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Vocal Improvisation is an element of music therapy that tends to slide under the carpet.
Although most of us use the voice in our sessions, and many of us in fact improvise with
our voices, it is often not included in training programs as an important element of the
field. We study improvisation on keyboard, and with other primary instruments.
Improvisation with the voice is less regarded as vital or necessary. How many of you for
example have learned how to play modes and idioms on the piano? And how many have
studied modes and idioms using the voice?

Today we are going to spend the majority of our time with experiences. There is
however, a little to be said as well.

Training the voice is an act of commitment that has been paralleled to that of the body
builder training his body (Joyce, 1999). While all people work and lift and move objects,
the body builder trains his muscles to be larger than life and to be better than the rest.
While all people are singers, the person who trains vigorously and learns to project into
large spaces and to maintain amazing stamina is a genre of singer apart from the rest.
This genre could include both professional and non-professional singers just as a person
who trains the body to be larger than life can do so for personal or professional reasons.
The important factor here is an ability which is out of the ordinary. Technique has to be
impeccable, and understanding of the acoustic of the voice has to be intact. Singers who
are in training to develop and become that special voice need technical expertise, and the
academic literature about the voice reflects this focus.  Seldom do the writings address
the singer’s perception of spiritual and emotional qualities of singing with any depth, and
often the listener’s perception is addressed as opposed to the singer’s perception
(Andreas, 1975; Reid, 1965; Vennard,1967).

There are some instances where writers enter the realm of vocal self perception, albeit
briefly. Esther Salaman is a singer and teacher of singing. Her book (Salaman, 1989),
while covering many technical elements of singing, does not negate the intangible. “I
believe the wish to sing is intimately bound up with the desire we all have to know and
express ourselves” (p. 64). She also combines physical and intangibile elements (spirit
and emotion) so that it is clear that one affects the other. “The wish to sing and open up
one’s personality means physically opening up the back of the throat; literally the
gateway to freedom and expression” (p.63). Cornelius Reid writes books about the
technical elements of singing. He tends toward the traditional view of singing, meaning
that most of what he prescribes is based on the need to remove vocal imperfections (Reid,
1979, p. 85). He then offers an alternate view which he touches on very briefly.



Restricted to purely physical dimensions there are but two factors to be
considered, registration and resonance. But neither of these operates in a vacuum
and must be considered part of the total person, with allowance made for
judgments and attitudes toward creative goals aesthetic concepts and ideals,
physical potential, and emotional blockages. It is the latter whichmay now be
seen to hamper progress so severely.(p.14)

Many others who have written books about technique add a small tribute to the
spiritual or emotional. “Singing is actually the transmutation of energy into tone” (Jones,
1947, p.3). “The human voice is the only musical instrument with a heart, mind and a
soul” (Cooke, 1952, p. 15). “The voice is the expression of the whole physical body, and
intellect and the spirit. If the body, the mind or the soul is ill, the voice is affected
instantly” (Lehmann, 1945, p.54). These very fine and important points are often
touched upon in the introduction or conclusion as an embellishment (Burgin, 1973;
Schiotz,1953; Shakespeare,1924), and are rarely elaborated upon.

The Use of Voice in Therapy

Music therapy is a medium that includes the use of any kind of musical
instrument, including the voice. Why separate the voice from the rest, and examine it or
differentiate it from the other instruments that are used? The voice is different because
our body is the instrument. It is personal, and thus sounding often can be a reflection of
the personality, or something that is happening emotionally (Austin, 2001; Joyce Moon,
1999; McClure, 1998; Nichols-Rothe, 1995; Patteson, 1998 ). When playing the piano,
for example, the way a pianist plays can be judged. The instrument on which the pianist
plays can be assessed also, but then it is not the essence of the musician that is being
judged, it is someone else's craftsmanship, or someone else's tuning ability. For the
singer, all of the judgement rests with him or her. “Fear of judgement about the way one
sounds can inhibit any attempt to sing even when there is a strong desire to do so”
(Austin, 1993, p. 316). In many cases, it is judgement that has been received from times
long ago that has become ingrained and introjected.” The singer may not sing because of
a fear that is not understood or even recognized. The fear may be a reflection of
something impressed upon the individual by another who won’t sing, or an internal fear
based on being silenced as a child (Joyce Moon, 1999; O’Loughlin, 1995). “When he has
learned to survive by living in silence and denying his emotional truth, finding his voice

! Introjection is a Gestalt therapy term that refers to the ‘swallowing whole’ of
impressions, judgements, or anything else that has been impressed upon the individual
by another, in the family, school, or society. The thing that is significant about an
introject, is that the person may not be aware that they are not in confluence with the
issue. (Perls, Hefferline, Goodman, 1951)



requires courage” (Austin, 1993, p. 316). The inability to open up the voice physically
and mentally because of the fear of singing is referred to as “imprisonment” by
Barbareaux-Parry (1941). | ask each of you to reflect upon your own sense of judgement
of your own voice, of other voices, and how you feel about the judgement you receive
from others.

The person who considers himself or herself to be a non-singer may be used to thinking
of the voice as an instrument to be played only with skill. In this case, they will not be
heard singing any more than they would be heard playing a song on the violin without
being taught. This is the notion that needs to be overcome. Singing is as natural and as
innate as laughter. The voice is an instrument apart from the rest. We are not born with a
violin in our hands or a piano to play. We are born with a voice with which to sing.

Use of the voice in therapy is touched on from several different angles by therapists who
focus on the voice. Diane Austin (1993, 1996, 1998, 2001) approaches voice therapy
from the Jungian perspective that the voice contains information from the deep past that
is shared by all human beings. These archetypal images come forth as subconscious
messengers to anyone who is willing to receive them (Austin 1993). This Jungian
approach is of great interest to a music therapist who taps into the symbolism of

the improvisations. Jung’s notions of the personal and collective unconscious, and the
use of symbolism, are very relevant to voice work (McClure, 1998; Sokolov 1987 ).

As well as the Jungian approach, Austin (1993) also looks to object relations (Winnicott,
1971) and writes about the use of voice to repair early mother-child ruptures.

There is also a strong movement toward the use of voice in body awareness work
(Linklater,1976; McClure,1998; Newham,1998; Sokolov,1987). Wilhelm Reich’s views
on the nature of body energy, character armours and the storage of feelings in the body
are also relevant (Sharaf,1983; Sokolov,1987). Paul Newham (1998) has created an
entire genre, which he titles “Therapeutic Voicework.” This genre is wholly based on the
concept of the link between voice and body.

Silvia Nakkach is a music therapist who has created a school of voice, which she titles
‘Vox Mundi.” She uses a multi-modal approach, including media such as chant, toning,
sound poetry, song writing, voice meditation, vocal techniques from contemporary music,
and use of vocal music from around the world. Her premise for her school is that
“expressing the inherent musicality of the voice activates healing. Singing is a tool to
transform consciousness and emotional and physical dysfunction” (Nakkach, 1999, p.1).
She believes that it is important to sing and sing some more. “The key is to cultivate
familiarity with the practice of singing - as often as possible” (pg.1).

A surprising source of great interest in use of the voice as therapy was found in the
experiential education literature. There appears to be a new rise in the work of music
educators toward helping students experience the voice in a positive and growing light



(Joyce Moon, 1999; Patteson, 1999; Smithrim, 1998, 1999). After hearing so many
stories of oppression and lack of compassion by teachers in the past, it was with great
delight that this was noted. Teachers of singing are now aware that their students who
have emotional and spiritual issues are encountering solutions in the music studio. One
educator takes singing outside of the studio, and uses singing in wilderness experiences
with abused women. She writes:

At the individual level, singing is making music with the body as
instrument. As such, it is a form of “body work” that has the potential
to do what all therapeutic body work does. It can release tension, loosen
blockages of cellular energy, and access emotion, and memories that may
be locked in various location in the body.(Joyce Moon, 1999, p. 247)

As a teacher, she has arrived at a similar place in her work as have music therapists Diane
Austin, Lisa Sokolov, and psychologists Wendy McClure and Paul Newham. People in
these three professions approach the voice from completely different perspectives.

People from different fields recognize the voice as an important element of the psyche.
This reczognition is a statement of the significance of the relationship between voice and
psyche.

The Spiritual Nature of Singing and Sounding

There is a wide range of belief systems in music therapy, from cognitive and
behavioural approaches to very spiritual approaches. My personal belief system is based
in a more spiritual and psychological framework. This is the realm that I find most
intriguing in music therapy sessions. In my own work, the degree of spirituality in a
session is what determines the degree of success (Oddy 1999). With all of the musical
expertise in the world, and with the most beautiful space to work in, if the interaction
does not include an emotional or spiritual component, it is a session without substance.
This is the essence that provides the link to people who are non-verbal, with little
apparent cognizance. It is also the link to deep emotional places in psychoanalytical
work (Austin 1993, 1996, 1998, 2001; Lehtonen 1994). This is the freedom and invitation
to express oneself fully in the company of the other. It is the quality of connection

2 The realization that people from varying fields share the same view led me to think

that music therapists are ready to enter dialogue and comparisons with other professionals
who are experiencing similar conclusions from different perspectives. In this way we can
discover our ‘similarities and differences’ (Kenny, personal conversation, 2001). Music
therapists have drawn on other psychological and behavioural models over the years in
order to explain themselves. Now that music therapy has begun to establish its
autonomy, it can include itself in the broader community. This way, the other
professions can recognize our literature and accomplishments. In the experiential
education literature there was not one music therapy reference. This needs to change



between two people. It is not linked to religious practise, or any belief system at all. Itis
a resonance between two human beings (McMaster 1996).

In the dictionary, the word “spirit’ is defined as coming from the Latin word spiritus,
which means breath (Guralnik,1968). This definition is particularly ‘inspiring,” because
the voice is all breath, all spirit. Lisa Sokolov encapsulates this notion well.

Breath is the life force that feeds the spiritual fire of the musical self.

Taking in breath is drawing closer from the collective whole and outside,
and channelling it into the inner self. To breathe in is to inspire, bring in,
open and receive. It is a respiriting from without. (Sokolov, 1987, p.357)

Austin writes that “Singing offers a way for the disembodied spirit to incarnate because
the way home can be pleasurable and the painful feelings can be put into an aesthetically
pleasing form” (Austin, 2001, p. 5). Her work with disassociation and archetypes is a
very spiritual process (personal experience, 2000).

Wendy McClure articulates the concept of taking a step beyond the self through singing.
“| propose that a profound resource for the phenomenon of healing through singing and
sounding is the universal unconscious. Vocal expression linked to the universal
unconscious provides support for self to sound through” (McClure, 1998, p. 118). She
works with ‘voicing the world soul’ in wilderness experiences. This sounds like a
powerful way to experience the intangible elements of the voice.

Literature about the voice as spiritual is often focused on three other areas, which exist
outside of and in confluence with music therapy. Chant is a repetitive singing of a
phrase, which produces an altered state. In this state, spiritual and emotional learning
takes place (Gass, 1999). Toning is a continued held sound which the singer experiences
as a resonance in different parts of the body (Beaulieu, 1987;Gardner-Gordon, 1993;
Keyes, 1973; Rudhyar,1982). The third is the singing that takes place as a means for
spiritual connection engaged in by most religious practices in the world
(Gass,1999;Nakkach, 1999).

In the experiential education literature an example of openness to spiritual experience
emerging through the voice is as follows:

The process of "giving voice’ is sacred work and singing allows us

to express ourselves as spiritual beings It connects us to our humanity
and to our sacredness; it grounds us and centres us in our power. Singing
can be a sublime experience, eliciting joy, awe, wonder, and reverenced,
even in the midst of despair and sadness. It moves and transforms energy.
( Joyce Moon, 1999, p. 249)

Through vocal improvisation work with a therapist, the client can see into parts of her or
his self that were hidden away until that point. When the client is ready and willing to go
to a deeper level of awareness the voice is there as a fundamental tool for accessing that



awareness. We need only keep an open attitude, cast away self judgement and fear of
judgement, and sing...

During the body of this workshop, we are going to try an array of vocal improvisation
experiences. Chances are that much of what is written here will not be relayed during
this presentation, as it is of primary importance to experience the work. Experiences will
be presented in group format, and participants will be asked to reflect upon possibilities
for one on one work with the voice.
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