Voice and breath in physiotherapy

Jana Lewitová

To be at ease rather than under pressure; to express feeling rather than sentiment

(Terezie Blumová)

Some thirty years ago I found myself sitting on a chair with my back to the piano, next to Mrs Terezie Blumová. I was about to start my professional career as a signer in the Prague Madrigalist Ensemble. But I had just obtained my diploma from the Prague Arts and Music School I was still not quite sure of myself as a singer.

To my amazement, this teacher did not tell me how to sing or how to breathe correctly. She just played a note, took my chin in her hand in a peculiar way, said simply “use a small voice, just breathe” and we gently worked our way up through the scales. Then came the next exercise, again very simple, with little voice or breath exerted, but the grip changed. This time Mrs Blumová gently squeezed a region on the neck and sometimes she pressed the palm of her hand on my chest. For the next exercise, I held a handkerchief on the tip of my tongue, stuck out of my mouth, and again we gently covered the scales.

After that we went through a song or an aria, in the same way, with my teacher just saying “speak, sing as if you were speaking”.
Finally, I stood up and sang, Mrs Blumová accompanying by sight and without many words, with maybe some encouragement ... but never any indications of what or how to do, other than "speak, place your feelings into what you are singing".

After each lesson I always felt happy, light and, most importantly, I was singing as I used to as a child, spontaneously, with joy and without thinking about "how to place my voice". After years of different music lessons, this experience was really liberating.

It took me many years before I began to understand what Mrs Blumová meant by saying that all we should search for are the natural, intrinsic possibilities within us. Everything added on top - the expression, tone, acting - only leads to poor technique and strain on the vocal chords. Real technique and beauty comes from within - with the breath. Technique without feeling is self-serving.
Mrs Blumová was born in Budapest in 1909. As an excellent pianist and novice singer, she made the acquaintance of Professor Szamosi. Professor Szamosi (born in 1894), a synagogue cantor, began teaching singing during the 1930's using a new and original method. Tery Vajda, later Blumová, soon became his assistant. Lajos Szamosi was forever dissatisfied with his singing and, after seeking advice from music authorities, concluded that they could not offer the right help.

Szamosi was invited to the Phoniatric clinic in Munich, which treated voice problems using modern methods of physiotherapy. His initial work with the patients of the Clinic with increasing success, which suggested to him that, if his method can treat damaged voices, it might also provide an optimal training for future singers.
Human voice is not only a physiological function, it also reflects the psychological state; in other words, body and mind form an integral unit. Therefore Tery Vajda and Lajos Szamosi also became interested in psychoanalysis and in 1934 Szamosi published his study, "Psychological basis to diseases of the vocal organs". Unfortunately this work is, to my knowledge, no longer available.
The Second World War dispersed this unusual developing school, which produced concerts, edited publications etc. One of its students was Laco Blum, later Tery Vajda's husband
. The Blum couple were separated by the war but were reunited, as if by miracle, after this terrible experience and settled in Prague where they lived a modest and quiet life full of song.
Until the 1990's, it was possible to hear Mr Blum's wonderful singing in Prague synagogues, while Mrs Blumová tirelessly taught and helped generations of singers, continuing to guide and advise pupils until the end of her life at the age of 99.

After about five years of regular lessons I took with with Professor Blumová, she sent me my first pupil saying she did not have time to look after him and would I take over. I suspect this was her way of nudging a lazy pupil to become a teacher at last..... Gradually there were more pupils and with them more consultations with Mrs Blumová, as well as with other pupils who had also started teaching.

What is the basis of this method and how can it work as a treatment?

The starting premises lie in the fact that each individual can naturally and instinctively breathe, speak, call, shout, cry etc. A newborn child will take its first breath and scream perfectly. The organs that produce sound via our vocal cords are so complicated that we cannot consciously control them. In the case of a natural, spontaneous person, everything, from the base of the pelvis via the diaphragm to the vocal chords and the mouth, functions automatically and correctly.

Rhythm, melody and intonation in a spoken language are the oldest means of communication. We do not need to take in the meaning of words, but will immediately understand the underlying emotions. Singing is the sharing of emotions. People long to sing, but no longer possess what used to be part of everyday life: songs accompanied every activity, every event. They provided energy, helped to surpass trouble, expressed joy and sadness. Nobody has ever had to learn to sing....
What could be the causes of singing or speech not working as we'd like them to?

Voice is a breath that carries sound. If breathing is free, without obstacles, then singing and speaking will work correctly. Small children manage both perfectly - years of education, of reproaches are still ahead of them. There is no voice without breath. What, indeed, is voice? It is not a physical organ, it is just a stream of vibrating air, of breath.

In some languages the word for breath and soul is the same, or it has a common root (as in Czech). While breathing is an automatic activity of our body, it is also subject to our mental state (holding one's breath, knocked the breath out of me, I'm suffocating, the breath of life....)
When a child is told “be quiet, keep your mouth shut (shut up), stop singing one can't listen to that .... “ it will no longer breathe freely. On the contrary, in order to comply, the child will start holding its breath and this in turn will cause a pressure on its vocal chords. Strong emotions can have a similar effect (to become speechless with fright). We react to stress by holding our breath and increasing tension. All these effects are unconscious, outside our will.

For all these reasons we do not teach how to breathe or sing, but by touching appropriate places we can release the tension in those muscles that repress natural breathing functions and at the same time stimulate those muscles that are essential for breathing. In this way, the pupil unconsciously produces a sound that is light, free of tension. In parallel, emotions pent up for a long time may be released at the same time as the breath and voice relax, which may reveal itself by crying or uncontrollable laughter. For the pupil or patient this is extremely liberating.
We know from experience with conventional schooling of singers that even well meant advice on breathing and singing technique will be amiss if the pupil is tense. The pupil is usually unaware of this tension, tries to command his body with his reason and because of aspiration for the best will find himself in a closed circle of tension, restricted breath and his vocal cords becoming more strained. 

Which are the muscles that unconsciously strain and block the free circulation of breath and voice? It is usually sufficient to look at the pupil, with his strained face, jaws set, lips pulled back, strained muscles standing out on his neck, immobile chest. Sometimes we discern a lump under the chin due to the root of the tongue becoming rigid.

I have been in close contact with physiotherapists for some time now. In general, they treat pain of the musculoskeletal system of their patients. Quite often, in fact, they have impaired breathing but by correcting this, all other pain recedes. We therefore consult together to identify the causes and define exercises to remedy these problems. 

Our method requires a lot of time, patience and trust. These newly acquired practices conflict with old habits. If we persist, however, the strain disappears and the natural voice carried on a free breath produces an elevated feeling, helping the entire organism and psychological state. The pupil slowly takes better notice of himself and his body, and learns to identify tensions and thus relax. Often they discover a voice potential they had never realised.
Over the years I found to my great surprise that, thanks to regular practice, pupils (patients) who supposedly had no musical ear, began after a while to intone and master quite difficult tunes. As they recover their natural breathing and vocal functions, they also recover musical sensitivity. I also discovered both with myself and my pupils (or patients) that the exercises help to clear breathing pathways of mucus, somethimes helping people with asthma or other chronic diseases of the bronchial pathways.

Mrs Blumová told me that she managed to heal damaged vocal chords using her method. She gave the example of a priest who suffered from nodules on his vocal chords, which reappeared in spite of repeated operations. After working regularly with Professor Blumová, his breathing and his voice improved, and the nodules were eventually absorbed and never appeared again.
In conclusion, I would like to emphasize that this method is by no means a closed system. It is much more an attitude, an approach. We can always discover more efficient ways of liberating breathing and the voice. I do think that people have more problems today than in the days of Szamosi and Mrs Blumová because our lifestyle has changed dramatically and is becoming more removed from the way people lived thousands of years ago and to which they are adapted.
I have asked my pupils to describe their experience with our music lessons and what contributions these have made to their everyday life. I quote some of them below.

Martin, physiotherapist.

I have been taking singing lessons with Jana more or less regularly for a few years.

What is the effect of singing? Apart from actual singing, I have learnt to release tensions on breathing, which I feel both in sporting activities and when talking to patients. This is most important in spring when I suffer from allergies, which were treated with corticoids. I have now discarded these medications and when I start wheezing I just try to breathe in as relaxed a way as possible. This helps. The global relaxation that I sometimes obtained with these singing lessons was never achieved with yoga, martial sports or through volition. Thus the singing method is the best-adapted complement to my otherwise very exacting physical activities. Not least, I must say, work on breathing in the form of singing is for me the most pleasant and easiest way to mobilise my chest that I need to carry out as a "bechtěrevik". I obviously do other exercises, but all need strength and muscles, while singing acts through relaxation. Singing is thus an important complement to many activities, through singing I achieve what would otherwise be impossible.

And most importantly ... I enjoy it and with my (quite unprofessional) singing I have made several of my loved ones laugh or cry .... and that is the whole point.
Zdenka, teacher.
I find the following important in your lessons:

- relaxed lower jaw and facial muscles - when I feel under stress I practice "horse whinning" and that helps immediately ... I no longer grind my teeth at night either.
- never feel something is a mistake - even if I produce strange sounds, it's fine.

- since I concentrate on my breath more than my voice, I am less tense and rigid.

- the entire body sings, the entire body is a musical instrument .....

- the head on top of a string puppet - I then stop sticking out my chin and my neck does not get stiff.

Lenka, lutist

If I could afford breathing and signing exercises according to Mrs Blumová every day, I would have more interior strength. Once a week I am encouraged towards such an experience - to be, to breathe, to live - more fully, more completely. To sing is a bonus of joy.

Honza, physiotherapist

Such a relief that I do not have to sing nicely and tunefully, only as I can and feel.

Great assurance that I can sing and nobody (especially not the teacher) will roll their eyes in horror.

Great discovery that I enjoy singing with the high voice where I can sing better in tune than with the usual lower voice. The higher voice is so liberating. I'd love to connect the two - next time perhaps ....
Magdalena, student

Your method helps me to relax entirely and to reduce stress. It also helps my asthma. One feels really good after a lesson.
Petra, physiotherapist

During your lessons I find helpful

- the tip of my tongue resting upon the back of my teeth (top incisors)

- small movements of the lower jaw with a resounding expiration

- the image of being an organ pipe with air running through

- the pressure of your hand on my chest; it stimulates the inspiration rather like moving in water

- to hold the tip of my tongue in a tissue - I don't really like it but afterwards I feel my throat has relaxed

- when I absorb too much oxygen my head turns... that means I have been able to breathe for a while

- the reward is to sing with you ... for a moment all worries disappear, as if one was born again.

Barbara, student

It's only when one starts to breathe that one realises how badly one was breathing before. Too many of us are in a constant rush from somewhere to somewhere else and we do not for a moment consider that during this rush we forget one of the most important things in our bodies - breath.

I have been singing all my life, but I could never work out why it did not work. I tried all kinds of preparatory exercises, exercises of my diaphragm, anything I was told. It never occurred to me that I could simply start breathing in a normal, healthy way. In a mysterious way, through breathing exercises (with Mrs Lewitová), I have understood all the bad habits I had accumulated. The most important one is indeed not breathing properly. I only breathe to maintain my body alive in everyday life. Thus when during the lessons I absorb as much oxygen as my body really needs it's a shock for it, that manifests itself by various funny tics and twitches. I also realised how awkwardly I was standing, in a giraffe-like posture with a rictus in my face, what an effect there is of stress upon one’s physical state, which then is translated at the psychological level.

And thus, at the age of 23, I found out that I do not know how to speak, walk or breathe. But it's a very pleasant discovery. At last I can learn to sing properly.
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