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CONSONANTS (PULMONIC) © 2015 IPA
 Bilabial Labiodental Dental Alveolar Postalveolar Retroflex Palatal Velar Uvular Pharyngeal Glottal

Plosive                       
Nasal                       
Trill                       
Tap or Flap                       
Fricative                       
Lateral 
fricative                       
Approximant                       
Lateral 
approximant                       

Symbols to the right in a cell are voiced, to the left are voiceless. Shaded areas denote articulations judged impossible. 

CONSONANTS (NON-PULMONIC) 
Clicks Voiced implosives Ejectives

 Bilabial  Bilabial  Examples: 

 Dental  Dental/alveolar  Bilabial 

 (Post)alveolar  Palatal  Dental/alveolar 

 Palatoalveolar  Velar  Velar 

 Alveolar lateral  Uvular  Alveolar fricative 
 

VOWELS 
Front Central  Back

Close      
     

Close-mid     
     

Open-mid    
     

Open     
Where symbols appear in pairs, the one 
to the right represents a rounded vowel. 

OTHER SYMBOLS 
 Voiceless labial-velar fricative   Alveolo-palatal fricatives 
 Voiced labial-velar approximant   Voiced alveolar lateral flap 
 Voiced labial-palatal approximant   Simultaneous and 

 Voiceless epiglottal fricative Affricates and double articulations 
can be represented by two symbols 
joined by a tie bar if necessary. 

 Voiced epiglottal fricative 
 Epiglottal plosive 

 

 

SUPRASEGMENTALS 
 Primary stress 
 Secondary stress 
 Long  

 Half-long  

 Extra-short  

 Minor (foot) group 

 Major (intonation) group 

 Syllable break  

 Linking (absence of a break) 
 

DIACRITICS Some diacritics may be placed above a symbol with a descender, e.g. 
 Voiceless    Breathy voiced    Dental  

 Voiced    Creaky voiced    Apical  

 Aspirated    Linguolabial    Laminal  

 More rounded    Labialized    Nasalized  

 Less rounded    Palatalized    Nasal release  

 Advanced    Velarized    Lateral release  

 Retracted    Pharyngealized    No audible release 

 Centralized    Velarized or pharyngealized  

 Mid-centralized    Raised  ( = voiced alveolar fricative) 

 Syllabic    Lowered  ( = voiced bilabial approximant) 

 Non-syllabic    Advanced Tongue Root  

 Rhoticity    Retracted Tongue Root  
 

TONES AND WORD ACCENTS 
LEVEL   CONTOUR
or Extra  or Risinghigh 
  High Falling
  Mid High

rising
  Low Low

rising
  Extra Rising-

low falling
Downstep  Global rise 
Upstep  Global fall 

 

THE INTERNATIONAL PHONETIC ALPHABET (revised to 2015) 

Typefaces: Doulos SIL (metatext); Doulos SIL, IPA Kiel, IPA LS Uni (symbols) 
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Preface 
 

Principles, perhaps 
 
 Whether they are called techniques, systems, approaches, methods, explorations, or any 
other label, and whether their practitioners admit to it or not, anything we teach in the arts is 
based on some set of underlying propositions. If these propositions are examined regularly, 
poked at occasionally, soundly thrashed if required, rearranged when necessary, dusted off, 
polished and generally looked after, the owner can offer them—all shiny and nearly new—to the 
partaker as principles. If they are neglected or ignored, they gradually atrophy into inert 
assumptions. I hope that the following list will bear scrutiny as the principles on which this text 
is based and that the text will bear witness to the principles. 
 
1. This work tries to respond to the genuine needs of the actor or vocal performer as 
related to speech. The text attempts to stay true to the actual practical needs of the actor as 
distinct from a system based on the convenience of the teacher. 
 
2. This work is based on the observation that the vocal and speech needs of the actor within 
performance are constantly changing and are never fixed. The actor, as an enactor of human 
behavior, is a scavenger of all behaviors and therefore of all speech actions. They are all useful 
to the vocal performer. 
 
3. This work recognizes that biases about the beauty of individual speech sounds are 
endemic and inevitable. All speakers possess them, no matter how broad their linguistic 
experience or eclectic their approach to art or, for that matter, how virtuous their aesthetic 
politics. In themselves they are usually innocuous as long as the possessor does not take them too 
seriously; however, these individual biases—when combined with other social influences—can 
inflate themselves into larger and always questionable judgments about the relative worth of 
accents or dialects. Then the actor is in dangerous territory. 
 
4. This work tries to place a firewall between these inevitable biases—including those of the 
author—and the pedagogy itself. It does so, not because of “political correctness” but because 
such biases—however subtle their manifestation in the teaching of speech—are always limiting 
to the actor if they start to set barriers against the explorations that the actor can make. 
 
4. The only “standard” that we can set for speech training is intelligibility. By “standard” I 
mean a constant criterion that should be adhered to always. Actors must always be understood 
easily by their listeners. Everything else is optional: beautiful sound, interesting accents, 
speaking trippingly on the tongue—all are optional; highly desirable in many instances, of 
course, but not a constant criterion. Or to put it in its opposite context, speech that is merely 
intelligible and nothing more is likely to be uninteresting, but it fulfills the most fundamental 
requirement of human communication and the only requirement that remains constant in all 
circumstances. Artful speech that is unintelligible serves no purpose at all.  
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5. This work is based on the development of useful skills that the actor can own.  No 
training program can teach an actor all the accents she or he might need throughout a career. No 
set of classes can acquaint an actor with all the vocal demands that a career would elicit. But 
focused training can provide tools that the actor can use to shape the unique voice of every 
character that the actor will ever play. 
 
6. This work embraces complexity in its content. Complexity nourishes art. Reduction of the 
complexity of speech choices reduces the art. 
 
7. This work embraces contradiction as an essential tool of teaching. It is always interesting 
and useful to learn how to put more activity into speech actions. It is also always interesting and 
useful to learn how to do less. Getting stuck anywhere is never interesting. 
 
 

How to use this text: 
 

Do everything. 
 

Don’t just read it; do it. 
 

 

 
 

Mijnheer Rembrandt van Rijn Explores Lip Corner Protrusion
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Introduction 

 
 
 We all know how to talk. If you—as the reader of these words—are not the victim of 
some disorder of the nervous system or injury to the muscles that we use to speak, you can be 
confident that you can talk in a way that communicates clearly to those listeners with whom you 
converse most frequently  
 We use a number of different techniques to communicate our messages to others: our 
tone of voice, our facial expressions, our vocal inflections, our timing, our loudness or softness, 
even the vocal “quality” we use such as nasality or an abrasive sound. But the actions that 
communicate the most basic information are the words themselves, those combinations of vocal 
sounds that any speaker of a particular language understands to represent very specific things. A 
breathed “h” followed by the “ow” sound (something that alone might express a sudden pain) 
followed by the hiss of an “s” sound, when combined in English represents a place to live, a 
residence, a “house.” Different speakers might say the word “house” with a number of different 
accents of English and still be sure that the people who speak the same way and who listen to 
them all the time would understand them, especially if they are speaking in an informal 
conversation. 
 But suppose the conditions change. Suppose that you have to communicate to people who 
speak our common language but who do not share your particular accent, or the slang you use, or 
the pace at which you talk. Or suppose that your listeners not only do not themselves speak the 
way you do but also haven’t heard many other people who speak like you do.  

Another set of possibilities: suppose that you need to command the attention and 
understanding of a group of people while other people are talking, or perhaps you need to speak 
unfamiliar words to a large group with a clarity that also allows your listeners to take in your 
thoughts and attitudes about those words and about your listeners: in the first case, you might be 
a teacher or an administrator; in the second case, you might be a classical actor.   
 One choice that we can make when people don’t understand us easily is to shut up. Many 
of us do just that; some people stop speaking when they are around people who talk differently 
from them and therefore don’t understand them. Another tactic might be to fight back: people 
might aggressively accentuate their own speech patterns to make sure that people who are 
outside their familiar accent group don’t understand them. But if we want to engage our listeners, 
whatever their accents might be, if we want to be able to communicate fully and effectively with 
other speakers of our shared language, we need to open ourselves up to speech actions that can 
be commonly understood by all speakers of that language, no matter what that accent might be.  
 The only real test for the effectiveness of our individual speech patterns is represented by 
the somewhat clunky term intelligibility. It doesn’t mean that we have to produce speech sounds 
that impress listeners as “beautiful,” or “cultured,” or “cultivated.” It means that we have to be 
able to produce verbal sound actions that everybody who speaks our language can understand 
easily. If they can understand us easily on this core level, they will also be free to pay attention to 
all those other messages of tone or gesture that we are sending around and woven through the 
words themselves.  
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As speakers in any context, we need to speak intelligibly no matter what the accent 
comprehension skills of our listeners might be. If we are actors on the stage or even in film or 
television, we need to establish that same intelligibility for all listeners within whatever accent or 
vocal characterization we might be using onstage. Obviously, with accent variability from both 
actor and audience, it follows that the intelligibility bar gets raised considerably for actors and 
that the demands on the speech skills of the actor are much greater than for most other speakers.  
 In the past, the increased demands for intelligibility—often termed “clarity”—onstage 
were met by imposing a fixed accent pattern of “good speech” for actors. Today we are 
beginning to recognize that such fixed accent patterns—based as they are on the theatrical 
conventions and aesthetic standards of a bygone era—are no longer appropriate for the speech 
training of the professional actor. 
 One reason why a fixed “good speech” pattern doesn’t work very well is that the 
appropriate level of intelligibility from speaker to listener does not always rise in one direction 
toward ever more detailed speech actions. The fact that we need to be able to provide our 
listeners with a lot of detailed, sharply differentiated speech actions does not mean that it is 
always appropriate for us to speak this way all the time, either onstage or off. The speaker who is 
locked into a highly formalized pattern may find that she or he is sending messages to the 
listener that were not intended, just because of the excessive effort being made. 
 Rather than relying on a fixed pattern of “good speech,” the approach to speech and 
accent training that you will find in these pages is founded on the observation that actors are best 
served by developing a set of precise physical skills for shaping sound into articulate speech. The 
ways that the actor will use these skills are as unique to the particular actor and the particular role 
as are the vast number of individual impulses and conscious choices that an actor makes in the 
course of building a performance. Because the skills are still separable from one another, they 
allow the actor to vary them to meet any requirement in stage, film, or voiceover work.  
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FROM SILENCE TO SOUND 
 
 
 Forget that you know how to talk.  

Of course, I have just asked you to do the impossible, but give it a try anyway. The fact 
that we do know how to talk (and that we know we know) will come in handy along the way, but 
for now try to let it go. 
 
 

Rediscovering the Familiar 
 

 The process we will be going through in this work is to rediscover how we shape simple 
vocal sound into complex language. We are going to become precisely aware of some physical 
actions we take to shape sound that we have been doing for most of our lives with great ease but 
with little or no sensory awareness. So try to put yourself in the role of someone who is just 
starting to explore the language process, a very young child, perhaps. But as you explore like a 
child, feel free to bring your adult abilities to analyze and interpret information along with you. 
 We will start very simply, by preparing the space in which the shaping of sound will take 
place.  
 
 

Exploration #1: 
 

 Sit or stand. Float your head up as though a string were attached to the top of your head, 
gently pulling it upward toward the ceiling. Relax your shoulders and arms. 
 
 The Amateur Yawn: Yawn the back wall of your throat (your pharynx) as open as 
possible, from the back of your nasal cavity all the way down to your vocal cords. Notice, as you 
do this action, that you probably are pulling the root of your tongue back at the same time and 
opening your jaw very wide.  
 
 The Professional Yawn: Yawn again, but this time, leave the jaw relaxed open, but not 
forced open, during the entire yawn. After you have yawned the pharyngeal muscles in the back 
and sides of your throat open, try to stretch the tongue root forward, away from the back wall of 
the pharynx. The tongue root is the part of your tongue that lies between the back of your tongue 
and your larynx. The rest of your tongue will protrude also when you stretch the tongue root 
forward, but the muscular work is all being done way in the back of the throat. You will feel a 
strong stretch along the sides of the pharynx if you are advancing the tongue root sufficiently. 
Relax out of the yawn, but notice that the feeling of openness in the pharynx is still there. 
 
 The Inevitable Yawn: Inducing a yawn deliberately, as you have just done, almost 
always causes people to yawn for real. This is all right. But if it happens to you, stretch your 
tongue root forward so that it becomes an Inevitable Professional Yawn. 
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Exploration #2: 
 

Breathing through the Nose:  
Leaving your jaw relaxed open, lightly close your lips so that no air can get in or out of 

the mouth. Breathe normally through your nose. Make no attempt to breathe more strongly. 
Simply note the feel of the cool air moving into and through your nasal cavity. You can also feel 
the cool air flowing down across the top surface of the velum (the soft palate) and down through 
the upper part of your pharynx, the nasopharynx. The cool air that you inhale (you sense it as 
cool assuming you are doing this exercise at a room temperature lower than your own normal 
body temperature of 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit!) is easier to feel than the warmed moistened body-
temperature air that you breathe out through your nose. 
  
 Breathe more energetically through your nose a few times. Notice that if you inhale very 
strongly it is hard to get the air in and out efficiently. Partly this happens because your nostrils 
may actually be pulled partially closed on the inhale because of the lower air pressure within the 
nostril. Another reason is that the turbinates (or conchae) in the nasal cavity, curved bony 
projections covered with mucus membrane that filter, moisten, and warm the air, are also 

obstructing any fast airflow. Thirdly, the tissues of the nasal cavity 
actually expand and contract to make it easier to breathe first 
through one nostril and then through another. 
 When we are breathing easily and normally, the restricted 
airflow through the nose presents no problem. But if we are going to 
use this airflow to communicate to other human beings, the time and 
effort involved in inhaling through the nose while speaking would be 
prohibitive. So most of the time, when we are speaking several 
sentences in a row, we inhale through the mouth even though we 
inhale through the nose most of the time when we listen to our        
conversational partner speak.  
 

 
Breathing through the Mouth and Nose:  

Breathe through the nose as described above with the jaw dropped open in a relaxed 
position but with the lips lightly sealed together. Continue breathing through your nose as you let 
the lips drop apart so that air can now enter and leave your body through your mouth also. Even 
though the mouth immediately takes over most of the airflow, you can still feel the breath 
flowing in and out at the nostrils. 
 
Breathing through the Mouth:  

In order to go from breathing through the mouth and nose simultaneously to breathing 
through the mouth alone, you will need to raise the upper surface of your velum (soft palate) to 
close off the airflow to the nose. Many of us are not exactly sure what this action is, even though 
most of us do it unconsciously when we speak.  

To feel the specific action of the velum, continue the breath flow through both the mouth 
and nose; then close the lips so that the breath flow moves through the nose alone, then on an 
exhale (breathing out) close off the breath flow to the nose also. You have just raised the velum 
to close off the velopharyngeal port, the place that divides the nasal cavity from the naso-
pharynx.   
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There is a complication, though: there are two completely different places where you can 
close off the airflow under these conditions; one is the velum raising to close the 
velopharyngeal port (this is the action we want to take); the other is the space between the 
vocal folds, called the glottis, closing as we do when we start to cough. By contrast, the 
velopharyngeal closure and opening by the velum feels rather like snorting. If you are closing at 
the velum and continue the airflow out with your lips still together, your cheeks will puff out, but 
if you are closing off the airflow at the glottis no air will come into the mouth. 
 When you can feel the specific action of the velum as it raises to close off the airflow 
through your nose, allow the lips to drop apart and exhale through the mouth.  You now are 
breathing entirely through your mouth. 
  
Tidal Breathing:  

Sit or stand with the spine in alignment and the head floating upward at the end of your 
neck toward the ceiling or sky as though it were a helium-filled balloon. Exhale fully and then 
inhale fully. Do not close off your breathing at your throat, nose or anywhere else. Then simply 
allow the breath to release out as much as it “wants to”, while keeping the glottis and the rest of 
the vocal tract completely open. Just stop breathing, but make sure that you are not “holding your 
breath” by bracing any of your breathing muscles. 

 
By the way, what does the breath really “want”? 
It wants to exist at the same air pressure as the air outside the body and will move on its own (if there is 
nothing to stop it) until air pressure equilibrium is achieved. This current tidal breathing exploration allows 
you to do this. Its only minor disadvantage for the maintenance of life is that when this equilibrium is 
reached, the air stops moving and you stop breathing in and out. So your exploration of air pressure 
equilibrium will not last very long. 
 
 After about five to ten seconds of breathing inactivity, your body will start breathing 
again. It will be a very gentle in and out breathing action with pauses in between the breaths. 
Allow the breathing action to happen; don’t make it happen. If you want to pull a lot more air 
into your lungs on the inhale, you could do it. If you want to push a lot more air out on the 
exhale, you could do it. But at the moment, you are doing neither: you simply are allowing the 
breathing cycle to happen. This easy, gentle, non-controlled breathing is called tidal breathing. 
While life exists in your body, this normal breathing is as inevitable and cyclical as the ocean 
tides.  
 Another thing that this exploration shows us is that the breathing mechanism, when 
completely at rest, finds naturally a place of repose approximately halfway between full inhale 
and full exhale. This may be a revelation to those who may have believed that breathing 
relaxation is achieved with all the breath exhaled. Not so.  
 
 

Exploration #3 
 
 Your First Vocal Tract Noise: With your jaw dropped open in a relaxed position, 
breathe comfortably and easily through your mouth. If your mouth starts to get dry, swallow to 
lubricate the passage and continue your easy, normal tidal breathing through your mouth. 
 You will probably notice that there is little or no sound from the air passing through this 
open “pipe” from your lungs to your lips, either on the inhale or on the exhale. 
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 Now, without moving anything in your mouth or throat (this is very important), start to 
pull more air into your lungs on the inhale and push more air out on the exhale. Use your torso 
muscles to get the air in and out, but DO NOT TIGHTEN YOUR THROAT as you perform this 
action. And keep your jaw relaxed open. 
 As you increase the speed and volume of air flow, you will start to notice that you can 
feel the air moving through your throat and mouth. You should be able to register the feeling 
pretty evenly with all the tissues of the mouth and throat. You will also start to hear a rushing 
sound of the air, or more accurately, a rushing noise of air as you breathe. You will hear it as 
equally loud on both the inhale and the exhale.  
 Explore this “breathy” noise for five breath cycles. Then relax and return to easy tidal 
breathing.  If, at any time when increasing the air flow, you feel at all dizzy, stop the exercise 
until the dizziness passes.   

This experiment tells us a few very useful—if very basic—things. It tells us that 
producing any sound or noise though the mouth or nose always requires some sort of airflow. It 
tells us that merely breathing normally through an open, unobstructed mouth and throat produces 
little or no noise at all. It tells us that in order to produce any sound or noise through an open 
passage using only a flow of unvoiced air, we will need to breathe a lot harder to produce even 
this most simple and crude kind of noise.  It tells us that this breathy noise is equally possible 
while breathing in (inhaling, an ingressive flow) as when breathing out (exhaling, an egressive 
flow). Finally, it tells us that we are still a long way from having a full set of spoken language 
skills, but it points the way that we must go. 
  

Voicing  
 

 In order to produce more variety of sound, we will need to do one or both of two things. 
If the Flow stays unvoiced (just air moving through a pipe) we will need to be able to obstruct 
that flow to a degree that will produce a distinct noise even when we are not breathing more 
heavily; also we will need to obstruct the Flow in different places to produce different noises.  

Or, we will need to voice the Flow. This means that we bring the vocal cords together 
with enough tension to allow the Flow passing between the folds to be chopped up into very 
rapid pressure waves. We can still obstruct the voiced Flow if we want to, but we do not need to 
do so to produce different sounds. Instead we can vary the sounds simply by shaping acoustically 
the unobstructed (but voiced) Flow.  

We will appreciate the feeling of voiced sound all the more if we explore the sounds that 
we produce on the way to voice. 
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Exploration #4 
 
Heavy Breathing, Creaky Voice, Phonation: The vocal folds themselves are 

articulators we can use to obstruct the Flow as long as they haven’t gone into their rapid 
vibratory action that produces pressure waves of voice. 

If you bring the vocal folds together a bit, you start to hear and feel a localized noise as 
the breath Flow becomes obstructed. The noise is that of the classic Darth Vader imitation, or on 
an even more banal note, the classic telephone heavy breather. Breathe gently, however, unless 
you contemplate phone breathing as a career goal. Notice that you can do your heavy breathing 
both ingressively and egressively. 

Bring the folds further together, but loosely so that the sound changes from heavy 
breathing to a slow, low pitched creak, with the vocal folds flopping loosely against one another 
in a very slow vibratory pattern. With a little practice you can produce the creaky voice both 
egressively and ingressively with ease. Be aware that this creaky voice should be distinguished 
from the infamous (to speech teachers) glottal fry. The glottal fry is a somewhat similar sound 
but is usually softer and is produced with a lot of vocal cord tension, giving it a nice sizzling 
quality, usually at the end of spoken phrases. It tells voice and speech coaches that you lack 
sufficient breath support in the abdominal muscles.  

Try the Creaky Voice ingressively as well as egressively. It is worth practicing, partially 
because the resulting sound is so wonderfully odd and partially because if you learn to do it well, 
it means that you have let go of excess residual tension in the muscles of the vocal folds. 

If you bring the vocal folds together a little more tightly and then allow the cords to 
become a little tauter, the slow creak suddenly changes into a very rapid vibration that produces 
a sound of a specific pitch with resonance overtones above and below the fundamental pitch. 
This is the action of full voice, or phonation.  
 

Resonance 
 

If we imagine the area located between the larynx and the lips as a very flexible pipe that 
can change its shape or diameter to produce different language sounds, then we are focusing our 
attention on the vocal tract. The vocal tract can be shaped by the muscles that attach to the walls 
of this tube to produce different voiced sounds without obstructing the Flow. A voiced flow of 
vibrations is a coherent sound, as distinct from the unvoiced airflow that would be more properly 
defined as noise. Coherent sound vibrations passing through the vocal tract can be shaped 
acoustically through resonance: as the size of different areas of the vocal tract change, certain 
parts of the complex voiced pressure wave are amplified or cancelled. The exact process, while 
very interesting in itself, is not necessary for us to explore in any detail here. But we do need to 
know that resonance within the vocal tract accounts for three things in our voices: amplitude (or 
loudness), vocal quality, and the formation of the acoustic patterns that we recognize as vowels.  

Let us explore what shapes in the vocal tract have various effects on these three aspects 
of resonance. 
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Exploration #5 
 
The Sound of Stupidity: Begin as in Exercise #1. Make sure that your jaw is relaxed 

open and that the tongue is very relaxed also, with the tip of the tongue just touching the back of 
your lower teeth. Once you have established a normal, unobstructed, silent breathing rhythm, 
bring the vocal cords (also called vocal folds) together to produce a voiced sound on the out-
breath. It will sound something like “uhhh.” A nice dumb “uhhh.” If it sounds like “ahhh” it 
means that you are retracting your tongue root. Relax the tongue completely. “Uhhhhhhh.”  

This is the only completely relaxed sound in language. So it follows that any sound that 
you make that differs from “Uhhhhhhh” requires some muscular work. 

 
Exploration #6 

 
Vocal Gurning: To “gurn” is to make strange faces, and the more bizarre they are the 

better. Occasionally in tabloid weekly papers (particularly in England) one can see photos of the 
winner of some Gurning contest. Usually it is some ancient codger who has no 
teeth and can pull his lower lip up over his nose or produce some equally weird 
facial distortion.  

Try gurning. Just by itself it is a wonderful exercise program for your 
face. Smoothly and easily stretch or contract every muscle of expression in your 
face that you can persuade to participate.  

Extend your gurning into the vocal tract so that you are engaged in the 
same tensing/stretching action inside the oral cavity (including the tongue), the 

pharynx and—as much as you can—up into the nasal cavity. Now start to make voiced sound. 
Without favoring one sound over another, allow yourself to make faces and surprise yourself 
with the sounds that come out. Or in, for that matter, if you try gurning with an ingressive sigh. 

Anything goes. Any sound is permissible. But keep the sounds voiced: vibrating air, not 
just air. If you need a tactile reminder of which is which, put one hand lightly on your larynx and 
feel whether there are vibrations happening all the time.  

Slow-motion Gurning: Now slow the movements of your facial muscles. Keep the vocal 
energy going and the gurning as extreme as before, but do it all in slow motion. The sounds will 
now be changing more gradually, so that you can analyze them more easily. Analysis and 
gurning might seem to be incompatible but actually you can do both easily.  

What kinds of sound changes are happening as you shape the vocal tract in this rather 
extreme way? Probably everything that can change is changing. You are doing different—and 
very likely strange—vowel sounds. But sometimes your actions briefly obstruct the Flow; when 
this happens you are actually doing consonants. (But more about this later.) 

Also, you may notice that the kind of tone you are producing is changing, from twangy to 
hollow, from thin to ample, even from softer to louder, just by the shaping of the tube from your 
vocal cords to your lips. These are changes in the amplitude or loudness of the voice and even 
more important for us right now, changes in the tone quality. We are not using the word 
“quality” here to mean good or bad; we are using it to mean that it has a unique tonal resonance.  

All the articulator shaping we can do contributes to forming our tone quality, but at the 
risk of generalizing, most of our quality and amplitude change is caused by changes in the 
pharynx, the part of our vocal tract that goes up the back of the throat from the glottis past the 
mouth to the nasal cavity. 
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Focusing on vowels: Try gurning again on a voiced egressive sigh. Change the gurns 
slowly. This time, let the back and side walls of the pharynx relax so that they are no longer part 
of the process. In addition, try not to obstruct or impede the Flow of voice on your sigh by 
bringing the articulators too close together. Within these limits, let the gurning be as free-form as 
possible.  

Every so often in mid-gurn, at least once per sigh, freeze the articulators. Feel and hear 
the single sound result that is coming out. Note that sometimes the vowel sounds you are 
producing will be familiar ones and sometimes they will be very unfamiliar indeed. 

Practice this exercise for at least five minutes. Start getting used to these new sounds and 
register the way they feel in your mouth, throat, or nose. As you experience these new sounds, 
note that the physical “posture” of the vocal tract is determining the sound; this is the opposite of 
what we usually do, which is to imagine a sound and then shape the articulators to produce it. 
Continue to explore the possibilities of shaping the Flow without getting in the way of it. As you 
do so, keep letting go of any muscle actions that do not directly affect what we would consider 
“vowel-sound change.” Keep playing between freezing the articulators to focus on a new sound 
possibility and feeling the gradations of sound change as we move through the free-form shaping 
actions on a voiced sigh. 
 Gradually, as we play attentively through this more focused form of gurning, we find that 
we can live comfortably and confidently with all these new sounds and sound actions, less and 
less dependent on the relatively meager set of “vowels” with which we started. 
 

Exploration #7 
  
 Toning: Repeat the same focused shaping of a voiced sigh that you found in Exploration 
#6 above, but explore the feel of the sounds while lying comfortably on your back, directly on a 
wood floor if possible. Feel the Flow flowing through all of your body as you explore the 
multitude of sounds you can sigh by changing the shape of the tube from the larynx to the lips in 
every way possible without obstructing the Flow. Freeze the articulators and explore the resultant 
sound flow for at least thirty seconds. Then move on to something else. Continue to let action 
lead sound, rather than vice versa. Let yourself be surprised by the sounds that result. 
 Note if you feel the different sighed sounds focusing their vibration energy in different 
parts of your head and torso. 
 
 

 
Exploration #8 

 
 Egressive or Ingressive: Standing or sitting, with the head floating upward and your 
spine lengthened, explore the shaping of voiced Flow as before. This time, however, instead of 
the usual unvoiced inhale in preparation for the next voiced sigh, explore staying on voice as the 
breath Flow moves egressively (outward) and also ingressively (inward).  
 Ingressive speech has a long and noble history. In the Renaissance, there apparently was 
a tradition of young lovers using ingressive speech to disguise their voices during romantic 
trysts. Somehow, imagining Shakespeare’s Romeo saying “But soft! What light through yonder 
window breaks?” or Juliet’s “O Romeo, Romeo. Wherefore art thou Romeo?” ingressively takes 
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a little of the bloom off the romance, but perhaps a really authentic production would do it that 
way. It probably will happen. 
 In singing, ingressive vocal production (induction?) is often heard as an “extended vocal 
technique.” In voiceover work, ingressive techniques are used in producing unusual character 
voices or in imitating animal sounds—dog barks, horse whinnies and the like. And as with the 
Creaky Voice done ingressively, full ingressive phonation is an excellent way to release residual 
tension in the vocal cords and also to explore efficient rib action and abdominal release on the 
inhale.  
 Another thing to explore on ingressive voicing is the feel of the tube resonance in the 
sub-glottal pipe (sub-glottal simply meaning “below the vocal cords”) of the trachea, or 
windpipe, leading from the larynx down to the bronchi, the pipes to each of the two lungs. In 
my—admittedly minority—view, the enhancement of amplitude and low overtone resonance 
experienced during ingressive speech argues for the possibility of genuine resonance in the 
thoracic cavity. For most voice scientists, genuine resonance is limited to the vocal tract itself. 
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THE MUSCLES THAT SHAPE SOUND 
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ARTICULATOR ISOLATIONS 
 

These exercises, some of which may seem rather odd, are a very important part of our work and 
should become a part of your warm-up routine. You should practice them with the same sense of 
form and attentiveness to the experience that you would bring to the basic discipline of learning a 
musical instrument or training muscles for a sport. These actions form the skills basis for 
everything that follows. The object here is to explore the mobility of the articulators in isolation 
from one another. It is very important that you pay attention to actively using the muscles we are 
focusing on. It is equally important that you pay attention to NOT using muscles if they are 
irrelevant to the focused action.  
 
You should first do each of these without sound, after which it is useful to do them again while 
releasing a voiced sound, hearing—and feeling—what sound changes are produced, and (equally 
interesting) what sounds stay the same. 
 

The Jaw 
 

We all know what he jaw does: it opens downward away from the skull and also raises 
upward to meet the skull when our teeth come together to chew. When we think about the jaw, 
we are really considering the “jaw bone,” more accurately termed the mandible. Anatomically, 
the mandible is not a part of the skull, even though it functions in relationship to the skull in all 
its actions. The mandible contains all the lower teeth and its principal function in movement is to 
bite and chew food.  

 
 Dropping the jaw open is a relaxation action. You can open the jaw further, but to do so 
requires muscular action and all of the muscles that pull the jaw open also retract the jaw at the 
same time, which constricts the laryngopharynx and the larynx itself; not a useful result for open, 
free vocal production. Forced opening of the jaw also can cause strain at the temporomandibular 
joint.  
 
 Since gravity drops the jaw open very efficiently, it follows that the main muscles that 
attach to the mandible are used to raise the jaw upward against gravity. These muscles are very 
powerful, since they are used primarily to bite and chew food.  
 
 It is useful to be able to let these muscles go. Massage the masseter muscles with your 
fingertips, using a circular action and moderate pressure. As you do this, direct the muscles to let 
go. You should think it, not speak it (lest you need to use your jaw to give the direction!), but it 
should be an actual word or phrase and it should be framed in a positive form: “Let it go” or 
“Relax” or “The jaw bone feels heavy,” but not “Stop tensing” nor “”Don’t clench your teeth.” 
We tend to understand autosuggestion (suggestions to yourself) only as positive formulations, so 
“Don’t tense” can translate as “Tense!” 
 
 The Great All-Purpose Jaw Release Exercise:  
1. Crook your thumbs at the first joint so that they can bend around the angles of the mandible on 
either side. Place your thumbs there; feel the thumbnail resting against the large diagonal muscle 
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that extends from your skull behind the ears down and forward to your collarbone. Very gently 
pull the jawbone slightly forward. Leave your thumbs where they are, resting in that depression 
between the muscle and the ramus of your mandible.  
2. Now place your spread fingertips on the temporal muscles as before. Apply slight pressure 
with your fingers and with the thumbs to encourage the muscles to let go and the mandible to 
stay unretracted.  
3. Slide your hands downward until your thumb tip of each hand reaches the angle of the 
mandible. 
4. Turn your hands, pivoting at the wrists, so that they follow the line of the body of the 
mandible forward and down. Your fingers will briefly massage your masseter muscles on the 
way. Your thumbs continue to use the line of the mandible as a guide. 
5. Continue the gentle pressure with your fingers as you complete the action of stroking the body 
of the mandible forward and down, right out to the tip of the chin. Repeat the entire action at 
least five times.  
 This exercise encourages a relaxation of the jaw forward as well as downward, which is 
the natural opening action of the mandible. It massages your temporal and masseter muscles, 
encouraging them to release any residual tension. As you do this exercise, continue to focus 
autosuggestion on telling your jaw to let go.  
  
(Advisory: Do not attempt this next set of five exercises if you have any pre-existing problems with your 
temporomandibular joint!)  
 

Explore the Range of Jaw Action: 
1. Slowly bring the jaw up to occlusion of your teeth for biting, as you did when you were 
exploring the temporal muscle action. Let it relax open again. Make sure that you do not retract 
the mandible. Imagine the “energy flow” of gravity as being downward and very slightly 
forward.   
2. Bring the jaw up again, but this time bring the upper front teeth and the lower front teeth very 
gently together. This is the action that the jaw generally takes when it raises in the process of 
articulating speech sounds. Relax the jaw as before. 
3. With the jaw relaxed open, gently protrude the mandible. Do not force it. Relax. 
4. With the jaw relaxed open, gently retract the mandible. Do not force it. Relax. 
5. With the jaw relaxed open, gently move the tip of the chin to the right. Do not force it. Then 
move the tip of the chin leftward. Return to center. 
 Combining these actions, you can move your mandible in a circular action, which is very 
useful for chewing but not particularly useful for speech. In fact, you can move your mandible so 
that your chin describes three different circles on three different axes. What might they be? Can 
you demonstrate them? And lest we forget, do not force it.  
 
 
  Now that you have explored the anatomy and physiology of the jaw bone (the mandible) 
I can reveal to you that in most of the work that follows, the jaw’s primary responsibility will be 
to do nothing whatever except—and this is very important—remain relaxed, but not forced, 
open. In the English language, the jaw is required to raise for only six consonant sounds. They 
are “s” as in “see,” “z” as in “zoo,” “sh ” as in “show,” “zh” as in “Zsa-Zsa,” “ch” as in 
“church,”  and “dzh” as in “joy.” It does not need to raise upward for any other consonants or for 
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any of the vowels or diphthongs that form speech in English. From a descriptive standpoint, of 
course, we all use our jaws a lot more frequently on almost all our speech sounds to lessen the 
activity of the other ariculators. But precisely because we are in the habit of sharing our tongue 
and lip actions with the jaw, I will ask that we explore the separation of the actions by allowing 
the other articulators to enact their full range of motion. Variable jaw positioning is important in 
forming accents, but in most of our work here, we will want to let the jaw go; and only use it for 
those six consonants, which in English is often enough. 
 Maintaining a relaxed, open jaw position as “home base” for the mandible while speaking 
has another qualitative advantage: it allows for a more naturally open vocal tract, which 
enhances complex resonance of the voice; most of us are fairly good at keeping our mouths 
shut—literally if not metaphorically—but actors and other professional voice users need to be 
able to let our very individual voices flourish. 
 
 
 

 

The Lips and Cheeks 
 
 The simplest way to describe the muscles that control the lips is to think of them as 
resembling a child’s drawing of the sun. 
[Insert childlike drawing of the sun to fit following description. Actually, though, the rays should 
be drawn to duplicate the relative location of the major muscles that can move the lips.] 
 The ball of the sun is a simple circle. To emphasize the sun’s importance we have drawn 
this circle as a double line. Radiating out from the “sun” are its “rays of light”, lines going 
straight out in different directions from this circle.  
 The muscles of the lips work in a similar way. The circle of the “sun” is the muscle that 
goes all the way around the lips; it is called the orbicularis oris muscle. Actually this muscle is 
divided into an inner ring, located at the “roseate” part of the lips, the part that we usually 
identify as being the lips, and an outer ring that fills much of the rest of the upper and lower lip 
area.  (Interesting note: the discovery that the orbicularis oris muscle has inner and outer rings is 
a fairly recent one. One doesn’t find recent discoveries in the field of anatomy very often.) 

 
 
1. Lip isolations.  

Begin all of the following exercises with lips relaxed and jaw dropped. Between isolation 
exercises it is a good relaxation to blow through the lips, unvoiced and voiced, keeping the lips 
and the cheeks very loose. 

a. Lip Corner Retraction: Pull the corners of the lips directly back toward the back of 
the jawbone. The effect produced is that of a hideous, mirthless grin, stretching your lips 
tight across your teeth. If you wish to obtain the full psychotic effect, bug your eyes out 
simultaneously. Don’t pull the corners up into an ordinary, commonplace, traditional 
grin. Relax. Repeat. Try it again using one lip corner, then the other, alternately. 

  The muscle we use to retract the corner of the lip is the risorius muscle. [Insert 
drawing of risorius muscle on skull.] It attaches in front to the orbicularis oris muscle at the 
corners orf the lips; it attaches in the back to the ramus of the mandible. When engaged, it 
draws the lips corners directly back toward the  
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b. Lip Corner Advancement: Push the corners of the lips directly forward but not 
toward one another. Relax. Repeat. Make sure that you isolate the action to the lip 
corners only and do not involve the rest of the lip. 

c. The "Aside": push one corner forward and pull the other corner back at the same 
time. Alternate. This exercise has the effect of moving your entire mouth around to one 
side of your face, which is useful when you wish to confide something to the person next 
to you without other people reading your lips. (These other people will, however, notice 
that your mouth has disappeared.) This action is also useful if you are imitating a 
flounder. 

d. Pursing the Lips, 1: With the jaw relaxed open and the lips naturally dropped apart, 
bring the upper and lowers lips together. Release them apart. Repeat. Do not take any 
action with the lip corners. 

e. Pursing the Lips, 2: Without using the corners of the lips, curl the lips inward around 
the teeth and into the mouth as far as possible, like a bad imitation of a person with no 
teeth. From this position, swing the lips out and away from the teeth as far as possible, 
like a trumpet. Then swing them back into the mouth. Repeat. 

f. Isolating the Upper and Lower Lip: Begin as with (e), but after the lips are 
stretched in, swing just the upper lip out, leaving the lower lip in. Then follow with the 
lower lip, isolated, swinging out. With both lips out swing only the upper lip in, and then 
the lower lip. Repeat.  

g. Changing the Pattern: Explore variants of (f), leading with the lower lip rather than 
the upper lip, going to complete lip relaxation between actions, repeatedly working one 
isolated lip, etc.  

h. Full Lip Rounding: Push the corners of the lips forward as in (b) and keep them 
forward; then purse the lips until they touch (as in a kiss), with the lips fully closed. 
Relax the pursing action but keep the corners of the lips forward. Repeat. The overall 
effect is that of the traditional fish imitation, generally embellished by its best 
practitioners—four-year olds—with the hands at the ears to imitate gills. (This may 
remain optional here.) After five repetitions relax the corners of the lips. Repeat the entire 
action. 

i. Bilabial Speech Action: Do a few “p” and “b” sounds, feeling the muscular action of 
bringing the lips together as the Flow is “stopped” and then the release of the muscles 
aided by the release of the compressed flow as the Flow is “exploded” out of the mouth.  

 
2. Cheek Isolations.  

a. With the jaw still relaxed open (important!) purse the lips so that they almost touch.  
Leave the cheeks absolutely relaxed. Blow air out between the lips so that the cheeks puff 
out; then inhale with equal force so that the cheeks pull in against the teeth. Repeat two or 
three times; no more than that, however, since you may start to hyperventilate. If you 
start to feel dizzy, stop breathing for a few moments. 

b. Thicken the tongue to "fill up" one side of the mouth but not the other, so that airflow 
can escape only around one side and past one cheek. Blow air out with moderate force. 
This will produce a slow, rather sloppy, trill either unvoiced or voiced. Do the same with 
the other cheek. (Hint: You may need to advance the lip corner of the "trill" side slightly.) 
Then shift the tongue to the center and try to trill both cheeks simultaneously. This may 
take a little practice, but the amusement of your friends (or possibly horror) will quite 
obviously justify the time spent. 
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c. With the jaw relaxed open, tense (or bunch) the cheek muscles against the teeth, and 
then release. Repeat five times. Remember that you are tensing and releasing the muscles 
only, and not using the muscles to move the cheek area in any direction. 

d. Isolate the tensing and releasing action that you did in (c) to the area of the cheeks 
just behind the lip corners. The cheeks will be tensing into the incisors and/or bicuspids. 
As always, make sure that you are not using your jaw in this action.  

 
 
3. Tongue Isolations.  

a. Arching and Cupping the Tongue--Front: The jaw is relaxed open. Keep the 
tongue tip at rest behind the lower teeth. Arch the front of the tongue upward toward the 
alveolar-palatal area to form an "eeeeee" vowel. Whisper, but do not voice, the "eeeee."  
Then cup the front of the tongue sharply downward—keeping the cupping action as 
forward placed as possible—to form a flat "A" sound; as in, appropriately, the word 
"flat."  Again whisper the sound. Repeat the two actions in sequence, first very slowly 
moving from "eeeee" to "aaaaa," and then moving energetically from one to the 
other.now do the entire sequence voiced.  

b. Arching and Cupping the Tongue, Back: Perform the same action as before, but 
this time isolating the back of the tongue arched up first to form a long "U" sound 
"ooooo" and then with the back cupped down to form a broad "A" as in "aaaahhhh." 
Repeat the sequence from "ooooo" to "aaaahhhhh" first very slowly and then quickly. 
The rounding of your lips on the "ooooo" helps in the formation of the sound but should 
not be the focus of your attention. 

c. Channeling and Bunching. The jaw is relaxed open. Stretch the side edges of the 
tongue apart and upward to touch the upper molar and bicuspid teeth. Relax. Then bring 
the same side edges of the tongue in toward one another thickening the center of the 
tongue. Relax. Repeat. The effect is that the midline of the tongue lowers when you are 
channeling the tongue and raises when you are bunching the tongue. 

d. Advancing and Retracting the Tongue Root, 1: Without moving the jaw from its 
relaxed open position, push the tongue forward from the back, letting the tongue tip and 
blade slide out onto the lower lip. Then pull the tongue root directly back to constrict the 
laryngeal pharynx. Try not to tense the tip, blade, or front of the tongue; isolate the action 
as far back as possible. Relax the tongue root forward. Repeat. 

e. Advancing and Retracting the Tongue Root, 2: Repeat the previous exercise but 
this time allow the tip of the tongue to stay behind the lower teeth: isolate the action by 
limiting it to the tongue root itself. 

f. Tongue Tip to Alveolar Ridge and to Palate, 1: Keeping the rest of the tongue as 
relaxed as possible and the jaw relaxed open always, bring only the tip of the tongue up 
to touch the gum ridge (the "alveolar ridge") just behind the upper teeth. Relax the tongue 
fully away so that the tip drops down to just behind the lower teeth. Repeat. Now curl the 
tip of the tongue upward and back so that the tongue tip touches the middle of the hard 
palate. Can you do this without thickening the rest of the tongue? Relax the tongue fully: 
does the tip quickly relax down to a position just behind the lower teeth?  

g. Tongue Tip to Alveolar Ridge and to Palate, 2: This time, allow the entire front 
edge of the tongue, including the tongue tip, to raise and seal off the airway at the 
alveolar ridge behind the upper teeth. Make sure that you still isolate this action. Do not 
involve the jaw in the action. Using a flow of air from the lungs, explode the tongue away 
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from the alveolar ridge back to its resting position, producing a “t” stop-plosive sound. 
Repeat with a voiced flow, producing a “d” stop-plosive sound. Curl the tongue-tip and 
the edge of the tongue back to seal off the airway at the palate. Again, use a flow of air to 
explode the tongue away from the palate producing, this time, an unfamiliar-sounding 
“t.” Repeat with voicing, producing an equally unfamiliar “d” sound. Finally, explore as 
many possible placements of the tongue-tip and edge between the alveolar and palatal 
placements as you can. Continue to isolate the action to only those parts of the tongue 
that must work to complete the action effectively.  

h. Rolling the Ball: Imagine that your tongue is cupped to hold a large marble just 
behind your alveolar ridge. Slowly roll the imagined marble back along the mid-line of 
your tongue as far back as you can go before you would swallow it, were it real. Then 
slowly roll it forward, keeping the tongue fully cupped. Repeat. 

i. Moving the Mountain: Arch the front of your tongue as though you were to say 
“eeeeeee”. Slowly roll that arch back until the arched back portion of the tongue is just 
under the velum (the soft palate). Do not retract the tongue in this (or the previous) 
exercise: the tongue-tip should stay right behind your lower teeth. 

j. Bracing: Channel the tongue, with the midline low and the edges high.  Bring the 
side edges of the tongue up to meet the inside of the upper teeth along the molars and rear 
bicuspids.  Brace the tongue outward against the teeth, pushing laterally. The probable 
result will be that the midline raises. Focus the effort of the bracing selectively from the 
bicuspids to the rear molars.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Dudley Knight 

 24 

 “Phthong” Shaping 
 
 

 In exploring the ways we can obstruct the unvoiced or voiced flow to form consonants, 
we were able to feel a vibratory buzz—or just a rush of air—in specific, very limited areas of the 
vocal tract. The shaping we are about to re-explore—because we’ve done it before—will not 
have that specific focus of feeling within the mouth, but in exchange we will be able to feel the 
vibrations throughout the body.  
 
 I would like you to try to ignore the word “vowel” as a label for this unobstructed voiced 
flow for awhile, because the word “vowel” suggests the standard “a”, “e”, “i”, “o”, “u” (and 
sometimes “y” and “w”) that we use in English. Don’t let yourself be limited by this limited 
selection of sounds. There are infinite gradations of sound change possible here and they all are 
just as worthy as any others. 
 
 Instead we can use the linguistic term monophthong. It’s a longer word than “vowel”, 
but it’s more interesting to say. (I especially like the “phth” sequence.) “Monophthong” means a 
single voiced, unobstructed sound. 
 
 While we are on the subject, we are probably more familiar with the term diphthong, 
which means a glide from one monophthong to another. We use these all the time in words like 
“voice”, “time”, “house”, and so on.  
 
 We also use the occasional triphthong, sliding from one sound to another to a third, as in 
words like “sour”, or “fire”.  
 
 So the general term that might tie all these more specific descriptions together is 
phthong. This is a word that is not usually included in the linguist’s lexicon, but it certainly is 
easy to remember. It comes from the Greek word φδογγος, meaning “sound”.  
 
 You can explore this work (and this new word) on a standing position, or sitting, or lying 
down.  But make sure that you are “actively relaxed”, that your entire body is available to 
receive and transmit vibrations.  
 
Exploration #1: 
 Focused gurning on tone. We recall that we previously explored gurning, making strange 
faces by using all our muscles of expression. Now we are going to use our awareness of 
articulator isolations to explore the kinds of unobstructed shaping of sound that might be used in 
language. 
 
 Begin by relaxing your jaw open. Leave it open throughout this work. It is easy enough to 
reintroduce jaw action into the mix of actions, but for now we need to feel the contributions that 
the other shaping actions are making without the mediation of having the jaw raise and lower to 
vary the size of the oral cavity.  
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 Begin an unvoiced flow of breath, breathing egressively. (But not aggressively! keep the 
flow gentle.)  Begin to shape that flow by slowly and attentively moving one or more of the 
“vowel articulators”. Make sure that you are never obstructing the flow. Just get used to 
exploring different shaping actions without having to hear a defined sound result. Use only the 
vowel articulators; don’t go back to gurning. Your lips and cheeks should be the only things on 
the outside of your face that are moving. Everything else is happening inside. 
 
 Now let the flow change easily from unvoiced to voiced.  But keep your focus on the feel 
of the movement of the vowel articulators (excluding—for the time being—the jaw): the 
muscular circle of the lips and all the muscles that radiate from it, the cheeks, the body of the 
tongue, the velum, the pharynx. Allow the movements of the articulators to be slow and easy as 
you release vibrations on a series of long voiced sighs. 
 
 Allow yourself to listen attentively to the resulting sounds.  Note what actions seem to 
change only the quality of the sound, what actions seem to change the loudness, what actions 
seem to change the monophthong sounds (familiar or unfamiliar) and what actions seem to 
change more than one of  these categories. 
 
 After a bit of exploration, most people generally observe that quality change happens 
most strongly in pharyngeal actions, that monophthong change is produced most strongly in the 
mouth through the action of the tongue, lips, and cheeks, and that amplitude (loudness) change 
can be effected by any of the articulators. But the actual mix is very individual, and all the 
articulators make some contribution to all the categories. 
 
Go through some “quality” changes on the same monophthong.  Play with sounding nasal, 
denasal (as though you have a head cold), hollow, constricted, and so on. Work anywhere in your 
pitch range as you do this exploration. 
 
 
Exploration #2: 
 Isolate phthong change. Sound an easy egressive voiced sigh with your jaw relaxed open.  
Be attentive to the “vocal quality.” One of your main tasks in this exploration will be to keep that 
vocal quality the same throughout the work. 
 
 Continue to release a series of voiced sighs and start to shape the sound by shaping the 
articulators—always without obstructing the flow. Keep the vocal quality consistent and the 
amplitude as consistent as possible.  Isolate the change to the monophthong sounds you are 
producing.  Try to eliminate actions that don’t actually produce some monophthong change 
 
 You probably will note through the feel of the actions that you are using a more limited 
set of actions to shape the flow. Explore using these actions fully though. Let the sound always 
be changing slowly and smoothly through sounds that are new and unfamiliar as well as familiar.  
 
Exploration #3: 
 Enter the Maraphthong. This isn’t a serious linguistic term, but it’s a pretty good 
description of what you’re doing right now.  It’s more than a monophthong. It’s more than a 
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diphthong. It’s more than a triphthong. It’s a marathon glide though constantly changing sound 
actions on a series of voiced sighs. It’s a maraphthong. 
 
Exploration #4: 
 Move/Freeze/Move. Isolate your action to maraphthong sound change (so you keep the 
same sound “quality” and the same amplitude. Focus your attention on the physical actions of the 
vowel articulators as the sound flow changes on a series of easy long voiced sighs. After about 
ten seconds, freeze the articulators in place and be aware of the feel and sound of the single 
monophthong voiced sigh.  Hold the articulators in position and register the emotional quality of 
the sound. Where does it seem to resonate within your body? Where does it seem to resonate 
within your psyche? Enjoy the sound. Get comfortable with the sound. You probably will need 
this sound—whatever it is—in your work on accents. Resist the temptation to adjust the 
articulator action (and therefore the resulting sound) toward a more familiar sound product. Of 
course you may find that you have frozen the articulators into a familiar sound initially, which is 
fine. Just make sure it doesn’t happen all the time. 
 
 After you register the isolated sound result by listening and feeling the vibrations, go 
back to sounding your maraphthong. After another ten seconds or so, isolate the articulator 
action again. And so on. 
 
Exploraton #5: 
 Sharing the Monophthong. If you are working in a group, form a circle. (Warning: Do 
not try to form a circle individually, as weird injuries may result.) Let one person in the circle 
begin a maraphthong glide on a voiced sigh. Then let that person freeze the articulators into a 
monophthong release. As this first person holds the monophthong sound, a person next to the 
first person should try to shape her or his articulators so that the same sound is reproduced. Once 
the monophthong has been “passed” from the first person to the second, the maraphthong-to-
monophthong action of shaping a new sound is repeated around the circle until each participant 
has explored receiving a sound, exploring for a new sound, and sharing that sound with the next 
person.  
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Obstruents: Obstructing the Flow 
 
 Instinctively we know what makes an “obstruent” sound different from a 
“phthong”sound in human speech, even if we haven’t met these terms before. But we may not 
know why our instinct knows this. In “phthongs” we flow vibrations out of our mouths in an 
easy flow of voiced sound. We may change the shape of the vocal tract (from the vocal cords to 
the lips) somewhat like the twists and turns of a river: the form changes (in speech when we 
change one vowel sound to another) but the flow goes on with nothing restricting it. 
 

“Obstruents” are different. When we produce obstruents we move one or more 
articulators so that they get in the way of the flow.  

 
There is a more familiar term for this class of sounds: consonants. But for the time being, 

we are going to use the more archaic term “obstruents” because it is more descriptive of the 
physicality of the action and also because it is useful for us to think of these actions as something 
new and unique, not the same consonant actions that we have already learned so well.  

 

�Obstruents” vs “Consonants”: Some More Argument. 
There are some other reasons to use the term “obstruent” instead of the term “consonant” at this stage of 
our work. “Consonant” derives from the Latin words con and  sonant meaning “sounding with.” In one of 
its forms it is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as “Agreement or pleasing combination of sounds; 
harmony, concord.” But the physical action here is one that gets in the way of the Flow; it is intrusive, it 
impedes, it obstructs. Obstruent is a more accurately descriptive term. 

 
So obstruents are defined as articulator actions that get in the way of (i.e. obstruct) the 

Flow. Sometimes they obstruct the Flow a lot, sometimes only a little; sometimes so little, in 
fact, that the obstruents are almost vowels, such as “W” or “Y” or “R” or “L” in English. 

 
Try these sounds a few times like this: wah wah wah, yah yah yah, rah rah rah, lah lah 

lah. Can you feel that your tongue is impeding the flow only very slightly? Where do you feel 
the slight change in the voiced flow within the vocal tract and especially on the tongue? 

  
Sometimes the articulators obstruct the flow so much that it is blocked altogether for an 

instant. As in “B” or “D” for example. 
   
Say, and make sure you can feel, the sounds: bah bah bah, dah dah dah. Tie them 

together on one flow of breath: bahbahbahdahdahdah.The action of the flow continues but the 
stream is blocked until its energy builds up enough to explode past the barrier.  

Sometimes the obstruction of the flow is strong enough so that the consonant’s quality 
lies in the flow trying to get past the obstruction. “Z” or “V” or “S” or “SH.”  

 
Say out loud sahsahsahsahsah then zahzahzahzahzah. Note that you produced the “S” 

sound without the vocal cords vibrating and “Z” with the vocal cords vibrating. So you 
experience that some of these consonant obstructions of the flow, as in the “S” sound you just 
made, are strong enough to make their own unique sounds without voicing (vocal cord 
vibrations) at all. 
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You can test this. Put one hand lightly on your “Adam’s Apple,” at the front of your 

throat. Take a deep breath and on one flow out from your lungs release a long energetic 
ssssssszzzzzzzzzssssssszzzzzzzssssssszzzzzzz turning the vibrations on and off and on again. You 
can feel with your hand when the vibrations are on and when they are off. 

 
 On these three pages you will receive a recipe—a pretty simple one—for making all the 
consonant sounds in the world’s languages that are powered by a flow of breath energy from 
your lungs, which is the way speakers around the world form most of their consonant sounds—
though not quite all of them. I am keeping this simple, because I want you to explore freely the 
possibilities for making as many different consonant sounds as possible. 
 
 
 Ingredients:  

1. A voiced or unvoiced flow of air moving from the lungs through the vocal 
tract and out your mouth—or sometimes your nose. 

2. An action by the articulators to obstruct the flow, a lot or a little. Complete 
stoppage would be one extreme of action, a tiny intrusion would be the 
opposite extreme, and the rest of the actions would be everything in between. 
But your listener would have to be able to differentiate the sounds these 
actions produce. 

3. A place in your vocal tract (anywhere between your vocal cords and your 
lips) where the action happens.  

 
Before we can combine the ingredients, we need to know a little more about them, so that 

when we start to say consonants we can go beyond the ones we are used to doing and actually 
find some new sounds. The flow can be either a voiced flow of vibrations (remember 
“zzzzzzzz”) or an unvoiced flow of air (as in “ssssssss”). That’s the only variable in the flow. 

   
Now just combine the ingredients. (I said this was a simple recipe.) In other words, start 

saying some consonants out loud.  To make them easier to say, put an “Ahhhhh” vowel after 
every consonant. (This is the so-called “Broad A,” the “ahhhh” sound the dentist tells us to make 
to get our mouths open.) We also remember that some of our consonant sounds are formed using 
a voiced flow of vibration and some others are formed using an unvoiced flow of breath.  

 
Put together strings of consonants on one flow release of breath with the consonants 

separated by the “Ahhhh” vowel. SAY THEM SLOWLY BUT WITH ENERGY. These usually 
aren’t going to sound like words as we know them. You are exploring the feel of the articulation 
actions themselves. There are various names for what we are doing, “doubletalk,” “gibberish,” 
“nonsense words,” and so on.  

 
Even if it feels and sounds strange, keep going. Keep the flow energetic. Ignore those 

puzzled stares from co-workers, fellow students, or loved ones. Don’t be limited by the familiar 
consonant sounds you’re used to making. Explore the possibilities of new consonant sounds even 
if you have never heard them before in any language. 

 



Dudley Knight 

 29 

Continue exploring new consonant sounds, staying with the vowel sound “ahhhh” as you 
do so, and turn your attention to the actions your articulators are taking. How close together are 
they getting?  Are they interrupting the flow or just getting in the way a little? Do the articulators 
vibrate against one another repeatedly or touch and bounce away? What path through the vocal 
tract does the flow—voiced or unvoiced—take? What actions make a consonant sound different 
from another consonant that is similar to it in other ways? What do these differences sound like 
and feel like? 

 
Finally, expand your attention to an awareness of the place (or even sometimes the 

places) in the vocal tract where the action is happening. Consonants can form anywhere between 
your lips and your vocal folds (and include both); the only requirement is that the action can 
obstruct the flow to some degree. 

 
The goal here is to come up with as many different ways of obstructing the flow with 

your articulators as you can, even if some of the sounds that result are rather nasty. Play freely 
with these articulatory actions, much in the same way that a very young child explores different 
vocal sounds on the way to shaping them into language. But play with an adult’s sense of 
attentiveness and an adult’s sense of rigor. Vary the tempo of this strange consonant �élange. 
Vary your pitch inflections. Vary your energy level but don’t let the energy progressively 
subside. When it stops being play, stop doing it. But come back to it. 
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EXPLORING THE LIMITS: 
“OUTLANDISH” 

 
 
 We now are ready to put together our work in Obstructing the Flow and Phthong Shaping 
so that we produce a sequence of sound actions that resembles a very odd language.  It isn’t 
language really, because it doesn’t have any direct meaning, except the variable meanings that 
might be called up by the sounds themselves. 
 
 The only limits to this strange “language”, which we will henceforth call “Outlandish”, 
are what you physically can enact (without injury!) as vocally produced sound: voiced or 
unvoiced sound that is produced using a flow shaped or obstructed by your articulators. 
Outlandish is—and should be—outlandish. Compared to Outlandish, Klingon in “Star Trek” is a 
language for wimps. 
 
 As you speak it, you will be able to collect some useful information about what sounds fit 
easily into connected speech actions, and which sounds are so difficult to execute in connected 
speech that they (and you, and your listeners) would be happier if they stood alone. But as you 
speak Outlandish, your articulators will get some excellent exercise, and you will get to express 
yourself with a kind of perverse eloquence that is fascinating in itself. 
 
 You will also start to get some useful information about how “phthongs” (monophthongs, 
diphthongs, triphthongs, and beyond) and Outlandish consonants interact in connected speech. 
Putting obstruents together in a sequence without any vowels in between is called a obstruent 
cluster. (Well, it’s actually called a “consonant cluster” but you have parked the term 
“consonant” in an unused portion of your brain, haven’t you?) You will start to sense the 
limitations on how long a obstruent cluster can go on before what you are saying stops sounding 
like a language at all. You have to throw in a “phthong” or two fairly frequently. We aren’t going 
to analyze this obstruent/phthong ratio from a linguistic perspective; we are just experiencing it 
in practice. 
 
Exploration #1: 
 Group Outlandish, Imagine that the participants in this exercise are all citizens of the Lost 
Continent of Outlandis, where all governance is conducted by the group, and all debate at 
meetings consists of one-word questions and one-word answers.  
 
 One Outlandian begins by asking a one-word question in Outlandish to another person in 
the circle. (We know it’s a question because it has an upward inflection.) The person so 
addressed repeats the question—this is an important tradition!—and then replies with a decisive 
one-word answer (downward inflection) in Outlandish. The answerer then asks an Outlandish 
question to another Outlandian in the circle. The process continues until all participants have 
asked a question and received an answer, at which point, according to the traditions of Outlandis, 
all discussion ends and it is simply assumed that a decision has been reached. This business 
method goes a long way toward explaining why Outlandis is a lost continent. 
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Exploration #2:  
 Outlandish Anecdotes.  Tell an Outlandish anecdote lasting at least thirty seconds to the 
group, or to yourself in a mirror, or into a recording device. You should know what the story is, 
but under no circumstances should you rehearse. Just let the sounds happen. Try to maintain 
variety of sound production. Or, to put it the opposite way, don’t allow yourself to become too 
fond of only a few sounds. Make sure that you are using both voiced and unvoiced obstruents. 
 
 After exploring Outlandish and the physical limits to which it takes us, we are ready to 
refine our exploration toward those actual language sounds used on the real continents of the 
world. 
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MAKING YOUR OWN LANGUAGE: 
Omnish and Beyond 

 
 You now have a full repertoire of  the distinct vocal sounds that are used in language. 
They are not the only vocal sounds that we can make: as we know, even the IPA chart omits 
some very easy-to-perform sounds. For example, the Voiced Bilabial Trill [ʙ] made it onto the 
chart in its most recent (1989) revision because linguists observed its use in two languages of 
New Guinea. But we have been using it as a communicative vocalization to indicate cold 
(“Brrrrrr”) for possibly thousands of years in many languages. The Unvoiced Bilabial Trill that 
we often use as a lip release exercise (or to imitate a horse) is not (yet) heard as a phonemic 
component of language, and so is absent from  the IPA chart of obstruents. You just proved that 
it is possible in the preceding exercises. 
 
 We can now begin to explore the feel of these sound-actions when used in combination. 
This is play, pure and simple, and like all the best forms of play it will inform as well as 
entertain.  It will tell you a good deal about where in the vocal tract you can open your 
articulators to more active and demanding use. It will tell you what sound combinations are 
easier or more difficult to enact. No real language contains the entire IPA, so we know that what 
we are attempting here—using all the possible sound actions—is an exercise, not a replication of 
any particular language. 
 

1. “Gibberish.” This is spoken American English without sense. Say a “nonsense 
word” using the obstruent and phthong sounds we use in English. “Shleeft, rawv, 
aglackle, mostawhech, toofler, omzayidge, bopongah” are just a few possibilities. 
Practice single “nonsense words” until you are sure that you are using only the sound 
actions we use in English. Now continue this action into connected speech, improvising a 
conversation with a partner using American English sounds, but not in the usual 
American English sound combinations. Avoid speaking any actual English words. Keep 
the jaw relaxed open as much as possible and keep the other articulators active. FEEL the 
sounds and be aware of expressing emotional content through the sound combinations. 
But do not “translate” actual sentences into your “Gibberish.” Let impulse take over: 
observe your partner when she or he is speaking; listen to your partner attentively, to the 
sounds your partner is making and to the way your partner is saying them Then let 
impulse take over and let your own sound combinations respond. 

 
2. Individual Omnish. Relax the jaw open. Begin to speak consonant and vowel 

combinations using all the language sounds possible in the IPA categories of action and 
placement, including non-pulmonic consonants, whether or not they actually exist in the 
languages of the world. You will discover that this requires much greater dexterity of 
articulation than in the previous exercise. After a bit of practice you will discover that 
you have moved from “Gibberish” to what we will henceforth call “Omnish”, from the 
Latin word omnis meaning “all”. 
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3. Paired Omnish I. With a partner listening closely to you, speak energetically in 
Omnish for one minute. At the moment you are not trying to convey specific meaning as 
you speak, you are just trying to use as many of the sounds of world language as you can 
in a coherent sequence. Your partner will tell you if you are achieving enough variety, or 
too much, for that matter. For example, you may repeat several sound actions again and 
again but fail to move on to other ones. Or you may leave out whole categories of sound 
actions. Or you may have a lot of variety in consonants but very little in vowels. Or you 
may find that you are doing a lot of consonant sound actions that are not found in 
language at all. Speak Omnish again—just for the sounds—and see if you can correct 
these limitations so that you are speaking all the actions and all the placements of world 
language within that one minute. 

 
 
4. Paired Omnish II. (Lento) Speak Omnish very slowly. Still pay no attention to 

“meaning,” just to the sounds themselves. Feel and enjoy the new combinations of sound 
actions. Register in your own mind the actions and placements of the articulators as you 
are going through them. Get feedback from your partner about variety of sound action 
choice as before. If you persist in leaving out certain actions or placements do some 
focused practice favoring those sounds and afterward open out into full Omnish again. 

 
5. Paired Omnish III. (Presto) Speak rapidly and crisply as though you were acting in 

a sophisticated comedy written in Omnish. Your partner will tell you if your variety or 
fluency is suffering because of your accelerated speech. 

 
6.  Group Omnish I. The group should form a circle. The person who begins will 

speak a single Omnish “word” of no more than three syllables in a clear, energetic voice 
to the next person in the circle. The speaker should speak the “word” slowly as though 
s/he is trying to teach the sound to the listener. The next person will repeat the “word” 
back and—if correct—will then generate a new “word” for the next person. The person 
listening will try to receive the necessary information about the speaker’s articulator 
action and placement from the sound itself and from whatever s/he can observe about the 
speaker’s articulator action. 

 
7.  Group Omnish II: adding meaning. The person who begins should advance 

toward another person somewhere in the circle and say something (but no more than a 
sentence or two) to that person in Omnish. Try to convey a specific verbal message in 
Omnish. Let the physical carriage and gestures support the words. Go further: let the 
sounds of this rich language shape and move the body, and let yourself feel the sounds 
center where they will through the entire body. The person spoken to should reply 
appropriately to the first speaker (not repeating what the first speaker said), and then find 
someone else in the circle and say something to that person. Continue until everyone has 
been spoke to and has spoken. Keep the exchange moving along, and keep it energized 
and varied. 
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Analyze the results, whether from the individual or the group exercises in Omnish. Are the 
speakers starting to feel fluent using all the sounds in language? Do some sound combinations 
feel easier to execute than others?   

However comfortable it feels—and it will feel comfortable with a little attentive practice—
Omnish in a very real sense is an “unreal” language. Why? How do you experience the feel of 
the language as you speak it? Aside from the greater variety, how does it feel different from 
Gibberish, or from just speaking English, or from speaking any other language you might know? 

 
8.  An Omnish Oration: adding more meaning. As a leading citizen of the nation 

of Omnia (its national motto translates from the Omnish as “All Things to All People”) 
you speak fluently a language (Omnish) that contains all the sounds that might be found 
in the IPA. Since you are a candidate for office in the lowest legislative chamber (of 12) 
in the Omnian legislature, devise a short (two minutes approximately) campaign speech, 
spoken entirely in Omnish, that contains the following elements: 
A. A short opening joke. 
B. A scathing rebuttal to the latest charges from your opponent. 
C. A moving tribute to His/Her Serene Omniscience, the 

King/Queen/President/Facilitator/Dictator/Chair of Omnia. 
D. About fifteen seconds of upbeat generalities about your legislative program. 
E. A big finish. (Balloon drop optional). 
Other members of the class should portray your audience and should feel encouraged to 
respond vocally in Omnish as well. 

 
9.   The Omnish Poet Laureate. [from Philip Thompson.] This is an exercise for two 

persons working together. One person plays the role of a famous Omnian poet visiting an 
English-speaking country. The other person is the poet’s translator.  

  The translator conducts the proceedings and begins with an introduction of the 
poet in English. The poet then begins reciting a poem in Omnish. After a line or two, the 
poet pauses as the translator provides a translation into English. This continues 
throughout the rest of the poem.  

  Under no circumstances should this exercise be rehearsed in advance. 
  One of the many virutes of this exercise is that the translator and also the poet will 

be encouraged by the form of the performance to listen to each other closely and to pick 
up cues from the other person as to the progress of the poem. These cues will relate 
primarily to the sounds employed, but will also be found in intonation patterns, timing 
and gestural signals.  

 
10.  Serious Omnish. In exploring Omnish it is useful to perform the new sounds as 

actively as possible because the feeling of the action is easier for us to register. Because 
these new sounds lie outside our familiar American English repertoire, many of them will 
seem odd or comic precisely because of that unfamiliarity. Don’t let this fact deter you 
from trying them out. Dive right into this new ocean of sounds and splash about in them. 
Revel in their unfamiliarity. Let them seem funny or ugly even: we all have our biases 
about language sounds and we all make judgments about them all the time. Get all this 
out of your system.  
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 At the same time if we stay too long in the ocean we may get swept away by the 
tide and never get back to firm ground. If we find these new language sounds to be 
strange it is only because we limit ourselves to certain sounds when we speak American 
English, sounds which, when we speak them, sound equally odd or amusing to speakers 
of other languages. Language sounds are not objectively funny or ugly. It is only our 
cultural or personal biases that make them seem so. All of the sounds in Omnish are used 
in one or another of the world’s languages to express the entire range of human thought 
and emotion. They are all taken seriously by somebody. 

To move past the barrier of stereotyping language sounds, choose a serious 
dramatic text in English that is deeply meaningful to you. “Translate” it into Omnish. 
Don’t actually write any sounds down or memorize a “script”; just let your impulse say in 
Omnish what the words are in English. Perform it for your class and try to communicate 
the text in Omnish with as great a degree of sensitivity or profundity as you find in the 
original. 

 
  

Outward/Inward 
The progression from Gibberish to Omnish is a progression into greater variety of 

articulator action. We have been opening out our possibilities.  
The next step is to reverse the process and move from more variety to less. Our purpose 

is to focus in on the For the time being we will leave Outlandish out of the picture; it is a 
very useful exploration for character voices or for imitations of sounds that go beyond human 
speech, but because we are going to explore the feel of accents and languages as they exist in 
the real world we will focus back in starting from Omnish. 

 
10.  Finding a New Language from the feel of the sounds: “Double-talk.” Create for 

yourself a physical focus of tension and relaxation in the articulators, using basic variables, such 
as: 

A. Jaw height. 
B. Jaw advancement or retraction. 
C. Tongue arching or cupping. Forward or back, high or low. 
D. Tongue root advancement or retraction. 
E. Channeling (widening and flattening) or bunching (narrowing and thickening) 

the tongue. 
F. Relaxation or tensing of the cheeks into the teeth. 
G. Advancement or retraction of the lip corners. 
H. Pursing or relaxation of the lips. 
I. Raising or lowering the velum. 
J. Bracing the side edges of the body of the tongue against the teeth. 
    

Remember that not all these variables will necessarily be in play. Especially at the start, it is 
easier to focus on only a few and hear what effect they produce on sound change. 

 
Now begin to speak connected sound combinations. Just let the sounds come, and feel how 

the actions of the articulators—especially the lip and tongue actions—tend to start self-selecting 
their own preferred sounds. Feel and enjoy the sounds that your articulators seem to want to say; 
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gradually you may let go of the sounds that your articulators don’t seem to want to do very 
frequently. 

 
Make sure that you do not hold the articulators tightly or rigidly in these postures. If you do 

you may not be able to talk at all! The sound actions your articulators take can move away from 
these postures, they should simply favor moving back toward them and favor sounds that are 
nearer to these articulator postures. You should still be able to speak as fluently and easily as you 
did in Omnish; more easily, actually, because your articulators will favor some sound actions 
over others.  

 
You have now formed a new (non-sense) language physically in a way that is much more 

real than Omnish or Outlandish, and one that probably has a very definite and characteristic feel 
or focus to it. It may sound to you like some “double-talk” version of an existing language that 
you have heard, or it may sound completely new. 

 
Finally, keeping the same focus, the same interplay of muscular tension and relaxation that 

you just used for your newly created language, begin to speak in English. If you are clear about 
maintaining the focus, you will definitely produce some sort of “foreign accent.” Maybe you will 
recognize it; maybe you won’t.  It may even turn out to sound more like an accent pattern from a 
dialect of English. But you still are experiencing the dynamic tug-of-war between the original 
language focus (and sounds) and the English focus (and sounds) which is characteristic of all 
foreign accent speaking. This focus is what some linguists, and I, call the “posture” of the 
accent. 

 
11.  Finding an accent. Create a new focus pattern, quite arbitrarily, and see what happens 

when you start to speak through it in English. Is it a recognizable—or nearly recognizable—
accent of English from wherever English is spoken as a primary language? Or is it another 
foreign accent? What physical changes do you need to make to fine-tune it to a recognizable 
accent in English or a foreign accent? 

  
12.  Finding the “posture” or “stance” of an accent. Do an imitation of an accent, in 

English or from another language, which you can mimic but which is not your own, speak in that 
accent for at least a minute. As you listen to yourself, pick out the most important or unique 
sound changes, the sounds that are strongly different from the way you usually articulate vowels 
and consonants in your own everyday speech. Now repeat each of these unique sounds several 
times. As you do so, feel where each one of them is focused in your mouth. What is the pattern 
of muscular tension and relaxation in the articulators that requires the sound to be produced in 
that way? And now the big question: what do these individual patterns of tension and relaxation 
for each unique sound action have in common? They might, for example, all work better if the 
jaw is raised quite high and if the tongue is tensed with the front section strongly cupped. Or 
another combination might be with the jaw very slightly raised, the tongue tip retroflex, and the 
buccinator muscles of the cheek slightly tense. Continue to speak in the accent, but stay with the 
feel of the focus, rather than thinking constantly about the succession of individual sound 
changes. Individual sound awareness can remain a very useful corrective when the focus of an 
accent starts to go astray, but allowing yourself to feel the overall posture of the accent allows 
you to focus on the many other important elements of the acting process. Finding the posture of 
the accent helps you to act through the accent rather than getting lost in the accent. 



Dudley Knight 

 37 

 
 
  But alas, this is not a book that will focus on accent acquisition. So, while is it a 

wonderful enterprise to use the physical skills that you have acquired to explore many different 
accents and different language pronunciations based on the characteristic posture of each accent, 
we will focus into a narrower area for the remainder of this text. Our language will be English; 
and even more specifically, American English. We will apply all these skills to the variable 
possibilities of speaking American English to others. 

 
  We have actually acquired a formidable array of physical skills in articulation. Now the 

question arises: how do we communicate those gradations of sound change to others in an 
efficient manner, and how do we record them for ourselves? 
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VOWEL “CALISTHENICS” 
 
 
1.     “EE” – “EY” – “AH” – “AW” – “OO” – “AW” – “AH” – “EY” – “EE”      (ETC) 
         [i]  --   [e]*   --   [ɑ]   --   [ɔ]  --    [u]   --    [ɔ]   --   [ɑ]   --   [e]   --   [i]  
 
Target each sound, using the tongue and lips, but not the jaw. Start slow, holding each sound 
position for several seconds; then speed up, moving actively from one sound position to another.  
 
*Not the diphthong [eɪ]̆ 
 

 
 
 
 
2. The Miaow. Jaw relaxed open, lips lightly together. Begin the release of sound on a [ɲ] hum. 
Release the lips apart into an [i] with the tongue bunched high toward the very front of the 
palate, and then let the flow of sound action slide smoothly down through all the front vowels, 
then back and open to the [ɑ], and then smoothly up to the closed [u]. Feel the action of the lips 
and cheeks supporting the sound differentiation. 

 



Dudley Knight 

 40 

3.  Tense -- Lax. Start with the tongue in a completely relaxed position, in the mid-vowel [ə], the 
“schwa.” Tense into the target vowel in its most differentiated form. Then relax back into the 
“schwa.” 

 
 
 
 
4. Adjust tongue and lip position precisely to target the “center” of each phoneme. 
(a): Move cleanly from one phoneme to another. (b): Slide slowly from one phoneme to the next; 
feel and hear the gradations of sound; note also where you feel and hear the phoneme change. 
 

 
 
 
5. Separation of tongue action and lip action (rounded or unrounded). (a): Keep the tongue 
position constant and change the phoneme by modifying the rounding action of the lips. (b): 
Keep the lip position constant and change the phoneme by altering the tongue position within the 
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mouth. Note: jaw position does not need to change; compensate by greater muscularity of lip and 
tongue action. 
 
a)  

               
 
 

b)   i↔y  ɨ↔ʉ  ɯ↔u 
  e↔ø  ɘ↔ө   ɤ↔o 
  ɛ↔œ  ɜ↔ɞ  ʌ↔ɔ 

a↔ɶ    ɑ↔ɒ 
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Nonsense Words  
 
Using American English phonemes: 
 
 
1.ʒæmsʌtʃ   2. lipɹɑv    3. ɔnɡwɪbz 
 
4. tɛkʃəʍɝ   5. ɹeɪd̆saʊ̆pəɡlæk   6. vɝnɑdʒ 
 

7. ʍʊlps   8. ðʌʃəblɪtʃ    9. hipɹɛnʒd 
 

10. lɔɪf̆ɪvl ̩   11. ʒuɡə    12. ɛtpɑpt 
 

13. jæ    14. ɱʊndʒəʍɛpi   15. zuvnɑ̩ldəjɪŋkt 
 
 

Using any (though not all) IPA symbols: 
 
1. qɑɲɒɭ   2. væʃəɬeɪɸ̆ə    3. ɳɔɪɖ̆ɪʀɑblp̩yp 
 

4. cʌç    5. zøməɫʃad   6. χɔʎəkømzɪpʀɒk   
 

7. blʊ̩ɢ   8. ʋɛnɥicastœm  9. ʛɑlɔɪɸ̆ 
 

10. bʝyɲəʍæʃn ̩  11. ɑħɑ   12. bɯdiwɪç 
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CONNECTED SPEECH 
 
 
 
 “Rumours about the new play had been fanned by Shaw through 
London.” 
 
 
 Here are several different phonetic transcriptions of this sentence, using slightly different 
pronunciation choices or different degrees of detail in the transcription. 
 
 
[rumɝz əbaʊ̆t ðə nu pleɪ ̆hæd bɪn fænd baɪ ̆ʃɔ θru lʌndən] 
 

[ɹumɝz əbaʊ̆t ̪̚  ðə nu ple̥ɪ ̆əd̚ bɪn fænd baɪ ̆ʃɑ θɹu lʌndən] 
 

[ˈɹuməz | əˈbɑʊ̆ʔ̚ ðə ˌnju ˈple̥ | həd ˌbin ˈfæ̝nd ˌbɑɪ ̆ˈʃɔ ˌθɹu ˈlʌndən ‖]  
 
  
 Say each one of these versions. The variations are more or less random, although the final 
version does tend toward a particular accent. Do you have all the phonetic information here that 
you need to define the accent clearly? 
 

Here are the diacritics used: 
 
 [ ə ̆]   “Breve.” The symbol modified is given  no stress and is very short. 
 

[ ɝ ]   “Rhoticity Sign.” The symbol modified ends with a slight tongue bunching into “R-
color.” 
 

[ ɪ ̝]  “Raising Sign.” The symbol modified is pronounced with the tongue arching (or 
uncupping) slightly higher toward the roof of the mouth. Also referred to as being a more 
“closed” sound. 
 

[ i ̞]  “Lowering Sign.” The symbol modified is pronounced with the tongue cupping (or de-
arching) slightly lower toward the floor of the mouth. Also referred to as being a more “open” 
sound.  
 

[ d ̥]  ”Under-Ring.” The symbol modified is pronounced unvoiced. 
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[ t̚ ]  “Corner.” The symbol modified is stopped but not exploded. 
 

[ t ̪]  “Subscript Bridge.” The symbol modified is pronounced with a tongue-tip placement 
on the back of the upper teeth; “dentalized.”  
 

[ ˈbæt ]  “Vertical Stroke (superior).” The syllable modified is given primary stress. 
 

[ ˌbæt ]  “Vertical Stroke (inferior).”  The syllable modified is given secondary (but still 
some) stress. 
 

Here are the pause symbols: 
 
[ | ] A short pause, roughly equivalent to a comma. [ ‖ ] A longer pause, roughly equivalent to 
a period. 
 
 
 
 Here are another few phrases. 
 
 “What do you want? Did you settle on a pronunciation yet? 
 
 
  And some ways to say them. 
 
 [ˈʍʌt̚ du ˈjuː ˌwɔnt ‖ ˌdɪd ju ˈsɛtˡɫ ̩ɑn ə pɹə̥ˌnʌnsiˈeɪʃ̆n ̩ˈjɛt ‖ ] 
 

 [ʍət̚ ˈduː ju ˌwɑnt ‖ dɪd ju ˈsɛtəɫ ˌɔn ə ˌpɹo̥ʊ̆ˈnʌnsɪˈeɪʃ̆ən | ˈʝɛtʰ ‖ ]* 
 

 [wa də jə ˈwɑnʔ̚ ‖ ˌdɪd̚ dʒə ˈsɛt ̬lɫ ̩ˌɑn ə pɹənʌnsijeɪʃ̆n ̩jɛʔ̚ ‖ ] 
 

 [wə tʃə ˈwɑʔ̃̚ ‖  dʒə ˈsɛˑʊˑɫ ̩ɔn ə pəˌnʌs̃i ̝̍ jeɪʃ̆ə ̃jɛʔ̚ ‖ ] 
 

 [wə ʃə ˈwɑ̽ː  ‖ ʒə ˌsɛ̽ˑ ʊ̽ː ɑ̽ː  pəˌnə̃ˑ ˈseɪʃ̆ə jɛ ̽‖ ] 
 
* The symbol [ʝ] is called a “Curly-tail J” and is a voiced palatal fricative: pronounced much like 
[j] but with the tongue tighter toward the palate. Here it suggests the speaker’s heavy emphasis 
of the word. 
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New Diacritics: 
 
[ æ̃] Tilde. The symbol modified is pronounced with nasality, accomplished by dropping the 
upper surface of the velum and letting the vibrations flow through the nose as well as the mouth. 
 

[ t ̬]  Subscript Wedge.  The symbol modified is pronounced with some voicing. This 
commonly occurs in American speech when an unvoiced stop-plosive (especially [t]) is said in 
an unstressed syllable, as in “pretty” [pɹɪ̥ti̬]̞. The [t] becomes voiced almost—but not quite—to a 
full [d]. 
 

[ ɑ ̽] Superscript Cross. The symbol (always a vowel) thus modified is pronounced toward 
the mid-central part of the vowel quadrilateral. In other words, it is relaxed toward the “schwa” 
[ə]. This tendency is extremely common in American speech. 
 
 
[ iː ] Length Mark. The sound of the symbol modified is lengthened. This can happen with 
vowels and with continuant consonants. In print this symbol consists of two filled-in wedges 
pointing at one another; in writing a Colon (two dots) will do just as well. 
 
[ iˑ ] Half-Length Mark. The symbol modified is lengthened slightly. As in [wiˑ sɔː ðə mæn] 
“we saw the man.” 
 
 
 A Few Other Diacritics in common use for American English: 
 
[ ɑ ̤] Subscript Umlaut. The voiced symbol is murmured; that is, pronounced with a breathy 
voice quality. Any vowel or any voiced consonant can be murmured. 
 
[ ɔ ̰] Subscript Tilde. The symbol modified is pronounced with a creaky voice. This diacritic 
can be used to indicate “glottal fry” in a speaker, although in the narrowest sense a “creaky” 
voice is not a tense sound at the larynx, as the glottal fry certainly is. 
 
[ ʊ̟ ] Subscript Plus. The vowel thus modified is pronounced further forward in tongue 
position. 
 
[ ɛ ̠] Underbar. The vowel thus modified is pronounced further back in tongue position. 
 
[ ʌ ̘] Advancement Sign. The current IPA usage of this symbol (of which I am not overly 
fond) is to indicate a pronunciation with an advanced tongue root (the tongue root pushed  
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forward). In the good old days it was used to indicate a generally forward placement of the 
sound, for which purpose the Subscript Plus is now employed. It would seem to me more logical 
to have the subscript plus sign and underbar used to indicate tongue root position. But did they 
consult me? No. 
 
[ ʌ ̙] Retraction Sign. Currently used by the IPA to indicate tongue root retraction (the tongue 
root pulled back toward the pharynx). For my complaint about this usage, see above. Consistent 
tongue root retraction is common in much American speech.  
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CLOTHES 
 

 What would a man be, what would any man be, without his clothes? As soon 
as one stops and thinks over that proposition, one realizes that without his clothes a 
man would be nothing at all; that the clothes do not merely make the man, the 
clothes are the man; that without them he is a cipher, a vacancy, a nobody, a 
nothing. 
 
 Titles—another artificiality—are a part of his clothing. They and the dry-
goods conceal the wearer’s inferiority and make him seem great and a wonder, 
when at bottom there is nothing remarkable about him. They can move a nation to 
fall on its knees and sincerely worship a man who, without the clothes and the title, 
would drop to the rank of a cobbler and be swallowed up and lost sight of in the 
massed multitude of the inconsequentials…. 
 

A policeman in plain clothes is one man; in his uniform he is ten. Clothes 
and the title are the most potent thing, the most formidable influence, in the earth. 
They move the human race to willing and spontaneous respect for the judge, the 
general, the admiral, the bishop, the ambassador, the frivolous earl, the idiot duke, 
the sultan, the king, the emperor. No great title is efficient without clothes to 
support it. 
 

Is the human race a joke? Was it devised and patched together in a dull time 
when there was nothing important to do? Has it not respect for itself? I think my 
respect for it is drooping, sinking—and my respect for myself along with it. There 
is but one restorative—clothes! Respect-reviving, spirit uplifting clothes! Heaven’s 
kindliest gift to man, his only protection against finding himself out: they deceive 
him, they confer dignity upon him; without them he has none. How charitable are 
clothes, how beneficent, how puissant, how inestimably precious! Mine are able to 
expand a human cipher into a globe-shadowing portent; they can command the 
respect of the whole world—including my own, which is fading. I will put them 
on. 

 
       MARK TWAIN 
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klo̥ʊ̆ðz 

 
ʍʌt wʊd ə mæn bi | ʍʌt wʊd ɛni ̞mæn bi | wɪðaʊ̆t hɪz klo̥ʊ̆ðz ‖ æ̽z suˑn æ̽z wʌn stɑps ənd ̪̚  
θɪŋks oʊ̆vɝ ðæt̚ pɹɑ̥pəzɪʃn ̩| wʌn ɹiˑəlaɪz̆ɪz ðæ̽t wɪðaʊ̆t hɪz klo̥ʊ̆ðz ə mæn wʊd̚ bi nʌθɪŋ æ̽t ɔːɫ ‖ 
ðæ̽t ̪̚  ðə klo̥ʊ̆ðz du̽ nɑt mɪɚ̆li ̞meɪk̆ ðə mæn | ðə klo̥ʊ̆ðz ʔɑɚ̆ ðə mæn ‖ ðæ̽t wɪðaʊ̆t̚ ðm̩ | hi ɪz ə 
saɪf̆ɝ | ə veɪk̆ənsi ̞| ə noʊ̆bədi ̞| ə nʌθɪŋ ‖ 
 
tʰaɪʈ̆ˡɫz | ənʌðɝ ɑɚ̆tɪfɪʃɪæ̝lɪti ̞| ɑə ̆͜ ɹə pʰɑɚ̆t əv hɪz klo̥ʊ̆ðɪŋ ‖ ðeɪ ̆æ̽nd ̪̚  ðə dɹaɪɡ̆ʊdz kənsiˑɫ 
ðə wɛəɹ̆ɝz ɪnfɪɹiɔ̞ɹɪti ̞| æ̽nd meɪk̆ hɪm siːm ɡɹeɪt̆ æ̽nd ə wʌndɝ | ʍɛn æ̽t̚ bɑtəm ðɛə ̆͜ ɹɪz 
nʌθɪŋ ɹɪmɑɚ̆kəbɫ ̩əbaʊ̆t hɪm ‖  ðeɪ ̆kən muːv ə neɪʃ̆n ̩tʊ̽ fɔːl ɔn ɪts niːz æ̽nd sɪnsɪɚ̆li ̞wɝːʃɪp 
ə mæn huː | wɪðaʊ̆t ̪̚  ðəklo̥ʊ̆ðz æ̽nd ̪̚  ðə tʰaɪt̆ˡɫ ̩| wʊ̽d̚ dɹɑp tʊ̽ ðə ɹæŋk əv ðə kʰɑˑblɝ |  
æ̽nd̚ bi ̞swɑlo̽ʊ̆d ʌp əndˡ ͜ lɔːst saɪt̆ əv ɪn ðə mæːst mʌltɪt̝çuːd əv ði ̞͜ ɪnkʰɑˑnsik̞ʍɛnʃɫz̩ ‖ 
 
ə pəliˑsmn ̩ɪn ple̥ɪn̆ klo̥ʊ̆ðz ɪz wʌn mæn | ɪn hɪz juːnɪf̝ɔɚ̆m hi ɪz tʰɛn ‖ klo̥ʊ̆ðz ənd ̪̚  ðə  
tʰaɪt̆ˡɫ ̩ɑɚ̆ ðə moʊ̆st pʰoʊ̆tⁿnt θɪŋ | ðə moʊ̆st fɔɚ̆mɪdəbɫ ̩ɪnfluˑʷɪn̈s ɪn ði ̞͜ɝθ ‖ ðeɪ ̆muːv ðə 
çuˑmn ̩ɹeɪs̆ tʊ̹ wɪlɪŋ æ̈nd spɑntʰeɪn̆iə̞s ɹɪs̝pɛkt fɔɚ̆̈ ðə dʒʌdʒ | ðə dʒɛnɹəɫ | ði ̞æd̚mɜɹʊ̽ɫ | 
ðə bɪʃəp | ði ̞æ̽mbæsɪd̈ɝ | ðə fɹɪvələs ɝːɫ | ði ̞ɪdiʲət̚ djuk | ðə sʌltⁿn ̩| ðə kʰɪŋ | ði ̞ 
ɛmpɜɹɝ‖ noʊ̆ ɡɹeɪt̆̚ tʰaɪt̆ˡɫ ̩ɪz ɪf̝ɪʃnt̩ wɪðaʊ̆t klo̥ʊ̆ðz tʊ̈ səpʰɔɚ̆t ɪt ‖  
 
ɪz ðə çuˑmn ̩ɹeɪs̆ ə dʒoʊ̆k ‖ wʌz ɪt̚ div̞aɪz̆d æ̽nd̚ pʰætʃt̚ tʊ̽ɡɛðɝ ɪn ə dʌɫ tʰaɪm̆ ʍɛn̝ 
ðɛɚ̆ wəz nʌθɪŋ ɪmpʰɔɚ̆tⁿnt̩̚ tʊ̽ duː ‖ hæz ɪtⁿ ͜ nɑt ɹɪs̝pɛk̚t fɔɚ̆̽ ɹɪtsɛlf ‖ aɪ ̆θɪŋk maɪ ̆
ɹɪs̝pɛk̚t fɔɚ̆ ͜ ɹɪt ɪz dɹuˑpɪŋ | sɪŋkɪŋ | æ̽nd maɪ ̆ɹɪs̝pɛk̚t fɔɚ̆ maɪs̆ɛlf əlɔˑŋ wɪð ɪt ‖  
ðɛɚ̆  ɹɪz bət wʌn ɹɪs̝tɔɚ̆ɹətɪv | klo̥ʊ̆ðz ‖ ɹɪs̝pɛk̚t  ɹɪv̝aɪv̆ɪŋ | spɪɹɪt ʌplɪftɪŋ klo̥ʊ̆ðz ‖  
hɛvnz̩ kʰaɪn̆dˡli ̡̞ɪst ɡɪft̚ tu̽ mæn | hɪz oʊ̆nli ̞pɹɵtʰɛkʃn ̩əɡɛnst faɪn̆dɪŋ hɪmsɛlf aʊ̆t ‖  
ðeɪ ̆dis̞iːv hɪm | ðeɪ ̆cənfɝ dɪɡnɪti ̞əpʰɑn hɪm ‖ wɪðaʊ̆t ̪̚  ðm̩ hi hæ̽z nʌˑn ‖ haʊ̆  
tʃæɹɪt̞əbɫ ̩ɑɚ̆ klo̥ʊ̆ðz | haʊ̆ bɪnɛfɪsnt̩ | haʊ̆ pçuˑʷɪsnt̩ | haʊ̆ ɪnɛstɪməbli ̞pɹɛ̥ˑʃəs ‖ maɪn̆  
ɑɚ̆ eɪb̆ɫ ̩tu̽ ɪkspænd ə çuˑmn ̩saɪf̆ɝ ɪntu ʷə ɡloʊ̆b ʃædoʊ̆ʷɪŋ pʰɔət̆ɛn̽t ‖ ðeɪ ̆kn ̩ 
kəmæːnd ðə ɹɪs̝pɛk̚t əv ðə hoʊ̆ɫ wɝɫd | ɪnklu̥dɪŋ maɪ ̆oʊ̆n | ʍɪtʃ ɪz feɪd̆ɪŋ ‖ 
aɪ ̆wɪl pʊt ̪̚  ðm̩ ɔˑn ‖  
        mɑɚ̆k tʍeɪn̆ 
 
Remember: Don’t translate. Do the articulatory actions and feel the sounds. 
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An Introduction to 
THE DETAIL MODEL 

 
 Today the most common way for speech teachers to introduce their particular version of 
“standard speech” to their students is by describing it as “your first dialect.” In the case of The Detail 
Model, this is only partially true. It’s true in the sense that we are now starting to learn our first set of 
prescriptions about how to say vowel and consonant sounds (beyond being descriptively accurate). This is 
the moment where the concept of “right way/wrong way” enters the scene, to remain with us throughout 
all our dialect study.  
 But in several important respects The Detail Model is not a real dialect. As we know from 
exploring your own language creations, each accent pattern has its own unique set of tensions and 
relaxations that shape or impose limits on the physical action of the articulators. Accepting that the 
English language has already staked out its territory in our mouths by favoring certain language sounds 
(we don’t do any pharyngeal sounds in English, for example, and our uvular and glottal sounds are strictly 
unofficial) The Detail Model is an attempt to provide more vowel variety and consonant muscularity than 
is found in most regional accents. So our jaws will stay relaxed and our tongues and lips active. We will 
sound identifiably American; we will also sound fully engaged in the physical act of speech. We will use 
our language to reveal ourselves and our imaginative creations, not to hide ourselves from the world. 
 Detail: The sole criterion for any articulatory action to make it into the Detail Model is that it 
should increase the amount of linguistic information that you are providing to your listener. If this is our 
“standard speech,” linguistic detail is our only standard. Not whether the sounds are “cultured,” not 
whether the sounds are “beautiful.” And because the word “clarity” is a highly subjective term, we try not 
to use that familiar one either. We work to differentiate vowel sounds because doing so reduces ambiguity 
for all English speakers, no matter what their regional accent may be. However, as we explore finding the 
voice of the character we are playing on stage, or our own individual voices in real life, we may or may 
not use all of these distinct sounds in the same form all the time. For many speech interactions, in life or 
onstage, too much detail would be as much a hindrance to precise communication as too little. Virtually 
everything in The Detail Model is negotiable, given the particular demands of any speech task. Because it 
provides us with access to a lot more speech detail than most of us are in the habit of using, The Detail 
Model opens new worlds of expression to us. But it is never a rigid pattern of “good speech.” It is a model 
of useful physical actions. 
 Model: This is not a pattern. It is a set of individual and separable speech action skills. If the 
language demands of a particular text are extremely high, it is likely that you might use most or even all 
of the Detail Model criteria. If you are doing a specific accent, you may use some of The Detail Model to 
make the accent clearer to your listeners. A role might be most appropriately performed and 
communicated to an audience using very little of the Detail Model. Your command of these skills in all 
their gradations, and also your instincts, will tell you when you need to increase the linguistic detail of 
what you are saying. If you keep your skills in this area well-honed, you will often find that your 
character’s voice and speech evolve naturally without much intervention from deliberate decision making. 
Thus The Detail Model, far from being its own separate pattern, can permeate all of your acting work, 
including those times when your (or your character’s) instincts take you to the edge of unintelligibility. 
The Detail Model can give you that wonderful view (possibly of a mist-shrouded valley!) from the brink 
of the cliff and still keep you from going over the edge.  
 
   



Dudley Knight 

 50 

 

Linguistic Detail 

Oral posture 
 promoting variety 

and resonance 

Vocal 
Characterization 







Sounds 
By Catherine Fitzmaurice 

 
 
fricatives, deep throat vowels; militia sirens; laboring buses; horses' hooves at night; endless 
traffic; endless talk in four-hour Tolstoy dramas; long applauses becoming unison clapping; 
in his house, Scriabin recorded, playing his own piano compositions; beggar children asking, 
asking; loudspeakers in public places; pressed voices singing folk songs with a little yelp at 
the end of the phrase; a young woman on her cell phone giggling during a performance of 
Giselle at the Bolshoi Ballet; more Scriabin in the Moscow Conservatory great hall; high 
heels clipping on uneven pavements; a youth pissing in a bottle and laughing in the back row 
during a theatre performance in English; gun shots at two in the morning; someone 
(unanswered) banging on the door to my apartment at two in the morning; the phone 
(unanswered) ringing at two in the morning; metal whining during a high-speed train trip 
back from St. Petersburg; the urgent clatter of feet on the marble floors of the Moscow metro; 
loud passionate arguments between big men with love in their voices and ending with three 
noisy kisses, shoulder slaps, and a grunting bear hug.”  
	  



 
Insults of the Bard 

 
To construct a Shakespearean insult, combine one word from each of the three columns below, and 
preface it with "Thou."  

 
Column 1 

 
Column 2 

 
Column 3 

 
artless 
bawdy 
beslubbering 
bootless 
churlish 
clouted 
craven 
currish 
dankish 
dissembling 
droning 
errant 
fawning 
fobbing 
froward 
frothy 
gleeking 
goatish 
gorbellied 
impertinent 
infectious 
jarring 
loggerheaded 
lumpish 
mammering 
mangled 
mewling 
paunchy 
pribbling 
puking 
puny 
qualling 
rank 
reeky 
spongy 
surly 
tottering 
unmuzzled 
vain 
venomed 
villainous 
wayward 
weedy 
yeasty 

base-court 
bat-fowling 
beef-witted 
beetle-headed 
boil-brained 
clapper-clawed 
clay-brained 
crook-pated 
dismal-dreaming 
dizzy-eyed 
doghearted 
dread-bolted 
earth-vexing 
elf-skinned 
fat-kidneyed 
fen-sucked 
flap-mouthed 
fly-bitten 
folly-fallen 
fool-born 
full-gorged 
guts-griping 
half-faced 
hasty-witted 
hedge-born 
hell-hated 
idle-headed 
ill-breeding 
ill-nurtured 
knotty-pated 
milk-livered 
motley-minded 
onion-eyed 
plume-plucked 
rude-growing 
shard-borne 
sheep-biting 
spur-galled 
swag-bellied 
tardy-gaited 
tickle-brained 
toad-spotted 
unchin-snouted 
weather-bitten 

apple-john 
baggage 
barnacle 
bladder 
boar-pig 
bugbear 
bum-bailey 
canker-blossom 
clack-dish 
clotpole 
coxcomb 
codpiece 
death-token 
dewberry 
flap-dragon 
flax-wench 
flirt-gill 
foot-licker 
fustilarian 
giglet 
gudgeon 
haggard 
harpy 
hedge-pig 
horn-beast 
hugger-mugger 
jolthead 
lewdster 
lout 
maggot-pie 
malt-worm 
mammet 
measle 
minnow 
miscreant 
pignut 
pumpion 
ratsbane 
skainsmate 
strumpet 
varlet 
vassal 
whey-face 
wagtail 

 
 

Here are a few examples to get you started: 
 
Thou unmuzzled beetle-headed ratsbane! 
Thou surly tickle-brained measle! 
Thou reeky hasty-witted bugbear! 

	  











































When Glottises Attack 
 
 

1. Elliot ate an apple and offered Andrew another. 
 
 

2. Each and every avenue is open at eight o’clock. 
 
 

3. I am in agreement on every aspect of our association. 
 
 

4. Alan’s attitude is overly obnoxious. 
 
 

5. Exercise is an important and energizing activity. 
 
 

6. Amanda is in Alabama at an annual event. 
 
 

7. Actually I am aware of all errors in Adam’s arithmetic assignment. 
 
 

8. Every evening in autumn our area orchestra attempts to entertain an 
uninterested audience of adolescents. 

 
9. Esmerelda earned an audience’s enthusiastic applause after exhibiting an 

outrageous and ergonomically effortful acrobatic undertaking. 
 

10. “Aren’t all of us—and I above all—existing endlessly in an over-arching 
aura of old (indeed ancient) outworn, outré, Aristotelean ontologies?” Iggie 
inquired innocently. 

 
 
(Except for the last two, the sentences above are taken from “The Professional Voice”, edited by Robert 
Sataloff, M.D., and published by Singular Books.) 
 
 





Measure for Measure Act 3, Scene 1 
 
DUKE VINCENTIO 
 
Be absolute for death; either death or life 
Shall thereby be the sweeter. Reason thus with life: 
If I do lose thee, I do lose a thing 
That none but fools would keep: a breath thou art, 
Servile to all the skyey influences, 
That dost this habitation, where thou keep'st, 
Hourly afflict: merely, thou art death's fool; 
For him thou labour'st by thy flight to shun 
And yet runn'st toward him still. Thou art not noble; 
For all the accommodations that thou bear'st 
Are nursed by baseness. Thou'rt by no means valiant; 
For thou dost fear the soft and tender fork 
Of a poor worm. Thy best of rest is sleep, 
And that thou oft provokest; yet grossly fear'st 
Thy death, which is no more. Thou art not thyself; 
For thou exist'st on many a thousand grains 
That issue out of dust. Happy thou art not; 
For what thou hast not, still thou strivest to get, 
And what thou hast, forget'st. Thou art not certain; 
For thy complexion shifts to strange effects, 
After the moon. If thou art rich, thou'rt poor; 
For, like an ass whose back with ingots bows, 
Thou bear's thy heavy riches but a journey, 
And death unloads thee. Friend hast thou none; 
For thine own bowels, which do call thee sire, 
The mere effusion of thy proper loins, 
Do curse the gout, serpigo, and the rheum, 
For ending thee no sooner. Thou hast nor youth nor age, 
But, as it were, an after-dinner's sleep, 
Dreaming on both; for all thy blessed youth 
Becomes as aged, and doth beg the alms 
Of palsied eld; and when thou art old and rich, 
Thou hast neither heat, affection, limb, nor beauty, 
To make thy riches pleasant. What's yet in this 
That bears the name of life? Yet in this life 
Lie hid moe thousand deaths: yet death we fear, 
That makes these odds all even.	  



The Taming of the Shrew 
From Act III, scene ii 
 
Assignment: Using as your inspiration the feel of the words in this speech and the 
images they evoke, use all your vocal dynamic1 abilities to convey the sense and 
high energy of this speech.  The pace should be very fast overall but can vary.  
Clearly differentiate each image, not only by vocal dynamics, but also by physical 
action.  Do not look up any definitions of these words. 
 
 
BIONDELLO:  Why, Petruchio is coming in a new hat and an old jerkin, a pair of 
old breeches thrice turned, a pair of boots that have been candle-cases, one 
buckled, another laced, an old rusty sword ta'en out of the town-armory, with a 
broken hilt, and chapeless; with two broken points: his horse hipped with an old 
mothy saddle and stirrups of no kindred; besides, possessed with the glanders 
and like to mose in the chine; troubled with the lampass, infected with the 
fashions, full of wingdalls, sped with spavins, rayed with yellows, past cure of the 
fives, stark spoiled with the staggers, begnawn with the bots, swayed in the back 
and shoulder-shotten; near-legged before and with, a half-chequed bit and a 
head-stall of sheeps leather which, being restrained to keep him from stumbling, 
hath been often burst and now repaired with knots; one girth six time pieced and 
a woman's crupper of velure, which hath two letters for her name fairly set down 
in studs, and here and there pieced with packthread. 
 
BAPTISTA:  Who comes with him? 
 
BIONDELLO:  O, sir, his lackey, for all the world caparison'd like  
the horse- with a linen stock on one leg and a kersey boot-hose  
on the other, gart'red with a red and blue list; an old hat, and 1425 
the humour of forty fancies prick'd in't for a feather; a  
monster, a very monster in apparel, and not like a Christian  
footboy or a gentleman's lackey. 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________ 
1 Pitch (inflection) variation, timing (elongation, truncation, pauses, rhythm) stress (degrees 
of loudness), and vocal quality (resonance focus, breathiness/creakiness, constriction, 
falsetto/speaking range, altered airflow, non-linguistic articulation). 



The Chaos  

by G. Nolst Trenité, a.k.a. "Charivarius"; 1870 - 1946 

Dearest creature in creation 
Studying English pronunciation, 

I will teach you in my verse 
Sounds like corpse, corps, horse and worse 

I will keep you, Susy, busy, 
Make your head with heat grow dizzy. 

Tear in eye your dress you'll tear, 
So shall I! Oh, hear my prayer, 

Pray, console your loving poet, 
Make my coat look new, dear, sew it! 

Just compare heart, beard and heard, 
Dies and diet, lord and word, 

Sword and sward, retain and Britain. 
(Mind the latter, how it's written). 

Made has not the sound of bade, 
Say said, pay-paid, laid, but plaid. 

Now I surely will not plague you 
With such words as vague and ague, 

But be careful how you speak, 
Say break, steak, but bleak and streak. 

Previous, precious, fuchsia, via, 
Pipe, snipe, recipe and choir, 

Cloven, oven, how and low, 
Script, receipt, shoe, poem, toe. 

Hear me say, devoid of trickery: 
Daughter, laughter and Terpsichore, 

Typhoid, measles, topsails, aisles. 
Exiles, similes, reviles. 

Wholly, holly, signal, signing. 
Thames, examining, combining 

Scholar, vicar, and cigar, 
Solar, mica, war, and far. 

From "desire": desirable--admirable from 
"admire." 
Lumber, plumber, bier, but brier. 

Chatham, brougham, renown, but known. 
Knowledge, done, but gone and tone, 

One, anemone. Balmoral. 
Kitchen, lichen, laundry, laurel, 

Gertrude, German, wind, and mind. 
Scene, Melpomene, mankind, 

Tortoise, turquoise, chamois-leather, 
Reading, reading, heathen, heather. 

This phonetic labyrinth 
Gives moss, gross, brook, brooch, ninth, 
plinth. 

Billet does not end like ballet; 
Bouquet, wallet, mallet, chalet; 

Blood and flood are not like food, 
Nor is mould like should and would. 

Banquet is not nearly parquet, 
Which is said to rime with "darky." 

Viscous, Viscount, load, and broad. 
Toward, to forward, to reward. 

And your pronunciation's O.K., 
When you say correctly: croquet. 

Rounded, wounded, grieve, and sieve, 
Friend and fiend, alive, and live, 

Liberty, library, heave, and heaven, 
Rachel, ache, moustache, eleven, 



We say hallowed, but allowed, 
People, leopard, towed, but vowed. 

Mark the difference, moreover, 
Between mover, plover, Dover, 

Leeches, breeches, wise, precise, 
Chalice, but police, and lice. 

Camel, constable, unstable, 
Principle, disciple, label, 

Petal, penal, and canal, 
Wait, surmise, plait, promise, pal. 

Suit, suite, ruin, circuit, conduit, 
Rime with "shirk it" and "beyond it." 

But it is not hard to tell, 
Why it's pall, mall, but Pall Mall. 

Muscle, muscular, gaol, iron, 
Timber, climber, bullion, lion, 

Worm and storm, chaise, chaos, and chair, 
Senator, spectator, mayor, 

Ivy, privy, famous, clamour 
And enamour rime with hammer. 

Pussy, hussy, and possess, 
Desert, but dessert, address. 

Golf, wolf, countenance, lieutenants. 
Hoist, in lieu of flags, left pennants. 

River, rival, tomb, bomb, comb, 
Doll and roll and some and home. 

Stranger does not rime with anger. 
Neither does devour with clangour. 

Soul, but foul and gaunt but aunt. 
Font, front, won't, want, grand, and grant. 

Shoes, goes, does. Now first say: finger. 
And then: singer, ginger, linger, 

Real, zeal, mauve, gauze, and gauge, 
Marriage, foliage, mirage, age. 

Query does not rime with very, 
Nor does fury sound like bury. 

Dost, lost, post; and doth, cloth, loth; 
Job, Job; blossom, bosom, oath. 

Though the difference seems little, 
We say actual, but victual. 

Seat, sweat; chaste, caste.; Leigh, eight, 
height; 
Put, nut; granite, and unite. 

Reefer does not rime with deafer, 
Feoffer does, and zephyr, heifer. 

Dull, bull, Geoffrey, George, ate, late, 
Hint, pint, Senate, but sedate. 

Scenic, Arabic, Pacific, 
Science, conscience, scientific, 

Tour, but our and succour, four, 
Gas, alas, and Arkansas. 

Sea, idea, guinea, area, 
Psalm, Maria, but malaria, 

Youth, south, southern, cleanse and clean, 
Doctrine, turpentine, marine. 

Compare alien with Italian, 
Dandelion with battalion. 

Sally with ally, yea, ye, 
Eye, I, ay, aye, whey, key, quay. 

Say aver, but ever, fever. 
Neither, leisure, skein, receiver. 

Never guess--it is not safe: 
We say calves, valves, half, but Ralph. 

Heron, granary, canary, 
Crevice and device, and eyrie, 



Face but preface, but efface, 
Phlegm, phlegmatic, ass, glass, bass. 

Large, but target, gin, give, verging, 
Ought, out, joust, and scour, but scourging, 

Ear but earn, and wear and bear 
Do not rime with here, but ere. 

Seven is right, but so is even, 
Hyphen, roughen, nephew, Stephen, 

Monkey, donkey, clerk, and jerk, 
Asp, grasp, wasp, and cork and work. 

Pronunciation--think of psyche--! 
Is a paling, stout and spikey, 

Won't it make you lose your wits, 
Writing "groats" and saying "grits"? 

It's a dark abyss or tunnel, 
Strewn with stones, like rowlock, gunwale, 

Islington and Isle of Wight, 
Housewife, verdict, and indict! 

Don't you think so, reader, rather, 
Saying lather, bather, father? 

Finally: which rimes with "enough" 
Though, through, plough, cough, hough, or 
tough? 

Hiccough has the sound of "cup." 
My advice is--give it up! 

	  





Some Speech Notes

MY CLIENTS

I send dialect and accent clients to other coaches who teach that material better 
than I do. But I still do a lot of speech-related work in my private practice. I work 
with people who have a hard time being understood and with people who feel there 
is something wrong with the way their own particular accent or dialect sounds.

When students come to me for speech-related training, it's usually because they've 
identified, through feedback they've gotten from others, that there is something 
wrong with or limiting about their voice. Regardless of what is objectively true about 
how they sound, they often feel some shame about how they speak. The poignant 
thing about this is that if something is really limiting their voice or communication--
something beyond the simple need to learn a new habit or skill--shame is often the 
root reason for the limitation.

SHAME 
 
Experiencing shame is a natural part of being human, and it's not the same thing as 
shyness or sensitivity. Shame emerges around experiences in which we feel 
embarrassment/disgrace/inadequacy along with hurt, anger, and fear, all rolled into 
one. It can be overwhelming, and it is infused with wanting to hide. Shame can 
emerge in relation to pleasure as much as it can in relation to something entirely 
unpleasant. Whether they know it or not, your students have all experienced shame 
at some point, and many have internalized it quite strongly in ways that affect their 
voices, their speech, and their ability to relate with others.

The peculiar nature of shame is that it often leads to the forgetting of shame, the 
hiding of our shame from ourselves. When that happens, we're not even aware we 
carry shame and how it is stored in our bodies. We're not aware of how it can limit  
our willingness to experience the connection and intimacy of revealing ourselves. 
We’re not aware of how it can negatively color our experience of receiving others. 

Because it’s complicated, I rarely deal with shame directly with students; when I do, 
I try to focus narrowly on what is occurring in the moment rather than on the 
student's life history. In order for me to address shame in the moment with a 
student, I have to sense that the student wants to work in a healthy, non-invasive 
way to access greater creativity and clarity of communication and that it's not just 
my agenda to make the student deal with shame. 
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Rather than dealing with shame directly, I prefer to support students by asking a 
few basic questions:

For students who mumble or are quiet, the first question I may ask is, “Do you 
want to be heard?”

For people who mumble or otherwise lack clarity, I often ask, “Do you want to be 
understood?”

Some people who can’t be heard or understood easily don’t want to reveal that 
they have feelings. So I may ask, “Do you want your feelings to be perceived?”

If a student comes to a yes, I’ll ask them to notice whether their wanting is 
something they feel, in their bodies, or whether it’s more of an idea. The former is 
much more powerful, but often not available as an experience.

If students don’t find their yes somehow, and I do articulation or other exercises with 
them, there are some common outcomes: 

They have a very hard time with the exercise.

They learn something in the moment, but they don't end up applying what they 
learn.

They do apply what they learn, but it sticks like a veneer to their existing 
tendencies of relating with others. The underlying desire to block some kinds of 
relating stays in place.

VOICE AND IDENTITY: CODE SWITCHING

Keep in mind that we are talking about voice as specific sounds and sound 
production on the one hand, and as something much larger on the other. We can 
speak about an artist finding her voice, and the meanings are many. Voice implies 
identify, experience, relationship, and so much more.

“Code switching” is one way we experience the relationship of voice and identity. In 
different communities we exist in, and in different relationships we have, even in 
different contexts within the same relationship, we have a natural tendency to “code 
switch.” This means we engage in (often unconsciously agreed upon) ways of 
identifying our relationship with others: the cadence, tone, pronunciation, pitch, etc. 
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of our voice and speech all change to signify a specific role or relationship--as does 
our body language (and even our clothing). This is an ability we have as human 
beings—to belong or to distance, and to identify our specific place or role in relation 
to others—by marking ourselves through patterns of communication. 

Rather than asserting that one way of speaking--one set of codes--is universally 
correct or superior, we want to think contextually: “In a specific context, these 
specific ways of speaking are generally prevalent.” Or, “In this context, this way of 
speaking is meaningful and effective.”

ACCENT AND DIALECT ELIMINATION VS ACQUISITION:

There are movie stars with thick accents, and there are actors who feel they cannot 
find work because of their accents. Part of what distinguishes the stars is that they 
seem to celebrate and use their own accents, revealing something of themselves 
through their speech patterns, rather than being embarrassed by them. Two people 
with the same accent can sound completely different, and our reaction to them can 
be completely different, if one hates his voice and the other is comfortable with it.

The project of accent reduction is often shame-inducing, and the motivation to do it 
is often shame-based. As Catherine and Dudley Knight have emphasized, accent 
reduction or elimination is fundamentally different from accent or dialect acquisition. 
The former way of working tends to narrow students. The latter enriches them. Or 
at least it can, if we are clear about what we are doing.

The desire to speak correctly or perfectly or in a superior way is fundamentally 
different from the desire to be intelligible and effective in a specific context, to able 
to feel pleasure in speaking, to be healthy and efficient in speaking, to use one's 
voice and speech in an embodied way, and to be able to distinguish and reproduce 
relevant sonic/felt distinctions in speech.

SHAME AND PERFORMANCE

In a way, revealing who we are through code switching is the essence of what we 
as actors do. And excessive internalized shame can really limit our ability to do this. 

Shame casts a large shadow. Shame doesn’t only affect speech, but also singing 
and text work, posture and movement of all kinds, and basic communication. 

What lurks in our shadow? Much of the gold that we can access as performers. The 
shadow offers just as much as what we routinely offer to the sun.
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ADDRESSING SHAME IN A TEACHER TRAINING

Shame can have many effects on us as teachers. It can lead us to hold up 
standards for voice and speech that assert that some kinds of sounds are inherently 
better than others on aesthetic grounds; standards that narrow rather than enrich 
students' vocal lives. It can lead to unconscious shame-based teaching; to 
motivational tactics that reinforce students’ already existing shame. It can also lead 
teachers to talk at or recede from their students rather than being with them.

Because students learn so much from us through our unconscious or conscious 
modeling, we can be saying one thing, and actually be teaching the opposite.

Shame is an important issue for us as teachers. But how relevant is addressing it in 
a teacher training? How relevant do you believe it is for you?

So I ask you, as teachers, how might shame affect you as you're walking into the 
classroom? How might shame affect what you do with your voice, your speech, 
your movement, and the other ways you communicate with (and receive) your 
students and colleagues?

THE PERSONAL WORK OF THE VOICE TEACHER — ONE PERSPECTIVE

Take a moment to recall a character, or a piece, in which there is a struggle with the 
voice, with communication, with identity. Then take a moment to recognize how 
these struggles are a natural part of being human. Great stories are often told that 
involve these struggles. 

Now take a moment to bring to mind the hopes and joys that are also a natural part 
of being human and the stories we tell.

In some ways, our task as voice teachers is a big one: helping our students claim 
and use the different aspects of their voice effectively, efficiently, in enjoyable and 
empowering ways. That hints at a need for us to do the same. Being too quick to 
hide or erase our own shame in relation to our voice and speech can sometimes 
erase aspects of our humanity that are deeply meaningful and valuable. In addition 
to discovering which aspects of our voice and speech we really enjoy leading with, 
part of our work as voice teachers is to gracefully open to the parts of our voice and 
speech, to the parts of ourselves, that we may have denied or left unexplored, so 
that we can help our students do the same in service of their creative work. In doing 
our own work, we becomes less like blind teachers trying to lead our students 
towards the promise of sight.  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SOME EXERCISES TO SUPPORT TEACHERS' EXPLORATION

EXERCISE IN PAIRS:

Is bringing up the question of shame, and shame in teachers, appropriate or 
helpful in a teaching course? Talk with each other for 10 minutes.

Afterwards, popcorn style, offer the group some pithy part of what you believe, 
what you are discovering, or a question you have about this.

EXERCISE ALONE:

Move for a while for your own enjoyment and pleasure. Now imagine everyone 
around you turns to you while you are moving. Can you let in that charge? What 
happens to you?

EXERCISE IN PAIRS: For students who mumble or are quiet, the first question I 
may ask is, “Do you want to be heard?”

Take a moment to move in any way that really feels good to you. Let yourself feel 
the physical sensations you associate with feeling good. Then let your eyes look 
around the room and find what it is they like to see.

Consider your own voice and speech. What do you like and not like about it (e.g., 
what are you embarrassed about in your voice and speech, what do you want to 
improve, what is pleasurable, etc.).

In Pairs: 5-minute conversation: talk about your voice, what you like and don’t 
like. 

Cultivate this awareness as you are speaking: do you want to be heard? And do 
you want to receive the other person as you speak?

Even though you’re close to each other, what happens if you do the essence of 
structuring as you speak to support the communication?

As you finish, allow yourself to breathe and to see what your eyes want/like to 
see.
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EXERCISE IN PAIRS: For people who lack clarity, I often ask, “Do you want to be 
understood?”

In pairs (new pairing, standing up with a little distance between you): a 5-minute 
conversation about something embarrassing that happened to you that isn't too 
painful or private to reveal.  

As you are speaking, get curious about whether you want to be understood and 
whether you want to receive the other person. 

Even though you’re close to each other, what happens if you do the essence of 
structuring as you speak to support the communication?

As you finish, allow yourself to breathe and to see what your eyes want/like to 
see.

A BASIC SPEECH EXERCISE PART ONE:

Lie down on your back, and take your time to release into the support of the floor. 
Allow yourself to breathe. For the rest of this exercise, explore allowing yourself 
to breathe, inviting the whole breath reflex to open.

Sense your jaw. Begin to open and close it slowly, more slowly, staying with your 
own pleasure. Spend a minute or two exploring, allowing yourself to breathe. 
Rest for a few breaths whenever you want to. 

Think of your tongue as an extraordinary limb [thanks to Noah Drew for that 
image]. Spend a couple of minutes moving it for pleasure, and discover what it 
can do. Go slow. Go slower. Slower still. Allow yourself to breathe as you move. 
Anytime you need to rest for a moment, do so. 

As you progress further in this exercise, the tongue and jaw will lightly come in 
and out of your awareness.

Get into a tremor position on your back that you can hold for a while, easily. You 
can always switch positions or rest as you continue this exercise.

Tongue tremor: spend a few minutes very, very slowly moving the tongue from 
rest toward a fully extended position. Hang out in any tremor that may emerge.
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Add in some slow movement of your tailbone. More slowly. Allowing yourself to 
breathe… Now do the same with your feet.

Begin to move other muscles of the mouth and face. Slowly. More slowly. Keep 
allowing yourself to breathe freely. Lean toward what feels good rather than what 
is painful. Keep playing with ease.

Sense the occipital ridge; then begin slow, pleasurable movements there. 

Become aware of your eyes and eye sockets. Gently invite them to soften. 

Become aware of your tailbone; begin slow movements there. Allowing the 
breathing.

Explore fluffy sound. 

Follow other impulses to move, giving special attention to very slow movement. 

Let go of the sounding. 

Be still for a moment, with eyes closed. Sense the floor. Sense the space around 
you. Sense inside. Sense your spine. Sense how you are changing shape with 
the breathing [thanks to Leslie Kaminoff for that language of "changing shape"]. 
Add in an awareness of what you hear. Be aware that both the outside world and 
you exist. 

Slowly let your eyes open. With a light awareness of your tongue (oscillating 
between stillness and slow, pleasurable movement), let your eyes see what they 
want to see [thanks to Somatic Experiencing work for their highlighting of the 
importance of the eyes orienting after doing internal work]. Notice that you can 
breathe. Take in the space around you while exploring a mobile tongue. 

Now begin to very lightly structure any sounds that come to you that are easy, 
clear, pleasurable; let the throat release open; encourage an awareness of 
vibrations in the face. Take the time to let yourself play.

Choose an animal you like a lot. Take the time to recognize how you feel about 
this animal. Then imagine you have a superpower [thanks to Heidi Dippold for 
the "super power" idea]. You can soothe and heal with your vibrations. Place a 
(small version of) your animal next to you. Go ahead and soothe the animal with 
the sounds/vibrations you make through this light structuring. The animal takes 
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particular pleasure in the changes of structured, open sound that you easily 
produce with your articulators. 

EXERCISE IN PAIRS:

Talk about what you liked and didn't like about the last exercise. Explore 
structuring. Explore receiving your partner even as you talk with them. You don't 
need to work hard at receiving them. They are already there.

EXERCISE IN PAIRS: Some people who can’t be heard or understood easily don’t 
want to reveal to others that they have feelings. So I may ask, “Do you want your 
feelings to be perceived?”

In pairs: (new pairing, standing up with a little distance between you): another 5-
minute conversation about what you like and don’t like about your voice.  

During the conversation, what feelings come up in you?  When you notice 
feelings or sensations that you are open to sharing, say, “I want you to know…” 
and give voice to those feelings. 

As you do this, get curious about whether you want your feelings to be received
—or whether you prefer your partner only receives conceptual information about 
your feelings—and whether you want to receive your partner as you talk.

Even though you’re close to each other, what happens if you do the essence of 
structuring as you speak to support the communication?

As you finish, allow yourself to breathe and to see what your eyes want/like to 
see.

A BASIC SPEECH EXERCISE PART II

Keep your partner. Your partner will cradle your head while you explore releasing 
and allowing yourself to breathe. 

Begin to add in a butterfly tremor. 

Then explore moving the tongue. Allow yourself to breathe, feeling the whole 
breath reflex. Slowly, easily, for your pleasure. 

Add in other articulators.
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Go to sound, to vibration, without needing to push.

Now explore an easy oral posture and share lightly structured vibrations with 
your cradlers in order to help them with the lovely work of holding your head.  
Take your time, let yourself enjoy the Somenish… Switch…
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