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A Comparison of Breath Management Strategies
in Classical and Nonclassical Singers:

Thomas F. Cleveland

INTRODUCTION:

Experience has shown us that
classical and nonclassical singers
use different breath management stra-
tegies during singing. Although these
strategies can be observed in the chest
and abdominal wall movement of
singers, it has been difficult to quan-
tify the movements and discern
their importance to the management
of breath in singing. Recently, sever-
al new studies have given us addi-
tional insight regarding breath man-
agement in singing. Thomasson and
Sundberg (1997) examined the breath-
ing dynamics of classically trained
singers, and Hoit, Jenks, Watson,
and Cleveland (1996) considered the
breathing habits of country singers.
The purpose of the present article is
to examine the results of these re-
cent studies and determine how the
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new findings may affect our peda-
gogical approach to various singing
styles.

Before we discuss the new find-
ings, we must have an understand-
ing of the mechanics of the breath-
ing system and the forces that create
the pressures necessary to generate
the vocal sound.

Mechanics of Breath
Management

Three forces are at work on the
breathing system at all times. These
forces are:

T

. Gravity,

. Elastic recoil of the breathing sys-
tem (lungs and ribcage), and

3. Muscle action.

[\

The following is an examina-
tion of the action of the three forces.

Gravity

Gravity is an important force
in breathing. The downward pull it
exerts on the body depends on the
posture of the singer. For instance, it
exerts a different influence on the
rib cage of a singer who is lying
down from that exerted on a singer
who is sitting or standing. Because
we live under constant gravitational
pull, we have little notice of its
effect, but, in the standing position,
gravity would, theoretically, be
antagonistic to inhalation and assist
with exhalation.
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Elastic Recoil

The dimensions of the lungs
and the rib cage are greatly influ-
enced by elastic recoil. To under-
stand elastic recoil, it is helpful to
think in the action of a spring. For
instance, once a spring is stretched
and then released, it will quickly
recoil back to its original position.
Likewise, when it is squeezed, it
will again recoil, but this time in the
opposite direction by expanding to
its original position. The rib cage
and lungs operate in a similar way
to this springlike action. Once the
rib cage and lungs are expanded,
they will recoil to their at-rest posi-
tion, and when they are “contract-
ed,” they will expand back to their
resting point. This resting point is
called the resting expiratory level, or
the REL, and the contracting and
expanding forces, which are entire-
ly passive, are exhalatory at lung
volumes above REL, and inhalatory
at volumes below the REL. At the
REL, the forces are neither inspira-
tory nor expiratory, but are at rest
and equal.

It may be instructive to the
singer to experience the REL from
both the expanded and contracted
rib cage positions. To experience
the REL from the expanded rib cage
position, take a deep breath and “let
it go.” Once you “let it go,” the rib
cage will relax, automatically, to the
resting position, and the volume of
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breath will be expelled to a position
approximating the REL. Note, as
you exhale, that the rib cage tends to
collapse rather quickly at first, but
slows down as you continue to ex-
hale. This is because the force of ex-
halation is much greater at a point of
the full breath, where the “spring”
is stretched the most, but gets weak-
er as you exhale. As you approach
REL, the recoil slows even more.

To discover the REL from the
contracted position, exhale as much
air as possible from your lungs and
then “let go.” Because the rib cage is
contracted, the rib cage will now
spring back in the opposite direction
and expand, automatically, to the
REL, drawing in air while it ex-
pands. Again, note that the force to
expand the rib cage is greater at the
point of full contraction, but slows
as you approach REL. It is impor-
tant to remember that these forces
are described under the condition of
normal posture. A twisted torso or
otherwise malalignment of the spine
can impede the expansion/contrac-
tion capacity of the breathing sys-
tem, so, as mentioned before, pos-
ture can have tremendous impact on
the recoil forces of the breathing
system.

It is interesting to know that,
on average, the REL occurs at ap-
proximately forty percent of the full
breathing capacity. However, the lo-
cation of the REL can vary up to thir-
ty percent depending on the singer.

Muscle

Muscle action gives us the abil-
ity to control the forces of gravity
and elastic recoil, and decrease or
increase the lung pressures neces-
sary to generate and maintain the
desired sound. The degree of muscle
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effort and the direction of that effort
depends on the influence of elastic
recoil and gravity, as well as the task
requirements. For instance, because
the recoil forces are very strong when
one takes a full breath, inhalatory
muscle effort can be used to counter-
act the strong recoil forces and release
the breath more gradually, if desired.
Once the breath is used and the rib
cage is less expanded, the inhalatory
muscle forces may be unnecessary
and exhalatory forces must be recruit-
ed to continue the coordination for
appropriate breath flow.

More complicated tasks create
different requirements on the system.
For example, if a high pitch with
loudness is required immediately
after a full breath, exhalatory mus-
cle effort may be combined with the
passive forces of elastic recoil and
gravity to create the amount of breath
pressure necessary to produce the
desired sound. It is easy to see that
different conditions, that is, changes
in pitch and/or loudness, require al-
terations in the degree and/or direc-
tion of muscle action. Add to these
conditions the passive variation of
elastic recoil, body postures, and
gravitational pull, and the singer has
much to coordinate in the singing
process.

Techniques of breath manage-
ment vary among singers, even those
who are trained in the same singing
style. For example, research indicates
that some singers employ the dia-
phragm when they sing and others
do not. For those who use the dia-
phragm, which is a muscle of inhala-
tion, in contraction expands the
dimensions of the lower rib cage and
thereby increases the overall lung
volume capacity. On the other hand,
the abdominal muscles, which are

muscles of exhalation, contract an-
tagonistically to the diaphragm.

With this familiarity with the
mechanics of the breathing system,
we need to see what research is dis-
covering about the operation of the
breath management system during
different singing styles. In the next
issue, we will look at several para-
meters of breath management and
see how they differ in classical and
country singers. In addition, we will
consider the ramifications of these
breath management strategies on
voice pedagogy.
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THE MUSIC OF LUIGI ZANINELLI
English Solos for Voice Students of All Ages

The music of Luigi Zaninelli is known around the world as work that excites the senses and stimulates the mind.

Among his numerous honors are a Steinway Prize; ASCAP Awards since 1964; and Outstanding Achievement
Award, Province of Alberta. In 1998, he became the first four-time winner of the Mississippi Institute of Arts and Letters
Music Award.

With more than 300 published works to his credit, Mr. Zaninelli has been commissioned to compose for all mediums
including opera, ballet, chamber music, orchestra, band, chorus and solo songs. He has also composed several movie
and television scores. His one-act opera, Mr. Sebastian, was premiered in 1995 followed by the first performance of his
first full-length opera, Snow-White, in March, 1996.

“His music has the rare quality of being listenable and original.” The Curtis Institute of Music

“A major musical mind. . .his writing even at its most complex projects immediate contact.” Keynote Magazine

“One of the most widely performed

VOCAL SOLO COLLECTIONS composers of his gt'm:r;lliull.“

Beginnings IA0080  Two-Pack $14.95 Music Ministry

Five American Gospel Songs 1A5083 Two-Pack $12.95

Five American Revival Songs 1A5094 Two-Pack $14.95

Five Folk Songs IA0075 High Voice Two-Pack $12.95 IA0076  Medium Voice Two-Pack $12.95

Five Folk Songs Il |A0073 Two-Pack $12.95

Seek Thou This Soul of Mine IA5088 Two-Pack $3.50

Seven Sanctuary Songs IA5090 Two-Pack $12.95

Songs from the Magic Place MP0001 Score $10.95 MP0002  Student Book (grades 5-9) $2.50
MP0003 Perf./Acc. Cassette $30.00

Three Songs by Stephen Foster  |A0078 Two-Pack $10.95

Three Wedding Songs IA5100 Two-Pack $7.95 MC5179  A/P Cassette $20.00
GN5055 Book & Cassette $22.50 LB5358  Instrumental Parts $12.00

World Is So Full, The |A0084 Two-Pack (Children) $16.95

9 songs from “A Child's Garden of Verse" by Robert Louis Stevenson
(Medium Voice unless otherwise noted)

Available from your favorite music retailer or from Shawnee Press, ln(ﬁ Delaware Water Gap, PA 18327 * 800-962-8584.
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