
371
Caietele Echinox, vol. 45, 2023: Diasporic Voices / Different Voices

Iulia Ursa
Voice Modulation  

through Imaginative Exercises

Abstract: The present article proposes an 
analytical cartography of voice exercises from the 
perspective of the material force through which 
they act at the psychosomatic level. The analyzed 
exercises are identified in the most known and 
used training methods developed throughout the 
20th century. The analysis of exercises follows 
the effect of imagination in the development of 
qualities such as: flow, lightness, efficiency. The 
maximization of vocal qualities requires awareness 
of the interdependencies between body-voice-
imaginary stimulus through training. The types of 
training and their applicability will produce results, 
being correlated with the specific disciplines of 
the actor’s art that integrate processes such as 
body awareness and the influence of the imaginal 
stimulus in the creative act. The various methods 
of learning and assimilating vocal expression 
techniques are recommended to be practiced 
in an individual system. The aim is to concretely 
and systematically follow the progress made by 
the practitioner under the assistance of the vocal 
coach.  
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Vocal Technique; Breathing.
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Introduction

The 20th century represented an ex-
tremely prolific period in the dynam-

ics of theatrical pedagogy. Starting from 
the pioneering work of Constantin Stan-
islawski and continuing with the great 
reformers of the sixth decade, numerous 
acting schools were founded in Europe and 
America, which developed various methods 
of theatrical pedagogy. Today we find in the 
educational offers of university programs or 
theater studios references to the methods 
of Constantin Stanislavski, Vsevolod May-
erhold, Michael Chekov, Jerzy Grotowski, 
Viola Spolin, Augusto Boal, Eugenio Bar-
ba, Jaques Lecoq, Tadashi Suzuki, etc. In his 
studies of theatrical anthropology, Eugenio 
Barba observes the convergence of these 
methods in the sense of reworking spon-
taneity in stage behavior, that is “the ability 
to decisively execute actions that prove or-
ganic and effective, convincing in relation 
to the senses of the spectator.”1 The training 
exercises found in these methods are built 
around the principle of the materiality of 
the body, body-mind,2 including the voice as 
an invisible extension of the body.3

Actor-specific vocal training follows 
three distinct directions: breathing, voice, 
and speech. On the one hand, all beings 
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are born with the physiological potential 
of voice production, on the other hand, 
speaking is an act determined by cultur-
al and linguistic constraints. Voice can 
communicate emotions without using 
articulate speech, but speech cannot exist 
without voice. Physiologically, voice is pro-
duced with the help of the column of air 
hitting the vocal cords. The process of voice 
production can be described by following 
the path of air that crosses the phonatory 
apparatus from nasal or oral inspiration, 
then descends through the trachea into the 
lungs to then return to the larynx where the 
strings vibrate and produce the sound. The 
sound travels to the resonance box formed 
in the oral cavity. Thus formed, the sound 
is shaped according to the place where it is 
formed, the area where it resonates and the 
position of the obstacles encountered, i.e., 
the teeth, tongue, and lips.

Context

The essence of the actor’s work lies in 
the process of transformation. Every 

technique or theatrical poetics is based 
on a principle regarding the transforma-
tion of the actor or the degree to which 
he transforms into the character they are 
impersonating. The ideal training incor-
porates diverse techniques, based on com-
plementary principles, because as Eugenio 
Barba observes in his work A Paper Canoe, 
the techniques are not mutually exclusive, 
they complement and enhance each oth-
er.4 The actor’s training aims at acquiring 
an acting technique, and this technique in-
volves the performative, extra-daily use of 
the body, voice and mind, maximizing the 
effect of stage presence that captures the 
attention and imagination of the viewer. 

According to the principles on which they 
are based, three large categories of acting 
techniques can be distinguished: extra-dai-
ly techniques, psycho-technique and psy-
cho-physical technique.

The extra-daily techniques of the body 
contain physical procedures that operate 
through a process of reduction and substi-
tution. It highlights the essential, codified 
character of actions by creating a tension 
and a change in the energy potential of the 
body. For example, the actor is modifying 
their walk using a technique which will 
trigger an imbalance of their body, thus in-
creasing their presence on the scene, which 
in turn attracts and captivates the attention 
of the spectator. This category includes the 
techniques of Oriental theater, Meyer-
hold’s Biomechanics, Jacques Lecoq’s tech-
nique, and Tadashi Suzuki’s technique.

The psycho-technique is based on the 
principle of dramatizing each action with 
the aim of influencing the actor’s physical 
dynamism by breaking the automatisms of 
everyday behavior. The actor imagines that 
he is in a real situation defined by concrete 
parameters that answer the fundamental 
questions: Who? Where? When? Why? 
With whom? How? The actor is trained 
to act by imagining what if ... . The Stan-
islavskian technique is the matrix of this 
type of acting technique. From Stanislavski 
it was taken over, developed and improved, 
then adapted to the different performative 
forms that evolved later, such as cinema 
and television.

The third category of techniques, the 
psycho-physical techniques, are based on 
the principle of integrating the perform-
er’s voice and body in order to achieve the 
body-mind complex. According to this, 
the actor’s mind imagines and their body 



373
Voice Modulation through Imaginative Exercises

incorporates and enacts the imaginary 
stimulus on scene. For example, the actor’s 
body will enact being cold, as a response 
to the respective imaginary stimulus. In 
this category fall the systems developed by 
Grotowski, David Zinder, Mickael Chek-
hov, and Tehnica Viewpoints.

Acting technique is the tool that al-
lows the actor to operate at the stage level 
and, as Robert Cohen observes, “Stage play 
is communication”.5 In performing arts, 
communication has two fundamental lev-
els, interaction and performance, and is the 
result of the use of tactics. Tactics are con-
scious and unconscious strategies by which 
we seek to achieve our goals or target. In 
his method, presented in the work The Ac-
tor and the Target, director Declan Donnel-
lan states that the actor cannot transform, 
only the target is constantly transforming: 
“There are as many methods as there are 
actors (...). There is no such thing as a fail-
safe system. Many actors are grateful for 
any spark of imagination that ignites life 
and confidence in them”.6 We thus under-
stand that there are psycho-physical mech-
anisms with which we can operate con-
cretely, operationalize them, thus achieving 
the transformation process from the daily 
self into the enacted character.

Tactics are psycho-physical mecha-
nisms of communication that combine ver-
bal forms with paraverbal forms. Paraverbal 
is complementary to verbal language and 
manifests itself through the ways of vocal 
expression that give meaning and meaning 
to words: tone, rhythm, volume. Paraver-
bal language contains meta-information 
that defines an inter-human relationship. 
The communication of the interhuman re-
lationship, the RELACOM7, will suggest 
the decoding of the content of the verbal 

communication. The paraverbal forms are: 
progressively increasing the intensity of the 
lines; the reduction in intensity, which fol-
lows a moment of climax; sudden decrease 
in volume, tone, dilation of the rhythm; the 
interruption that illustrates the transition 
from one thought to another, variations in 
tempo and speed of response and reaction; 
the pause that marks the thresholds.

Robert Cohen8 classifies extreme com- 
munication tactics between two characters 
into two broad categories: Intimidation or 
Threat Tactics and Persuasion or Induction 
Tactics. Intimidation or threat tactics are 
tactics that generate power to the actor 
by communicating status. In the process 
of incorporating the character, the actor 
can concretely use these tactics through 
the process of taking over the leadership 
through a verbal action, an order, a com-
mand accompanied by sudden, unexpected 
and determined physical actions. Domi-
nation can be achieved by increasing the 
volume of the voice, accompanied by a uni-
verse of sound built with the help of puffs 
and whirring of the nostrils. Bodily domi-
nance is built through muscle tension: di-
rectional precision of the gaze, clenching 
the jaw, changing the posture, pulling the 
chin forward and swelling the chest. The 
intimidation effect can be created by care-
fully observing the partner by being able to 
investigate. Silence can be a means of esca-
lating the situation. Using an appropriate 
tone of voice, by speaking the cues as final 
cues, requires attentive silence, respect, and 
adherence from playing partners. Attack is 
a singing and speaking technique that in-
volves the use of a strong, commanding vo-
cal tone with emphasis on the first syllable 
of the word. The use of monosyllabic words 
is effective in the construction of the attack 
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technique. It ensures the right to speak and 
to continue, especially by close monitoring 
the response reaction by observing the 
partner manifested concretely by main-
taining the intensity of the utterance at 
the end of the sentence. In the stage game, 
the effect of intimidation can be achieved 
by suggesting a hidden arsenal. Specifical-
ly, it involves the threat of possession of a 
concealed physical, psychological, or vocal 
weapon. Yelling accompanied by tantrums, 
thoughtless attitude or violent, paradoxical 
gestures are powerful intimidation tactics.

Tactics of persuasion or induction in-
volve projecting on the other person a be-
havior identical to the one we want them 
to adopt. The actor can use approval in 
his game, manifested by shaking his head, 
smiles, loud laughter and sounds of approv-
al: “îhî” ... . Equally effective is the disarma-
ment tactic presented by bowing the head, 
kneeling, shrugging, declaring love or peace. 
Calming the other is achieved with the help 
of warm voice, euphonic sounds and tender 
cooing, gentle movements, kisses, and hugs. 
Another disarming tactic is to entertain 
with witticisms and jokes. Adherence of 
stage partners to the goals of the embodied 
character can be achieved by enlivening the 
speech and by reflecting dedication to val-
ues, ideals, causes, creating an atmosphere 
full of enthusiasm, calling to arms, using 
an energetic, magnetizing, and persuasive 
tone. A powerful effect is achieved by flat-
tery with praise. Frankness is achieved by 
validating the maturity of the other. And 
the seduction is achieved through the pro-
jection of the physical self in the other, ac-
companied by the verbal action that uses 
the specific modulation of the voice.

We note that the tools required to im-
plement these tactics demand a complex 

approach to the vocal training techniques 
of the actor. From this perspective, the 
vocal pedagogue or more recently the so-
called voice coach must diversify and ad-
just the didactic methods proposed in the 
specific instructional-educational process.

Conceptual Boundaries

We attempt to define the actor’s vocal 
training as the process of learning a 

technique by practicing. The purpose is to 
optimally use all mechanisms that contrib-
ute to the verbo-vocal emission. It allows 
to obtain a maximum vocal performance 
by fulfilling the requirements of frequency, 
intensity, timbre, diction, expressiveness, 
and resistance.

The skills developed in the actor’s vocal 
training must meet the demands imposed 
by the practice of communication tactics. 
The actor must have the ability to critically 
analyze vocal training exercises and use the 
ones effective for their own development. 
They must set goals and strategic plans for 
their individual vocal training, so that they 
are motivated to practice consistently. They 
will develop a vocal technique appropriate 
to the demands of the stage and adapted to 
their psycho-physical qualities. To achieve 
this, they will use the notions of anatomy 
and physiology of the respiratory and vocal 
apparatus. A well-trained vocal actor will de-
velop a plan for furthering their artistic ca-
reer, aimed at harmonizing their own profile 
with the various professional opportunities.

Voice Shaping through Imagination

Voice is an instrument with infinite 
possibilities of exploitation. Vocal 

training must encompass, beyond the 
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established techniques of breathing and 
articulation or diction, an esoteric field9 
of creative exploration. For the imagina-
tive exploration of the voice, Grotowski 
proposes a series of exercises that involve 
imitating the sounds of nature and of the 
environment. In the next step, the already 
practiced sounds are introduced into a text, 
following the association between meaning 
and sound. Another proposed exercise is to 
explore the unnatural registers of the voice 
by parodying the voices of a child, a wom-
an, a man, and an old man. The purpose of 
the training is to facilitate the imaginative 
mechanism of voice incorporation, shaping 
the voice through imagination. The Polish 
researcher believed that “We are creators 
only when we undertake research”.10 Thus 
he proposed training the voice through 
organic and imaginative exercises, renew-
ing the technique by importing oriental 
methods such as yoga, medicine, or orien-
tal theater. In his view, the actor must act 
following the natural psychological process 
of connecting the voice with breathing and 
movement.

For his part, Yoshi Oida approach-
es vocal training by distinguishing be-
tween three major components: breathing, 
sound and text. In order to understand 
and manipulate the fine mechanism of 
vocal expressiveness, it demonstrates the 
indissoluble link between the activity of 
the phonatory apparatus and the psychic 
activity, which consequently determines a 
process of emotional communication with 
the outside, therefore implicitly a process 
of aesthetic communication. The basic 
principle of the proposed training is the 
use of imagination: “Now, we turn to the 
imagination. (...) it is our imagination that 
works. Physical strength is limited, so it 

is better to use your will and imagination, 
which know no limits”.11

The master encourages a series of 
exercises based on the imaginative mod-
ulation of inspiration in order to enhance 
breathing practices. For example, he sug-
gests imagining that we inhale air through 
the soles, from the ground. By studying the 
effect of sound on subconscious sensations, 
Oida sketches a diagram of the unbreakable 
link between sound and concrete physical 
movement. Thus, each sound is associat-
ed with a direction in space. For example, 
the direction earth-to-sky corresponds to 
the sound “eeeeya,” where “aaa” forces the 
body to perform upward movements. To 
demonstrate this principle, he invites us to 
practice the movement of lifting a weight 
with the help of a song.

In addition, Jaques Lecoq12 advances 
a vocal technique integrated to physical 
training that involves the elimination of 
the word. This series of non-verbal im-
provisations promotes a thorough under-
standing of the vocal dimension of bodily 
expressiveness. Each gesture corresponds 
to a sound or even a larger sound spectrum. 
Each movement triggers a sound image. 
The voice must be imaginatively explored 
as if it had the concrete effect of a precise 
gesture in space. Breathing, modulated by 
the imaginary stimulus, is the foundation 
of the body-vocal technique.

Michael Chekhov integrates the voice 
into the body unit in the description of the 
mechanism underlying the construction of 
the psychological gesture. He suggests the 
inclusion of the voice, naturally, in solv-
ing imaginative exercises: “I feel my body 
and speech as a direct communication of 
my psychology. I feel them as parts of my 
soul that I can see and hear. (...)Every body 
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movement or position invokes a certain 
psychological state and determines how 
you say the sentence, with what intensity, 
quality and at what tempo.”13 

Chekov’s principle was later taken up 
and developed by David Zinder, who de-
fines the voice as the direct resultant of the 
body in motion. From this perspective, he 
believes that the body must be trained first, 
so that the voice can then be integrated 
into the training. And the system involves 
body training by constantly practicing the 
response to the imaginary stimulus, so that 
the voice can then be organically integrated. 
The principles on which he bases his vocal 
exercises from the Body, Mind, Imagination 
Technique14 aim at three premises: 1. The 
expressiveness of the voice is determined 
by its connection with the body; 2. During 
the performative act, the movement of the 
body shapes the voice, but the voice can 
also shape the movement of the body; 3. 
Exploring the organic connection of the 
voice-body requires time and perseverance, 
as well as a disciplined individual approach.

Eugenio Barba transfers to the spec-
tator the mechanism of the imaginative 
exploration of the voice and demonstrates 
that his perception is shaped by the imag-
ination: “Each language has a specific 
sound nature and occupies a place in the 
spectator’s imagination”.15 The importance 
he gives to the sound universe is reflected 
in the terminology he invents to define it. 
Eugenio Barba introduces the notion of 

vocal dramaturgy that comes to comple-
ment the dramaturgy of the actions. They 
complete together the overall picture of 
the acting performance. The exercises de-
scribed are aimed at imitating beings, ob-
jects, and songs in order to explore resona-
tors. Voice training exercises are performed 
by imagining the vocal action as a physical 
action.

Conclusions

The education of vocal expression is a 
field that requires exploration from an 

interdisciplinary perspective. Thus, the par-
adigm of the whole body-voice-mind must 
also be reflected in the methods and means 
of vocal training. Mind and body shape 
the voice equally. The voice is the product 
of the body in motion and must be trained 
together with the body, in an unbreakable 
unity. Incorporating the imagination must 
underpin the construct of exploratory voice 
training. The actor’s vocal performance re-
quires the special expression of the voice, 
and the actor must be educated to train in 
order to increase the vocal expressive scope. 
Vocal expressivity stimulated by the imagi-
nary and psycho-corporeal stimuli requires a 
correct phasing of the teaching process and 
the establishment of vocal training focused 
on individual skills. The individual skills ini-
tially assessed by the voice instructor will be 
trained in a customized system, in relation to 
the psycho-physical evolution of the actor.
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