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This book is dedicated 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 and my personal training to enhance their lives and virtual communication skills.

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

What people are saying about the book and Elaine Clark’s teaching method:

“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.”

Jeffrey Saad, Host of Cooking Channel’s United Tastes of America

“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, Emmy Award– and Annie Award–nominated voice actor and Porky Pig in Cartoon Network’s The Looney Tunes Show

“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

“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
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INTRODUCTION

Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines voice-overs as:

 

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

The way I define voice-over is: the art of bringing life to written words.

There are various and specific objectives in voice-overs:

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

 

WHERE ARE PROFESSIONAL VOICE-OVERS USED?

Radio, TV, and Web commercials; Infomercials; Promos for TV shows, entertainment, and sporting events; Trailers for upcoming movies; Documentaries; Corporate narration for websites, e-learning, software, products, kiosks, and presentations; Film and games: Looping background voices, ADR (Automated Dialogue Replacement) matching on-screen lip flap with new dialogue, and Walla, creating a wall of sound in large crowd scenes; Cartoons; Voice Mail systems; and audio guides for museums, tourist sites, and visitor centers.

HOW BUSINESSES USE VOICE-OVERS

Phone sales and support, presentations, conference calls, tutorials, websites, e-learning modules, talking products, and events.

A speaker ’s primary issue when reading aloud is that it usually sounds like it’s being read. Sentences start strong and taper off at the end. They lose volume and energy with every word. Commas, periods, and other forms of punctuation are either heard by the listener or disregarded by the reader. The message doesn’t sound believable, real, and spontaneous. It sounds like individual words rather than complete thoughts.

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. It teaches the power of suggestion, rather than demand; the empowerment of letting the listener think the message you just delivered was his or her own idea, not yours; and the creative use of emotions to make the listener feel a certain way and want to take action.

Speaking is more than a mouth and tongue movement. 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 we call a body 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.

As you learn the numerous techniques provided in this book, cut yourself some slack. Some days you will be amazing. Other days, the gears will move slowly. Analyze your understanding of each concept using this simple yet complex system of understanding ourselves:

THE FOUR LEVELS OF LEARNING

1.    Unconsciously Incompetent — You’re a bad communicator and don’t know it.

2.    Consciously Incompetent — You know you’re a poor communicator and don’t know how to fix it.

3.    Consciously Competent — If you think about it, you can deliver the message, but it sounds a little pushed.

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

 

This book is dense with information. It is not meant to be read in one sitting. Each chapter contains a full lesson that takes time to absorb. Write in it. Read it through several times. Practice aloud. 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!


 

I.  BUILDING A FOUNDATION


Chapter 1

Getting Started

Thomas Edison is credited with saying, “Genius is one 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 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 my voice-over career in the Stone Age year of 1980, 90 percent of the work went to men and 10 percent went to women. Over the next thirty-plus years, the division of labor has become a bit more balanced as women claim 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 the norm. 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.

Also, as the world becomes more globally connected, accents and regionalisms are accepted by the general public and desired by many who hire talent. Actors who were told they would never book work because of their foreign accent are in demand for jobs targeted to a broader global market.

Bottom line is that when it comes to a choice between a believable delivery and a vocal quality, good acting always wins out.

BEGINNING YOUR CAREER

The once perceived closed field of voice-overs has broken wide open with the prolific use of free, inexpensive, easy-to-use audio recording software and inexpensive microphones. Pay-to-play websites like Voices.com and Voice123.com make it accessible to just about anyone who wants to hang up a voice-over shingle. Landing a talent agent for more lucrative jobs takes a bit more effort. Acquiring additional representation in numerous cities all across the country and world is yet an additional goal for many people pursuing this business. Audition scripts are emailed; the voice actor records it at home and either emails, posts, or uploads the mp3. Actors, especially when they are first signed with a talent agent, often have the option to go into the agent’s office to audition. This allows face time to get to know the agent and the benefit of another person’s direction and feedback.

While once a very social business, voice acting has become a home-based business with a lot of solitude. Some actors work at home and never venture into a professional recording studio. Numerous others don’t have agency representation or go into their offices. 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 occurs, 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.

The truth is no one needs another voice actor. There are plenty in the business. But, like a good restaurant, if the offerings are tasty, clients will be there to sample the goods. You just need to make sure your talents are ready to compete when you enter the market. Get good, solid training. Take time to learn the craft. There is no way anyone can learn all there is to know about voice acting in one short class. It takes time to learn the nuances and expectations of each style of work. When you’re ready, put together a demo that plays to your strong suits. Each talent agent in each city has slightly different expectations for demos. Ask them first what style they prefer. If not represented, go to the talent agency’s website or to Voicebank.net and listen to the numerous demos that are posted. Odds improve for casting recognition on pay-to-play sites like Voice123 when individual audio clips are uploaded and named in a manner that appeals to global talent searches. Instead of listing the job title or name of the client, list the style of delivery: warm, quirky, intelligent, etc.

UNION VS. NON-UNION

There are two performing arts unions that represent voice talent: Screen Actors Guild and American Federation of Talent and Radio Actors. Prior to the digital age, the difference between the two unions was simple. SAG represented actors on film; AFTRA represented actors on tape. Now that everything is digital, the definition is less clear. Radio commercials, industrial narrations, TV shows, newscasts, and local TV commercials are typically under the AFTRA umbrella. National TV commercials and film are in SAG’s domain. Video games and web ads are just two areas where the two unions have cross over jurisdiction.

The two unions are also different in the joining process. AFTRA has an open-door policy; anyone can join if willing to pay the onetime initiation fee and bi-yearly dues. SAG requires that the actor be hired by a union producer first before consideration. This requires additional Taft-Hartley paperwork on the producer’s part to prove that no union actor possessed the skills, look, or sound needed for the job and fill out a special request. When the request is granted and the actor is hired for the first union job, that actor can benefit from residuals (additional income for usage as stipulated by the union) without having to pay the initiation fee. Another term used to describe the first hired actor for a union job is a “Must Pay.” A thirty-day grace period to work union or non-union jobs is granted the actor. 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. There is a lot of non-union work out there. The advantage is a simplified payroll and invoicing system. The disadvantage is lack of governance to insure payment within two weeks, predetermined minimal fee structure, and residuals. All work is a 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 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 is an option the actor does not want to pursue, he or she may submit a request to become a dues-paying non-member. This is a serious decision that means the actor will be blackballed and not allowed to vote or attend union meetings. Becoming financial 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.

ACTING & IMPROV CLASSES

Most everyone who enters this business gets into it because someone tells him or her they have a beautiful, interesting, deep, resonant, funny, cute, sexy, or amazing voice. Then, the voice actor quickly learns that this business if more than just talking. It’s about bringing life to the written word. That means we have to trust our instincts and act truthfully. Rather than reading word-word-word, we have to convey thoughts and feelings. As a trained stage actor, I struggled with my entry into voice acting. I know I could do a good job in a week or two once I absorbed the information and the character formed and came to life within me. Quickly, I learned that process takes too long. Immediacy is what’s needed. Being willing to take a chance and change it on a dime is essential. Improvisation is the closest thing to voice acting. It teaches trust, spontaneity, and a willingness to take chances.

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 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 having FUN, you’ll be able to tap into deeper emotions, gain confidence in yourself, develop a stable of characters, and keep growing as a performer. Musicians practice their instruments every day. Singers sing. Runners run. Actors should act. 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

Several things are needed to keep your skills moving forward: 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 buttocks 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 our 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

I asked several audio engineers what actors should expect when they set up their home recording studios. The answer was unanimous: More and more expensive boxes showing up on your doorstep. Most people start out slowly and inexpensively. Then, as their ability as an actor and audio engineer increases, they develop microphone, preamp, and room isolation envy.

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 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, personal or company ftp sites, third-party large file delivery sites, email, etc.

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 depend 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 ten megabytes. Most likely, they will bounce. Or, say you don’t know how to deliver sound files. There are many options out there. Just type “upload large files” into your browser, and numerous free and pay options will be listed. If you want to upload many files quickly and easily onto an ftp site, type in “drag and drop file upload.” Select the best option that suits your computer and usability.

STUDIO NEEDS AND 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 to 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 audacity.sourceforge.net or use another free, easy-to-use recording software program that may be preinstalled on your computer. Make sure you have the ability to deliver files in .wav, .aiff, and .mp3. Additional downloads may be necessary to convert and export mp3 files. The Audacity site provides a link to the Lame mp3 encoder. In the Help section of the site are a user manual, a tutorial, and tips to educate you on the recording process.

[image: image]

Next, you’ll need a microphone. USB microphones are not the best quality but are much better than the microphone in your computer. Here is a list of several condenser mics under $150: Blue Microphones Yeti (better than the Snowflake and Snowball); Audio-Technica AT2020; Samson G-Track, C01U, and C03U; MXL 990; and AKG Perception 120. Some of these mics come with a desktop base, others require an additional purchase of a microphone stand.

To minimize some of the room tone 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 to put your mic inside. 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 hand held devices like iPhone and iPad offer light, portable, and cheap options for recording and editing your voice. The iAudition app is less than $5. Twisted Wave is around $80 and offers more functionality. The AT2020 and Blue Yeti microphones work well with these audio programs.

Option 3: Moderate Price

Microphones from $200–$500 include the Harlan Hogan Signature Series Voice Over Microphone, Rode NT1-A, SE Electronics USB2200a, and Sure 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. Two-hundred-dollar recording, mixing, editing, and mastering software programs include Adobe® Soundbooth® and Logic Express.

For non-USB microphones, CEntrance MicPort Pro, Blue Icicle, and MXL Mic Mate Pro are 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 around $100. For better acoustics for under $150, the Porta-Booth® is pre-made and ready for you to set on the desk, place your microphone inside, and talk into. You can read scripts off lighted handheld devices like an iPad, Kindle, or smartphone, or add an inexpensive LED book light inside the box to read the printed script.
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Option 4: Intermediate Price

Microphones from $500–$1200 include the JZ Microphone BH-2, which has a true, clear sound based on golden drops technology, the Sennheiser shotgun MKH-416, the AT4050 with its good, flat neutral sound, the warm-sounding AKG C414, or the Neumann TLM 103. Recording software in the $350 area includes Adobe® Audition® and Sound Forge™. For acoustical help and ambient noise control in the $350 range, consider the Porta-Booth Pro® or Primacoustic® FlexiBooth 24” x 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 actors with clients who want to direct over the phone, add a JK Audio Inlinepatch or Telos Systems One phone patch. For real-time remote sessions that stream uncompressed audio to another location, Source-Connect has a range of choices to fit almost any voice talent’s needs.
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Option 5: Professional Level

Microphones in the $1500 plus range include the very popular Neumann U87, Microtech Gefell MT 71 S, Telefunken R-F-T AK47, JZ Vintage 47, and JZ BlackHole 1, BH1S and BH3. With the better mic, you should get a better pop filter like the JZ/PF for $140 or the $400 BH/SPK used with the JZ BlackHole 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. or VocalBooth.com. You’ll also need a good pair of speakers, so consider something in the $200–$600 range like the Focal Professional CMS 40, Mackie MR8, or JBL LSR2325P. While you’re upgrading equipment and have a need for more recording and editing capabilities, step up to ProTools HD or Logic Pro. To complete the listening experience, upgrade to headphones in the $200–$350 range like the Audio-Technica ATH-M50S, Ultrasone Pro 750, or Sony MDR-7509HD. And if you have clients in other parts of the country, ISDN may be needed, in addition to Source-Connect and a phone patch.

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.

TECH TALK

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

WAV, AIFF, & 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 loose 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, & HEALTH

Two key components of communication are clear, clean, crisp enunciation and sustained, supported breath support. It requires breathing from your feet all the 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.

Tension resides in the muscles, particularly the shoulders and neck. For speech to sound confident, relaxed, and natural it is important for the body to be loose and free of nervous tension. The following is a list of exercises to warm up the body, face and voice.

BODY WARM-UPS

Warming up the body helps liven up the voice, circulate air through the body, and add a sparkle to the read. It is especially important to warm up and engage your muscles when you are tired or have been sitting a long time. Additionally, it helps clear the mind of outside distractions and add focus to the vocal performance.

The following is a list of simple exercises. To hear how these and other static and ballistic stretches effect the voice, record a few lines of a script when the body is cold and then record the same lines after the body is warmed up. You should hear a marked improvement in the second read.

1.    Shoulders — Roll the shoulders forward, up, and back several times. Hold each position a few seconds. Next, pull the shoulders up to your ears and hold it in that position for 10 seconds, up and back 10 seconds and then down. Repeat 2–3 times. Now, roll them up, back, and down in a circular motion 5–6 times.

2.    Neck — You need to be careful when warming up the neck. Don’t push yourself too hard so that it hurts. Gently drop your right ear to your shoulder. Hold it for 5–10 seconds. Repeat on the left side. Then drop your chin to your chest and hold it. You’ll feel your back muscles stretching. Repeat if necessary.

3.    Arms — Stretch your arms out straight, shoulder high. Make little circles clockwise several times and then counterclockwise. Now make large circles forward and back. Finally, swing your arms across your body and back out to your sides like you’re hugging and releasing a person.

4.    Upper Body — Put your hands on your waist and rotate right and left a few times. Next, reach your right arm up and over your head as you lean to the left. Hold for a few seconds and repeat on the other side. Finally, clasp your hands behind your back and lift them up as high as you can comfortably. Release and shake your hands out 10–20 times.

5.    Lower Body — If you’re able, stretch out your thigh muscles by bending your knee and pulling your foot up behind your back. Hold it for fifteen seconds or so before releasing and repeating on the other leg. Next, spread your legs apart, lean over, and touch your toes, ankles, or legs (whichever you can reach).

6.    Put it all together — Shake out your wrists and then your arms. Raise one foot and shake that out before repeating on the other leg. Gently bounce up and down and shake out the rest of the body.

FACIAL WARM-UPS

Many people barely open their mouths when they speak. In this business, we need to have a rubber face. That means using more face, tongue, and neck muscles. The wider and more open the mouth, the prettier the sound will be as it’s projected through the microphone and into the recording.

Facial warm-ups are especially necessary when reading trailers, promos, retail, and highly technical copy. It’s another way of protecting the voice when performing a character for cartoons, games, and toys. Some of these exercises can be used to create new voices when you lock your face in that position and speak with clarity. Yes, it’s hard. But that frozen position locks a voice in place and changes the rhythm of the words and the vocal quality.

As you warm up your voice, return to a neutral position between exercises.

1.  Open your mouth as wide as it can go. After you feel that stretch, open and close your mouth in a chewing motion. Do this five or six times, like a cow chewing its cud. If you like, make some noise while you’re doing this.

2.  Pucker your lips and stick them out in an extreme kissing position. You should be able to see your lips. Twist your lips to the right and hold. Then repeat to the left.

3.  Open the mouth wide again and drop the jaw so that it forms an “O.” Pull the lips inward and wrap them around the tops of your teeth.

4.  Open your mouth and stick out your tongue. Try to make it touch your chin. Hold it for a few seconds until you feel the muscles in the back of the tongue start to relax.

5.  Like a bulldog, place your bottom teeth on your upper lip. While in this overbite position, lift the chin up slightly and gently stretch your neck muscles.

6.  Open your mouth and eyes wide and then scrunch it together. Repeat this open and closed facial position a few times.

7.  Yawn and add an “ahhhh” sound on the exhale.

VOCAL WARM-UPS

This section is focused on resonance, articulation, and breathing. If you haven’t already done so, warm up the body and face first before practicing these exercises.

RESONANCE

Voice resonance is the result of vibrations in the facial bones, mouth cavity, teeth, and hard palate. It is what separates a thin, light, wispy voice from a tonally full, rich, commanding voice. Some people are blessed with natural resonance; others must learn to create it. When speaking, vibrations should resonate from the forehead, between the eyes, back of the nose, sinus area below the cheeks, under the jawbones, and sides of the throat.

As you practice the following exercises, use your fingertips to feel for vibrations in these areas.

1.    Grab a good breath and say, “hum.” Hold onto the final “m” sound until the lips vibrate. Move your lips around until you find the most buzzing sensation. Sustain the “m” sound for ten to fifteen seconds. Feel the vibrations in the lips, nose, jaw, cheeks, sinus, and sides of the throat.

2.    Make an “n” sound by opening the mouth and touching the tip of the tongue behind the upper front teeth. As the tongue vibrates on the back of the front teeth and the palate, a vibration should be felt in the nose bone, maxillary sinus area, jaw, and sides of the throat. Move the tongue along the roof of the mouth, from behind the front teeth to the middle of the palate, without losing connection or the vibration.

3.    In a similar fashion, make an “l” sound. Note that the tongue is curled slightly and placed a little further back than the “n” position. Move the tongue back and forth along the roof of the mouth without losing contact.

4.    Alternate between the “m,” “n,” and “l” sounds. The “m” sound stimulates the front of the face; the “n” sound moves the focus backward, away from the lips; and the “l” sound is more open and has an upward movement. Now, say the word, “mental.” (Funny, I know, but it has the right sounds in it.)

5.    Place your top teeth on your bottom lip and make a “v” sound. Move your bottom lip out and back while keeping a constant vibration.

6.    Pull your lips back, as if it’s in a wide smile, and make a “z” sound. Create different “z” sounds by moving the tongue back and forth and puckering and releasing the lips.

7.    Open the mouth, breathe in and release the air as you verbalize an extended “ah” sound. Feel the vocal chord vibrations in the front of the throat as the sound reverberates in the larynx. Repeat the exercise several times. Each time, drop the musical pitch one or two notes lower until you reach your lowest register. This exercise is very effective when it’s necessary to relax the voice or speak in a lower pitch.

8.    Open your mouth in a wide oval position and make an “ah” sound. Engage your lip muscles and stretch your lips forward until they form a small “o” shape and make an “oh” sound. Repeat the process, moving back and forth between a wide “ah” sound and a small “oh.” Listen to how the sounds in the mouth cavity change as it adjusts to the shape of the lips and mouth.

9.    Breathe in and make a long “e” sound. Hold the “e” until you feel the vibrations in the jawbone, sides of the throat, and sinuses.

10.  Breathe in and create a chant starting with an “ah,” going to an “m,” and ending with an “o.” Repeat three or four times, trying to sustain one continuous sound for thirty seconds.

11.  Awaken your vocal cords by singing your favorite tune a cappella or along with the song. Forget whether or not you are a good singer. Sing loudly and with gusto!

ARTICULATION

One aspect of a voice actor ’s job is to be able to clearly pronounce difficult word combinations. Words and phrases such as “mileage may vary according to road conditions and driving habits,” “regularly priced,” “February” (with the middle “r” pronounced), and “cubic foot frost-free refrigerator-freezer” can tongue-tie even the most seasoned voice actor.

Whether you’re playing a quick-talking game show host, soft-spoken real person, booming “voice of God,” or smiley retail announcer, you need to be prepared. The following exercises will help combat sibilance, plosives, lazy tongue, and mouth problems.

• Sibilance

Sibilance is the result of an exaggerated “s” sound. It is reminiscent of a leaky radiator, slithering snake, or radio station as it loses its signal. Minor sibilance distortions can be corrected in the studio by using a “de-esser” during the recording or afterwards in post. This high frequency sound is created when someone has dental problems (like missing teeth or loose dentures); the s, sh, and z sounds are not differentiated but all are spoken as an s; sustaining the s sound too long; or having too many sibilant words in a single sentence.

There are a few ways to minimize sibilance:

1.    Smile on the s sound. This pulls the s backwards as the lips are separated, spread apart, and pulled back.

2.    Drop the jaw quickly every time you say an s. This breaks the continuous sound.

3.    Place s words at different musical pitches to separate the sounds.

4.    When sibilance can’t be fixed using one of these techniques, point your index finger upward and position it in the center of your mouth. It won’t fix the pitch, but it will help prevent the air from hitting the microphone and amplifying the problem.

Exercises:

1.    Say the word “yes.” Hold onto the final consonant and put your hand in front of your mouth. If the s is properly formed, you should not feel a rush of air. If you do feel air, adjust the mouth placement. Repeat the s sound eight to ten times, making sure that each sound is short, crisp, and concise. Using this succinct s technique, say the following phrase:

I kissed the silly salesperson that sold me this mattress for seventeen cents.

2.    The sh sound cuts through the air like wind through a car window. The tongue accepts a neutral position and the lips protrude slightly forward, as evidenced in the words “hush” and “shush.” Say the words and feel the placement of the lips on the final sh sound as a steady flow of air rushes out. Now, repeat it eight to ten times so that it creates a short burst of sound. Notice how the lips protrude and retract at each verbalization. Using pronounced lip movements, read the following sentence aloud. Note that not all sh sounds are spelled the same way, like in the word “surely.”

Josh, I surely wish you wouldn’t push people when you rush to pay cash for Shirley’s new plush dishtowel.

3.    People are often lazy when they pronounce a z because it requires more effort to execute than an s. The tongue needs to be awakened to the buzzing sensation. To form a proper z, place the tongue in the s position, then arch the tip of the tongue and move it slightly backward on the roof of the mouth. Hold the z until a strong vibration can be felt in the tongue and teeth areas. Say the word “zebra,” holding onto the opening z sound until a strong vibration is felt. Using shorter spurts of sound, practice saying the z sound eight to ten times, ensuring that each z has a vibration. Then read the following sentence two or three times, first slowly and then at normal speed. Feel each z buzz. Note that sometimes a word with an s is actually a z sound.

These sizzling hot sales days are yours and ours because winning a prize is always a breeze at Joe’s Trailer Zone.

4.    To ensure differentiation between the s, sh, and z sounds, practice saying the popular tongue twister, “She sells sea shells by the sea shore.” Remember the phonetics: SHe SellZ Sea SHellZ by the Sea Shore. Now try a more apropos tongue twister:

Voiceovers are sheer joy when the s’s sound sexy. VoiSeoverZ are Sheer joy when the Esses Sound Sexy.

5.    Finally, read the sentence below using the drop jaw, smile, and melodic pitch change options to minimize the s sound. Focus on the vowel nearest the s rather than lingering on the s.

Since sibilance is a disaster it is essential to simplify and shorten the s sound.

• Plosives

A plosive is a sudden explosion of air as it hits the microphone’s diaphragm. The result is an undesirable loud pop or distortion in the recording. Hard consonants such as b, k, p, and t are the usual culprits. If you place your hand in front of your mouth as you say these letters, you will feel a sharp rush of air as it hits your hand. Microphone pop filters and windscreens help alleviate some of the problem.

The following is a list of solutions to minimize or eliminate the plosive:

1.  Change position on the microphone and talk across the microphone at an angle to its diaphragm.

2.  Smile so your lips are spread rather than protruding.

3.  Shift focus away from the consonant and onto an accompanying vowel sound.

4.  As a last resort, put one finger pointing up in front of the mouth when voicing the plosive word. Remove the finger from that position as soon as that word is voiced.

• Vowels and Consonants

Words strung together in a sentence form a melody with a distinct tempo and rhythm. Articulated consonants add rhythm. Resonating vowels and consonants behave like string instruments. Vowels hold the tune together.

The following are some exercises to help you warm up your musical notes.
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