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The invisible communicator: A vocal 
workshop 

Angela Punch McGregor1 

Abstract 

The human voice is at once visible yet formless. These exercises form part of my 
current voice pedagogy. They are examples of an evolving curriculum to treat the 
human voice as both a tangible and formless entity. The exercises mapped below 
are accompanied by a basic content and delivery style and a brief overview of 
perhaps why the activity has proved beneficial. The tangibility of the voice is 
observed by watching bodily signals but what happens on the inside is more 
mysterious. So how to integrate the physical with the metaphysical into vocal 
training? My work as voice coach is constantly attending to this conundrum: 
applying the exercises that might address the physical complexities, but also 
integrating such work into the larger metaphysical expression of the human 
voice. This workshop is an example of some ideas that might support a stronger 
link to physical training with psychic release. This ongoing exploration springs 
from a desire to better understand the vocal constraints that beset our acting 
students towards open free vocal expression. 
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The workshop 

These four exercises (shown in Table 1) are not necessarily routine or even frequent 
activities but are described as examples of where body and soul and breath can come 
together for perhaps a more cathartic practice. 
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Table 1: The Voice Transcending 

EXERCISE CONTENT DELIVERY PURPOSE OUTCOMES 

ON THE 
RACK 

Lying in supine 
position, place the 
yoga block under the 
upper back. 

Lie across the block 
with arms 
outstretched to 
produce maximum 
stretch across the 
upper thoracic chest 
wall and sternum 
bone. 

Find a shallow rhythm 
of breath as you sense 
the arched upper back 
putting maximum 
strain on the sternum 
and intercostal 
muscles. 

Stay in this position 
for only a couple of 
minutes. 

These muscles that 
separate each rib in 
the ribcage are 
frequently unreleased 
and the sternum 
which has flexibility to 
expand is often held in 
a defensive frozen 
position. 

The goal of this 
remedial posture is to 
gently and regularly 
stretch all the muscles 
originating from the 
shoulder girdle and 
from the central 
sternum bone to 
provide a flexible set 
of intercostal muscles 
both for breath 
capacity and 
resonance from the 
whole thoracic cavity. 

WHOLE-
BODY 
RESISTANCE 

Always moving slowly 
but with continual 
flow the muscles must 
realise both a stretch 
in a 360 degree and a 
counter release from 
abducting to 
adducting. This will 
keep muscles both 
strong in resistance 
development and 
flexible for sound 
vocal placement. 

Moving into a yoga 
sequence or flow of 
postures, the 
intercostals, muscles 
of the ribcage, neck 
and pelvis and 
shoulder girdles are 
all engaged in fully 
oxygenated resistance 
work.  

As the upper body 
contains all the major 
organs for operation 
from the pelvis 
upwards, these areas 
see the surrounding 
muscles maintaining a 
tight pattern of 
protection.  

This flow of whole-
body movement 
demands balance and 
a floor resistance. It 
also allows for the 
breathing 
musculature to 
expand and support 
the effort involved. 

It demonstrates a 
breath capacity and an 
engagement that the 
student might 
otherwise have been 
unaware of inside 
their own body. 

FOCUSED 
REALITY 

You find a voice that 
comes to you in an ad 
lib fashion by talking 
directly to an invisible 
subject who has 
remained problematic 
to you in your past or 
present life 
experiences. 

You can position 
yourself in front of the 
class or away from 
their gaze. You talk 
randomly to the 
“invisible 
relationship”, finding 
words to speak what 
has been unspeakable. 

You decide when and 
how to begin and 
when and how to 
resolve it. 

This work must be 
approached carefully 
when the class has 
developed group trust. 
They will act as a 
witness to this highly 
charged, very raw and 
honest expression. It 
allows for a newfound 
confidence. 

This exercise in my 
experience has proven 
most successful in 
opening and releasing 
the intercostal 
structures and 
allowing for more 
flexibility to develop.  

Chest resonance, 
especially in females, 
has increased in 
volume and timbre 
almost overnight. 
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EXERCISE CONTENT DELIVERY PURPOSE OUTCOMES 

It should be 
introduced as an 
optional activity and 
never demanded. 

The whole class is 
present emotionally 
and vocally. 

YIN 
STRETCH 

These are well-known 
yoga postures that are 
useful upon 
completion of a class 
to bring the energetic 
fluids of the body into 
the larger joints, 
especially the hips, 
pelvis and shoulders. 

 

You can perform three 
or four postures per 
class for 
approximately 10 
minutes in total. 

Hold the postures for 
about two minutes 
each and always 
return to neutral 
Shivassana position in 
between each posture 
to re-route the fluids 
of the body. It is more 
beneficial at the end of 
a workshop as the 
physicality is 
grounding rather than 
energising. 

You will feel very 
grounded and present 
in your mental focus 
as a result. 

Sound will emanate 
from the body with an 
integrated resonance 
as opposed to sitting 
trapped in the upper 
half of the body. 

 

 
Exercise One is an attempt to draw awareness to the sometimes-frozen musculature 
that lies between the upper ribs, particularly in the front of the ribcage secured by the 
sternum or breast bone. Due to both cultural and psychological interference in our 
development there is commonly a foreshortening of the intercostal muscles in this area. 
The yoga block will lift the thoracic cavity into a stretch position that extends right 
across the breast bone and up into neck and shoulder muscles. By encouraging a 
shallow inhale and exhale in this position it further encourages the intercostals to 
greater expansion and release. 

Exercise Two is designed to incorporate whole body muscle strengthening to support 
the breathing structures of the body’s core. By engaging in a flow of muscle activity, the 
entire torso will develop a flexibility and isolated strength when the actor’s breath is 
called into play. Balance, resistance and cardio strength are required to reinstate the 
body’s alignment and to enable strong isolated movements from the actor’s vocal 
instrument: in this case, the torso. 

Exercise Three – also known as Transcendence – allows the actor to release strong 
energetics from their most honest and heartfelt life positions. This exercise needs to 
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happen with a group well known to itself and where there sits a safe and trusted 
environment. The exercise should always be presented as an optional exploration for 
anyone’s ongoing training. The focused vocal delivery that involves qualities of courage 
and humility can free a fixed and frozen musculature of the shoulder, chest and pelvic 
girdles. This exercise best encapsulates the concept of the invisible voice. This deep 
honest place is where all power resides for the actor, yet where all fear and protection 
can also abide. 

Exercise Four is a traditional yoga practice that will, because of sustained resistance, 
open the larger muscles of shoulder, pelvis and hips. During this resistance, because of 
holding the postures for several minutes all bodily fluids are damned then released into 
a deeper place in the tissues of the body. These body fluids are responsible for 
reoxygenation, cleansing and nourishing both bone and surrounding muscle. The actor 
will feel very grounded and centred after the exercise and with better mental focus. 

Concluding Thoughts 

Our personal psychic experiences are all lodged in the muscle memory and the muscle 
defence that ensures our survival. These examples of somatic work on the voice ensure 
a deepening of resonance and an increase in volume capacity by attending to muscular 
dysfunction. I have noticed a greater range in colour and tone in the young voice, 
sometimes immediately. 

Finally, a word on breath. As a vocal coach I must always return to how sound is 
delivered – on a sound wave that is the constant movement of air. The complex 
obstacles to why air is not moving freely remains the central matrix of all our teaching 
goals. Fortunately, or not, inhaling is an involuntary action. We never have to think 
about it. Exhaling, however, is like the forgotten city or tribe. We get so caught up in 
life’s distractions and obstacles that we hold onto our last breath as if it’s our last 
breath! This is the most fundamental and recurring challenge for the actor. The 
muscles must be strong and prepared for the constant recoil of breath needed during 
performance. The muscle memory and neural pathways need to erase old protective 
patterns that will default under emotional pressure. The speed of activities asked of the 
performer under this pressure need the vocal instrument to respond and adapt with 
lightning speed.  

These exploratory activities will go some way to addressing our teaching challenges. 
They can hopefully invite a conversation on the holistic training of the performer’s 
speaking voice in both acting and voice pedagogy. 

The actor is, consciously or otherwise, seeking a comfortable place to abide within the 
realm of the play and the imagination of the role. It follows that this formless part of 
the voice – we can call it the soul – wants to lay bare its deepest feelings. This is a tough 
challenge as such things will always lie hidden. Luckily this invisible voice is also 
seeking a home, a body, that will be built well and with reliable foundations. We have a 
place to start! 
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