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  Prologue:

  So You Want to Be a Voice-Over Actor?

  Have people ever told you that you have a “good radio voice?” Congratulations, you have maybe one sixteenth of what it takes to be a voice-over actor . . . and that’s being generous. Listen to your radio and TV; not many of the “announcer-y big voiced commercial reads” are still out there. They went out with poodle skirts and bobby socks. The trend now (and for quite awhile now) has been regular voices, everyday people, and “conversational” reads. So having a “good radio voice” is really not all that helpful anymore and can, in fact, be a detriment if you rely solely on it.

  Another thing to realize about trying to get into voice-over is that everyone wants to do it. Competition is fierce for every commercial audition you get. You will be competing against hundreds upon hundreds of other people for the job. If you are thinking that makes it almost impossible to get the job . . . you’re right, and that’s not even the half of it. Imagine you are the person responsible for casting the commercial. You receive hundreds of auditions for one thirty-second TV spot. You have to sit there and listen to all of those people saying the same thing over and over and over and over and over . . .

  Ugh.

  Can you blame them for not actually listening to every audition? Can you blame them for picking someone from the first ten they listen to if the audition is even close to being what they were looking for? Because that is exactly what they do almost every time.

  Sounds like pretty insurmountable odds, right? Right. It is.

  In a typical week of a decently busy year, a “working” voice-over actor will read for fifteen to thirty commercials, cartoons, or video games (combined). Of those auditions, they will be lucky if they get placed on-hold once (which doesn’t mean they get paid). This will hold true only if they are at one of the top agencies and they are lucky enough to be versatile and a popular voice style for the moment. More likely, they won’t have anywhere near that many auditions and won’t get placed on-hold at all. Even when they do get placed on-hold, there is still a very good chance they won’t get the job.

  Just to make it a little bleaker: we live in an age where celebrities are doing more voice-overs than ever before. So now, not only are you competing against every other person that has the same sound as you, you are also competing with that dashing Hollywood hunk whose blockbuster film sits atop the box office rankings for the fourth week in a row.

  So, do you still want to get started in voice-over?

  No? Good. It’s a very tough business that is more risk than reward, more heartbreak than success, and more scrounging to pay rent than living in a big house and driving a nice car. If you were smart enough to answer no, then put this book down and back away slowly, I won’t think any less of you. But if you answered yes, than read on . . . because it gets harder . . . and better.

  Despite how stacked against us the deck is, and believe me it is very stacked against us, VO remains one of the most rewarding and fun businesses you can be in. VO is everywhere. There is not a nook or cranny of the English Muffin that is the media/entertainment industry not touched somehow by VO. Sure, there are more people that want to do it than there is actual work, but there is still a lot of work out there: commercial, promo, narration, audio books, video games, cartoons, interactive voice response (IVR), and more! In all of those styles, there is a niche for almost every voice type. It’s all about finding your niche and being a true believer that you can do this. I won’t tell you it will be easy, because it won’t, it will be very, very hard. But it just may be fun.

  Like anything, going into it blind is never a good idea. If you want to work in the VO world, you have to stand out . . . while sounding just like everyone else. It’s confusing and tricky, true, but it is also something worth doing. In these pages, we’ll start at the bottom and work up. It’s important to have a strong grounding in commercial theory to build on. Commercials all sound the same; it’s what you bring to that sameness that creates the real difference.

  From that base, we can move through other techniques that can make reads more interesting and unique. Take Shakespeare’s First Folio technique for instance. What does the Bard have to do with VO? Quite a lot as it turns out. In fact, I will go on record as saying that no one throughout history has ever had a better mastery of commercial copy writing styles than that learned gentleman from Stratford-upon-Avon. But wait, if you act now, there’s more: hand and body movements, before and after moments, talking to action figures, “swallow it and forget it.” All of these techniques and practices are extremely useful to the VO actor.

  And yes, we are actors. Don’t allow anyone to tell you we are not. In fact, I believe that VO actors have just as difficult a job as on-stage or on-camera actors. On stage or camera you have the benefit of using your entire body to convey emotion and action, whereas on mic, you only have your voice, so it may even be a little harder! Bottom line: no style of acting is easy and they all deserve respect for the hard work it takes to perfect them.

  So let’s get started, shall we? Roll up your sleeves, roll down your spine, do some lip trills and get your tag rhythm in your head. Make sense? No? Well it will . . . read on, true believer . . . read on.


  PART 1:

  Commercial Theory . . . The ABCs of Commercial VO


  1

  Warm-Up

  “Baseball is 90 percent mental, the other half is physical.”

  –YOGI BERRA

  It was a sticky, warm summer night in the north Georgia mountains on scenic Lake Chatuge. The air hung heavy with moisture. A group of friends and I had gathered on the lawn at the county fairgrounds to take in a performance of the local symphony orchestra. The sun was setting dramatically over the mountains, giving that wonderful dusky-dark feel to the world that is specific to the secluded hollers of the Appalachian Mountains. The fireflies were just starting to come out to give us a light show along with the planned music program. The light of the silvery moon was already ghosting its way across the lawn. All in all: a perfect setting for an evening of Beethoven.

  I thought it a bit odd that the orchestra didn’t bother to tune up in front of the audience before the show, but soon forgot about it as the conductor came to the platform, basking in a warm round of applause. He took his bow to the assembled group of picnickers. He looked very warm on this summer eve in his tuxedo, sweat beading on his forehead in preparation for the work ahead. Tapping his baton on the music stand seemed to bring the world to a silent standstill, even the crickets and cicadas stopped to listen. He raised his arms above his head, and the collective breath of the audience and the musicians came to a hold . . .

  Suddenly he brought them crashing down and the “BUM BUM BUM BUUUUUUUM” of “Symphony No. 5” flew at the audience. It should have been an extremely powerful and moving moment for all involved . . . it was then that I remembered that they didn’t tune. Someone in the string section was just a bit flat. Ouch. Someone else in the string section was just a touch sharp . . . ouch more. The music washed over the assembled crowd like the smell of fruit just starting to rot. Still a little sweet and oh, so close to wonderful, but with that very unfortunate tinge of gross.

  One more for the road:

  Chicago in the winter is cold. Mind numbingly, gut wrenchingly, nose hair–freezing cold. If you’ve never had the pleasure of walking outside and having your nose hairs instantly freeze solid on your first inhalation, you are going to have to trust me on this, it’s not pleasant.

  One particular frigid evening when the wind ripped menacingly across the icy waters of Lake Michigan, I decided to crawl into my trusty 1993 Toyota Camry to go for pizza. I piled on layer upon layer of clothing in preparation for the snowy trek to my car. When I opened the front door of my building, the sub-zero wind froze the moisture on my eyes to a painful, icy sheen.

  Blinking my eyes as quickly as possible, hoping that the friction would melt my frozen eye juice, I hurried to my car. Pulling my keys out of my coat pocket, I fumbled and dropped them in the snow. After digging them out, my gloved hand jammed the key into the door and attempted to turn it . . . frozen solid. There was no way that key was turning (and yes, there was a time when you had to unlock a car with an actual key). As feeling started draining from my feet I realized that I just might die of hypothermia if I didn’t get in the car soon. As I was just going for a bit of late night pizza . . . I felt that this might be a silly way to die. Thanks to a good bit of quick thinking I started breathing heavily on the door lock, and soon enough, the key turned. Success!

  Sitting in the car, out of the soul crushing wind, I started to think that maybe this was an ill-advised venture. But I would not be deterred from my desired goal of thick, cheesy, Chicago-style pizza goodness, so I shook the negative thoughts from my head and pushed the key into the ignition. After a couple of tries, the engine begrudgingly turned over. I slid the car into gear and started off down the street, already tasting the artery-clogging goodness that was destined to be all up in my mouth hole before long.

  Half a block later . . . the car stalled and died. Harummph. I put the car in park and forced it to turn over again. On second consideration, I decided that a different approach was required for getting my car to the pizzeria. So, instead of jamming the car into gear and driving away immediately, I let the car sit and warm up a bit. The car seemed positively gleeful as the sound slowly revved up to normal and, in payment, got me to Giordano’s posthaste to enjoy my meaty, cheesy pile of pizza.

  Ah parables . . . so very useful. So what is the point of these rambling, badly related stories? Warm up!!! Just like a car needs time to warm up, so do you. Just like a musician’s instrument needs to be in tune, so do you! Your body is your instrument; take the appropriate time and measures to make sure it is ready to perform. There is more to making your voice ready to perform than just shaking the cobwebs off in the morning. Every open space in your body, from your chest to your mouth to your nose, is a sounding board. All of them can be used to create different qualities of sound . . . if they are warmed up, available, and you know how to use them. So let us begin at the beginning.

  Think of your body as one big hollow vessel. In your mind, empty your body of all the organs and blood and gooey bits that are essential to living. The only thing that you should imagine remaining in your empty body is your voice. Try to imagine that your voice can come from anywhere in that big hollow body of yours; all that is required is for you to place your voice somewhere new. Your voice doesn’t just emanate from your throat; it can come from other places too.

  As an example, let’s try placing the voice in a couple of different areas and see how the sound differs. First, place your voice in your pelvis . . . racy, isn’t it? For the sake of simplicity, use a simple “muh-muh” sound for all of these exercises. When you sound from your pelvis, let the vibrations come up through your empty cavity of a torso and chest and come out of your empty cavity of a throat and mouth. Use a good amount of breath support to get the sound to travel such a long way. Do it a couple of times and feel the resonance of the sound waves bouncing through your body. As the sound comes out of your mouth, it should feel big and hollow . . . after all, it had a long way to travel and resonate!

  Now, let’s place the voice closer to the mouth. Visualize placing your voice in the back of your skull, in a direct line with your mouth. Think of the sound focusing like a laser beam from the placement in the back of your skull straight out of your mouth. Still using your breath to support the sound, “muh-muh” a couple of times, feel how the sound vibrates your empty head. It should make your eyes and nose vibrate and tickle. As the sound comes out of your mouth, it should have a much sharper sound than that of the sound from the pelvis.

  This can be done with any place in your body, and each place will result in a different sound quality. Neat, huh? I thought so too. So, as you can see, it is essential to warm up your entire body. There are many different types of copy (the VO term for scripts or sides) and each one calls for a different approach. All of these vocal approaches can be found living in different parts of your body; it’s up to you to find their home address so that you may call on them at a moment’s notice.

  There are two approaches to warming up: short form and long form. The long form warm-up is best, although it may not always be practical for the VO actor due to time constraints. There is one thing, however, that both warm-ups have in common . . . a nice, warm shower. So let’s start there.

  SHORT FORM WARM-UP

  (NOTE: Before you do these warm-ups, memorize where everything is in your shower . . . just trust me. Also, be careful while doing these warm-ups. Neither warm-up should hurt. Only do as much as you are physically able to do without hurting yourself and modify the warm-ups accordingly.)

  Take a shower. Not just because after getting out of bed, you probably smell a little hinky, but also because it’s good for the warm-up. Here’s where it gets a bit kinky: shower in the dark. (Unless you suffer from vertigo or any other condition that might make you fall. If that is the case, don’t shower in the dark . . . common sense here people.) Visual information can be distracting from internal sensitivity, so take away the visual and focus on the inside. As you stand in the shower (in the dark), breathe deeply, letting the steam from the hot water fill your huge empty cavity of a body. With each breath, feel the steam going a little deeper into your cavity, opening and filling new areas of your body. After you’ve taken enough deep breaths to open your entire body . . . let some sound out. Start by placing the sound in your toes and move up your body with every sounding. Feel the way the sound vibrations help wake up every part of your body, bringing it to awareness.

  A friend of mine used to say that to wake up in the morning, he would imagine little mice made of energy starting in his toes and slowly working their way up his body until he was awake (here’s to you, Aaron Galligan-Stierle). To be fair, I made fun of him at the time, but now I’m stealing his analogy. Imagine each sound you release is a little furry mouse, carrying energy through your body and bringing it to life. As the sound mice work through your body, pay attention to how they feel coming through and out of you. Remember where they start and how they make you feel and sound. As you get to know each of the mice individually, you can remember where they live and use them as you need them.

  Now, wash your hair. Everyone likes soft, shiny hair. Don’t forget to lather, rinse, and repeat.

  When you get out of the shower with your newfound empty cavity of a body, slowly roll down your spine. Let the very tip of your head slowly fall forward, until your chin is tucked in toward, or touching, your chest. Starting at the top of your spine, let every vertebrae roll down one at a time very slowly. Allow your head to hang freely and lead you. As you are doing this, feel every piece of your empty cavity changing shape and adapting to the movement. Before long, your torso will be hanging at the waist and your limp arms will be dangling by your feet. Give your body a good shake while you are hanging . . . not only will it help get the water off, but it will loosen you up.

  Stay hanging there for a bit. Relax your muscles and let every bit of tenseness release from your body and fall through your arms into the floor. Pay special attention to how your breath is filling your cavity . . . rising and falling in relaxed waves. Let your cavity expand and contract with your breath, giving it all the room it needs to feed you. As you hang there, let some sound out. Place it somewhere in your torso cavity and let the sound pour out of you like water with your breath.

  Next, start rolling up your spine, stacking vertebrae on top of vertebrae one at a time. Rebuild a sturdy structure for your cavity from the ground up. Let your breathing help you build the cavity back to a comfortable standing position again. When you return to a full upright position, your breath should fill your body unencumbered, head to toe. As you stand there, release some sound that has been placed low in your body. Feel how the sound has free range to bounce around your stretched and open cavity.

  Well done! On to the next step! Here’s a little-known fact: most people carry a silly amount of stress in their tongue. For a VO actor, this can be death. How can you shape and form clear words with a stiff tongue getting in the way? You can’t! So we need to stretch and loosen up that tongue before we move on. This can be done at home or in the car on the way to your audition or session. It can really be done anywhere as long as you don’t mind looking a little bit crazy. If you live in a big city, don’t worry, you’ll be fine, there’s bound to be someone looking crazier.

  Place the tip of your tongue on the gum ridge in back of your bottom teeth. Now open your mouth as wide as you can and stretch the back of your tongue forward out of your mouth. Hold this for 5–10 seconds, and pull the tongue back in. Just like washing your hair earlier: lather, rinse, and repeat . . . minus the lathering and rinsing of course. Picture a lion yawning. The lion’s mouth stretches wide and large to let the tongue out. This is what you should strive for. The bigger the opening, the more tongue can stretch out and get loose. Not only will this stretch out your tongue, but your jaw is getting a workout as well.

  Getting that jaw to open that wide can be a trick. To help, try to imagine a one-pound weight tied to each side of your jaw, gently pulling your jaw open. Run your hands gently down your cheeks, pulling your jaw down to aid in this feeling. Once your jaw is hanging open, picture a little pillow of air in between the joints of your upper and lower jaw. As you open your mouth to stretch your tongue, let the jaw skate gently along the pillow of air, giving you that bit of extra space you need to stretch your tongue a little further.

  Finally, it’s time to warm up your lips. Let your upper and lower lip rest loosely together and blow air through them. The result should be what is called a lip trill, similar to what you would do when you are blowing burbles on a baby’s tummy. Take a deep breath, filling your cavity. When you are at capacity, blow the air out over your lips, letting the trill go as long as you can. Start without sound, just letting your lips flap loosely against each other. Again, if you live in a big city, there’s bound to be odder-looking people.

  Now it’s time to add sound. Breathe in again, letting the air fill up your cavity. As you blow the air out over your flapping lips, place a low pitch tone down in your toes and sound it. Start moving the sound up in pitch and in placement through your body, letting it slide from place to place in your cavity like water. When you reach the top of your head, the pitch should be at the high end of your falsetto range. Breathe. Start coming back down in placement and pitch again until you have reached the low end of your pitch range and the placement is back in your toes. When done properly, this exercise will tickle your nose and cause it to itch. It’s okay, go ahead and scratch it.

  Think of it as riding a rollercoaster of sound. You’ll start at the bottom of the hill (the low point of your pitch and placement) and move up to the top (the high point of your pitch and placement) then back down again. This will quickly warm up your voice and articulators so you’ll be ready to access whatever little sound mouse that may be required of you. Eventually, you want to work up to riding the rollercoaster all the way up and down without breathing in between. This will mean you move a little faster up and down your pitch range, but this will also loosen up your vocal dexterity.

  Notice that all of these warm-up exercises can be done while you are doing other things, while getting ready for your day. I imagine almost everyone showers and travels to somewhere every morning. This short form warm-up has been designed to be incorporated into your daily routine before you have to read copy. It’s a brave new world out there. More and more VO actors have home studios and are not required to travel any further than down their stairs to record their auditions/sessions. If you have that luxury, than may I present to you . . .

  LONG FORM WARM-UP

  (Remember: Respect your individual physical limitations. Don’t hurt yourself!)

  This warm-up involves all of the exercises that were discussed above, plus some other goodies. Find yourself a flat firm surface to lie on, like a floor . . . in fact: lie on the floor. Lying on your back, make sure your toes are pointing toward the ceiling and your palms are down. Close your eyes and try to picture your body melting into the earth. Just lie there and breathe, feeling how the air fills you up. Breathe slowly and deeply, letting every breath work its way a little deeper into you.

  Once you have achieved a steady comfortable breathing pattern, start flexing your feet, one at a time in rhythm with your breath. Bring your toes, one foot at a time, from pointing at the ceiling to pointing at the wall in front of them. As you do this try to imagine that your breath is coming from your toes and filling up your feet. This movement should be fluid and effortless as we are working toward building the next movement from it.

  [image: image]

  Speaking of the next movement: when your toe is pointed at the wall, turn the bottom of your foot toward the inside of the opposite leg. This will cause your knee to turn as well. Slowly, remember this is all happening with your breath, let the bottom of your foot start to travel up the inside of your other leg, bending at the knee. Try not to let your leg come off of the floor—keep it resting. Feel the breath filling your leg as you travel through this pattern. Once the bottom of your foot has traveled to the level of the knee of the other leg, slowly let the foot travel back down to the starting position, pulling your knee and leg back parallel to the other leg. Now, repeat the motion with the other leg. Repeat this several times, letting the breath guide you and open up your lower half.

  [image: image]

  After you have done this motion several times, start raising your knee in an arc when your foot is by your opposite knee. This will result in you having your foot planted flat on the floor with your knee pointing straight up in the air. Stay here for a second, then lower your knee back to the ground and slide your foot back down your opposite leg to the starting position. Do this motion in the other leg and repeat it several times in both legs. Pay special attention to your hip socket and how this motion is opening up your pelvis.

  On the last rep of that action, let both of your knees stay up in the air instead of lowering them to the ground. This will result in both of your knees pointing toward the ceiling and the bottom of your feet on the ground. Because, ladies and gentleman . . . it’s time to rock the pelvic clock. Oh yeah!

  The idea of the pelvic clock was first used by Moshé Feldenkrais in his revolutionary work with the human body. Imagine that your pelvic bone is the face of a clock. Go ahead . . . I’ll wait.

  [image: image]

  Need a little help? Think of the top point of your pelvic bone (closest to your bellybutton) as the twelve. If that’s true than the point furthest to your left is three, the point closest to your thighs is the six and the point furthest to your right is the nine. Once you have that picture firmly in your head, place that clock on an axis through the middle that you can rotate on.

  [image: image]

  Slowly rotate your pelvic bone along that axis toward twelve. This is a slight movement. Try not to arch your back, let your breath guide this motion to happen only in the pelvic area. Now bring the pelvic bone back to neutral. Next, rotate to six and then bring the pelvic bone back to neutral. Fluidly rotate your pelvic clock back and forth between twelve and six. With each movement, let your breath fill up the bowl that you are creating. Try to make this motion as loose and fluid as possible, avoiding any jerks.

  Next, rotate your pelvic clock toward three, letting your gentle breathing guide you. Relax back to neutral and rotate toward nine. Just as you did with twelve and six, rotate on the axis between three and nine, letting the breath fill up the nice big bowl you are making for it. Once you feel comfortable there, it’s time to go around the world! Starting at twelve, slowly rotate around your pelvic clock to three then to six then to nine and back to twelve. As you perform this motion, let the breath fill up your completed pelvic bowl, giving you a strong reservoir to draw from for making sound.

  I bet you know what’s coming next . . . sounding! Originating from that huge bowl of air you have down there, let a shapeless sound come on your breath as you exhale. Feel how it resonates through your body, opening up your torso and slowly oozing out of your mouth cavity. Repeat this sounding several times, rotating between a shapeless “huh” sound and our favorite “muh-muh” sound. With each sounding, let the air gently float the voice up and out of your mouth, opening up your body to that wonderful open cavity status we love so much.

  For the next movement, leave your feet on the floor with your knees pointing toward the ceiling. Keeping your palm on the floor, slowly bring your arm to a ninety-degree angle with your body while keeping it on the floor. Breathe into your arm, letting that breath pull your arm to the angle. As you breathe out, let the arm slowly return to the original position. Switch to the other arm and repeat this motion several times.

  [image: image]

  Time to build on that motion! When your arm comes to the ninety-degree angle, slowly rotate your arm in the socket until the top of your hand is on the floor and your palm is facing the ceiling. Using your breath as a guide, slowly let your arm glide along the floor until it is by your ear, and back down again. Let the other arm have a go and repeat the motion several times in both arms.

  [image: image]

  For the final step of this motion, we are going to focus on opening up the chest. Repeat the last motion, but when your palm is facing the ceiling, bend at the elbow so your arm is making another ninety-degree angle. Now, slowly let your breath lift your arm off the floor and rotate up over your chest, slowly lower it back to the floor, and follow the motion back to the starting position with your palm on the floor. Feel how this movement affects your chest cavity, opening and closing it with the motion of your arm. Let your breath fill your chest and open it up. Once again, let this motion happen on the other side and then repeat several times. Try sounding from your chest with this exercise, moving through a shapeless “huh” to a good-old “muh-muh” and see what that feels like.

  Finally, rotate your arms above your head so that your palms are on the floor next to your ears. Stay in this position for a second or two, feeling the breath move in and out of the empty cavity of your body. If you are physically able to do so, slowly lift yourself into a bridge position, keeping the bottom of your feet and your palms on the floor. Only go as far as you can in the bridge, don’t strain and push yourself too far. All of these exercises are meant to open you up to having sound and breath coming from all parts of your body, not to strain or injure you. At the top of your bridge, hang out for a minute. Let the breath fill your body in this new position and explore new regions of you.
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