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INTRODUCTION


My Journey


This is an age during which we are encouraged to learn more and more about less and less. Consequently, it is de rigueur to compartmentalize all manner of expertise. Regardless of your field of endeavor, after you have studied the “basics,” you are encouraged to pick a “specialty.” While this makes some legitimate sense in fields such as medicine, it has always seemed an artificial approach, particularly when applied to theatre training, and most specifically to voice, speech, and movement. That is because this triumvirate comprises the pillars that support the actor’s craft of storytelling. Take any one of them away and it all comes tumbling down. As one might imagine, the approach described in this book is based on my experience as a student, performer, and teacher.


When I was an undergraduate student earning her BA in theatre, voice training was exclusively the domain of singing lessons. Likewise, the movement curriculum was modeled almost entirely on dance classes. In speech classes, we sedentarily drilled on diction exercises that resulted in the “talking-head syndrome,” which means speaking with no connection from the neck down.


While singing, dancing, and developing flexible articulators for speech are important ingredients to actor training, many individuals find the studies intimidating. Actors can become inhibited as they strive to sing the correct notes, reproduce the exact choreography, or speak in a manner or dialect that is not their own. The concern about being “right” can create disconnection between the actor and his instrument, which prevents the actor from moving and speaking on impulse, one of the hallmarks of an excellent actor. I define “acting on impulse” as mastery of whole-body responsiveness to stimuli moment to moment. In this light, it is easy to understand how compartmentalizing the trainings could fail to support the actor toward the goal of “acting on impulse.”


At this moment, it may be useful to take a brief historical look at voice, speech, and movement training. In the sixties, seventies, and eighties, exciting models for voice training that moved away from traditional singing classes were developed by individuals such as Catherine Fitzmaurice, Roy Hart, Arthur Lessac, and Kristin Linklater. These individuals also recognized the importance of the whole body in the production of sound and each of their systems includes some movement training as well. While Fitzmaurice, Hart, and Linklater concentrated mostly on voice, Lessac developed some innovative approaches to articulation. There can hardly be a student of performance dating from the 1960s to present times that hasn’t been touched directly or indirectly by the processes developed by these individuals. Relative to speech training (articulation), Dudley Knight’s Detail Model provides the tools for describing and producing dialects of English as opposed to learning a “correct” or standardized way to speak English. This is in direct contrast to the teachings of Edith Skinner, who was a diction teacher from the 1940s until her death in 1981. Her book, Speak with Distinction (first published in 1942 and revised several times), is still a presence in some training programs, though it is often taught in a modified version to be more inclusive by embracing the diversity of spoken English.


Before and during the time that Fitzmaurice, Hart, Lessac, and Linklater were developing their experiments with voice, a few unconventional acting systems integrated voice with extreme physicality. The ultradisciplined trainings initiated by Jerzy Grotowski, Vsevolod Meyerhold, Eugenio Barba, and Tadashi Suzuki all developed the use of voice as part of their movement vocabulary. But since philosophically these trainings do not support the American dedication to traditional “naturalism,” they can often be relegated to special-topic classes.


Consequently, many American acting programs now include physical training modalities that are not exclusively embedded in the traditional dance model or in extreme, rarified physicality. Instead, the focus is on “body re-education,” which can include the Alexander Technique, Feldenkrais Method®, Body-Mind Centering™, and Bartenieff Fundamentals. I find these trainings useful because they help the actor identify habituated patterns of physical behavior and, through this awareness, develop functional ease with physical tasks. Additionally, these modalities do not fashion the actors to look as though they are trained in a particular technique or style. They train the actors to look more like themselves, which culturally supports the American ideal of celebrating the individual. In spite of all this innovation, the three pillars are still usually taught by highly skilled specialists during separate class periods, leaving the students to build their own roadmaps toward their acting goals.


After completing my undergraduate studies in acting, I studied speech with Raphael Kelly at the Shakespeare Studio in Manhattan. Mr. Kelly’s approach to speech was based on the writings and teachings of W. A. Aiken, MD, a phonologist from the early 1900s. This information was passed to Mr. Kelly from J. Clifford Turner at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art and Elsie Fogerty at the Central School of Speech and Drama.


From Mr. Kelly I learned a kinesthetic approach to articulation that was steeped in early traditions of speech training. The precise movements of the articulators required a meticulousness that built strength and flexibility into my speech muscles. However “old-fashioned” the system was, what I learned then and what remains with me today is: speech is movement. Modifying the system for today’s actors became the first step toward accomplishing my desire to integrate voice, speech, and movement. Modifying it meant finding a balance between the rigor of the muscular activity of the articulators for speech, the “modern” psychological approach to voice, and embracing cultural diversity and inclusion of the varieties of spoken English.


As my training continued, I felt encouraged but still unsatisfied with the existing integrated models. At that time, most current models concentrated on voice, through which the emotional life of the actor was revealed, but which gave little more than a glancing nod to articulation. Consequently, the emotional life had no shape or clarity; it lacked intention. Likewise, the bodywork attached to voice training seemed very general and was subservient to the voice work. I wanted a process whereby voice, speech, and movement were treated as equals in service to each other.


Relative to teaching voice and speech, I purposely sought positions where I could advocate for and teach them as one component. I was doggedly determined not to be the “voice lady” or the “speech lady,” and I continued to believe that movement was critical. Consequently, I began to experiment with supporting voice and speech training with movement. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. I just knew that the three pillars should be integrated, so I continued to take workshops and experimented with synthesizing the material in the classes I taught. I was shopping for the right fit. In the mid-eighties, I team-taught with a movement coach who was teaching Laban Movement Analysis (LMA), and the connection to my goal was immediate. I found my home base for movement technique. LMA training, along with the incorporation of Bartenieff Fundamentals (BF), promised to provide the necessary functional and expressive physical skills that would clarify the actor’s intent and thus create clarity of meaning.


Over the next eight years, in addition to teaching and training, I also continued to perform on the stage. I acted in a variety of plays that required different styles and was, therefore, fortunate enough to test out the practical applications of my synthesis. I was thrilled to find that my acting work had gained both clarity and emotional depth. As I gravitated more and more toward teaching and coaching, I felt compelled to enter the LMA certificate program. Since completing my certificate to become a Certified Movement Analyst (CMA) in 2000, I have been developing LMA as a support for voice, speech, and movement training for actors. Witnessing my students’ imaginations and clarity of purpose blossom with this integration has been a joy. Likewise, my students have inspired and challenged me to dig deeper and take more risks as an artist and teacher.


By creating a marriage among the trainings for voice production, muscular activity for the articulators, and full-body expressive movement, I am endeavoring to move actor training forward toward a fully integrated approach to voice, speech, and movement. As a teacher and coach, it is my desire to help actors 1) learn what messages they are sending into the world when they move and speak, 2) identify their habitual patterns and how these habits can impinge on new expressive choices, and 3) develop both their functional skills and expressive capabilities in voice, speech, and movement simultaneously. Consequently, the principal purpose of this book is to describe a progression of exercises from beginning to advanced levels that include individual and group work. The exercises develop skills related to breath support, tone, range, articulation, dynamic alignment, balance, flexibility, strength, and stamina. These enhanced skills inspire the actor’s imagination and are applied to building relationships to the physical space and strengthening communication with others through body, voice, and speech.


Rudolf von Laban


Born in Austria, Rudolf von Laban (1879–1958) was a choreographer, teacher, philosopher, and writer. He is still considered the most important movement theorist from the early 1900s to present times. Laban observed how the body moves as its physical condition, environment, culture, communication with other bodies, and the universe at large affect it physically and emotionally. Through these observations, he was able to develop a theoretical framework called Laban Movement Analysis to describe qualitative and quantitative changes in movement. He also devised Labanotation, a system of symbols with which to notate these changes. Through LMA, Laban developed a means whereby expressive movement can be explored by all, not just trained dancers. Laban’s expanded vision for movement training led him to observe and notate how the body moves in the real world, accomplishing real tasks. Devoted to the development of an expressive and efficient instrument for the purpose of accomplishing work and play, Laban observed man in relation to nature, the workplace, religious rituals, and play, ultimately becoming the consummate teacher and mentor to individuals from all walks of life. Among Laban’s famous dance students were Suzanne Perrottet (prior to her work with Laban, she was the star pupil of Emile Jacques-Dalcroze), Mary Wigman, Dussia Bereska, and Kurt Joos. Laban’s teachings were the inspiration for his disciples to open Laban schools in Switzerland, Italy, France, Poland, and England.


Despite the deeply practical nature of LMA, Laban was also linked to the occult, a connection born of his interest in observing the relationship between movement and the rituals of many Eastern and Western religions. In his adolescence, he was introduced to the Sufi Dervish dances and their powerful trance-like states. This awakened in him an unshakeable belief in the magical potential of movement. In his adult life, his relationship with the occult is marked by his association with the Rosicrucians, who practiced a life based on the mystical properties of art and idealism. Additionally, he established a “movement commune” at Ascona, Switzerland (1911– 14), which gave him a place to explore this mystical potential of movement with a group of students while living a free, bucolic life. Laban’s Rosicrucian studies, the experiments that began at Ascona, and his strong mathematical and architectural background were synthesized in his theory of Space Harmony, which was finally published posthumously as The Language of Movement (Choreutics) in 1966.


Sensitizing the body to be receptive to inner and outer forces of energy, which Laban believed could lead to psychic experiences, was prevalent throughout his work. But also present was an effort to balance the practical with the spiritual. Classically educated in math and science, with advanced studies as an artist and architect, Laban’s curiosity was insatiable. These qualities, along with his rich imagination and connection to nature, made him an ideal artistic explorer to open new frontiers in movement theory and application. As Laban formulated his theories, he was deeply influenced by Hermann Obrist, Wassily Kandinsky, and Arnold Schoenburg. He admired Isadora Duncan and Dalcroze for their groundbreaking approaches to movement and used their work as a backdrop to examine his own ideas. Laban was concerned that man’s movement potential was being seriously compromised by industrialism, which was moving man away from the land and into factories. This fueled his all-inclusive approach to movement. Laban believed that movement for all would be man’s salvation from the physically repetitious nature of factory work. This belief began his legacy of choreographing movement choirs with laborers of all types. In the instance of the Craft Guilds of Vienna in 1927, he choreographed 10,000 performers, of whom only 2,700 were dancers. Laban’s fame grew and, during the 1930s, he became the head choreographer at the Berlin State Opera and choreographed for Siegfried Wagner (Richard’s son) at the Bayreuth Festival and for Richard Wagner’s opera Tannhauser.


With the rise of Hitler, Laban was embroiled in distressing times and had to make some difficult professional choices. Impressed with Laban’s charisma and reputation in German dance as the father of German Expressionism, Dr. Josef Goebbels, Minister for Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, asked him to be director of the German Dance Stage; Laban therefore opted to stay in Germany. The regime soon turned on Laban, however, when in 1936 he prepared a movement choir of one thousand participants for the opening of the Olympic games. Dr. Goebbels viewed the dress rehearsal and banned the performance, accusing Laban of celebrating the individual. With increasing pressure on him to toe the party line, Laban finally fled Germany in 1937. Sponsored by Mr. and Mrs. Elmhirst of Dartington Hall, Laban arrived in England, where some of the students and teachers from his school, Essen Laban School, had taken refuge. It was during this time that he began his collaborations with Warren Lamb, resulting in the inclusion of Shape with the original three concepts of LMA: Body, Effort, and Space. Subsequently, during World War II, Laban was hired by the British government to conduct time and motion studies for the purpose of bringing greater productivity to factory output. Always pragmatic, Laban used this opportunity to further expand the applications of LMA.


In fact, there seems to be no end to the practical applications of Laban’s theories. Its plasticity has allowed LMA to survive and grow, accommodating our changing world and many professional needs. While he used dance as a way of exploring and developing his theories, he never intended LMA to be just for dancers. Laban’s ninety-seven published books and articles are impressive in their scope, and they contribute to the breadth of LMA’s applications.


Irmgard Bartenieff applied his theories and concepts to physical and dance therapy, as well as dance ethnology and anthropology. Marion North, who applied LMA to psychology, became a renowned expert on the psychological effects of movement and nonverbal communication. Warren Lamb, Laban’s assistant and collaborator in England, worked in business and industry, conducting Action Profiling for job suitability. Janet Hamburg successfully applied LMA in her coaching of professional and Olympic athletes. Additionally, she developed applications used by occupational and physical therapists to treat individuals with Parkinson’s disease. Of extreme interest is the work of Martha Davis, who was a consultant for the United States government. She used LMA to analyze the movement signatures of notables such as Saddam Hussein to establish evidence of truth and lying. On the lighter side, during my studies at the Laban/Bartenieff Institute of Movement Studies (LIMS), I met a woman working for the Disney Corporation who was attempting to computerize LMA as a means to create more expressive cartoon characters.


I believe that these and many more applications were born out of Laban’s commitment to education. Laban poured his energies into educating everyone who would listen: dancers, actors, occupational and physical therapists, school teachers, psychotherapists, skilled tradesmen, office workers, architects, athletes, and painters. Consequently, the material was interpreted and used by a wide range of individuals and Laban openly encouraged and supported this diversity.


Regardless of his rich legacy of movement theory and application, during his life he struggled to make a living. His efforts were complicated by the fact that he was often afflicted with ill health and bouts of depression. However, because of his pragmatic sense of survival, undying curiosity, and dedication to movement, Laban managed to continue to write, lecture, choreograph, and teach up until his death on July 1, 1958, at age seventy-nine.


Irmgard Bartenieff


Irmgard Bartenieff (1900–81) led a multifaceted career in movement as a dancer, teacher, physical therapist, dance ethnologist, notation expert, and movement therapist. With an insatiable appetite for learning, she was a lifelong student of art, music, and archeology.


In 1925, Bartenieff began her studies with Rudolf Laban. His theories and practices had a profound impact on her life and work. In addition to studying with Laban, she and her husband, Michail Bartenieff, toured Germany with their dance company, Romantisches Tanztheatre Bartenieff, until 1932. Both her studies and the tours were interrupted by the rise of Nazi Germany. Subsequently, she emigrated to the United States and brought Laban’s teachings with her. In the U.S., she taught dance and began to explore the healing potential in movement. Inspired by the work she had done her last year in Germany (helping dancers with breathing issues and tension), Bartenieff began her formal studies to become a physical therapist, and graduated from New York University in 1943. Subsequently, she became an expert in polio rehabilitation and was the chief physical therapist for Polio Services at Willard Park Hospital in New York until 1953. During this time she began to develop the body re-education system now known as Bartenieff Fundamentals, which integrates LMA, kinesiology, and motor development.


In 1950, she visited Laban in England and, thereafter for three consecutive summers, she studied with Warren Lamb (Laban’s assistant and collaborator), then briefly again with Laban before he died. The three of them together focused on Effort, and this study became a primary influence on her continued work in physical therapy, dance therapy, and movement research. With her interest in dance training reignited, she offered classes using LMA at the Turtle Bay Music School in New York and continued to develop what would become Bartenieff Fundamentals by working with injured and overworked professional dancers. From 1954–57, she worked as a physical therapist at Blythedale Children’s Hospital.


Bartenieff’s interest in the relationship between movement and psychology led to a ten-year position (1957–67) as a dance therapist and research assistant at the Day Hospital, a psychiatric hospital connected with the Albert Einstein College of Medicine. During 1964–66, her inquisitiveness about the ethnology of movement resulted in a collaboration with Albert Lomax (renowned folklorist and musicologist) on the Choreometrics Project, which studied dance and work movement around the world.


In 1978, Bartenieff founded the Laban/Bartenieff Institute of Movement Studies in New York City, where she continued to teach until her death in 1981. Her signature work, Body Movement: Coping with the Environment, was published the year before she died.


How to Use This Book


“My motto was always to keep swinging. Whether I was in a slump or feeling badly or having trouble off the field, the only thing to do was keep swinging.”


—Hank Aaron (Baseball Hall of Fame)


This is a book that you read and do. The exercises and explorations progress from beginner through to advanced. At each level, the practices focus on both individual and partner work. The intermediate and advanced explorations include group work as well.


To avoid confusion, please take note that many of the italicized, capitalized, or bolded words are translations from the German words originally used by Laban to describe movement. They may also represent “newer” vocabulary that has been added by the Laban community for the purpose of expanding and clarifying the language of movement. In some instances, the LMA language describes what the body is actually doing, such as widening or narrowing. Other words describe a concept or theory, such as Effort and Shape. You will also see specific words such as “space” written in several ways. For instance, written as “space,” the word refers to our generic understanding of the word. Capitalized (Space) refers to one of the Effort Factors and bolded (Space) refers to the concepts and theories of Space Harmony. Additionally, some of the speech terms describing consonants in chapter 9 are also italicized for ease of presentation; these italicizations do not indicate a relationship to the language of movement.


You do not need to read the entire book from beginning to end before starting your journey. It would be beneficial, however, to approach the book sequentially, one chapter at a time. This is to ensure that you will have the physical and vocal experience from the previous chapters to fuel your understanding of the new material, both intellectually and physically. The lessons in this book take time and dedicated practice to absorb. If you follow the guidelines for practice, then the benefits to your functional skills and expressive availability will be assured.


You also do not have to do the whole book to gain benefit. If you are a beginner and want just the basics, Level One will provide them and you can stop there. The basics will enable you to improve your functional skill level, which in turn will reveal your expressiveness with more ease. If you are advanced in the area of voice and speech and have an embarrassment of riches relative to breath, tone, range, and articulation exercises, then incorporate your own amalgam of exercises with the suggested movement explorations. This book is not meant to prescribe but rather to inspire readers to use what they know in a new way and, hopefully, to learn something perhaps unexpected in the process. It is important to note that there is nothing magical about the exercises that I have devised. They are simply the results of my teaching and coaching experiences. In that spirit, they are suggestions. Additionally, many of the explorations include partnering with another individual or a group of participants. I recommend that you take the time to establish boundaries and consent in regard to proximity and touch before undertaking those explorations. It is my hope that you will play with my suggestions and also devise exercises and explorations of your own.


At the start of each chapter, I have referenced a time frame for understanding and embodying the contents of the chapter. The time frames apply only if your practice is consistent. However, the time frames can only be approximations, as each reader will come with his or her unique background and strengths relative to previous training and experience. Additionally, like Hank Aaron, each reader will have a highly individualized relationship to the concept of practice. In this age of immediate gratification that virtually eliminates the need for “process” on the part of the consumer, I felt it would be beneficial to offer practical and feasible frameworks to ensure that the expectations of the reader and the results of the practice bear a relationship to each other. Each time frame includes a warm-up and review of previous lessons. You can draw on the previous exercises and explorations to warm up for the next adventure. A good warm-up prepares the body, voice, mind, and spirit for the task that is about to be undertaken. As you progress through the book, you will attain an embarrassment of riches relative to warm-up material.


To aid you in accessing this “embarrassment of riches,” there are two appendices:


• Appendix A is a list of videos: Cellular Breathing, described in chapter 1, and the Bartenieff Fundamentals described in chapter 2. The link is: www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLBGuc_RJwQz9YBjwzzbQUIRhpodqwa1JL. This link gives you access to all the videos in the order that they are described in the book. I suggest that you save this link in your devices for easy access.


• Appendix B is a list of the Muscular Activities for the Articulators (MAA) transcribed into the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA).


Throughout this book the following prompts are applied to explorations of individual mouth-shapes, muscular activity exercises for the articulators, and text.


• Mime-Through : A silent exploration of mouth-shapes for specific phonemes.


• Breathe-Through : Also called “sighing out.” The faint, whispery sounds are the first stirrings of resonance.


• Intone : Term used to describe sustained speech, similar to chanting. It builds balanced center pitch resonance as well as a healthy resonant range of pitches for speech.


Have at it! Enjoy the process and the results will follow.


Laban Basics


Laban Movement Analysis (LMA) is a theoretical framework for observing movement. Major Themes: Mobility/Stability, Function/Expression, Exertion/Recuperation, Inner/Outer


•Mobility/Stability can be described as the “wings and roots” of movement. The body is always engaged along the continuum between stability and mobility during both movement and stillness.


•Function/Expression together create meaning in movement. Due to their symbiotic relationship, the functional aspects of movement have expressive consequences, and expressive movements have functional consequences.


•Exertion/Recuperation describes the natural ebb and flow between work and relaxation, which allow the body to become restored. They also refer to the body’s natural inclination to seek relief from one quality or type of movement by engaging in its opposite.


• Inner/Outer governs the motivational aspects of movement. Inner impulses can manifest in an outer form. Conversely, stimuli from the outside will affect one’s inner experience.


Major Concepts: Body, Effort, Shape, Space, Relationship (BESS-R)


Body represents the physical instrument and provides the mechanics for voice, speech, and movement.


Effort describes the manifestation of moment-to-moment impulses that relate to feelings or emotions. Effort reveals one’s dynamic attitude toward investing in the Effort Factors called Time, Weight, Space, and Flow. Each Effort Factor contains two effort elements and each is revealed along a continuum.


Effort Factors:


Time: effort elements = quick ↔ sustained


Weight: effort elements = strong ↔ light


Space: effort elements = direct ↔ indirect


Flow: effort elements = bound ↔ free


Shape reveals and describes emotional investment. The changing shape of the body may be in relationship to the self or to the environment.




	Still Shape Forms are the most basic forms the body can make and include Pin, Ball, Wall, and Screw.


	Modes of Shape Change reveal how one feels about the changing shape of one’s body. The Modes are designated as Shape Flow, Arc-like Directional, Spoke-like Directional, and Carving.



	Shape Flow begins with the breath and is the underlying support for all movement.


	Arc-like and Spoke-like Directional Movement are goal oriented. They form a bridge between oneself and the environment.


	Carving describes cooperation, adaptability, and molding, for the purpose of accommodating the environs.









Space describes where the body moves in relation to the environment.




	Kinesphere is the distance around the body that the limbs can reach without taking a step.


	Pathways of the Kinesphere are called Central, Peripheral, and Transverse (CPT). They reveal one’s personal kinesphere.



	Central Pathway shows the distance between center and edge of your personal kinesphere.


	
Peripheral Pathway shows the circumference (outer edge) of your kinesphere.


	Transverse Pathway reveals the volume of space within the kinesphere by winding between the center and the outer edge.









• Spatial Pulls act on the body to propel it on a trajectory in space.


• Spatial Intention clarifies the goal of the movement and, therefore, the intention of the body in relation to space.


Space Harmony is a theory that describes the relationships produced by the body as it responds to the spatial pulls inherent in nature. Each point in space has a corresponding affinity to Body, Effort, and Shape. As you connect the points through movement, you create a dynamic relationship among the components, much like striking a chord on the piano.


• A Laban Scale is a specific movement sequence that reflects the most efficient and expressive pathway between each point of a platonic solid. The platonic solids that Laban considered are the cube, the octahedron, the icosahedron, and the dodecahedron. Laban’s Scales are a means whereby the mover “connects the dots” in space, which in turn allows the mover to capitalize on the possibility of harmonizing internally and externally with the universe.


Relationship is the interplay among Body, Effort, Shape, and Space.
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Illustration 2
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Illustrations 3 and 4
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Illustrations 5 and 6
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Illustrations 7, 8, 9, and 10
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Illustrations 11, 12, and 13
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Illustrations 14, 15, 16, and 17
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Level One


“Simple movements require little bodily effort and allow great mental control. Large, complicated movements require great physical effort and allow little mental activity.”


–Rudolf Laban









CHAPTER ONE


Breath: Inspiration for Creative Activity


Time Frame: Four one-hour sessions


Your journey toward the integration of voice, speech, and movement begins with the breath. The quality of your connection to the breath affects the quality of all that you do and say. Breath connection is the awareness of and the allowance for interplay between the body and the impulse to breathe for both functional and expressive purposes. Breath connection is the underlying current of support without which the creative use of voice, speech, and movement would not be possible.


Sound begins when the pressure of the outgoing breath induces oscillation of the vocal folds, which causes the air to vibrate as it passes through the folds. The vibrations of the outgoing breath then strike the hard surfaces of the mouth and throat (pharyngeal cavity), creating resonance. The resonance vibrates the air outside the body, thus spreading the sound into the environs. Words are formed when the articulators shape the resonance as it passes through the throat and mouth. Likewise, the breath initiates movement of the body, which “speaks” through the articulations of the limbs and trunk. To some degree, this process is purely functional, meaning that the mechanics of breathing, speaking, and moving must reflect a harmonious relationship among the muscles responsible for the task. You will not realize your creative potential unless your functional skills can support your expressive impulses. However, the reverse is also true. As you explore the expressive powers of sound and movement, you will also be improving your functionality. To maximize your potential, function and expression must be attended to consciously before they can be restored to their rightful place in your unconscious.


Perhaps it is helpful to think of movement, voice, and speech as siblings who were separated in early childhood and whose mother is breath. Movement is the oldest, with voice close on its heels. The youngest is speech, which developed through the evolution and refinement of the larynx and articulators. This evolutionary process resulted in the most flexible mechanism for making sound among all of Earth’s creatures. Of the siblings, it is the middle child, voice, that remains the most mysterious because it is the least concrete. For that reason, let’s take a look at the properties that give voice its mystique.


The sound of your voice radiates beyond your body’s corporeal boundaries. You cannot propel your body, without serious consequences, through walls, off rooftops, or instantaneously up six flights of stairs. But the voice can and does make such leaps. It continues its flight into space, where the corporeal body cannot go. The voice can shrink to travel through the narrowest of passages or expand to fill an amphitheatre of two thousand seats. Once set free from the body, voice is unhindered by joints, bones, ligaments, and muscles and, therefore, has a potential for flexibility that the body can never achieve. While producing sound is as much a muscular action as reaching for a fork, vocal resonance extends beyond the muscular initiation using the oral (mouth) and architectural space (room, theatre, out-of-doors) as sounding boards. The resulting vibrations produce waves of sound that radiate into the environment much like the disturbance that results by throwing a stone into still water or the trace lines of a Fourth of July sparkler waving in the night. And it all begins with the breath and the impulse to breathe.


Along with digestion, the breath is the deepest exchange between our inner and outer environment, and vice versa. And, like digestion, it is not an option. The functional reality is that we must breathe and eat to survive. However, there is also an expressive reality that is encapsulated in the relationship between inspiration and breath. To be inspired is to breathe; to breathe is to be inspired. The breath connection is what keeps us present in the “now,” connected in an authentic way to our self and those around us. This connection is essential if the functional and expressive skills of the actor are to be fully developed.


In order to understand how breath connection affects the relationships among movement, voice, and speech, it is necessary to understand a bit of anatomy, beginning with the bony structure. The bones are the least flexible substance in the body and, consequently, they give support and form to our structure, as well as protection for the organs. The bones are connected together by fibers called ligaments. Muscles move the bones and, in order to do so, they must be attached to the bone in some manner. Tendons fulfill the job of attaching muscles to the bone. Begin to familiarize yourself with the bones and major muscles illustrated in the Anatomy Illustrations. However, these illustrations are only a starting point for familiarizing yourself with the body parts mentioned. I recommend doing further research on the internet.


The chief muscle responsible for breathing is the diaphragm, and of secondary importance are the internal and external intercostal muscles that live between the ribs. The abdominal muscles and the intercostals principally control the release of air from the lungs. The abdominal muscles are composed of the rectus abdominis, internal and external obliques, and the transverse abdominis.


The appropriate use of the muscles for efficient breathing is a functional consideration. However, there is an interdependency between function and expression. When you are working on improving your functional skills for speaking, singing, or moving, you are also enhancing your expressive potential and vice versa. Breath initiations that support expressive activities, as well as those for purely functional purposes, are born out of impulses. It is important to note that one of the hallmarks of an excellent actor is the ability to act on impulse. Acting on impulse is the instantaneous whole-body response to a need. In life, we constantly have impulses. Some impulses we recognize and act upon and some we don’t. We have an itch; we scratch. We feel hungry; we eat. We see an item at the register; suddenly we buy it. Retailers make considerable money on impulse purchases. However, many of our impulses are thwarted or action is delayed because we don’t recognize the impulse or, if recognized, we interrupt the impulse with “thinking.” Thank goodness! We can’t just go around willy-nilly indulging every impulse or we may punch out the next person who crosses us. That said, the skill of acting requires less censorship than real life and, therefore, acting on impulse is desired. To accomplish acting on impulse, the actor needs to quiet the critical-thinking portions of the brain and “just do it.” Of course, this is a bit of an exaggeration because the actor must ultimately act within the logic of the character and the given circumstances, and not cause anyone real harm. Acting is, after all, pretend and not real life. On the other hand, whether on stage or in real life, fulfilling the impulse to breathe for the functional purpose of staying alive does not require careful consideration. To breathe or not to breathe; that is not the question. On a practical level, we keep breathing for the obvious reason that we’d rather not die. Even if we hold our breath until we pass out, barring any extenuating circumstances, the body overrides our will and starts us up again. Breathing is organic and spontaneous. We do it without thinking. In order to unite the functional and the expressive impulses of breath together, we will first explore a series of exercises that promote harmony among the muscles responsible for breathing. Functional awareness and activities that emphasize efficiency will help you develop more expressivity.


Through the exercises, you will explore how you may thwart your impulses during expressive activities due to heretofore unnoticed, inefficient functional habits. Dysfunctional habits are body-level inefficiencies whose inceptions can be traced to physical and/or psychological issues. These inefficiencies may cause you not to recognize your impulses or, if recognized, to distrust them. Therefore, to develop recognition and trust of your impulses, you will begin with the breath. You will bring the activity called breathing into your consciousness, examine your personal relationship to the breath, identify habits that may be inefficient, practice new possibilities, and (ultimately) return the process of breathing to its home in the unconscious. This is a big journey and the goal is to recognize, trust, and act on your impulses without judgment. Identifying and fulfilling the impulse to breathe will ultimately support you both functionally and expressively.


The impulse to breathe initiates a contraction of the external intercostal muscles, thus causing the rib cage to widen and lift as the diaphragm contracts downward toward the abdominal cavity. The diaphragm’s fervent wish is to return to its resting position as soon as possible. Consequently, the abdominal muscles pull in toward the spine, causing viscera of the abdomen to press up on the diaphragm, which puts pressure on the lungs. Secondarily, as the internal intercostals contract, they pull the rib cage in adding to the pressure on the lungs. These activities cause an exhalation. When there is an impulse to make sound or movement, the abdominal muscles and the intercostals work together to help the diaphragm resist returning to its resting position too quickly, thus allowing for a sustained release of breath. It is on this sustained release that we can phonate and/or produce a phrase of movement. Of course, you can also inhale and exhale purely from a conscious control of the muscles. But, if the breath is to serve an expressive purpose, it is crucial that how and when you use the breath is a response to the impulse to express oneself moment to moment through movement and sound. The quality of the breath connection is governed by the functional efficiency of the muscles involved as they respond to the impulse to express oneself.


As you work through the following exercises, pause and use the Anatomy Illustrations section to locate the bony landmarks and muscles as they are mentioned. For some readers, it may be important to understand the anatomy as the exercises are explored; others may prefer to work with images. Keep in mind that imagery based in some “body reality” is often the most potent. While it is not necessary to know the anatomy to get some benefit from the exercises, I do encourage you to “get the lay of your land” by consulting the Anatomy Illustrations.


Breathing through the Still Shape Forms (Appendix A: Video 1)


The basic concepts of Laban Movement Analysis (LMA) are Body, Effort, Shape, and Space (BESS). Your journey toward the integration of voice, speech, and movement will begin with Shape.


Shape is the link between Body and Space, because it reflects and projects our inner conditions to the outside world. Shape is expressed most simply through the Still Shape Forms, the most basic forms that the body can make in stillness. Therefore, it is fitting that our breath, sound, and movement explorations should begin here. During the following exercises, you will not only explore the effect of the Still Shape Forms on your breath, body, and voice; you will also explore how the body moves toward and away from these Forms. For our purposes, we will explore four Still Shape Forms: Wall, Ball, Pin, and Screw.


Still Shape Forms


[image: image]


• Lie on your back in a Wall Shape and feel the bony landmarks in contact with the floor. (In this instance the bony landmarks are heels, sacrum, shoulder blades, and occiput.)


• As you breathe, notice that the inner architecture of your trunk changes shape with the breath.


• Observe that the body subtly shrinks toward and grows away from center (navel) with each breath.


The subtle movement of the breath and body growing and shrinking from center out toward your limbs and from your limbs toward your center is your Shape Flow. Shape Flow is the term that refers to the flexible underlying support for breath, sound, and movement. The action of the breath drawing the limbs toward your navel (shrinking) and moving them out again (growing) is called Cellular Breathing, a term coined by Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen and described in Linda Hartley’s book Wisdom of the Body Moving: An Introduction to Body-Mind Centering.


• Imagine you are a single cell floating on the water. Feel the inner pulse (Shape Flow of the breath) shrink and grow your cellular self toward and away from the nucleus.


• Encourage more gross body movement by slowly breathing in as fully as you can without creating tension. Allow the subtle feeling of growing to radiate through your limbs, producing a Wall Shape.


• On the exhalation, allow the feeling of shrinking to produce a Ball Shape.


• Reverse the process. Grow toward a Wall Shape on the exhalation and shrink toward a Ball Shape on the inhalation.


The Shape Flow of your breath is now supporting you as you move core→distal and distal→core. However, if this feels awkward or unsupported, it is best to imagine you are inhaling and exhaling toward these Shapes rather than pushing the breath or the body to achieve a perfect Wall or Ball Shape. The important thing is to notice how the breath initiates change within the torso and how this change can radiate into the limbs. With practice, the breath will begin to radiate out farther and farther and the gross Ball and Wall Shapes will appear.


• Begin with Cellular Breathing and let your body evolve with the breath toward Pin and Screw Shapes.


• Move through all four Shapes: Pin, Ball, Wall, and Screw. The order is not important. Let the Shape change on impulse and be aware of how the body is linking one Shape to the next. Do you have a preference for one Shape Form over another?


• Recuperate by lying in a Wall Shape. Observe your breath interacting with your body. How is it different from when you began? How about the rest of your body? Does it still feel engaged? Are you aware of your Shape Flow and the gentle internal inclination toward Cellular Breathing?


• Repeat all the exercises.


As you repeat the exercises the second time, experiment with the concept: The breath shapes the body, and the body shapes the breath. Do not be strict with yourself about having to achieve concise Pin, Ball, Wall, and Screw Shapes. These designations simply represent four of the basic Still Shape Forms of life, but there are many adjustments and combinations possible on these themes. Be playful. If the breath impulse is strong enough, the body will begin to roll over and even move toward standing. With the picture of your skeletal frame in mind, imagine how the relationships among the bones are in constant flux as you move. For now, it is important not to move longer than a single breath can support; therefore, the duration of each movement will vary according to your breath support. At first, you may find you barely have the support for a fully extended Wall or condensed Ball Shape, much less to roll over or come to a standing position. Keep playing and you will eventually find the breath propelling you toward standing.


From Shape to Sound


Through a careful layering of breathing exercises you will, by the end of this chapter, be sounding through the Still Shape Forms. In order to understand how sound is produced, it is important to have a picture of how the interior of the head and throat contribute to resonance. To orient yourself, refer to the head, neck, and articulators in the Anatomy Illustrations.


The air passes from the lungs into the trachea and through the vocal folds that are housed in the thyroid cartilage, also known as the Adam’s apple. The breath pressure (also called subglottal pressure) that results from controlling the airflow from the abdominals causes the vocal folds to come together. Pitch is the result of breath pressure. A lot of breath pressure results in higher pitches and less breath pressure in lower pitches. As the air begins its passage through the vocal folds, the folds vibrate (oscillate), causing the airflow to vibrate. This vibration of air strikes the pharyngeal cavity (oral passage), producing resonance as the breath stream leaves the mouth. Articulation occurs when we shape the articulators on the breath stream. Remember, all this is set into motion by the impulse to communicate. The quality of the communication is governed by the efficient use of the muscles that control the breath and the articulators. There are several things that may block an efficient response to stimuli. Such blocks include a lack of functional capability, psychological stressors, or a combination of both. The following exercises are a means toward gaining more functional capabilities while learning to help the body manage any stress that may interfere with responding on impulse.


• Lie on your stomach and rest your head on your arms comfortably. From this posture, feel the bony landmarks (pubis, iliac crest, sternum) in contact with the floor. Can you feel the gentle to-and-fro of your Shape Flow moving in and out from your core?


• Pant like a puppy and feel the movement of the muscles of the abdomen in relation to the floor. It is not your actual diaphragm you feel against the floor, but rather the muscles of the abdomen that help control the diaphragm.


• As you pant, what is the relationship of your back to the ceiling? How do the right and left sides of your torso relate to the walls in the room?


Notice that the entire trunk of the body is engaged with each inhalation and exhalation of breath. We breathe all the way around, not just from back to front. We also breathe up/down and side/side as well. Awareness of how the breath shapes the body is the starting place to understand the internal three-dimensionality of our body and its relationship to movement. The process of breathing is an excellent teacher and guide to our three-dimensional selves.


In the following exercises, you are asked to “suspend” the breath before exhaling. The word “hold” is not used because it can imply aggressive muscular action involved in the activity. Suspending the breath is about waiting for the impulse to exhale. The same can be true for the inhalation. A moment of suspension takes place just before the body recognizes the impulse to breathe in again. This can and should happen imperceptibly but, at first, you may have to be conscious of pausing and listening internally before initiating the inhalation or exhalation. To that end, I will ask you to suspend the breath for ten counts after the inhalation. Of course, counting to ten is artificial, even antithetical to impulsive breathing. However, suspending the breath on a count of ten is included in these exercises as a way to illustrate what it feels like to keep air in the body and not “spill it” all at once.


Some readers may feel the suspension as normal, and others may find it quite uncomfortable. Your reaction to the suspension is dependent upon your personal breathing habits and is worth taking note of for future reference. Regardless of which reader you are, it is important to eventually find the balance between how much breath is suspended in the body and at what rate it must be released as you phonate to meet the demands of the text. And, most of all, it is important to become acquainted with the impulses to breathe for expressive purposes. Once you have sensed the appropriate amount of breath pressure necessary for the given task, any conscious suspension of the breath before a phonation should be eliminated. From then on, the breath is governed solely by the impulse. The following exercises ask you to drop your jaw from the temporomandibular joint. How you open the mouth is very important. Follow these steps to achieve the mouth posture that represents a free and open throat.


• Drop your jaw from the temporomandibular joint. Feel it swing down and slightly back.


• Let your tongue tip rest behind your lower front teeth.


•Feel the soft palate rise slightly as if about to yawn.


Lie on your stomach and support your head on your arms.


• On impulse, breathe in just enough to smell a flower.


• Suspend the breath for ten counts.


• Relax the muscles of the abdomen as you drop your jaw, thus releasing the breath through a free and open throat.


•Repeat the sequence five times.


• On impulse, breathe in just enough to smell a flower.


• Suspend the breath for ten counts.


• Exhale for ten counts on an “FFFF.” It is not necessary to use all the breath by the tenth count.


• Release the remainder of the air on a sigh through a free and open throat by relaxing the muscles of the abdomen.


• Repeat ten times.


During the next set of exercises, you will hum. Picture the hum as a train traveling through the inner architecture of your body on an imaginary railroad track of resonance. Perhaps you can even feel the resonance radiating beyond your body into the floor, the walls, the ceiling. Up/down, side/side, and back/forward, the resonance travels into space. The vibrations are actually moving the air and igniting the space three-dimensionally.


• On impulse, breathe in.


• Suspend the breath for ten counts.


• Hum for ten counts.


• Relax the muscles of the abdomen on the tenth count with a free and open throat.


• Repeat ten times on a different pitch each time.


• Recuperate by noting how your face and chest feel after humming.


The final set of exercises asks you to make open-mouth sounds which are called unstructured sounds. Unstructured sounds are primal vocal sounds that reflect our emotional conditions rather than explicit sense and are produced with the articulators mostly in neutral. The intention of an unstructured sound is usually “to get something off one’s chest.” It is not just sounding for sounding’s sake.


• Return to Cellular Breathing.


• Move through the Still Shape Forms and add unstructured sound.


• Recuperate by coming to rest on your back in active stillness.


• Compare how your body and breath feel now as opposed to the beginning of the chapter.


Over the next few days, make several passes at the exercises in this chapter. This is not for the purpose of “getting them right” but to achieve a feeling of ease and physical understanding. The first several times through will be full of stops and starts and referencing the Anatomy Illustrations. But after several passes, you will begin to find a flow and your body and voice will respond to the work organically. Do the exercises, have an experience, and try not to get caught up with “Is this right?” It is in the doing that this question will be answered before it is even asked.
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