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ABSTRACT 

The Embodied Instrument: 

The Importance of the Integration of Vocal Pedagogy into Rehearsal Processes 

with Student Actors 

By 

Sologne Patterson 

 Voice is a physiological, active process, inseparable from the body. This 

concept is integral to vocal pedagogy and is the primary focus of vocal training and 

yet, in rehearsals processes with student actors, directors, choreographers and musical 

directors often treat the voice and body as separate entities.  

In this thesis, I will engage with current vocal theory to explore how rehearsal 

processes currently reinforce the misconception that the voice and body are 

independent from one another. Through my research of the rehearsal processes at UC 

Santa Cruz, I will show that this is detrimental to the vocal efficiency of student 

actors. 

This paper explores how the integration of physical awareness and an 

understanding of the physiology of vocal production can benefit student actors. Once 

students learn to use their voice effectively, then they can be expressive and affect 

audiences as they communicate ideas and emotions on stage. 
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SECTION ONE: INTRODUCTION 

As theater artists who are constantly working to better our craft, the area of 

practice in which we spend most of our time is also the area that needs improvement: 

rehearsal. I would like to focus on the rehearsals that take place in productions with 

student actors. Because young actors spend fifteen to twenty hours a week in 

rehearsal, this is where our physical and vocal habits are formed; unfortunately, the 

current separation of vocal and physical work in rehearsal does not support efficient 

vocal production, but rather it encourages the incorrect assumption that the voice and 

the body are entirely independent from one another. Efficient vocal production is 

dependent upon the body. However, as I progressed in my vocal training and my 

research of vocal pedagogy, I realized there is a disconnect between how the voice 

and body are treated in vocal classes and in rehearsals.  

The voice cannot exist without the body, and awareness of this is the primary 

focus of many recent vocal theorists, such as Kristin Linklater, and so, in voice 

classes, this integration already takes place. In contrast to this, I have observed that in 

rehearsals with student actors, voice and movement are normally practiced as though 

they are entirely separate from one another. In the rehearsal process for plays, 

especially musicals, vocal rehearsals are separated from physical workshops or 

choreography. I have been in productions in which the choreographers did not discuss 

how the movements they taught us would affect our ability to breathe and produce 

sounds; I have also had directors and musical directors who asked us to be louder, 

project, connect to the text more with our voices or to have more vocal energy, but 
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never told us that physical adjustments would be the most effective way to 

accomplish these goals. This is not an efficient method of running rehearsals because 

it reinforces the misconception that the body and voice are independent and is 

detrimental to vocal production; it impedes each student’s ability to use their voice to 

their fullest capability for connection and expression. If the goal of producing theater 

with student actors is to tell stories effectively while helping students develop their 

skills, then it is the responsibility of directors, musical directors and choreographers 

to help actors become more aware of the connection between the body and the voice 

in rehearsal processes. If, when directing student actors, we integrate vocal pedagogy 

and an awareness of the body and breath, this can improve the efficiency of an actor’s 

vocal production. 

 

Introduction to Voice as a Physical Act 

Katherine Meizel states in her article, “A Powerful Voice: Investigating 

Vocality and Identity,” that: 

“The voice is an embodied instrument--inseparable from the musician, and 

therefore just as resonant in the broader contexts of human communication, 

social relationships, and the construction of identity as it is in a theater or 

concert hall.”1 

 

 The voice and the body are, for most able-bodied actors, the most important 

tools for communication, interaction and connection; therefore, in order to best 

understand how we speak and make sound through vocal production, we must first 

                                                
1 Meizel, Katherine. "A Powerful Voice: Investigating Vocality and Identity." Voice and Speech 
Review 7.1 (2011): 267. 
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acknowledge that these are functions within the body. In fact, Michael Lugering 

states in his book The Expressive Actor: Integrated Voice, Movement and Acting 

Training that “[m]oving, breathing, sounding, speaking--all the components that 

make human expression possible-- are not so much nouns or things, but rather, a 

series of integrated actions occurring simultaneously in the body.”2 Vocal production 

is a physiological, active, process and so in order to grow as an actor and truly 

embody a character through efficient vocal production and physicality, one must 

understand that the voice is a part of the body and it is far more than just the vibration 

of the vocal folds.  

Speech begins with an impulse, a signal from the brain that travels to the 

body; the diaphragm then contracts, allowing the ribs to expand and the lungs to fill 

with air; upon exhalation the air vibrates the vocal folds and the sound resonates in 

open cavities within the body; the resonant sound is then formed into words with the 

articulators (lips, tongue, etc).3 Perhaps the most important of these steps is breath. In 

her book Freeing the Natural Voice, Kristin Linklater explains, in great depth, how 

the body connects to breath in order to produce voice in the most efficient manner 

and how physical misalignment can impair vocal production. Linklater states that: 

[T]he efficiency of the vocal apparatus depends on the alignment of the body 

and the economy with which it functions. When the spine is out of alignment, 

its ability to support the body is diminished and muscles intended for other 

uses must provide that support. If the lower spine is weak, the abdominal 

                                                
2 Lugering, Michael. The Expressive Actor: Integrated Voice, Movement and Acting Training. 

Abingdon, Oxon.: Routledge. 4.  

 
3 Linklater, Kristin. Freeing the Natural Voice: Imagery and Art in the Practice of Voice and 
Language. Hollywood, CA: Drama Pub. 32. 
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muscles supply substitute strength for the torso; if the abdominal muscles are 

employed in holding up the body, they are not free to respond to breathing 

needs. Similarly, if the upper part of the spine abandons its job of carrying the 

rib cage and shoulder girdle, the rib muscles may take on the responsibility of 

holding the chest high, in which case they are unavailable for intercostal 

breathing.4 

 

Here, Linklater explains how alignment and strength of the spine, mobility of the ribs 

and unnecessary muscular tension affects breath. When we are aware of this, we can 

correct any physical misalignment that may impede our breath and voice. Therefore, a 

lack of awareness of how the body functions in vocal production prevents us from 

being aware of or knowing how to improve inhibitory physical habits that cause vocal 

complications; this, in turn, impacts the voice and our capacity for human expression.  

  

                                                
4 Ibid. 
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SECTION TWO: VOCAL COMPLICATIONS, BREATH AND THE BODY 

Problems That Cannot be Fixed with a Microphone 

 The concept that voice is a physical act is of paramount importance to vocal 

training; often, when we think of voice, we think of the sound, timbre, tonal quality 

and volume of our voices, rather than the physical actions that create those auditory 

effects. This is especially true in the acting field. I have observed that when actors 

experience audible vocal complications, the modern solution is to fit them with a 

microphone. However, this does not solve the issues that stem from a fundamental 

misunderstanding of how voice is produced. Let us therefore explore problems that 

cannot simply be fixed with a microphone. 

Referring back to the steps of vocal production, after the thought or impulse to 

speak, comes breath; herein lies the root of the majority of vocal issues. In the article 

“Subglottal Pressure Variation in Actor’s Stage Speech,” speech and language 

pathologist Malin Abrahamsson along with her co-author, Professor Johan Sundberg, 

take an in depth look at the physiology of breath and breathing patterns in actor’s 

speech. They state that “[m]ost voice teachers agree that the breathing habits are 

important to the voice, and that inappropriate breathing habits can damage the 

voice.”5 While this can be damaging in some instances, the most common result of 

inhibitory breathing practices is that they can cause complications with vocal 

production and impede efficiency. Our potential to connect with text, convey thought 

and emotion, and to paint images for the audience with our words relies on vocal 

                                                
5 Abrahamsson, Malin, and Johan Sundberg. "Subglottal Pressure Variation in Actors' Stage 
Speech." Voice and Speech Review 5.1 (2007): 343. 
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efficiency, and the breathing habits that produce voice in the most efficient manner. 

The ideal breathing pattern would be a tidal breath; this is when we inhale to our full 

capacity and then immediately, without holding, we exhale. In speech, the words 

begin directly with this exhalation. It is incredible that such a simple concept, 

something we do subconsciously and out of necessity, can have a vast impact on our 

vocal efficiency; however, we forget to really place an emphasis on this in rehearsal 

and this can impede the actor’s ability to use their voice to its fullest potential.  

One example of how breathing habits can be inhibitory is breath holding, 

which Marina Gilman defines in her article, “Breath holding: an elusive obstacle”: 

breath holding is the result of over manipulation of the breath stream so as to 

stop or restrict the free flow of air between the vocal folds…[and a] primary 

indication [of it] is squeezing or pushing sounds at the end of phrases, 

sometimes disintegrating into a rough popping quality known as glottal fry6 

 

 The ideal tidal breath is a precarious balance between release of breath and the 

mental control to not restrict the flow of air as we speak. Gilman states that breath 

holding occurs more often than we realize and that it is “likely related to maladaptive 

body dynamics,” or when we shift and align our body in ways that do not fully 

support breath.7 The way our body moves can negatively affect our “respiratory 

kinematics,” the physical process of producing breath, and breath holding is but one 

of the many harmful vocal manifestations of our physical habits. It can lead to “vocal 

fatigue, increased effort, and sometimes hoarseness” which over time could possibly 

                                                
6 Gilman, Marina. "Breath Holding: An Elusive Obstacle." Voice and Speech Review 9.1 

(2015): 29. 
7 Ibid. 
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damage the actor’s voice or, at the very least, prevents them8 from using their voice to 

its fullest potential.9  

What I find particularly concerning with this issue is that one of the indicators 

of breath holding, vocal fry, is not usually seen as problematic.10 Vocal fry, when it 

occurs infrequently, is not necessarily damaging; vocal coach Kate Bringardner states 

that “[f]ry can drain words and thoughts of any viability and weight...it’s a vocal 

shrug of the shoulders” as it does not allow the voice to be fully expressive.11 

However, according to Andrea Leap, a vocal instructor at MacPhil center for music, 

“[v]ocal fry can cause damage just like any other misuse of the vocal chords.”12 This 

increased glottal friction, where the vocal chords frequently rub against one another 

with restricted airflow, when done often or taken to extremes can potentially cause 

vocal nodules.13 Vocal nodules, or nodes, are small non-cancerous masses on the 

vocal chords, similar to calluses, that may require a very tenuous surgery to remove 

and could damage a person’s voice irrevocably. This very dangerous possible result 

of breath holding only reinforces exactly how pertinent it is that we become aware of 

the connection between physical habits and vocal production. 

 Another very common physical habit that impedes breath, and therefore vocal 

production, is locking one’s knees. I observed students auditioning at UC Santa Cruz 

and noticed that those who stood with their knees locked while delivering their 
                                                
8 My use of the singular generic they, and all of its derivatives, as a gender-neutral pronoun 

is intentional. 
9 Gilman 32. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Qtd. In Tillotson, Kristin. "To Some Women, 'vocal Fry' Is Sizzling." Star Tribune. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
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monologue ran out of breath quicker and were far more difficult to hear than those 

who stood with soft or loose knees. Gilman states that even “basic vocal technique 

can fall apart if the physical pattern is altered in some way, for example, [by] locking 

the knees.”14 In fact, locked knees has such a profound impact on the body’s ability to 

function that, if done for an extended amount of time while standing in stillness, it is 

possible to pass out from the inhibited breathing, immobilized leg muscles and 

restricted blood flow (this is why we sometimes see singers in a choir, or guards in 

front of Buckingham palace faint – they have stood for too long with their knees 

locked).15 Luckily, this impeding habit can easily be fixed through physical 

awareness and reminding oneself, or one’s students, to not lock the knees. 

 Extraneous tension is another inhibitory physical habit that impedes vocal 

production. While our body needs a certain amount of tension to keep the muscles 

taut and to remain standing, extraneous tension prevents reflexivity. Linklater states 

that “[t]he voice is prevented from responding with ideal spontaneity because that 

spontaneity depends on reflex action, and most people have lost the ability and, 

perhaps, the desire to behave reflexively.”16 This is important to note because, while 

many directors will encourage their actors to ready their body to respond to impulses 

reflexively, this thought is not often carried over into how vocal work is done in 

rehearsal. Linklater goes on to say that “[i]t is not that spontaneity is right and 

                                                
14 Gilman 30. 
15 Kallinen, Sampsa. "Will Standing with One's Knees "Locked" Really Cause a Person to 

Pass Out? If So, Why?" 1. 
16 Linklater 44. 
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calculation is wrong, but that spontaneity should be possible and seldom is.”17 

Furthermore, from the students that I observed auditioning, those who visibly 

displayed a great amount of tension did not vocally connect to their text; the lack of 

emotion, comfort and spontaneity in their voices displayed a rigidity that reflected the 

extraneous tension throughout their body. The tension that we hold unnecessarily in, 

for example, our shoulders, lower back, hands, legs, or belly, prevent spontaneity and, 

when physical and vocal spontaneity are not a possibility, the range of expression that 

is possible through the voice is limited. 

 

Vocal Efficiency through Physical Awareness 

These vocal complications can be avoided and vocal production can be 

improved if, in rehearsals, we begin to integrate the awareness that is inherently a part 

of vocal pedagogy. Let us further explore what exactly vocal theorists have stated 

about physical awareness that is currently missing from rehearsals. Vocal practitioner 

Meribeth Dayme states, in her book The Performer’s Voice: Realizing Your Vocal 

Potential, that: 

Awareness begins with educated observation. Not only will you see what is 

creating a problem or a vocal obstacle in others; you will also begin to sense 

your own balance or lack of it. Soon you will be able to see and hear vocal 

efficiency.18 

 

This is incredibly important, the idea that not only can we hear vocal efficiency but 

we can also see it. As Gilman stated, “because our vocabulary for ‘something is 

                                                
17 Ibid. 
18 Dayme, Meribeth Bunch. The Performer's Voice: Realizing Your Vocal Potential.  
 New York: Norton, 2005. 120. 
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wrong with my voice’ is poor,” students often don’t know what is the physiological 

cause of the issues that they are experiencing. So, it is important for directors, musical 

directors and choreographers to make educated observations and recognize inhibitory 

breathing patterns and places of physical tension or inefficient alignment, integrating 

the importance of awareness into the rehearsal space.19 

 This begs the question, why do we continue to separate the voice and the body 

in rehearsal when, as I and many vocal practitioners and educators have proven, 

physical and vocal integration is important? In my experience in theater as a student 

actor, my directors, musical directors and choreographers have never encouraged an 

awareness of the body’s role in voice; they have instead left vocal work to be done by 

the musical director, or through simply shouting “project;” I have also been in 

productions in which vocal work was entirely neglected either because there was not 

enough time in the rehearsal space or it was not a priority to the director. I have 

therefore concluded that there are four possible reasons why directors do not currently 

integrate physical awareness and vocal production into rehearsal: 

1. Directors may not know how important the integration of the voice and the 

body is. Directors are not necessarily trained in vocal theory and so, logically, 

they may be just as unaware as their actors of the physiology of voice and that 

the vocal complications their actors experience can be corrected through an 

awareness of the body’s role in vocal production. Unfortunately, this also 

means that they, like student actors, have a limited vocabulary for dealing 

                                                
19 Gilman 32. 
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with problems with the voice and do not know that simply telling actors to 

“project” or increase their “vocal energy” is not the most effective way to help 

actors connect to the text and audibly express this connection. 

2. There is not enough time in rehearsal. Rehearsal periods aren’t very long (they 

are typically three hours per day, five days a week) and directors have to focus 

on blocking/staging, character development and storytelling. Musical directors 

have to focus on pitch and musicality, essentially teaching a multitude of 

songs and getting the sound that they desire. They simply do not have time to 

teach vocal technique. 

3. There is a prejudice in regards to vocal production that the voice and body are 

separate. And because this concept is often misunderstood, musical directors 

think they are helping by saying stand up straight; this is a pseudo-helpful 

statement that briefly references the connection between the body and the 

voice without correcting inhibitory physical patterns or teaching student actors 

to be aware of their body and its role in vocal production. 

4. Directors and musical directors might assume their actors already have some 

basis in vocal training and so integrating this into rehearsal is not a necessity. 

I would like to begin to unpack this latter reason in an effort to explain why it is 

imperative that vocal pedagogy be integrated into rehearsal. Voice and movement 

specialists Leslie Bennett and Paul Meier state that:  
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[w]hile most understand and agree that the body and voice must reveal the 

character’s inner life, too many assume that a well-coordinated, reasonably 

free actor requires no special training or awareness in this regard.20  

 

It is irresponsible of directors and musical directors to make such an assumption. First 

of all, the idea that actors already have some basis in training stems from the  

“American myth of ‘equal access to education’” which vocal practitioner Beth 

McGee discusses in her article “‘White Like Me’: Racism, Cultural Identity and 

Voice”.21 We would like to believe that everyone has the same access to training and 

it does not need to be reiterated in rehearsal but it simply isn’t true.22 

 Not only can we not assume that everyone has had access to some sort of 

vocal training, but even for those that do have a background in vocal training, 

rehearsal is the place that vocal theory and the integration of physical awareness and 

voice is most needed. This is because of how we learn new habits. Psychologists use 

the conscious competence model to explain this (See Figure 1). 

                                                
20 Bennett, Leslie, and Paul Meier. "Essay The Actor's Ecology: Integrating Movement  and 
Voice." Voice and Speech Review 6.1 (2009): 39. 
21 Mcgee, Beth. ""White Like Me": Racism, Cultural Identity and Voice." Voice and Speech 

Review 4.1 (2005): 38. 
22 Ibid. 
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23 
Fig. 1: Conscious Competence Model. Source: Women Embracing Brilliance 

 In this model, our four stages of learning, or competence, are outlined. One of the 

most important aspects of this, in regards to vocal production, is that the third stage of 

learning, in which you are consciously working to shift away from physical habits 

that inhibit vocal efficiency, requires time and repetition. It is far too easy to forget 

that locking one’s knees, for example, is inhibitory and to slip back into the first stage 

of learning, the pattern of unconscious inefficiency, or the second stage. Therefore, 

the current separation of vocal and physical work in rehearsal reinforces inhibitory 

habits. Since student actors spend several hours each day in rehearsals, this is when it 

is of the utmost importance to integrate the physical awareness that is taught in vocal 

training. I will further explicate how the current way in which the voice is treated in 

rehearsal processes is detrimental to vocal efficiency through my own empirical 

research as a student actor at UC Santa Cruz. 

  

                                                
23 Retrieved from http://www.womenembracingbrilliance.com/the-four-stages-of-learning-
module-1/ 
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SECTION THREE: CASE STUDIES 

Vocal Rehearsals in UC Santa Cruz’s The Odyssey 

During my time as an M.A. student in the Theater Arts program at the 

University of California, Santa Cruz, I have done a great deal of observation in the 

rehearsal and performance processes of the plays that I have been a part of. I would 

now like to explicate these observations in conjunction with my research, to further 

display the need to integrate vocal pedagogy and physical awareness in the rehearsal 

space. I first noticed how deep rooted the prejudice that the voice and the body are 

separate entities is in the UC Santa Cruz production of an adaptation of Homer’s 

Odyssey. The inefficient structure of this rehearsal process, in which vocal and 

physical work were separated, taught student actors to think of the voice and the body 

as separate. In the Odyssey, this separation began with how the rehearsals were 

structured. This adaptation was predominantly built from devised24 movement pieces, 

text and songs; for each of these components, we had separate rehearsals in which 

“musical” or vocal work took place in a separate room from character work and 

choreography.25 For example, the entire cast was called to rehearse Louis 

Armstrong’s “What a Wonderful World,” which we sang at the end of the play. In 

these vocal rehearsals we would stand, warm up briefly with lip trills, yawn sighs and 

harmonic scales and then we would sing through the song as a group. Then, prior to 

                                                
24 Devised works are created collaboratively in the rehearsal process through improvisation 

and exercises, rather than adhering to a script. 
25 See Figures 4 and 5. 
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performances, we would briefly warm up simply by standing and singing through the 

song several times at full volume. This method of vocal instruction is common, 

especially in musical theater, but when vocal production is taught as though it is 

independent of the body, actors are not given the instruction needed to use their 

voices in the most efficient manner.  

Our musical director, who was also the composer and director of the band for 

this production, was clearly very knowledgeable about music theory; however, 

because of this he focused on musicality, the volume, pitch and overall sound of our 

voices, rather than the physiology of our vocal production. We were given notes on 

how our voices blended together and when to sing “louder” but there were never 

notes given on maladaptive physical habits that could possibly be damaging to our 

vocal health and could impede vocal production. From my own observations, I often 

found myself sitting in one hip as we rehearsed; I noticed that my castmates would 

have their knees locked; I noticed that those in the cast who had no prior training 

were straining and pushing their voices with extraneous tension and effort in order to 

match the volume of those who had more training. This exemplifies the need for 

physical and vocal integration; furthermore, it clearly shows that vocal directors must 

understand the importance of physical awareness in vocal production if they are going 

to be able to give helpful notes and better the voices of their students.  

In contrast to these inefficient rehearsals, as I prepared and warmed up prior to 

each performance of The Odyssey, I combined movement exercises and vocal warm-
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ups. I did spine rolls26 to release tension and improve my spinal alignment; I also 

twisted my spine and applied pressure to my ribs in order to warm up the intercostal 

muscles and increase the flexibility and capability for expansion of my ribs. During 

these exercises, as I was in the third stage of learning and needed to consciously 

correct former maladaptive habits, I reminded myself to continuously breathe tidal 

breaths. Subsequently, I noticed a distinct improvement from the way my voice felt 

during rehearsals; however, most members of the cast did not have the same training 

that I did. The seven weeks that we rehearsed this play were a missed opportunity to 

give student actors a chance to work towards efficient vocal production and to 

enhance their understanding of their voices. Also, by not pointing out inhibitory 

physical and vocal habits, our preexisting habits were repeated and therefore 

reinforced. 

The inefficiency of the vocal rehearsals in The Odyssey was most evident for 

those who sang several times in this production: the actors who played Calypso’s 

nymphs. They had to sing and dance simultaneously and yet they rehearsed vocals 

and movement separately. This was revealed to be problematic when the dance had to 

be changed in the penultimate rehearsal because, far too late, they realized that the 

movements did not allow for effective vocal production. The choreography required 

them to twist their spine and compress their ribs and belly in such a way that inhibited 

their ability to breathe and produce loud resonant sound. In reflection of how difficult 

this process was, one of the actors, Aurora O’Greenfield, said, “I think it was 

                                                
26 See Figure 3. 
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problematic that there was never any communication between them,” (referring to the 

musical director and choreographer). If the rehearsal process had integrated vocal and 

physical work early on, this issue could potentially have been avoided. While I 

recognize that it may not have been feasible for the choreographer and musical 

director to both be physically present, a recognition of the role the body plays in vocal 

production could have opened communication between the two and allowed for a 

more integrative rehearsal process. Furthermore, if in the vocal rehearsals the musical 

director had stressed the importance of physical awareness, the actors would have 

been in the second or third stage of learning in which they could have, in their 

choreography rehearsals, noted that the choreography was physiologically impairing 

their vocal production. 

 

The Odyssey and Meyerhold’s Biomechanics 

In our separate movement rehearsals, our choreographer trained us in 

Vsevolod Meyerhold’s biomechanics. Biomechanics is an acting/dance technique that 

focuses on precise and economic movements, momentum, and teaching the body to 

respond to impulses. The latter is possibly the most useful aspect of biomechanics 

because learning to respond to an impulse reflexively is important in both physical 

and vocal training. However, as theatrical educator and critic Robert Leach stated, 

“speech as such assumes a different, perhaps less important, place in Meyerhold’s 

theatre than in many others. It becomes an illustration of action, a decoration or 
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commentary on it… speech tends to be separated from movement.”27 This is what I 

observed during the physical rehearsals in The Odyssey. These biomechanical 

workshops were a useful method of exploring bodily reflexivity and yet attention to 

breath and the viability of vocal production during these movements were neglected. 

In our training in Meyerhold’s technique, it was clear that the connection between the 

body and voice was not deemed important.  

In our rehearsals, we were taught to use biomechanics to focus on the shapes 

our bodies were making and the stage picture we were creating; however, we were 

not told to remember to breathe or to release tension, which made speaking during 

these movements very difficult. In our workshops we used biomechanics to create 

beautifully complex character bodies that were ready to respond to any impulse, and 

yet we were not taught the difference between readiness and tension; we were not 

taught to be aware of this tension and to be ready to speak. For example, we were 

taught to specify our movements by having an otkaz, or preparation for the movement 

and a stoika, or precise place we were aiming to arrive or throw ourselves using posil, 

a complete movement with great momentum. In each actor, tension was visible in our 

otkaz, as we prepped to move. Additional tension was added because the tormos, or 

resistance, we were taught to use to land in our stoika forced us to land by tensing all 

of our muscles. These movements did not allow for ease of breath or any sort of 

release through which we would have been able to speak. Furthermore, as Jordan 

Pitches states in his book Science and the Stanislavsky Tradition of Acting, “One of 

                                                
27 Leach, Robert. Vsevold Meyerhold. N.p.: Cambridge UP, 114. 
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the key philosophical principles of Meyerhold’s acting system: ‘the body is a 

machine, and the person working it is a machine-operator.’”28 This is a problem 

because it only perpetuates the mentality that we can separate our self or our voice 

from our body, rather than allowing awareness of the body and the voice to take the 

forefront in acting processes when working on a play. I therefore found it to be very 

impractical to apply biomechanics to my performance in The Odyssey, where we 

needed to be able to move and speak simultaneously. I argue that biomechanics could 

have been an incredibly useful tool in our rehearsal if it were combined with breath 

awareness and speech in order to ensure that the movements did not inhibit vocal 

production. 

 

Vocal Workshops in Musical Theater Scenes 

I continued my observations of rehearsal processes at UC Santa Cruz when I 

was cast in Musical Theater Scenes; this is a student directed, cabaret-like, production 

comprised of thirteen songs from different musicals, starring a cast of student actors 

and singers. In this show, our director, a third-year student majoring in theater with a 

minor in music/voice, was also our musical director and, for most songs, our 

choreographer. Our vocal instruction was limited to standing around a piano and 

learning the pitch, or correct notes to sing, in each song. The inefficiency of this 

mirrored what I observed in The Odyssey. However, an important change was made 

when the student musical director had the humility to admit that, while he was 

                                                
28 Pitches, Jordan. Science and the Stanislavsky Tradition of Acting. N.p.: Routledge, 210. 
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knowledgeable about vocal theory, there were other vocal practitioners who knew 

more than him and who could best help us. He brought in a vocal coach from UCSC’s 

music department to teach a vocal workshop; this coach briefly discussed how 

important the body is in vocal production and then led us in several physical stretches 

and warm-ups. As she moved into more traditional singing warm-ups, such as lip 

trills and scales, she asked us to place a hand on our belly to feel the expansion of our 

viscera as the diaphragm contracts and then to place our hands on our ribs in order to 

experiment with their full capacity for expansion. Furthermore, when we sang 

individually, this vocal coach both observed and listened to us. She gave notes based 

on both sound and the inhibitory physical habits that she noticed, such as when 

someone was holding their breath, locking their knees or taking a shallow, upper-

chest breath. This was new to many of the other actors and yet their singing displayed 

a clear change when they incorporated this awareness; as they learned to take fuller, 

more supported breaths, their voices sounded stronger and, as they worried less about 

running out of breath or being loud enough, their connection to the lyrics and 

storytelling was far clearer.  

 This rehearsal process would have been more efficient if our daily rehearsal 

included the exercises or type of instruction featured in this workshop. However, it is 

important to note that our director did, several weeks later, make an effort to reinforce 

the necessity for continuously working to improve our physical awareness and vocal 

production. He brought in a UC Santa Cruz alumna who works professionally as an 

actor to lead us in another vocal workshop. Her notes were all based in vocal theory, 
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as she told us what physical adjustments to make in order to better our vocal 

production. I believe that, through these two workshops, our student director took an 

important step towards vocal efficiency that professional directors could, perhaps take 

note of. And yet, to teach student actors to use their voice to its fullest potential, the 

integration of physical and vocal awareness must occur more than twice in an eight 

week rehearsal period; if actors hope to move towards a level of vocal mastery, then 

they need the repetition and integration of vocal theory in rehearsal. 

 

Vocal and Physical Integration in Zoot Suit 

My final play that I worked on and observed at UC Santa Cruz was a 

production of Luis Valdez’s Zoot Suit. The compartmental nature of the rehearsal 

process for Zoot Suit began much like The Odyssey; each day, our daily call sheet 

would reflect who would be singing, who would be doing choreography or physical 

work, and who would work on staging scenes, as if each of these pieces were entirely 

independent from one another.29 I was cast as one of the Pachuca Trio, the only 

characters in the show who sing along with El Pachuco. We had the same vocal 

director that we did for The Odyssey; however, in this production he was able to focus 

just on a small group of singers, rather than on musically directing a band and an 

entire cast.  

While, initially, our vocal rehearsals were as inefficient as those in The 

Odyssey (we only warmed up through lip trills, scales, etc.) our musical director 

                                                
29 See Figures 8 and 9. 
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gradually began to acknowledge the connection between the body and the voice. In 

one rehearsal, as he lead us in stretching our arms over our heads and rolling our 

shoulders, he said, “I always say that stretching is important to singing, I just forget to 

do it.” I found this somewhat problematic as he did not explain to us exactly why 

stretching is important to singing. I was also concerned by our musical director’s 

notes on how to improve our vocal production which, unless it was related to pitch, 

blending our voices together or group/individual dynamics, was limited to advising us 

to use “more diaphragm” or “less diaphragm.” This unclear, and yet all too common 

vocal note, further shows why it is the responsibility of the vocal director in a show to 

be well versed in vocal pedagogy so that they can best serve their actors. As we 

continued to warm up with harmonic scales it was clear that our musical director was 

leading us with his strengths, music theory rather than vocal theory and the 

physiology of vocal production. While a basic understanding of music theory is 

useful, it is not the most important if our foundational understanding of vocal 

production is lacking. Since breath precedes the vibration of our vocal folds that 

determines the pitch of our voice, does it matter if we learn music theory if we don’t 

first learn how to support our breath? 

Our musical director’s willingness to learn and flexibility in the structure of 

rehearsal was what really began to change how we approached vocal work. When we 

were called to work Act One for the first time, it was a very collaborative process 

with our vocal director, director and choreographer leading rehearsal together for the 

first time. As our musical director watched us working on our choreography, he took 
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notes and gave us feedback specifically centered on our ability to breathe during the 

fast pace of our lyrics and movements. The new emphasis on the importance of 

physical awareness greatly improved our efficiency as we then took it upon ourselves 

to try to focus on breath and singing in our choreography sessions going forward. 

I also saw a great improvement in our daily vocal rehearsals a few weeks into 

the process. For example, our vocal director would ask us if we had any warm-ups 

that we would like to do. I used this opportunity to implement my research. I led the 

other singers and our musical director in spine rolls; I specifically asked them to focus 

on the lengthening and alignment of the spine, having soft knees, releasing tension 

and breath. As we did this exercise, I also took this chance to explain briefly how the 

spine can affect breath and the voice. After this exercise, the actress who played El 

Pachuco stated that she felt her spine lengthening, she felt taller and that she felt as 

though she were breathing with more ease. This should be the goal of warm-ups in 

vocal rehearsals; to not only “warm up” our vocal chords but to also release 

extraneous tension, free the body from the unnecessary effort of making up for 

misalignment, and, as a result, to free the voice to reach its potential for expansion. 

In spite of the great strides towards the integration of vocal theory into our 

singing rehearsals, I found it problematic that this work was limited to the four 

singers. The connection between the body and vocal production is just as important 

for those who need to speak on stage as it is for those who sing. For example, in one 

of our vocal rehearsals, Gianna, the actress playing El Pachuco, who has had a 
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considerable amount of vocal and acting training, asked how she could best support 

her breath while standing in the “Pachuco Stance” (See Figure 2). 

 
Fig. 2: Demian Bichir as El Pachuco in the revival of Zoot Suit. (Photo by Craig Schwartz)30 

It was important that we took the time to explore how to best support breath in this 

pose; however, although the entire cast has to be able to stand in this posture and 

breathe and speak, only the singers worked in rehearsal on how this pose affects the 

physiological process of vocal production. When the choreographer taught the cast 

how to stand in this pose, she focused solely on the physical aspects of using your 

                                                
30 Retrived from Richter, Bianca. "’Zoot Suit’ Comes Home to the Mark Taper Forum."  
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“core” to do the pose correctly and not fall over, with no emphasis placed on the 

viability for vocal production. This shows that not only must we begin to integrate 

vocal pedagogy and physical awareness into rehearsal, but we must also recognize 

that vocal work in student rehearsals should not be limited to singers. 

 

SECTION FOUR: FINAL THOUGHTS 

The importance of physical awareness is not a new notion in voice training; in 

fact, it is integral to the work of vocal theorists as the voice is inseparable from the 

body. Acting and voice professor Michael Lugering advocates for an integrated 

training that “simultaneously prepares the body and voice for the expression of 

thought and feeling and the creation of meaning and understanding that are essential 

to the actor’s storytelling process.”31 Because effective storytelling is the main focus 

of rehearsal, it should logically follow that vocal and physical integration, which is so 

inherently a part of vocal training, would be a part of rehearsal as well. However, as 

my empirical research at UC Santa Cruz has shown, in rehearsal processes with 

student actors, the importance of the body in relation to how the voice works is often 

neglected, if not entirely disassociated. This is detrimental because it inhibits their 

understanding of how to use the voice to its fullest potential and allows impeding 

physical habits to continue. Therefore, we cannot continue to treat the voice as 

separate from the body in rehearsal. 

                                                
31 Lugering 4. 
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 I would like to make it clear that I am not calling for a complete overhaul of 

the structure of rehearsals, but rather for directors, musical directors and 

choreographers to understand that it is their responsibility to make rehearsal as 

efficient as possible and to support, not inhibit, the vocal production of their student 

actors. While I do recognize that the directing team is limited in what they can 

accomplish in rehearsal, most do include some type of warm-up at the beginning of 

rehearsals. This as an excellent opportunity to integrate vocal pedagogy and begin to 

teach student actors to be aware of how their physical habits affect their vocal 

efficiency. Integrating these teachings into the warm-ups at the beginning of rehearsal 

would teach actors that vocal efficiency is important for those who speak, not just 

singers. And, once students learn to use their voice efficiently, they can be expressive 

and they can affect audiences as they communicate ideas and emotions on stage. 

 Finally, I believe that the most effective and simple change that can be made 

to the rehearsal process is in regards to how we correct vocal complications and how 

we give notes. When dealing with issues with the voice, directors, musical directors 

and vocal coaches must learn to look as well as listen; they must look for locked 

knees, extraneous tension, upper chest breaths or body positions that restrict airflow, 

in order to start at the root of vocal problems. The voice is an embodied instrument 

that student actors should learn how to use and form beneficial habits, as a result, in 

rehearsals. We must, in daily rehearsals, instill in our student actors a physical 

awareness that will make their vocal production more efficient and free their voices to 

emote and connect; if this is repeated in daily rehearsals they have the potential to 
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move from the unaware first stage of learning to a level of vocal mastery that will 

better their performances for the rest of their acting careers. 

 

 

Appendix 

 

Fig. 3: Spine Roll – Freeing the Natural Voice Credit: Linklater, Kristin.  
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Fig. 4: The Odyssey Rehearsal Daily Call 28 Sept. 2016 Credit: Amanda Marshall 
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Fig. 5: The Odyssey Rehearsal Daily Call. 25 Oct. 2016 Credit: Amanda Marshall 
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Fig.6: The Odyssey. Calypso’s Nymphs. Photo Credit: Steve DiBartolmeo 

 
Fig. 7: The Odyssey. Calypso’s Nymphs. Photo Credit: Steve DiBartolmeo 
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Fig. 8: Zoot Suit. Rehearsal Daily Call 21 Apr. 2017. Credit: Amanda Marshall 



                    

 32 

 
Fig. 9: Zoot Suit. Rehearsal Daily Call 1 May 2017. Credit: Amanda Marshall 
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