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Breath powers every vocal sound. It powers the sensuousness of a 

Debussy phrase, the broad soar of a Strauss melody, the delicate 

inflections of a Wolf song. Breath powers the excitement that can 

fill Lincoln Center. It powers every sung phrase in the life's work of 

a singer. Just as it does for life, breath sustains our art. 

To laugh, to cry, to giggle, to call, to invite, to command, to moan, 

to sing--each impulse to utter a vocal sound prepares a breath 

before the sound. In the nursery, for example, an infant coos at her 

mother, and her impulse to coo prepares her little diaphragm, inter­

costal and abdominal muscles, viscera, posture, and vocal folds for 

just the right breath for cooing-not the breath for crying, not the 

breath for laughing, but the perfect breath for cooing. 

Breath is as varied as these natural impulses to express. The breath 

for a dramatic fortissimo is different from the breath for a melan­

choly pianissimo. Breath for long, sustained notes is different from 

breath for short ones. Breathing for singing is never just lowering 

the diaphragm and keeping the ribs open; it is always more alive 

than "technique." It is dynamic, connected to the whole vocal 

system, to the whole person-to a changing mix of emotions, ideas, 

and spirit. 

As you teach breathing, you can run the risk of becoming too 

mechanical and too disconnected from the human urge to sing. 

Some teachers avoid teaching breath because simply directing 
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• Keeping the shape of ·her vocal tract independent of her

breathing

• Ensuring that her outgoing air pressure is continuo.us and

smooth, even as it increases and decreases

You also need to point out the four phases of the cycle of breathing 

and help your student learn to manage them: 

• Inhalation. During the inhalation phase, your student relaxes

her exhalation muscles while maintaining good posture, thus

letting the air "fall" into her body. 

• Suspension. During the suspension phase, she crosses over from

her inhalation to her exhalation. She stops the processes of

inhalation and begins the processes of exhalation.

This phase is important because many students do not make a

smooth transition from inhaling to exhaling. Instead, they

introduce tension into various parts of their bodies and start

the exhalation and phonation with an off-balance body. It is a

phase in which a student can have many bad habits.

Your student can artificially suspend this phase, extend it so

that she is neither inhaling nor exhaling-hence the term

"suspension phase." While her breath is suspended, your stu­

dent can become aware of how she uses her body during the

crossover, learn many ways to make the crossover, relax any

undue tension, and properly set up for the upcoming exhala­

tion and phonation.

• Exhalation. During the exhalation phase, her abdominal mus­

cles tighten against her contracted intercostals, keeping her

rib cage open as she begins the exhalation. As she reaches the

end of the exhalation, her body gradually relaxes.

Chapter 8: Teaching and learning flexible breath 47 
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