “Voice-over,” Merriam-Webster, accessed July 19, 2018, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/voice-over.

2 “Voice-over,” Wikipedia, last updated July 9, 2018, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voice-over.





PART ONE

BUILDING A FOUNDATION





CHAPTER 1

GETTING STARTED

Thomas Edison is credited with saying, “Genius is 1 percent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration.” So, wipe your brow, folks. You’ve got some work to do.

YOUR VOICE

Having a good voice is a gift. Knowing what to do with it is the challenge. Delivering a message properly requires eye-brain-mouth-body coordination. There is no room for multitasking. Full concentration is required. Distractions, insecurities, nervousness, and other mental blocks result in a proverbial train wreck as words are transposed, emotions are lost, and pronunciations and phrasings become garbled.

So, how is your voice? Most people’s voices are fine. Some have texture, some are smooth, some are high, and some are low. Whatever voice you have, it’s you! Common issues or complaints people have often include sibilance (a hissing “s” sound); accents, regionalisms, and dialects (which may be an asset in one area of the business and a detriment in another); lisps and enunciation issues; upswings at the end of sentences and phrases that imply a question rather than a statement; thin/quiet voices that need strength and air support; and high voices (unless used to perform children’s voices). With some practice, many of these issues can be improved. Other issues involved in the recording process, including mouth noises; plosives from p’s, t’s, k’s, and other articulators; volume inconsistencies; and spit on f’s and other fricative and aspirated sounds add additional challenges. These, too, can be worked on, minimized, or edited out in the recording session.

WHO GETS THE WORK?

When I started in the Stone Age year of 1980, 90 percent of the voice-over work went to men and 10 percent to women. Over the years, the gender discrepancy has narrowed. Women are claiming 30–40 percent of the market. As more women become CEOs of large companies and hold high-level political positions, the market share of voice-over work reflects that change.

The gender of who gets the work is not only the result of a good audition or demo but also a direct result of the times we live in. Historically, the style of work changes with each new political and economic climate. In times of war, deep, authoritative voices are in demand. When the economy is good, humorous spots are more in vogue and lean towards younger voices layered with sarcasm and irony. As the large baby boomer population ages, older voices selling pharmaceuticals are needed. If a tragic event occurs in the country, compassionate voices are in demand. When the economy hovers in the middle, it’s fair game for anyone, as no tried-and-true rules apply. The best way to keep up with these trends is to listen. Your ears are the most important assets in voice-over work.

With an abundance of globally connected businesses, performers with accents and regionalisms are needed. Actors with foreign accents or dialects are in demand for jobs targeted to a specific country or a broader global market. For instance, companies with a presence in multiple English-speaking countries often desire an amalgamated “mid-Atlantic” sound rather than an accent from a specific country.

When it gets down to who gets the work, it’s based on


1. Voice quality

2. Age range

3. Truth and believability

4. Performance

5. Home recording sound quality

6. Business acumen

7. Perseverance

8. Drive



With the ability to work from anywhere, you can create your own business plan that’s full time, or part time, or somewhere in between.

BEGINNING YOUR CAREER

In addition to reading this book, you’ll want to get individual coaching and group training. When you’re ready, produce a demo or series of demos that cater to your areas of interest and expertise: commercial, narration, or character. If you’re interested in focusing on very specific areas, you could also produce promo, e-learning, video game, animation, IVR, and toy demos. A word of caution! Don’t try to produce these demos on your own. For best results, hire a reputable demo producer. I’m not saying that just because I am a voice-over coach and produce demos. You need the objective ear of someone else so you can create a quality product: your demo!

The next big choice is what to do with that demo. Two main areas to explore are talent agents and pay-to-play sites. Start by getting a talent agent close to your market. With experience, expand your representation to multiple agents around the country. You can only have one talent agent per city. Talent agents lend credibility to the actor, have connections to higher quality work, tend to have better-paying jobs, and never require a fee to register. They get paid via commission, so your success impacts theirs. Conversely, pay-to-play (P2P) sites require you to pay a fee to receive auditions. These sites have varying reputations and pay rates for actors. A perk that some people enjoy is the ratings and comments posted on auditions, whether you book the job or not. In both scenarios (agent or P2P), audition scripts are emailed or posted; the voice actor records it at home and emails or uploads the MP3. When selected, the recording will be recorded at your home studio or a professional studio and delivered (most likely) via WAV (rather than MP3).

NETWORKING AND SOCIALIZING

There are numerous large voice-over gatherings like VO Atlanta, That’s Voiceover!, and WoVO. Local markets have industry events, too. When a voice-over gathering occurs, it’s a treat to connect with fellow actors. It’s an even better opportunity to mingle with directors and producers who hire talent. When these gatherings occur, the actor should remember these Networking Golden Rules:


1. Thou shall not brag or be a talking résumé.

2. Thou shall not descend on directors, agents, and producers and talk shop or ask for a job unless they initiate the topic.

3. Thou shall get to know people in the business as human beings and not as a prey to be trapped and cornered.

4. Thou shall remember that people like to work with friends and colleagues whom they trust and enjoy being around.

5. Thou shall remember that human qualities that connect one person with another make for a lasting relationship.

6. Thou shall remember that you are not your job but what you do when you are not recording.

7. Thou shall not write about auditions and jobs on social networking sites until the job has aired or permission to print or air the information has been granted.

8. Thou shall refer colleagues to jobs and they shall repay the favor.

9. Thou shall not write extremely long emails. The longer the email, the slower the response.

10. Thou shall always leave a positive impression and follow up in an appropriate manner during business hours.



NON-UNION VS. UNION

There is more non-union work than union jobs. Non-union requirements are nonexistent. There are no initiation fees or guidelines to follow. Contracts, rates, and invoicing are at the actor’s discretion. Anyone can hang up a non-union actor shingle and begin working. As a result, groups of non-union actors band together and create rate cards for the various types of jobs out there so pay rates stay strong, but it’s impossible to be adopted across the board by all non-union actors.

SAG-AFTRA—the performing artists’ union for film, TV, web, radio, and voice-overs—has more guidelines, an expensive initiation fee, and biyearly dues, but it also has a process for researching, voting, and adopting rates, lengths of jobs, and working conditions. There are other perks that come with being a union member, including health insurance and a pension/retirement plan. Once the collective bargaining rules and rates are voted on and approved, it automatically applies to all members. For a non-union actor to become eligible for union work, the casting director or producer submits Taft–Hartley paperwork. After that job is approved, there is a thirty-day grace period to work union or non-union jobs. For any union job the actor accepts after day thirty-one, the actor must pay the initiation fee and join the union.

As most people are born non-union, that’s the obvious place to start. The advantage is a simplified payroll and invoicing system. The disadvantage is lack of governance to ensure payment within two weeks, predetermined minimal fee structure, and residuals. Non-union work is a one-time or yearly buyout. How non-union actors bid and get paid for jobs is all over the map. Some charge a set fee for the recording time, others add in their editing time in addition to being the voice, others charge on a per-file or per-word basis and add in a few dollars for labeling individual files, some have a minimal fee for every job but charge a two-hour minimum. The going rate for non-union work is whatever the market will bear. It’ll be higher in robust economic times and lower when budgets are tight.

So, what happens when an actor joins the union and is offered non-union work? Union actors should refuse the job. When that causes financial hardship or is an option the actor does not want to pursue, he or she may submit a request to become a dues-paying nonmember called financial core (fi-core). Fi-core hurts the union and is frowned upon. Keeping the union strong is important to all voice actors, union and non-union. It establishes the rate of pay and work standards for all actors.

To find out more about the union, go to SAGAFTRA.org. Check out the rate calculator at sagaftranumbers.sagaftra.org.

ACTING AND IMPROV CLASSES

Musicians practice their instruments every day. Singers sing. Runners run. Actors should act.


1. Improvisation is the closest thing to voice acting. It teaches trust, spontaneity, and a willingness to take chances and make corrections and adjustments without judgment.

2. Acting builds confidence, taps into deeper emotions, develops characters, and strengthens the performance.



Depending on your ultimate career goals, acting and improv classes will move your career to greater heights. There’s a part of a voice actor who believes he or she is lying when they’re a talent and not an actor. The voice is the primary focus, not the manner in which the listener takes in the information. Therefore, I highly recommend that all voice actors take acting and improvisation classes. Besides, it’s FUN! If you’re afraid to take this leap, that’s a sign that you should sign up for an acting or improv class NOW. Don’t be afraid. Check out the acting and improv schools and colleges in your community. I guarantee you won’t regret it!

PRACTICING AT HOME

Here’s what you need to work on at home: ears, mouth, heart, gut, mind, and body. Your ears are the most important. Listen to commercials, video games, cartoons, documentaries, and corporate narrations. Figure out what works and what doesn’t. You can easily do this every time you turn on the computer, ride in the car, watch TV, or see a film. Listen for patterns, inflections, melody, tempo, and emotional shifts. Figure out where the voice is placed. Check to see if the styles or trends have changed. Mimic what you hear. Develop your own personal style that is current and interesting.

Learn how to use your body for optimum impact. We gesture every day, yet many readers get stiff and don’t move when they read. Movement adds personality, emphasis, and ease to the delivery. It also helps with timing. A quick body movement replaces a dead, pregnant pause and creates change in the tone, attitude, and rhythm. Explore how specific movements influence the sound. Using the right hand, left hand, and both hands together give you three different vocal pitches. Jiggling the head, tilting it at an angle, or nodding offers additional nuance to the words. Shrugging the shoulders makes a word or phrase sound effortless. Squeezing the buttock muscles deepens the voice and adds tension to the read. Opening the eyes wide, squinting, and moving the eyebrows up and down also change the voice. Explore how your movements alter the voice. That’s part of learning to play your instrument.

Use your brain to comprehend the message and make script analysis choices. Then, put it on hiatus. Everything you say needs to sound believable and truthful. Connect the message to your heart and gut. If it stays in the brain, the listener will know you’re lying. Bring passion, authority, and believability to everything you say. Placing your hands on your heart adds warmth and empathy, putting hands on the hips make a person sound confident and cocky, and arms above the head make a person feel and sound happy. You can use body movements to connect with your emotions and share them with the listener. Visualizing a situation that’s important to you is another way to feel and share your emotions. Smiling adds positive impact.

After you’ve done your homework—understood the message, loosened up the body and opened yourself up emotionally—it’s time to speak. Like an athlete or musician, warming up has a direct impact on the final result. Warm up the voice. Open your mouth and let the sound out. Explore the different sounds when you talk straight into the mic, at an angle, looking down, looking up, close to the mic, or several inches away.

HOME RECORDING

What does it mean to have your own recording studio? More and more expensive boxes keep showing up on your doorstep. Most people build their studio slowly and inexpensively. Then, as jobs increase, their ability as an actor and audio engineer improve, so does their microphone, preamp, and room isolation treatment.

As a guideline, here are a few simple recording dos and don’ts:

Do


1. Find a quiet, carpeted, well-padded place to record. This will minimize unwanted room tone, as the voice bounces off hard surfaces.

2. Buy an external microphone that is suited to your voice and budget.

3. Wear quiet clothes when recording.

4. Use an audio software program that records or saves your voice in WAV or AIFF formats and is able to convert sound files to MP3.

5. Wear headphones when listening back to your recording. You’ll be able to tell if you are on mic and speaking into the mic’s diaphragm, have breaths and clicks that need removal, the voice recording clips when it exceeds recording levels, unwanted ambient noise is present, and buzzes or hums persist due to audio digital (A/D) interference. If you encounter A/D interference, turn off your mobile phone, unplug and replug the cables, and restart the audio recording program. If interference continues, you may have a more serious problem that requires research and advice from authorities on your particular hardware and software.

6. Pay attention to file-naming conventions. Type the name of each file correctly as requested.

7. Normalize the sound file to uniformly increase the amplitude. Adding additional gain may also be necessary to increase the volume.

8. Be up to date on the latest file delivery options: Dropbox, Hightail, WeTransfer, ShareFile, cloud data storage, third-party large-file delivery sites, email, upload sites, and so forth.



Do Not


1. Position your microphone at the end of a long hallway or in large open space. You will sound like you’re in a cave.

2. Use the microphone in your computer to record auditions and jobs. Also, make sure that your recording software is set to the external microphone setting before recording.

3. Wear noisy clothing, have coins in your pocket, adorn yourself with jangling jewelry, or tap or blow into your microphone.

4. Send sound files in unsupported formats that are only readable on your computer. For example, Audacity’s free downloadable program saves in an AUP format that most other computers can’t open. An added step is needed to export files in WAV or MP3.

5. Deliver finished recordings without listening. Listening back to what you’ve recorded is part of quality control. Wearing headphones increases your ability to hear the finer details of the recording quality.

6. Disregard file names. Where sound files are used and located depends on the naming conventions. Type it appropriately and take note of the file format: WAV, AIFF, MP3, or other specific formats used by some companies.

7. Send sound files that have very low audio levels. They are very hard to hear.

8. Make an attempt to email large files that exceed 15 megabytes. Most likely, the email will bounce. Just type “upload large files” into your browser, and numerous free and pay file transfer options will be listed.



STUDIO OPTIONS

There are simple and inexpensive ways to set up a home recording studio for your auditions, jobs, and podcasts. Free recording software, inexpensive microphones, and ways to minimize room tone keep budgets in check. There are also expensive options for top-level home studios. I’ve broken the choices into five categories to satisfy price ranges and needs. Feel free to mix, match, and research options that aren’t listed. The industry changes quickly and new equipment and software emerge constantly.

Option 1: Inexpensive

Download Audacity at www.audacityteam.org/download/, or use another free, easy-to-use recording software program like GarageBand that may be preinstalled on your computer. Studio One (from PreSonus) and Pro Tools | First are other options. Make sure you have the ability to deliver files in WAV, AIFF, and MP3. Additional downloads may be necessary to convert and export MP3s. The “Help” section of the Audacity site provides a user manual, a tutorial, and tips to educate you on the recording process.

[image: images]

Next, you’ll need a microphone. USB microphones, while not the best quality, are easy to use and much better than the microphone in your computer. Here is a list of several condenser mics under $150: Blue Yeti USB (better than the Snowflake and Snowball); Audio-Technica AT2020; Samson G-Track, C01U, and MTR201; MXL 990s; RØDE NT-USB, and AKG Perception 220 Studio Mic. Some of these mics come with a desktop base stand, shock mount, and pop filter, while others require additional purchases.

To minimize some of the unwanted room tone and echo, place your microphone in the closet between your clothes, stack pillows around you, talk into a corner of the room draped with heavy fabric, or create your own sound studio by building a box with acoustical sound foam on the inside and place your mic inside it. It’s not very glamorous when you stick your head inside these areas, but they get the job done.

To listen to your recordings, insert the earplug connector from your cellphone or portable music device into your computer. You’ll get a better sound than listening to the recording back through your computer speakers.

Option 2: Mobile Device

Phone and handheld devices like the iPhone and iPad offer light, portable, and cheap options for recording and editing your voice. Recording and editing apps under $10 include Easy Voice Recorder Pro, iAudition, TwistedWave, Audio Evolution Mobile Studio, Recorder Pro, and MP3 Recorder. To use your microphone to record into a phone or handheld device, you’ll need an adaptor like the RØDE SC4 3.5mm TRS to TRRS. When using your phone as a mic, import it into Audacity or other recording software, boost the volume, and filter out the background room tone before submitting the sound file.

Option 3: Moderate Price

Microphones from $200 to $500 include the Harlan Hogan Signature Series; RØDE NT1-A; sE Electronics USB2200a; Audio-Technica AT4040; Blue Raspberry, Bluebird, Baby Bottle, and Spark; Warm Audio WA14; and Shure KSM32. Some are complete kits with shock mount, XLR cable, and pop shield. Others need microphone stands, shock mounts, cables, and pop filters like the Royer PS-101 and Avant Electronics PS-1.
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For non-USB microphones, CEntrance MicPort Pro, Blue Icicle, Polsen LXR-USB, and MXL Mic Mate Pro are small XLR-to-USB audio interfaces with microphone preamplifiers. To hold your script, consider the Manhasset M48 music stand. Or, connect your iPad to the microphone stand with an iKlip. For recording and playback, Sony, AKG, Shure, and Sennheiser make good studio-quality headphones. For better acoustics, the Porta-Booth is premade and sets on the desk, shelf, or stand. Place your microphone inside, and read scripts off lighted handheld devices like an iPad, Kindle, or smartphone, or add an inexpensive LED book light. Other acoustics options include the AxcessAbles Isolation Shield, LyxPro VRI-30 Sound Absorbing Panel, Auralex MudGuard V2, Auralex ProMAX v2, and Silverback SoundCage.

Option 4: Intermediate Price

Microphones from $500 to $1,200 include the Sennheiser shotgun MKH-416; Mojave MA-200; JZ Microphone BH-2, which has a true, clear sound based on Golden Drops technology; Audio-Technica AT4050, with its flat, neutral sound; the warm-sounding AKG C414; or the Neumann TLM 103. Based on audio interface and preamp needs, consider the Audient iD4, Focusrite Scarlett, or Universal Audio Apollo Twin. For acoustical treatment and ambient noise control consider the Porta-Booth Pro or Primacoustic FlexiBooth 24” × 48” wall-mounted acoustic cupboard. If you have a spare closet that can be turned into a recording booth, Auralex makes studio foam wedge panels that glue to the walls. For real-time remote sessions that stream uncompressed audio to another location, Source-Connect and ipDTL have a range of choices to fit almost any voice talent’s needs. Direction can also be given remotely to the actor via Skype, Zoom, ipDTL, or your phone!
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Option 5: Professional Level

Microphones in the $1,500-plus range include the very popular Neumann U87, Microtech Gefell MT 71 S, Telefunken R-F-T AK47, JZ Vintage 47, and JZ Black Hole BH1. With the better mic, you should get a better pop filter, like the JZ|PF or the $400 BH-SPK used with the JZ Black Hole 1–3 series mics. You’ll also need a good preamp, like the Millennia SST that has EQ and compression in-line to blend solid state and tubes channels to get a warmer tone, or the Neve Portico half-rack units. At this point you should definitely upgrade to Monster cables, too. Consider building your own voice-over booth, or purchase a sound isolation room from WhisperRoom Inc., STUDIOBRICKS, or VocalBooth.com.
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You’ll also need a good pair of speakers, so consider the Focal CMS 40, Mackie MR8, or JBL LSR308 powered studio monitors. To complete the listening experience, upgrade your headphones to something like the Audio-Technica ATH-M70x, Ultrasone Pro 750, or Sony MDR-7509HD. You should have ISDN, Source-Connect, or ipDTL for your recording sessions involving a client in another location.
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Microphones are very personal. Audio equipment and software change and upgrade frequently. It’s hard to make a blanket recommendation of the best ones to buy in each category, and I’m sure I’ve left off someone’s favorite. The information listed above is merely a suggestion. Do your research and find out what’s best for you. There may be additional pieces of equipment you’ll need or want to purchase to complete your home studio.

RECORDING SOFTWARE

Recording, mixing, editing, and mastering software programs include Pro Tools, Logic Pro, Adobe Audition, Cakewalk, Sound Forge, TwistedWave, and Audacity. If you’re just starting out, Audacity is the easiest. Master that and then upgrade as needed.

WHAT DO THE PROS USE AT HOME AND AWAY?

Selecting the recording equipment that suits your goals and budget can be daunting. So I asked a few successful voice actors who specialize in specific fields to share what equipment they use at home and when they’re traveling.


Tom Pinto—Promos

My studio is professional, but I don’t agonize over it like a lot of newer talent. There’s so much unnecessary emphasis on outboard gear that sometimes it’s forgotten that the reads are important. TV stations tweak the recordings the way they want. When I do stuff for CBS News in New York they want it recorded flat, without compression. One of the guys advised me on a very small amount of EQ because of the acoustics in my room and how the voice is mixed in with music. Generally speaking, the 416 is the promo mic of choice because it’s the most forgiving on energetic and more projected reads. I use a simple Focusrite Scarlett 2i2 preamp, which interfaces with a small Mackie board. So if I’ve got multiple people listening, I can bring them all in.

Acoustically, I have a deep channel panel in the corner and Auralex soundproofing on the walls, but not in the entire room. There are some open spaces to allow a little more live snap to the promo because you want it to ring a little bit. I record on TwistedWave because it’s easy to record, edit, and convert files, which saves me time. In the promo industry, time is critical!

When I travel, I have a simpler setup that requires some small EQ modifications with my iPad Pro and Audio-Technica 2020 mic. I bring a few extra sweaters and hang them in the closet. Believe it or not, that ends up being enough soundproofing for an audition or promo recording. There’s a little room rumble in the background but it’s okay in promos because of how the music and sound effects are mixed in.

Dee Bradley Baker—Animation

Good tech won’t save a poor audition performance, so I’m not so big on a pricey setup. My home studio is pretty simple. I record into a silent Mac Mini using GarageBand software with an inexpensive SE Electronics XLR mic with a MicPort Pro D/A converter. I have a decent preamp with a compressor and tube emulation to warm up the sound a bit. (These days you could probably just get a decent USB mic and warm it up with software.) I use an old VocalBooth room as a dedicated recording booth in my garage, though there are many more inexpensive and portable options now. Ultimately, your audition’s production should sound comparable to other auditions your agent is sending out.

Remember, the most important thing is the performance, and home auditioning is one of the hardest things a voice actor is asked to do because diagnosing and self-directing an audition is very, very advanced, even though this is where most beginners start. That’s the danger. You can kill your career with the supposed freedom of at-home auditions!

These days my travel USB mic is a Blue Raspberry mic.

Dave Fennoy—Video Games

Any voice actor today who is serious about their career must have a home studio. First, you need a good room in which to record. It should be quiet and allow a minimum of sound bounce. I have a 5 × 7 WhisperRoom that I bought used for one-half the price of new. I control bounce with burlap-covered rock wool and audio foam. I’ve stopped using paper in my studio and have a monitor that mirrors my computer screen. I also have a second Bluetooth keyboard and touch pad so that I can control the computer from my booth.

I have a collection of mics, including a Sennheiser 416 and several Neumann mics, including a U87, U67, TLM170, TLM103, and a TLM102. I have a couple MXR mics, a Mojave 201fet, an AKG C214, an sE2200a, and sE4400a, and a JZ Black Hole BH2 that I purchased because Elaine Clark’s sounded so good in her studio. However, 90 percent of the time I use the 416 or the 103. I have collected a few preamp channel strips over the years. I have an Avalon 737, Wheaton Voris M1, and the Aphex Channel Strip, which is currently my preamp of choice. My interface is the M-Box Pro, and signals are routed digitally rather than having a physical board.

I mostly use TwistedWave as my DAW (Digital Audio Workstation), though I have and from time to time still use Pro Tools. I’m almost ready to retire my ISDN box, the legendary Telos Zephyr, in favor of ipDTL, which is an internet-based system that works great and can connect to clients who still have ISDN. Skype is routed through my system to use as a phone patch, or clients can simply call my cell while I use my Motorola Sliver Bluetooth earpiece.

When I travel I take my MacBook Pro laptop and iPad, both of which have TwistedWave installed. My travel mic is the Apogee iPad mic or, lately, Sennheiser’s new MK4 digital, which has the Apogee connection to plug directly into an iPad or iPhone, or via USB into my laptop. Which ever mic I use on the road, I put it into the Kaotica Eyeball to keep sound bounce at bay.

Cissy Jones—Video Game and Pop Culture Nerd

I decked out one of my walk-in closets with acoustic panels from ATS Acoustics and a mic stand for my Sennheiser 416 shotgun mic, Scarlett preamp, and MacBook Pro with TwistedWave.

A travel rig is imperative if you want to be taken seriously in this business. I even take it with me out and about in town! In a pinch, I can use my iPhone with TwistedWave, but I prefer to use either my Apogee mic (local travel around town) or my Sennheiser 416 with a Shure X2U mobile preamp.

Johnny Heller—Audiobooks

While I am not technically an idiot, I am an idiot about tech stuff. I use a precision-engineered Shure mic. I use Pro Tools to record (although I think it’s too expensive and has too many bells and whistles and glitches so I may switch to Reaper or something). Here’s the thing about recording software—you need to have something that will leave you with WAV files, and you need to be able to punch record. My “room” is a WhisperRoom—a little soundproof studio that looks like the Tardis from the outside and the inside of a small phone booth from the inside. You must have a studio sound–quality room/booth to record in. You must. I suggest every actor get in touch with and befriend a sound engineer and pay them to help you out and pay them to engineer all your raw audio. If you can pass that cost on to the producer or rights holder, do that. I have a Scarlett interface and a preamp—I have no idea what either thing does, and I don’t want to know. I just was told to have them.

Joe Cipriano—Promos, TV Affiliate, Station Imaging, and So Forth

What recording equipment do you have at home?

I have two studios (one in Los Angeles and one in New York).

In LA, I have a beautiful studio called “the Clubhouse,” designed by George Whittam and Ross Smith from Fox Television Network. The studio is double studded and double wall boarded with green glue. The ceiling floats on springs, and it’s a true soundproof environment. The mics are a Sennheiser 416 and a Neumann U87. The preamp is an Avalon M5 and the audio board is a digital radio board by Logitek that goes into a Mac Mini in the “equipment room” next door. I built the studio about nine years ago.

I mention all of that because, I just put together a new studio in our New York apartment about two months ago, and it underscores what a difference nine years makes. It’s essentially a walk-in closet with acoustic panels and two forty-pound bass traps (designed by George Whittam). The mic is a Sennheiser 416 and the interface is an Apollo Twin Solo, which goes into a MacBook Air.

I think the New York “studio,” or shall I say “walk-in closet,” sounds every bit as good as the custom-built studio in Los Angeles. I can’t recall the price tag for building the Los Angeles studio from the ground up, but let’s just say it was well over $50,000. The radio board itself is a $10,000 piece of equipment.

The “New York” studio probably cost me about $350 for the acoustic panels and bass trap, $600 for the Apollo Twin Solo, and $799 for the 416. The advancement in audio in just nine years is stunning.

Do you have a travel mic or unique recording setup when you’re in a hotel or away from home?

The travel setup fits in a briefcase. If I have AC power at the remote location, I use an Apollo Twin Solo as the interface. If I’m doing a session where there is no AC power, in an automobile for example, I use a Focusrite Scarlett as the interface, which takes power from the computer via USB. The mic is a 416, and the computer is a MacBook Air running Pro Tools. By the way, Universal Audio, who makes the Apollo interface, has just released the Arrow interface, which does not require AC power. It takes power from the computer via Thunderbolt 3.

Amy Rubinate—Owner,
 Mosaic Audio Audiobook Production Company

I use Pro Tools in my studio because it’s the industry standard. When you have a team of engineers, it’s helpful if everyone is educated and experienced on the same software. My stealth pick for microphones is the Audio-Technica 4047. It sounds good on everyone. And in mic shootouts, I prefer it to standard favorites like the Neumann U87 and TLM 49.

Liz de Nesnera—IVR/VoiceMail

My main go-to microphone is my RØDE NTG-3, which is a shotgun mic. I also have a Neumann TLM-103. I live in a home that has been in my family since 1975. I transformed what was my childhood bedroom into my studio. I split the room in two by building a wall and creating a room within a room for my booth. And outside of that is my office. I prefer to have a separate booth, as opposed to treating an entire room. A personal preference but one that has served me well. I have everything going into my Mackie ProFX12 mixer. I do all of my editing in Sound Forge Pro. I have used that program for over twenty years and know its ins and outs. It does everything I need. It also works very well with Vegas if I need to do any multitracking or syncing a French audio track to an English audio track in a video. (Yes, I use a PC.)

When I travel, I use the same microphone as I have in my home studio. It is a second RØDE NTG-3 that I use exclusively on the road. It is also, as a friend once referred to it, my “stunt” mic, in case something happens to my main studio mic. Having and using the same microphone allows me to have my on-the-road sound match my in-studio sound as closely as possible. Also, having the second mic gives me peace of mind in case something ever happens to my main one. What I generally do when I am on the road is use the luggage rack on top of the hotel room desk with pillows and towels as acoustic treatment. Here’s a tip when you’re traveling: get to know the hotel housekeeping staff, be nice to them, and tip them well when you leave. They will happily supply you with extra pillows and towels, even though they will probably be confused by what they see when they walk into your room if you have them clean it. Honestly, generally, if I’m staying in a hotel for a few days, I just put a “do not disturb” sign on the door and make my own bed.

When it comes to IVR/telephony and e-learning, one of the main requirements in those voice-over genres is the labeling of often hundreds of files per job. I have used Word2WAV (word2wav.com) ever since it came out. In fact I was a beta tester. It is a wonderful program where you record within the program after having imported the script from either a Word doc or an Excel spreadsheet, and it splits and names the files as you record them. It saves hours of time, especially if you have hundreds of files to record and name. I do my actual editing/cleaning up of the individual files in Sound Forge Pro. But all the files are already split up and named. Using that program you will also be alerted to any duplicate file names, which you can alert your client to. That’s really helpful to them when they are implementing their systems to know that they need to rename some files. It is, however, PC only.

Simon Vance—Audiobooks

How do you record your books?

I’ve built up my stock of equipment over several years and I wouldn’t expect someone entering the profession to spend the kind of money needed to replicate my setup when they haven’t yet proven they can make a living with narration (or voice work generally). I have a double-walled booth (7’ × 6’ × 4’) in a room in my house in which I recently reinforced the soundproofing on the exterior wall. I have a dedicated DAW (digital audio workstation) for my studio—essentially a PC that is set up optimally for audio recording—and another in my office on which I can edit my finished recordings. Inside my studio I have a computer screen, keyboard, and mouse and, of course, a microphone. I have used industry-standard mics for many years (Neumann TLM103 or Sennheiser MKH416). These can cost around $1,000 new, so if you’re just beginning I would suggest aiming a little lower . . . Harlan Hogan offers a very suitable mic at around $250, but there are even cheaper options around. I recorded my first books on a $50 Shure.

What do you suggest for recording books?

If you are just beginning, look for a reasonably cheap microphone (read the reviews, you’ll see which are probably a good bet) and try to find a quiet corner of your house. Use a simple computer and a recording program like Audacity (free) and surround yourself with blankets or some form of acoustically absorbent material (improvise, it can be part of the fun). You’ll need at least some technical ability if you’re going to be working alone, so put some time aside to understand exactly what it means to digitally record your voice using a computer. Then, start working and listening, working and listening—compare your work with that available from somewhere like Audible.com (there are samples available of every book for sale).

Be very aware of the sounds around you—when you are working alone you are responsible for everything that the microphone picks up, so you need to keep one ear on your own work and one ear on the neighbor’s dog or lawn mower!

Mary Lynn Wissner—Casting Director

Does the good or bad quality of the submitted audition recording—microphone, room tone, editing, and so forth— influence the casting choice?

Yes . . . if I am too distracted by the background noise, poor recording, or overprocessing, I’m thinking that you are presenting yourself in an unprofessional manner, which has me wondering, what are you covering up? Clean sound, not overedited or overprocessed and no dogs barking in the back!

Bill Farmer—Legacy voice of Disney’s Goofy

I started my career as an on-air radio personality and as a chief engineer at several radio stations. Since I had an electronics background, I have always known the importance of good sound, and I always tried to use the best equipment I could afford. At my home studio, I usually use a Neumann U87ai microphone, coupled with a Universal Audio 6176 tube preamp/compressor. This combo of mic and preamp/compressor gives a really rich, accurate sound. I have several other microphones that I use when recording client demos, because different voices require different microphones.

When traveling, I use a Sennheiser 416 microphone coupled with an Apogee One interface, which plugs right into the USB port on my mac laptop. The 416 is a widely used shotgun mic, and is very directional, rejecting outside noise common in hotel rooms, such as ice machines, people outside in the hall, and so forth, and focuses on my voice. This is important when you are on the road and in a noisy environment.



TECH TALK

These are the most common requests for recording audio out of your home or small of office:

WAV, AIFF, and MP3

Sample Format: 16 bit

Sample Rate: 44.1 kilohertz

Record in MONO and deliver the files that way unless a STEREO conversion is requested.

MP3 Conversion Choices

Bit Rate: 128k (approximately 6-to-1 compression) and 192k (nearly 4-to-1 compression) are best for emailing and posting on websites. Smaller bit rates lose a lot of sound quality and are smaller files. Conversely, larger bit rates have better quality and are larger files. Check the preferences menu of your recording software to set your conversion rate.





CHAPTER 2

VOICE-OVER AEROBICS, CARE, AND HEALTH

Two key components of communication are clear, clean, crisp enunciation and sustained, supported breath. It requires breathing from your feet all the way up to the top of your head and pushing the words out to the end of the sentence and a few seconds beyond. The body and facial muscles need to be warmed up so they are flexible and able to handle sudden changes in emotion and speed, as well as difficult word combinations and stylistic differences.
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