GRADE SIX THEORY

RESONANCE, THE CLASSIFICATION OF CONSONANTS AND THE ORGANS USED IN THEIR FORMATION

IN ADDITION TO SUBJECTS DEALT WITH IN PREVIOUS GRADES

TO DISCUSS THE SELECTIONS SPOKEN, INCLUDING THE FULL TEXT AND THE BACKGROUND OF ONE OF THE AUTHORS

RESONANCE

Resonance is the amplification of the voice.  The air exhaled from the lungs may issue forth as it entered them, as mere breath, or it may be resisted in the larynx by the vocal cords which form the vibrator.  The vocal cords work on the principle of a reed, and cause the exhaled air to be cut up into a series of minute puffs which constitute the note.  Before this note reaches the outer air it must pass through the pharynx, whose main function is concerned with swallowing.  It can then pass through the mouth, one vital function of which is chewing; or the nose, whose main function is associated with respiration and the sensation of smell.  These cavities form the triple resonator of the voice.

What are the general characteristics of the well-resonated voice?  In the first place, the tone must be generous and full.  Thin, piping tone is the least satisfactory of all.  Such tone often succeeds in giving the impression of clarity, but is curiously unsatisfying.  The voice which achieves fullness through production which results in throaty, muffled, or ‘thudding’ tone is equally at fault.  Clarity must never be obtained by sacrificing sonority, and sonority must never be such that clarity is sacrificed.  The most effective and most pleasing voices, therefore, are those which in their generosity of tone gratify the ear and, at the same time, possess a ‘ringing’ forward character. 

The resonator of the voice consists of the three principal cavities above the larynx.  These are the pharynx (technically, this is divided into the upper- or naso-pharynx, extending from the back of the nose to the back of the mouth; and the lower pharynx, extending from the back of the mouth to the top of the larynx), the nose and the mouth, each one having a different shape a different degree of flexibility and therefore a different effect on the tone of the voice.  In order to develop a good tonal quality we should aim to ensure a balance in how we use these resonators.   

The pharynx:
This is cylindrical in shape and has muscular walls.  There is a limited amount of flexibility in this resonator.  Excessive use of the pharynx will result in a heavy or dull tone.

The nasal cavities: 
Triangular in shape, the nose is the least flexible of the principal resonators.  Care should be taken not to over-use these cavities, as the resulting tone will be excessively nasal in quality.  In some cases complete absence of nasal resonance results in a tight, whining twang. 

The mouth:
The most important, it is the largest and most flexible of all the resonators.  It is hemispherical in shape with the tongue forming the base of the hemisphere.  The flexibility is provided by the tongue and also by the walls of the mouth and the soft palate at the rear of the roof of the mouth; the soft palate combining with the lower larynx produces tone-colour and the hard palate makes for brilliance of tone.  All sounds are shaped in the mouth (even the nasal consonants).  Again care must be taken not to over-use the mouth as the tone will become harsh in quality.

Tone is at its best when each section of the resonator contributes more or less equally to produce the sum total effect.  The tone that the vocal resonator produces is synonymous with vowel tone, and when we listen to a speaker, we are able to discuss the tone of the voice, whether it is bright, dull, or hard, etc., and the character of the vowels, whether they are the same as our own or different.

Remember the five Fs – Firm, Free, Full, Forward and Flowing.

In training the resonator our initial aims are – 

1. Expansion of the cavities in order to impart full sonority to the note.

2. The achievement of balanced resonation, so that no one cavity predominates to the detriment of the total effect.

3. Perfection of the shapes which mould the tone and give it particular character in the form of vowels.

A good exercise for developing freedom of tone is humming, being careful that the hum is really in the front of the mouth, as it is possible to produce a kind of humming at the back of the throat.  Make out a list of words beginning with M; speak the words, dwelling slightly on the M while you note the sensation of freedom; then pass on to the rest of the word, being very careful to keep the same sensation of freedom throughout the word, e.g. M-ole, M-ist, M-oon, etc.  Deal in the same way with words beginning with H.

In order to firm up the speech, practice on explosive consonants in conjunction with short vowels, e.g. ot, at, et, it; ob, ub, ab, eb, ib, etc.

The next quality of a good speaking voice is ‘full’.  This means bringing all the resonators into effective play.  Tone cannot be properly ‘full’ unless it is also ‘forward’.  Here are some points which will be found useful in acquiring a forward tone:

· Open the mouth very slowly, trying to imagine that you are doing so by raising the upper jaw; this should result in giving you an ‘added consciousness’ of the roof of the mouth; which makes it easier to direct the tone forward to it.

· The tip of the tongue must be in light contact with the teeth for all sounds except palatals and dentals.

· Alternate the vowel sounds e (wet) and a (ale).

· Combine labial consonants with vowel sounds as given above.

· Think of the breath as coming up from the lungs and the tone as coming down from the head, and try to poise the tone on the breath.

A jerky utterance will destroy the beauty and rhythm of the phrase, and largely distort the expression of the words themselves.  Vowel sounds are the most potent factors making for flowing speech, the consonants tending, in greater or less degree according to the nature of the consonant, to interrupt the flow.

By breathing or whispering through the cavities we acquire the power of eliminating any tendency to constrict the passages, which would have the effect of diminishing their size and would result in defective resonation.  The breath to be used for such purposes is a pure whisper as distinct from any forced or stage whisper.  No effort must be made to make the breath carry to any great distance, and the breath must bot be prefixed by any clicking sound.  If the breath is thought of as an H sound there is little likelihood of this occurring.  

CONSONANTS

A consonant is an element of speech which is formed by the touching or almost touching of two artictulative organs.  

The organs of articulation are the tongue; the teeth; the hard palate; the soft palate.

It is important to distinguish between the ‘name’ and the ‘power’ of a consonant.  Take the last letter of the alphabet – Z.  We call it Zed: that is its name.  But its ‘power’ is the effect it has in a word, e.g. Zeal.  We do not say ‘Zedeal’ but zeal, the ‘power’ consisting in the buzzing sound which results from the artictulative organs being in a certain relation to each other.  Now compare the power of Z with that of S.  You will find that there is a vocal quality in Z which is absent from S; it is possible to sing up and down the scale on the power of Z, while only unvocalized breath can be obtained from the power of S.  Z is, therefore, termed a vocal or voiced consonant, while S is called aspirate or unvoiced.  Further, let us compare Z with B.  The power of B in current speech is almost negligible, but properly there is a slight vocal moment before what is called the explosion or parting of the lips.  It is, therefore, like Z, a vocal consonant; but unlike Z it is impossible to sustain it.  The full description of Z is ‘a sustained vocal consonant’ while B is an explosive vocal consonant.

Applying these rules, we arrive at the following classification:-

Sustained vocal

(voiced)

Z

(Zeal)

V

(Vane)

ZH

(Azure)

DH

(Then)

W

(Witch)

L

M

N

R

Y

NG

Sustained aspirate

(unvoiced)

S

(Seal)

F

(Fane)

SH

(Assure)

TH

(Thin)

WH

(Which)

The last six vocal consonants have no corresponding aspirates.  H is not strictly a consonant at all, seeing that there is no contact or even approximation of any two articulative organs.  But it is customary to include it in a list of consonantal sounds, and therefore it must be regarded here as a sustained aspirate consonant.

Explosive vocal

B

(Bat)

D

(Dent)

G

(Gale)

Explosive aspirate

P

(Pat)

T

(Tent)

K

(Kale)

S, Z, SH, ZH, W, WH and Y are instances of approximation rather than full contact of the articulative organs employed.

It is usual, further, to classify consonants according to the articulative organs employed.

LABIALS:

P, B, M.

(Bi-labials), full contact of both lips.




W, WH.

(Approximation only.)

LABIO-DENTAL:
F, V.

LINGUA-DENTAL:
TH, DH, S, Z.

LINGUA-PALATAL:
L, N, T, D, R, SH, ZH, Y.

LINGUA-GUTTURAL:
G, K, NG.

H in this classification is regarded as an Oral (or mouth) consonant.

There are still three minor classifications of consonants to be noticed.

LIQUIDS.
This is a term applied to those consonants which are smooth-flowing and musical, and, therefore, in their quality the most nearly allied to vowels.  They generally include L, M, N and R.

SIBILANTS.
(Hissing consonants) S, Z, SH, ZH.

NASALS.
M, N, NG.

Compound Consonants

There remain to be considered the Compound Consonants, i.e. those which are composed of two simple consonants from the classification already given.

J is composed of D ( ZH – Jam, Jest, Joy.

(ZH is equivalent to the French J.)

Another alphabetical sign which has the same composition as J is the soft G – Gem, Ginger.

Notice that both the elements forming J or soft G are vocal, D being explosive vocal and ZH sustained vocal.

There is another compound consonant which is composed of the corresponding aspirate consonants, i.e. T and SH.  This combination of sounds is commonly written CH, e.g. Chair, Choice, Chip, Church.

X is composed of (a) K ( S, Excuse, Expense (both elements being aspirate)

X is composed of (b) G ( Z, Exist, Exult (both elements being vocal)

Q is always accompanied by u, and Qu is compounded of K ( W, e.g. Queen, Quite, Quantity.

Exceptions

X = Z. 
 When X is pronounced Z it is, of course, no longer a compound, e.g. Xylophone, Anxiety.

X = SH.  e.g. Anxious.

Qu = K.  e.g. Quay, Quoit.

CH = K.  e.g. Chorister, Christian, Architect.

For further reading on Resonance and Consonants see:

Voice and Speech in the Theatre by J Clifford Turner






























