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04This is a voice

“ Everybody can sing.” So said a vocal coach friend of mine.
“ But some people are tone deaf, aren’t they?” I replied.
 “ Yes, but they can still enjoy making a noise, at least it won’t trouble them.”

We all have one, and it’s pretty slam-dunk that it’s one of the very first 
things we use when we enter the world. We use it for communication, 
it greases our social lives, and a huge percentage of us use it as an 
integral part of our working day. It offers a soundtrack to our lives and 
enhances our daily experience. And let’s not forget the sheer physical 
pleasure of making sound: who can remain unmoved when a rugby 
terrace bursts into full-volume harmony? What an instrument! What a 
sound! Does anything else come close?

 My first memory is of a 15-stone sow leaping out of a farmer’s trailer 
in a Pembrokeshire country lane in 1974. We all launched lustily into 
Mochyn Du, a classic Welsh folk song lamenting the death of a pig.  
It set the tone for the rest of my life, during which I’ve been totally 
surrounded, and obsessed, by human sound. When I sit, headphones 
on, programming my radio show, which covers all eras, and recordings 
of all genres, listening to the voices of people world over, I’m always 
struck by what we have in common – we may use different languages, 
different vocal techniques, different styles, but we are united in our use 
of this great sound-making machine; this giant palate of sonic colour 
and its potential to somehow change our perception of the world. 

 Yet many admit to being shy of speaking aloud or singing in public. 
Perhaps you were mocked at school and lost your confidence. Put that 
behind you. We were all born to make ourselves heard. At school in 
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the 1980s, I was given the nickname ‘Squeaky’ (oh the joys). I drank 
whiskey and tried smoking in order to lower my voice and get closer to 
sounding like my hero Bob Dylan. Obviously, I don’t recommend this 
approach, especially if you’re nine years old as I was at the time. There 
are better ways of improving your tone, as you’ll see as you read on. 
But each of us has our own aims for what we’d like to get out of our 
voice. Perhaps you’d  like to emulate Snooks Eaglin’s honey’d purrs, or 
aim for the supple athleticism of Joan Sutherland? Perhaps you plan 
a debut at the Met, or at the O2 – or want to deliver a world-changing 
speech? Or maybe you want to explore the depths of expression like 
Richard Burton.

Or do you simply want to know how the voice works? It’s all in 
here, from warm up exercises to opera, to beatboxing. You can even 
learn about the idea of the ‘perfect voice’.  In short, leave the whiskey 
and cigars aside for the moment. Learn more about this wonderful 
instrument you were born to use, put your fears behind you and go and 
make some noise.

Cerys Matthews 
London 2016
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Voicing the voice 

We live in an age in which voices are constantly being recorded so they 
can be kept and then called up at will – like books being selected from 
a shelf in the library. We might, therefore, be forgiven for occasionally 
forgetting that the voice is always an active exertion, that voices are 
always being voiced. 

The voice is more energy than object, more force than form. A vocal 
sound never simply occurs; it has always been made. This is not often a 
process we are aware of. In fact, like riding a bike, making a vocal sound 
may partly depend on the fact that it happens largely without conscious 
control. So subtle and complex are the muscular adjustments required 
that, as with riding a bike, you are liable to fall off if you think too hard 
about what you are doing. This is why our voices can so often whisper 
or blurt things out without our realising, things that we would prefer to 
keep quiet about, about our irritation, our nervousness or our longings. 
But this does not make the voice any less of a production; it just points 
to the many different pressures, conscious and unconscious, voluntary 
and habitual, that are always acting on the raw material of the voice to 
shape and style it. 

Actually, there probably never is a raw – or naked – condition of the 
voice. Even seemingly spontaneous vocal actions like crying, sobbing, 
laughing, groaning and gasping have their characteristic tonalities and 
rhythms. It always amazes me, for example, that, in response to sudden 
or unexpected pain, people will often actually say “Ow!” or something 
like it rather than just crying out. It is as though the pain is not quite 
there until it can be given expression and thereby made actual enough 
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to be dispelled. The pressure to shape the cry of pain into something 
like a word seems as primary as the impulse to cry out in the first place. 
Every distress has its own prosody (the pattern created by its pitch, 
tempo and tone). One only has to listen to a baby crying to realise that, 
even before language, using the voice to create sound is an intensely 
styled thing, in which the production of a particular, personalised tone 
is an important part of what the crying is for. Hence crying oneself to 
sleep: crying is a sort of self-curing wound. Crying turns distress into a 
pattern of vocal stresses – creating a kind of personal tune that soothes 
the pain to which it gives expression.

This is a voice
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If the voice is always being produced, then what we call “voice 
production” always has a double sense. We use the voice to make 
sounds, and through those sounds to represent ideas and bring about 
effects in the world. But that vocal production itself also produces 
the thing we recognise as our own voice – the vocal signature we all 
possess. So the voice is both cause and effect; it is born from that to which 
it gives birth.

Relating to the voice

A voice is like a face, in that it is the most intimate and characteristic 
thing about each of us, to which we pay careful attention, but over 
which we can never have complete control. And like faces, if our voices 
can be called “windows to the soul”, it is because we cannot fully own, 
know or govern them. The image that we all have of our own face can 
never exactly match what others see, like the sound-image that we 
cultivate of our own voice, which is never quite the voice that others 
hear. The sounds of our own voices come to us, not just through the 
air, but cloaked in the bone of our own skulls and enriched by their 
vibrations within our own bodies, making them sound deeper and 
richer than the reality. People are often shocked to hear a recording of 
their own voice, and it can take listeners a long time to acknowledge 
their recorded voice as their own. Once they do, voice-recording 
equipment can become a kind of sound-reflection in which the voice 
may be pitched and primped, just as hair, skin and teeth are styled in 
the mirror. Recording and editing techniques also allow for voices to 
be manipulated: multiplied, layered and strengthened, for example, 
fulfilling various impossible vocal fantasies. 

Though it has yet to be written, there is a long history of human 
infatuation with echo and reverberation – the caves of Lascaux and 
Altamira were likely chosen by Palaeolithic people at least in part 
because of their qualities as echo chambers. It seems likely that part of 
the appeal of the echoing voice is that it allows us to sound out into the 
world something of the rich and intimate quality of the voice we hear 
in our own heads.

Introduction
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Power and the voice

The exercise of the voice is an exercise of power. Human beings spend so 
long as infants in a physically powerless condition in which their voices 
are all they have with which to command and control the world. As a 
result, we learn early to depend on our voices to ensure our survival and 
wellbeing. As children grow into adults, we may see these pre-pubescent 
cries become amplified, literally, into the megaphonic bawlings of the 
dictator, or the massive, space-saturating volume of the rock star. But 
we may also see a more persuasive power embodied in the voice, in the 
uplifting tones of the charismatic preacher or the intimate whisperings of 
a loved one that result in our swooning submission. Sometimes we might 
even experience the power of a voice as something like physical contact. 
And this belief that the voice can perform the work of the finger or fist is 
underlined by the ways we instinctively use our arms and hands to gesture 
while using our voices; kneading, stretching and severing the air. Without 
these gestures, speaking can seem like an achingly amputated thing.

Power is exercised not only through the voice but over it. The power 
of the voice often seems to be exercised through the performance of the 
voice’s power over itself, through constriction, fragmentation or other 
kinds of distortion. It is striking how often, and especially in rage or other 
kinds of extreme emotion, the voice seems to be turned against its own 
matter or bodily means: the voice that rasps, or splits, or cracks seems 
to be demonstrating in its violent self-laceration the desire for the voice 
(almost, one might say, the voice’s own desire) to be able to do its work 
directly upon the world and those in it.

Associating the voice with power also intensifies our awareness of what 
may impede, deplete or distort it. Certain styles of voice, like lisping or 
rhotacism (the so-called “weak r”), have often been thought of as defects 
that require fixing. This joins with the long and sometimes very brutal 
history of efforts to overcome stuttering, efforts that have included various 
kinds of drills and regimens to strengthen or straighten the voice, and even 
surgical intervention to cut through the physical knots or impediments 
that were believed to be making the speaker “tongue-tied”.
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And yet, such impediments can also be seen as an addition to the 
voice’s repertoire of postures and expressive possibilities. This can 
be clearly seen in the ways in which speaking may be compounded 
with laughter. In its extreme form, laughing is as incompatible with 
speech as eating. Genuine laughter can invade and overcome us, 
splitting our syntax and reducing us to inarticulate sobs and gasps. 
Yet we all learn very early on to simulate various degrees of laughter-
induced incapacity – the socially styled snort, hiss, snigger, giggle, 
chortle or pseudo-guffaw – as a way of diversifying our voice’s powers. 
Human conversation would be a much flatter thing without these 
energising inflections.

Training the voice

Much of the effort that we expend on styling our voices is aimed at 
an ideal of refinement. This ideal can be traced back to the spreading 
of state education during the late 19th century, which coincided with 
the rise of the idea of Standard English. This was consolidated in the 
20th century through the increased prominence and authority of what 
became known as “received pronunciation”, or “the Queen’s English”, 
in national broadcasting. This encouraged a great deal of both class 
anxiety and aspiration (much of the anxiety ironically being centred on 
the dropping or sounding of the aspirate “h”). 

Elocution lessons, which promised to “clean up” the voice, became 
popular. The idea of elocution training involves a fantasy: that the ideally 
neutral or “unmarked” voice is attained through a kind of purifying 
subtraction, as though the original accent were something “picked up” 
– a sort of accidental addition that can therefore be removed. In fact, 
the experience of most of those who have developed a new class accent 
is one of internalising a new vocal style, and thereby adding something 
to the voice’s repertoire. It is as though the educated or “elocuted” 
voice were heard as the sound of a voice possessed of the capacity to 
listen to and therefore edit itself, as opposed to the more unconscious 
or hard-of-hearing forms of speech characteristic of dialect. 
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The word elocution entered English in the early 16th century 
to mean eloquence, or the art of public oratory. In this sense it was 
associated with the stage, the pulpit and, increasingly, with politics. But 
by the early 17th century, the word had already begun to move from 
the idea of rhetorical elaboration or adornment to that of propriety 
and correctness. Robert Cawdrey’s 1604 dictionary defined elocution 
as “good utterance of speech”, and was followed by Edward Phillips’s 
1658 New World of English Words, which defined elocution as “proper 
speech, handsome utterance”. As the centuries went by, the proper 
became ever more important than the handsome. 

The high-water mark of the elocution mania was reached by George 
Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion (1913), in which the flower girl Eliza 
Doolittle asks a professor of phonetics to teach her to “talk more 
genteel” so she can realise her dream of working in a flower shop. The 
title of the play makes it clear that the process of improving the voice is 
seen as a kind of awakening from a condition of slumbering insentience; 
just as Pygmalion’s Galatea is brought to life from the condition of stone, 
the development of elegant and correct pronunciation brings with it 
articulate language, where previously Eliza’s speech is characterised by 
animalistic howls: “Ah-ow-ooh!… Aaah-ow-oooh!… Aaaaaah-ow-ooh!… 
Aaaaaaaaaaaah-ow-oooh!” Here, Eliza’s new, “genteel” voice is more than 
the mere sign and accompaniment of refined manners and intelligent 
discernment: it is the means of remaking her, from the outside in.

The elocutionary ideal has also been much associated with the more 
specialised kinds of singing training. Beginning in the 19th century, a 
vast range of techniques and associated technical languages have 
been developed to build power, endurance and expressiveness among 
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singers. Such techniques, some of which are in this book, can be highly 
effective, especially perhaps when they help those who must make 
deep and frequent demands on their voices to maintain function 
and avoid exhaustion. The physical work involved in vocal training is 
usually accompanied by considerable imaginative work. Singers and 
speakers are often encouraged to produce an elaborate dream theatre, 
in which the interior spaces of the body – the diaphragm, chest, larynx, 
throat, tongue and skull – are remade as a kind of imaginary corporeal 
architecture, of galleries, corridors and booming cathedral-like vaults, 
which has little to do with the anatomical reality of vocal production. 
But of course what matters is not the accuracy of the image that one 
may have of the voice, but the work that imaging may enable one to do 
on, and through, the voice.

The early voice coaches believed the voice to be a combination of 
the physiological and the psychological. “The voice is dependent on the 
body, and both voice and body upon the mind” promised the author of 
an early 20th-century manual of vocal training. As such, the failings of 
the voice could seem to be moral as much as physical. “A lack of proper 
control over emotion is always associated with the absence or wrong 
use of primary conditions of tone”, we are assured, and what the author 
calls the “many perverted speech melodies” – the examples he gives 
are “nasal whine”, “extreme ranting”, “the pathetic drop of the more 
educated” – are always, it is claimed, “due to some peculiar attitude 
of mind, to lack of control over emotion, or some abnormal mental 
condition”. Over recent decades, voice training has expanded beyond 
the coaching of musical and theatrical professionals to become a 
central component of many kinds of spiritual and meditational practice, 
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such as chanting or pranayama (yogic breathing). Work on the voice 
here becomes an essential part of the work of forming or reforming 
spiritual being. 

The voice and the self

The voice is one of the most powerful and versatile things our body 
produces, but it is itself often subject to various kinds of technical 
extension or reinforcement, whether through amplifying devices like the 
speaking trumpet or the megaphone, microphone-based amplification, 
technologies of transmission like the telephone or radio, the forms of 
filtering and transformation available in recording technologies, or the 
artificial speech generation systems that have given voices to those, 
like Stephen Hawking, who have lost the capacity to speak. It may seem 
as though the real or “natural” voice is in danger of being lost amid 
this cacophony (from Greek, “bad voice”) of dubbings and doublings, 
enhancements and augmentations, voice-overs and undertones. But 
these devices can all be thought of as extensions of the powers that 
are already implicit in the voice, the human feature that holds the 
sweetest and most intoxicating promise of self-transformation. Not 
the least important of these powers is the voice’s ability to escape the 
condition of singularity that seems most to define it, by blending with 
other voices in the many forms of chorality or collective vocalisation.

Perhaps the reason that so much effort is expended on improving 
and perfecting our voices is that they are a kind of sound-image of our 
persons. The word person in fact derives from the Latin persona, the 
mask worn by actors in the Greek and Roman theatre, which typically 
covered the whole face and had a large hole for the mouth. Persona 
is a noun from the verb per-sonare, to sound through. In English, the 
difference of one letter turns the person into the persona, the secondary 
character that a person may project through their voice. We express 
ourselves through our voices, those essential extensions of the person, 
but our personalities are also formed and pervaded by those voices. 
This is the essential ambivalence vibrating through the voice, which, in 
all the many ways in which we work on it, makes us its work. 
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