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Voice Pedagogy

Female Chest Voice

with all other ranges of the female
voice, not only in iow range, but
well into upper range as well.
Chest should never be carr ied
upwardbeyond Eb+ (above middle
Cn) by most sopranos, and no
higher than Ea or Fn by amezzo.
Contraltos can carry it up to F#a
or Ga above middle C. Carryrng it
beyond these points may prove
physically dan$erous.
Itis an essential component of the
Broadwav sound.

RESPONSE

Untjl relatively recenfly, it was not
uncommon for a woman in the
United States to speak in a head reg-
ister dominant quality. In the last
twenty-five years, however, there has
been a trend for women's voices to
be lower in pitch and chest register
dominant. In addition, since rock
music took over as the dominant influ-
ence of popular music in the 60s,
mainstream music has been chest reg-
ister driven for female as weIl as male
singers.i Finally, with the continued
increase in the decibel level of all
amplified musigz including music the-
ater3 and now some opera, the ears
of the average listener have become
accustomed to heavy, fiill,loud sounds
as the norm in most vocal music. One
only need listen to recordings ofyoung
Gigli or LilyPons to know thatvoices
as light as these would have a diffi-
cult time establishing major careers
today, especialiy in the United States.

Given all of the above, the question
concerning the use of chest register
in the female voice seems more per-
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tinent than ever. While there still may
be pedagogues whobelieve that chest
register is "bacl"  and should be
avoided, most singers today, both male
and female, need, to utilize this qual-
ity in orcler to have viable careers.
Indeed, chest register has long been
a component of the time honored tra-
ditions of classical vocal training. It
is referred to by both Lamperti and
Garcia and is discussed at length in
the books of Vennatd, Reid, and
Bunch, as well as many others.

In classical singing, the chest reg-
ister can be addressed in the female
voice in a number of ways, d"epend-
ing upon the results desired. In all
voices, it needs to be handled with carg
as there ate certatn side effects in the
use of this register qualify, both in
acoustic parameters-or resonance-
and in function.

If one is working with a young voice
withlittle or no training,both registers
must be developed, but head register
isbest developed first, as it allows the
voice to rise easily and stretches the
upper limits of the pitch range. A light
sound is not fatiguing to most voices
and can be strengthened over time.
Although there often is a tendency to
breathiness in a head register tone,
this clears up as the voice strengthens
and the breath managementbecomes
more deliberate. After these vocai
behaviors are established, it is possi-
ble tobring in a spoken quality (chest
register or modal voice) on the lower
tones and gradually strengthen it and
a1low it to rise to Ea.

In an older singer or a singer with
a stronger voice, the lower register
mayhe more naturally present and
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Written questions that teachers and
performers hav e submitted for dis cus-
sion at sessions devoted to systernatic
voice technique are wide ranging, oftto
penetrating the v ery he art of v oic e p e d-
eglgu.This colurnn continues to exam-
ine sorne of them.

ISSUE

Whatis your opinion as to the func-
tion and use of female chest voice? I
have heard a number of views ex-
pressed, including the following:
1. Female chestvoice shoulclbe used

very sparingly, if at all, and only
with mature singers.

2. Chest is an important asset in
developin$ the 1ow female ratt{e,
and for providing an expressive
and useful color possibility. It
should be introduced early. By
developing the chest voice, the
entire instrument is strengthened.
It should be exercised daily along
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may rise without difficulty several
pitches higher. Ideally all other tech-
nical work progresses apace, allow-
ing for ablending of the notes around
the E+ to Ga passaggio until the sin$er
reaches a high leve1 of skill and full
vocal function.

The light coloratura soprano (think

again of Pons or Mado Robin) can
sing in what could be cal led a

"falsetto" quality, or pure head reg-
ister. At the level of the folds, this is
primarily a cricothyroid. driven sourrd.
I speculate that it perhaps could be
rcIated to the vibratory function of
the countertenor's folds. The very
light coloratura has iittle color or
weight, particularly in the lower
pitches, but makes up for it in flexi-
bility and high range. If the instru-
ment is beautiful in its own right and
the musical ability is there, no one
minds that the chest register is miss-
ing. This voice type has become quite

rare, particularly in the United States,
perhaps because it does not carry well
in the middle andlower pitches over
a large orchestra in a big house.

The other female voice that can
manage without an obvious chest re$-
ister quality is the dramatic soprano.
Voices that are naturallylar$e without
weigfrt, such as those of Bir$it Nilsson

andJoan Sutherland, are able to fill

a house without using a noticeable
chest register quality in their lower
pitches.

It has long been stated that chest
register will make the voice more
impressive but will pu1l it down in
range, and I believe that to be true,
not just for women, but for everyone.
Singing roles that were too heavy or
singing them too soon has deraiied
many careers, and Ibelieve this is the
source of the fear that chest re$ister
is "bad" for the voice.

From an objective or more scien-
tific standpoint, it is still veryunclear
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what we mean when we talk about
"weight" in a voice and how it func-
tions, l:oth positively and negatively,
particulatly it relationship to tech-
nique rather than natural capacity. I
believg neverflneless, that avoice delib-
erately canbecome chestier over time
quite efTectively, as in the case of a
spinto, but that the trainin$ mustbe
done carefuliyin order to avoidprob-
1ems.

There traditionally has been debate
among pedagogues as to whether or
not chest register is responsible for
the deeper, darker color of the sound
or for the "edge" or brilliartce in the
resonance. Many studies indicate that

head register produced tones al1ow
the 1a4mx to remain comfortablylow
in the vo.cal tract, which would more
easily al1ow it to remain in a lon$er,
more open configuration, hence, Pro-
ducrng a darker, fi.rller tone. The chest
register quality has been shown to

have more compression at the level

of the folds and may cause the larynx

itself to change configuration andver-
tical height. Dependin$ upon the phi-

losophy of the training, it could be

that the high frequency amplification
thatwe call "ring" is enhancedby this
chest register response. These obser-
vations would seem to run counter

to the subjective exPerience most

singers have that head re$ister is

responsible for brilliance and chest
register for warmth in the tone. It is

fair to say that the jury is still out as
to the cause of these vocal tract
responses, because it cannot Yet be

ascertained what is strictly source

and what is filter. We.can speculate
from an empirical place, of coutse,
but whatever school one fal1s into,

the subjective choices need to be

ciearly made. In terms of music the-

ater, the vocal quality changes mustbe

addressed directly or problems will

surely arise.

In the case of contemPortry com-
mercial musig or CCM (anYthing not
classical), an entirely different under-
standing of chest re$ister is necessary'
When dealing with any style of CCM,
there is a good deal of confusion about
what exactly chest re$ister is, partic-
ularly in women. Some PeoPle think
that anybright, brassy sound is chesty,
period. This is not correct. Some think

that anything that is spoken is auto-
matically chest re$ister, but that

depends on the speech of aqY $iven
individual. Itis important tobe able to
hear what is and what is not a re$is-
ter quality. It is imperative also to be

able to hear a differencebeFxteen the

vowel sound quality or resonarlce

adjuslment and the re$ister quality'

Without this ability, the entire sub-
jectbecomes murkY.

Cerrain teachers have proposed that

belting, which is simply the chest re$-

ister quality carried up above the fra-

ditional E-F+break at a loud decibei

level, is a separate re$ister unto itself'

Research has strongly suggested that

all registe r balarrce is a combination

of cricothyroid and thyroarytenoid

activity, and that, coupled with laryn-
geal height, vocal tr act configuration,
subglottic pressure, and trans$lottaI
airflow; is what the ear hears as tonal

texhrre. Therefore, b elting is just a lab el

given t0 e certain aspect of cLtest regis-

ter fancti.oz. This definition is sup-

ported by decades of  use in the

theatrical community to chat actertze

a specific type of singing and sin$er

who could be heard at the back of a

house longbefore there was electronic

amplification. (The two most famous

exponents in the 30s were AlJolson

and Ethe1 Merman.)
Whatis not clear from the research

(or more accutate\y,lack of research),

but is known to those who Perform
CCM is that it is possible to sin$ in a

chest register quality that is soft and
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light. (That's what "crooning" is.) It

stands to reason that if it is possible

to make a loud head re$ister sound

like the aforementioned classical

singers (countertenor and coloratura)
and carry it down in pitch, it must
also be possible to make a soft chest
register sound andcarry that quality

up higher as well. In fact, this is very

much what happens in a beginning
student who has a "rLtce voice" and

sings pop music exclusively,but does-

n't belt. The confusion has arisen

because operatic trainin$ eliminates

this vocal behavior. Chest re$ister in

an opera singer behaves entirely dif-

ferently than chest re$ister in a pop

singer. If one's experience with this
quality comes entirely from opera
singing, the only conclusion possible

would be that chest re$ister doesn't
want to go up easily, and that would

be true.In the case of a natural chest
register driven speaking and sin$ing
voice, where the lar;rnx rides easily

high in the throat, it is not difficult

to take the chest re$ister quality up

in pitch, provided there is no other

unnecessary tensiqn anywhere in the
phonatory system and ofherphysical
factors arc favorable.

In a1l but the rarest of cases, female

singers musthave some access to their

chest register quality in contempo-
rary pop music, and it is not uncom-
mon to find this quality carried to
very high pitches in many styles. The
dehate used to ra$e as to whether it
was safe to take chest re$ister above
Ga, but it is quite possible todaY to
hear women singin$ an octave higher
than that in chest register on Broad-
way eight times a week. The number
of womenwho take chestre$ister into
tlris high pitch ransehas been steadily
growing for many years, and not all of
these people are damaging themselves,
vocal freaks, or unaware of what theY
sound like and are doing.
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Through conditioning, it is Possr-
b1e, over time, to take the chest re$is-
ter quality higher in pitch without
damaging the vocal folds, particularly

if the singer is well trained, i.e., has
good breath managfement and excel-
lent posture, is physically in very $ood
condition, has learned to eliminate
anyunnecessary tensionin the mech-

anism, and is using this quality with a

high level of awareness. Sin$in$ a well
prepared chesty F5 once an evenin$ is

not the same as sin$in$ a nontrained
chesty Fa over and over for several
hours very loudly, which is worse.
Chest regiister d,oes not make ttre voice
more beautiful, but often that's the

desired goa1. Obviously some women

wil1be able to sin$ in chest re$ister
more easily than others, and PerhaPs
it is a more stressed quality no matter
how it is handled, but it is not neces-
sarily automatically damaging.

It is true, however, that sin$in$ in
the above manner would make it dif-

ficult, if not impossible, to sin$ with

equal facility in a lower larytx, head

register dominant Position, as the

muscular coordination would be at

opposite functional extremes. In

essence, I  am sayin$ that Aretha
Franklin couldn't sing like Ren6e
Fleming, and vice Yersa, even if theY

were inclined to try. There are vocal

reasons why "crossover" is difficult,

and why no one has as Yetbeen able

to successfully ne$otiate both classi-
cal and nonclassical music at the salne
time in a way that has been accePt-
able to either the professional com-
munity or the $eneral Public.

It is possible, however, to "cross-
train" the vocal mechanism so that it
produces more than one kind of vocal
quality, and this is in fact a necessity
in the female commercial sin$er, espe-
cially one who sings music theater
material.  Music theater requires
singers to be as versatile as possible

and often asks women to sin$ in chest,

mixed [chestwithhead), and a "Leg,rt"

head within the same show and some-

times within the same son$. In order

to do this safely, without injury, it is

absolutely necessary that women

learn to feel specificallywhat "weigfirt"

means in their sound, and learn to

make the sound have a sPoken

(modal) quality without extra pres-

sure in the throat itself. While this

isn't necessarily easy, it isn't any

harder than learning to be a good

ope a singer!
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November's sky is du1l and drear',

Novernber's leaf is red and sear.

sir walter scott (1771-1s32)
Marmion (tso8)

s
April is in my mistress' face,

AndJuly in her eyes hath place,

Within her bosom is September,

But in her heart a cold

December.
From Thon'tas N[orley, Madrigals to
Fau.r Voices (tSg+)
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