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Foreword

BY MAHERSHALA ALI, ACADEMY AWARD–WINNING ACTOR

When I take on a role, I’m interested in the character’s whole spiritual journey. Even if he’s an atheist, it’s a spiritual journey because it’s based on a set of conditions and beliefs that character has about himself, his culture and upbringing, and the world around him. Some of the reasons why people speak a certain way are conscious, while others are unconscious. How they see themselves, or want to see themselves, all leads back to something that impacts mind, body, voice, and speech. It’s a lot, which is why, each day before I walk on set, I say a prayer, asking for help to deliver each scene as truthfully as possible. I don’t feel I have the capacity to do this without calling on something larger than myself.

I also call on Denise Woods, because getting the voice right is one of the hardest things to do as an actor, and it’s one of the most important tools of our profession. It’s like tuning in to a frequency that’s different from our own, then sustaining it over the course of weeks and months. It takes a certain degree of focus to maintain consistency, matching the voice of the character you’ve developed while at the same time allowing for a certain fluidity, considering how a voice is going to resonate differently in any given situation, be it tragedy, joy, crisis, or confrontation. There are so many factors that come into play.

Denise understands how multifaceted the human voice is and how much it can convey beyond words. She gets that the voice must resonate with total authenticity and that developing a character takes place in a sacred space that is all about lifting up the story.

I first met Denise during the filming of Hidden Figures, in which I played the supporting role of Colonel Jim Johnson, one of the love interests in the story. Denise wasn’t there for me, exactly. She was on the set to help two of the movie’s top-billed stars—Taraji P. Henson and Janelle Monáe—refine their southern accents. When you’re in the lead of a big-budget film, it’s not uncommon to have professionals of Denise’s caliber on hand to bring out your best and most honest performance.

But while waiting around between takes, when Denise also had some time to kill, I sidled over to her at the craft service table and struck up a conversation. Over the next couple of weeks, we talked about many things: where we were from, war stories about the industry, our experiences on the Broadway stage . . . and we just clicked. She indulged me as I described what I had in mind for my own character’s voice, intention, backstory, and many other things besides. Denise immediately picked up on what I was trying to do and shared insights that were exactly the affirmation I needed as I developed my character. Throughout the filming, she’d check in on me and correct me here and there. Each conversation with her gave me a greater sense of confidence, so I made a mental note to work with her as soon as I was in a position to do so.

About two years later, while developing Don Shirley’s voice in the movie Green Book, I reached out to Denise. Finally, this gracious lady was a luxury I could afford!

Finding the right voice for a role based on a real human being can be especially fraught with challenges. This is where you become acutely aware of how important it is to be honest in your work. It’s your job to get rid of anything that feels inauthentic, like litter in your yard. You’ve got to look for it and pick it up, taking a holistic look into every corner where there might be inaccuracies. The voice of Don Shirley—a gay African American classical and jazz pianist and composer of the sixties—had to be conveyed with subtlety, not flamboyance.

Denise taught me how, by sitting and standing tall, holding my head up just so, my voice naturally went into a higher register while maintaining a demeanor of utmost dignity. Understanding my intention, Denise helped me make all those small but necessary adjustments, stripping away the vocal distractions to enable this unique character to speak his truth.

I was simultaneously cast as the lead in HBO’s True Detective series. I traveled from the set of Green Book in New Orleans to northwestern Arkansas to begin a six-month journey with a vastly different but equally compelling character. Again, Denise was my first call. We spent the next several months together, from March 2018 to the end of the summer, filming.

It was an immersive experience. I knew I’d gotten myself into something particularly challenging. Wayne Hays was a complex character. I had to cultivate the regional dialect of the Ozarks, as spoken by an African American state police detective and Vietnam War veteran living in the seventies, and then looking back as an old man in the present day, battling some form of dementia along with his haunted past. Denise helped me work through all of those layers.

The success or failure of the storytelling hinges on finding that authentic voice for my characters. Voice is the conduit to a deeper connection with the audience. It’s what engages people and makes them care.

And that is what this book can do for you as you share your own message with the world. All the voice and speech work I have ever done as an actor has spilled over into my daily life. The awareness it brings, and the empathy as I listen to others, is profound. My vocal work has taught me to truly listen, paying attention to every nuance of tone and inflection. It helps me hear and understand in depth what’s going on with my wife, my family, and my intimate circle of friends. It also enables me to respond in ways that accurately reflect what’s in my head and my heart, enriching the communication that’s foundational for any human relationship.

Knowing I have these vocal tools at my disposal also gives me confidence. Yes, I still get stage fright, and not just in a professional acting context. There are any number of situations that can jangle my nerves, from meetings with the folks who write the checks to delicately negotiating the complexities of work/life balance with my strong, beautiful, beloved wife as we raise our daughter together. But I remind myself that I have the power of voice and speech within me, ready to deliver the right message, at the right time, and in just the right way.

You don’t need to be an actor to benefit from finding your unique “voice print,” as Denise calls it. When you do the necessary work, clearing your voice of distractions and pairing it with your personal narrative, it can be liberating. There’s no more powerful way to unleash your true self onto the world and fully connect with others.

So, if you’re going to play the leading role in your own story, why not invest the time to find your authentic voice so you can tell your story the way it deserves to be told?





Introduction

Between Two Worlds

Freeing yourself was one thing, claiming ownership of that freed self was another.

—TONI MORRISON

I am an African American woman born and raised in Manhattan’s Lower East Side housing projects during the sixties and seventies by a single working mother. But the typecasting ends there.

Painfully shy and soft-spoken as a child, I was notably different from the folks in our neighborhood. Our community started out as a wonderful place for families of all ethnicities to live after World War II. It was a hotbed of creativity and home to countless musicians and artists, with jazz clubs, the Third Street Music School, and the Henry Street Settlement. But the Lower East Side deteriorated into a haven for drug abuse, teen pregnancies, and street fighting by the time I’d reached school age. My mother, a strong southern woman, wasn’t having any part of it. She kept my sister and me busy with the church and, my saving grace, the arts.

Every spare minute, my mother was involved with Metropolitan Baptist Church in Harlem. When she wasn’t going about church business, she was overseeing our schooling, becoming PTA president, and signing us up for every creative outlet she could find. She did her research and got us enrolled in one of the better middle schools in our district, about two miles north of where we lived. Whatever advantage was available to us, our mother would find it. She was determined to keep her daughters off the streets and out of trouble. And she kept us to a high standard. Mom never allowed us to use slang and would chide us if we failed to enunciate. However tough our financial situation might have been, we were to carry ourselves with dignity and pride. We were taught to walk tall with our spines straight and to speak clearly, like the fine, upstanding young ladies she was raising.

Mom worked hard, holding down multiple jobs to give us every advantage in life that she could. We’d lost our father in 1963, when I was just five, but Mom educated herself, earning a higher degree from Pace University and eventually a position on the New York City Board of Education. She was larger-than-life, as was my older sister, and I was always surrounded by an extended family of similarly powerful women. My aunt was Sylvia Woods, the famed “Queen of Soul Food.” Every weekend was spent in Harlem at her eponymous restaurant, pitching in by serving customers collard greens, fried chicken, and black-eyed peas alongside my cousins, aunts, and uncles. It was a protective bubble of family and church folks who lived by a code of humility, hard work, and doing the right thing. Whenever I needed to check in with my moral compass, I always knew where to turn.

But my loving family circle couldn’t shield me from the world entirely. My awkward shyness made me the target of several older bullies in the neighborhood. That’s why, when the New York City Opera came to audition young singers at my junior high school and I made it into their children’s company, I kept it hidden from the other kids. They would have crucified me! Those weekend commutes to rehearsals at Lincoln Center raised a few eyebrows from the kids in the neighborhood.

“Niecie, where you goin’, gur-rell?” my friends on the bench outside my building would ask. “How come you go out every SAD-a-day mawnin’?”

I’d avoid their gaze and mumble something vague in response. In their eyes, I was different enough. My sister had already been brutally attacked by a few neighboring girls for “thinking she was better” than they were. And although these girls generally meant no harm, why give them ammunition? I felt I couldn’t stop and explain how my passion had been ignited by those Sunday school lessons at the Metropolitan Baptist Church, where we learned about legendary Black singers and performers like Paul Robeson, Marian Anderson, and Leontyne Price. At thirteen, I wanted to be the next Leontyne. In hindsight, I wish I had stopped and shared. 

At the opera audition I sang my heart out and made it to the callbacks. I can still remember my mother driving me uptown and waiting outside as I descended the stairs to the stage door on Sixty-First, where I was greeted by a sweet lady in the audition room. She was iconic opera singer Beverly Sills. I made it into the company and went on to perform for three straight seasons in the children’s roles for La Boheme, Carmen, Mephistopheles, and Gian Carlo Menotti’s Help, Help, the Globolinks! And I relished every moment. I loved the opera and lost myself in the stories and characters. The experience exposed me to a whole other world and sparked big dreams of a career in the performing arts.

From an early age, I navigated multiple worlds. It wasn’t easy. I struggled with self-esteem and identity issues. After winning the title of New York’s Miss Black Teenage America in the summer of 1972, I was thrust into a fast-living crowd of wealthy Black kids and even went on a couple of dates with Aretha Franklin’s son Eddie. While dining in fine restaurants, getting backstage passes to every major band, and being whisked around town in stretch limos, I’d grown ashamed of my life in the projects.

But I slowly discovered the power of my singing and speaking voice, which allowed me to hold my own with folks from a variety of backgrounds, while proudly retaining my identity as an African American woman who was raised in a very nurturing family and, yes, raised in the projects as well. It wasn’t necessarily a conscious thing. I didn’t deliberately switch gears depending on the company I was keeping—it just happened naturally. The process began during my formative middle school years in the early seventies, when there was a whole movement of self-discovery afoot in African American culture. 

My best friend in junior high introduced me to the social and political world of the Black Arts Movement and the powerful poetry of Nikki Giovanni and Sonia Sanchez. Together we discovered Nina Simone, Maya Angelou, Miles, Dizzy, and Bird. It was Kathy, a fellow traveler in this world between worlds from the projects in East Harlem, who first brought the drama department at the High School of Performing Arts into my awareness. I duly auditioned and was accepted into the “Fame” school and finally found my tribe. Kathy, much to my dismay, did not get in.

In high school I was one of many kids of color straddling worlds, never fully accepted by either one. Yet we fit in here, among people from all walks of life, ethnic backgrounds, cultures, and religions. PA, as we called it, was a melting pot. The one thing that we had in common was that we were all talented and perhaps even a little strange! This gave me the freedom to explore who I was beyond the world I was born into. Like the actors I coach today, at PA I played several roles that allowed me to modulate my voice and speech to fit the character, the period, and the genre.

We all do this to some extent. We pick up nuances of speech and communication influenced by the people and environments we find ourselves in. Whether we’re among our friends from the neighborhood, on a sales call for work, dealing with our kids’ teachers, interacting with the bank teller, or chatting with the local grower at the farmer’s market while shopping for some peaches, we are all actors playing numerous roles in life. Even at that young age, I knew I was multidimensional.

That’s not to say I was being inauthentic. In fact, quite the opposite. The more I explored the dialects of different regions, the more I was able to find my true voice. There is a cadence and lilt to the way I speak that’s distinctly all my own. I enunciate crisply and clearly, taking ownership of the broad vocabulary of words I’d learned through my love of theater, poetry, fiction, and opera, pronouncing them with appreciation and precision. However, when you listen carefully, you may also detect a subtle New York regionalism, or the hint of musicality that dates back generations to my West Africa by way of South Carolina tobacco field roots. All of these layers and notes are in my voice. They became a part of me as I grew more culturally and socially conscious and I embraced them all.

This journey of discovering and honing my voice continued at the Juilliard School, where I was accepted at the age of seventeen into their Drama Division. I already had a flair for the dramatic. Singing opera as a child further fueled my rich imagination. Whenever the pit orchestra struck that first chord, I’d get chills. There was something so hauntingly familiar about this music. Then my imagination caught fire as I discovered characters of the stage and screen. Whether it was Julie Andrews’s Maria von Trapp in The Sound of Music or Ruby Dee’s Ruth Younger from A Raisin in the Sun, I’d lose myself and become those characters. As a teenager, I was single-minded in pursuit of this career, riding my bike along Houston Street to the West Village every Saturday morning for private coaching in method acting.

These were the foundational moments that put me on the path toward becoming the woman I am today. I did go on to act in several Broadway productions, network soap operas like Guiding Light and Loving, and numerous plays. In 1980, I was the first African American woman asked to join Juilliard’s Acting Company, and I toured around the country playing leading roles in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (Olivia) and A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Titania)—the earliest examples of their kind of “color-blind casting.” In 1986, I was nominated for the Drama Desk Award for The Cradle Will Rock, directed by John Houseman, which also starred Patti LuPone. My singing and acting abilities got me cast in several musicals, including the Canadian production of the Broadway cabaret hit And the World Goes ’Round. I even did what were then called “books on tape” and won that industry’s version of an Oscar for my reading of the 1937 novel Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston, an author who writes in heavy Floridian dialect. Now that was a labor of love!

I enjoyed a busy and robust career as a performer. But then I got bitten by the teaching bug. In 1992, I became the first African American female to join the Drama Division faculty at Juilliard. I was on tour in Toronto when I got the call, and I leaped at the chance. As mother to a four-year-old son, I needed the stability of a regular paycheck, health insurance, and a less itinerant lifestyle. But it was much more than that. As I assumed the role of teacher and mentor to hundreds of voice and speech students from all walks of life, I quickly realized this was my passion. All roads led me here—acting, singing, operatic training . . . All along, I was learning the craft of voice so that I could help others discover their voices.

Having been a voice, speech, and dialect coach for more than three decades—on the Voice and Speech faculty at the Juilliard School, at California Institute of the Arts, and in my own studio on Sunset Boulevard—I am now in a position to share some of Hollywood’s best-kept voice and speech secrets and the ways those effective techniques can empower you. I’ve worked with everyone from A-list celebrities like Idris Elba and Maggie Gyllenhaal to broadcast journalists like Norah O’Donnell, Soledad O’Brien, Chris Hansen, and Maria Bartiromo, giving them vocal warm-up exercises and tips for breath control, vocal resonance, and crisp articulation. 

Haven’t you ever wondered what gives movie stars that certain charismatic quality, or how they are able to turn it on at will? Most actors train for years, developing the skills necessary not just for film but also for press junkets and social settings (in Hollywood, image is, without a doubt, everything). These individuals come to me—even demanding in their contracts to have me on the set with them—because they know that a richly expressive voice and clear, effective speech will help deliver a standout, Oscar-worthy performance. Yet a beautiful speaking voice that is infused with personality can be developed by anyone with the right set of tools.

My celebrity clients are the folks who’ve learned how to use the voice as their paintbrush. They have a certain mastery that puts them in the stratosphere. They’re able to carry themselves, connecting to the breath and utilizing the voice in a way that projects personality and emotion according to the variety of circumstances that their many characters face. But even though some of what they do is specific to the camera or the stage, much of it carries over into everyday life. We all face a variety of circumstances in which we would greatly benefit from honing our vocal tools. We can all inhabit characters, bringing forth different aspects of our personality through voice and articulation.

Consider these next pages your official invitation to the world of vocal empowerment, whatever your life’s calling happens to be. The techniques I have used with film and television’s biggest stars will help you develop your own voice, whether it’s to help resolve the issues surrounding America’s number one most feared task—public speaking—or simply to help improve the experience of your daily interactions.

Voice has been the one constant that has gotten me through the many dramatic twists and turns in my own life as I left a marriage and raised my young son, fell in love with a music icon who passed away, and found myself facing a devastating health diagnosis. I won the battle with my health only to be dealt another blow when an assault nearly cost my son, Terry, his life. Throughout these dark moments, I quietly turned inward, finding my strength through the breath—an essential element of vocal development. Getting back to the breath connected me to my faith and gave power to my words when I was finally ready to speak. My ability to harness the power of voice and speech was not only the through line of my experience, it was my saving grace.

I will share these stories in more detail with you in the chapters to come. You may not know it yet, but our emotional journeys shape the voice. How we communicate, how we make ourselves heard, is inextricably linked to our battle scars of pain and our badges of triumph. The tragic moments I’ve lived through have further clarified my life’s mission as a vocal coach, giving me the level of empathy necessary to tune in to my clients and understand how their own stories affect the way they express themselves.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, there were many circumstances in which our voices were all we had. It simply wasn’t possible to be close enough to someone to feel their energy or fully see their body language. Physically isolated for our own protection and each other’s, we communicated via phone or Zoom screen, whether for teaching middle school math, checking in with friends, or bringing comfort to an elderly relative who was feeling anxious and alone in a nursing home.

You, or someone you know, may even have had to say goodbye to a loved one from the other side of a digital screen, unable to sit by the hospital bed and hold that person’s hand during their final hours. No one had to tell you what to say or how to say it when there was nothing left to do but express to a parent, partner, sister, brother, or child how you felt. Instinctively, you knew what to do, focusing all the nuances of voice and emotion into your final message for that precious being. Your voice became a bridge that connected you spiritually even when, tragically, you couldn’t be there in person.

Now, just imagine your vocal power once those virtual limitations are removed. As human beings, our power to communicate is our greatest gift. You have the ability to convey something much more profound than mere words; you have the ability to convey your essence. Your voice, speech, and gestures are a reflection of who you are, where you come from, and where you’d like to go, and that power is limitless.

Again, I’m an African American woman born and raised in New York City. I have southern roots, values, and traditions that go as far back as my African heritage. However, I’m that and more. I am a well-traveled artist, a mother, and a devoted daughter to an octogenarian mom, and I am a woman of faith with an intuitive spiritual conviction that guides my every move. How do I wrap all of this into a package that authentically represents the multifaceted individual that I am? 

I think the character Bynum Walker, in Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright August Wilson’s play Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, says it best:

“It was my song. . . . I was making it up out of myself. And that song helped me on the road.”

Thankfully, I have found my song, and it is my joy to help you find yours.





Part I

Relax



Early in my career as an actress, I was often blessed with the opportunity of having a second, third, and sometimes fourth callback for major theater, television, and film roles. At the time, I never saw it as a blessing. It always felt as though I were in some way inadequate and didn’t have what it took to land the job. Eventually, as I got closer to these highly coveted gigs, I would in small ways sabotage my opportunities by telling myself that I wasn’t worthy.

During this period, my survival job was waiting tables at my aunt Sylvia’s restaurant in Harlem. It was actually much more than a “day job,” as it was a place to see and be seen. During the eighties and the early nineties, Sylvia’s Restaurant was humbly developing the iconic status that it deservedly enjoys today. A large part of its profile in the New York City community has everything to do with my aunt’s warmth and welcoming personality.

I remember going to work at the restaurant one afternoon after coming from a fourth callback for a huge network television sitcom. I had just been informed that they had decided to “go in another direction” for the role. Aunt Sylvia met me at the door, eagerly awaiting news, but she could tell from my face that it wasn’t at all what she was hoping for. I fell into her arms, sobbing, as most of our family members often did when we were hurting, whereupon she softly said, “Baby, relax and let Time be Time.”

In that very moment, I got it! It has become one of my mantras, and I’m honored to share this gem of wisdom with you. Get out of your own way, relax, breathe, and allow life to unfold as it’s meant to unfold. This section will explore the fundamentals of relaxation and the effect tension has on your voice. To that end, we will begin gently. Consider this your invitation to begin this journey with me.







1.

An Invitation

AS YOU EMBARK ON YOUR VOCAL JOURNEY, KNOW YOU CAN DO THIS

The human voice is the organ of the soul.

—HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW

When Lonnie Rashid Lynn Jr. first walked into my Los Angeles studio, I knew he had something special. From somewhere deep within his being, the actor, rapper, and poet known as Common radiated a kind of glow. Not only was he tall and handsome, with a shy smile that could light up a room, but there was something not-of-this-world about him, as if he were the walking embodiment of Spirit. His very presence was a gift.

And then he spoke.

Common’s voice was so held and constricted I could barely hear him. It was placed way in the back of his throat, preventing him from fully shaping and articulating sound. To catch all he was trying to say, the listener would almost have to lean forward. While his message was well worth the effort, you had to “get” this fact about him before the conversation even started. Otherwise, the strain of listening often became distracting.

As Common began to garner more cachet as an actor, he was asked to give more comprehensive interviews, and they often fell flat. His team of managers, assistants, publicists, and agents knew this. All Hollywood stars have their people, but Common was intensely loyal, and those around him were folks who had known him most of his life. They, more than anyone, understood that the world wasn’t getting the full depth of Common’s personality, humor, or humanity, and that’s why they reached out to me.

Our appointment was supposed to last one hour, but we talked for two. We each shared deeply personal details about our lives. Common listened to my story with great interest and compassion. He was engaging and funny—a captivating storyteller. The more I got to know him, the more I understood that the way he spoke was a by-product of his profound sense of humility. Taking up the space around him with his voice felt arrogant to him somehow. He preferred to fly under the radar rather than above it, and as a result, his special something was shrouded in a kind of bashfulness and the need to maintain a “cool” persona. But when he was appearing on a late-night talk show or doing press junkets, that natural reflex to hold himself back was doing him a huge disservice.

To be heard fully, so that the whole world could benefit from his wisdom, he needed to place his voice farther forward, allowing the vibration (which is all voice is) to pass through the part of the mouth that shapes and augments sound. As it was, his voice was trapped too far away from most of the important articulators—his lips, his teeth, his jaw, the tip of his tongue, and his hard palate. All he needed were a few minor modifications.

“But I don’t want to change who I am,” Common protested. “I don’t want to have a higher pitch.”

“That’s not what this is,” I assured him. “Who you are won’t change. You are simply placing your voice farther out front.”

I got him to try some exercises. I’ll go more deeply into these techniques for vocal placement later, but this was a relatively quick fix. By demonstrating what these simple steps could do to help him physically transform his voice, he realized that this was not a change to his persona so much as an enhancement. Through these subtle adjustments, he could fill the space between himself and his listeners with his positive energy.

Common’s phone kept pinging. His people were calling because we’d gone over time and he was running late for a press event. But before he left, I had to give him one last thought.

“You are a gift to the world, and if you don’t give us this gift fully, you are robbing us of who you are. You are a generous person, and yet you are being stingy with your personality. Don’t chintz on the gift of who you are, Rash. Don’t dim your light!”

And what I said to Common I now say to you:

Don’t chintz on your gift!



Press Record

Have you ever played back a voice mail you were about to leave someone and thought, “Oh, nooo! That can’t be the way I sound. Or is it?” Many of us get self-conscious the moment we hear our speaking voice on a recording. We are suddenly acutely aware of little vocal tics or habits that we don’t like. But that’s okay. Sometimes the best way to start on this journey of vocal work is to hear yourself. Try recording yourself reading this passage from “Cicely’s Dream” by political activist, lawyer, and novelist Charles W. Chesnutt (1858–1932):

Cicely climbed the low fence between the garden and the cornfield, and started down one of the long rows leading directly away from the house. Old Needham was a good ploughman, and straight as an arrow ran the furrow between the rows of corn, until it vanished in the distant perspective. The peas were planted beside alternate hills of corn, the cornstalks serving as supports for the climbing pea-vines. The vines nearest the house had been picked more or less clear of the long green pods, and Cicely walked down the row for a quarter of a mile, to where the peas were more plentiful. And as she walked, she thought of her dream of the night before.

She had dreamed a beautiful dream. The fact that it was a beautiful dream, a delightful dream, her memory retained very vividly. She was troubled because she could not remember just what her dream had been about. Of one other fact she was certain, that in her dream she had found something, and that her happiness had been bound up with the thing she had found. As she walked down the corn-row she ran over in her mind the various things with which she had always associated happiness. Had she found a gold ring? No, it was not a gold ring—of that she felt sure. Was it a soft, curly plume for her hat? She had seen town people with them, and had indulged in day-dreams on the subject; but it was not a feather. Was it a bright-colored silk dress? No; as much as she had always wanted one, it was not a silk dress. For an instant, in a dream, she had tasted some great and novel happiness, and when she awoke it was dashed from her lips, and she could not even enjoy the memory of it, except in a vague, indefinite, and tantalizing way.

Be sure to read this text aloud in its entirety. Next, play it back to yourself, but without judgment. Just bring it into your awareness. Jot down a few notes about what you’d like to adjust, then set it aside. We will come back to it at the end of this book.



Oh Yes, You Can!

The year 2020 left an indelible mark on history—from an unyielding and deadly pandemic to the fervent protests against racial inequities, to the economic catastrophe with millions of unemployed and small business owners struggling to stay afloat. Whether trying to make crucial societal change or trying to bridge a digital divide, never has it been more apparent that using one’s voice is a key component to positive change and, ultimately, healing.

Most of us at some point have experienced the frustration and pain of being marginalized, sized up, dismissed, or stereotyped based on gender, sexuality, politics, race, or culture. But how you speak, filling the space with your words and your passion, is the one thing that can cut through all the typecasting, revealing your individuality and compelling your listeners. Let the world hear your light! Don’t allow your precious words to get lost in the delivery. Learn to speak them clearly so that your message will land where it’s supposed to and move your audience of one, or thousands, to understand, appreciate, and remember all the unique ideas and observations you have to share.

Do not for one moment think that any of this is beyond you. It may take some conscious effort. You will have to commit twenty to twenty-five minutes of your day to the exercises I describe in this book. But once you hear and feel your progress, you will want to take this vocal journey as far as it can go. You will be amazed by some of the transformations that I have been privileged to witness as people from all backgrounds and cultures emerge from my studio. You, too, are on the brink of your own transformational shift to vocal empowerment.

As we begin to tackle uncomfortable issues through conversation, listening, and understanding, you will be able to use the true power of your voice, whether behind a computer screen in a Zoom meeting or behind a face covering. I challenge you to train your voice, no matter how big or small, to become the expression of change you want to see in the world.

Breaking Through

One of the most startling transformations I’ve ever seen was in Martin Sensmeier, a young Native American actor best known for his role as Red Harvest in the movie The Magnificent Seven alongside Denzel Washington. Most of my clients have one major area to work on, but Martin had several. His speech combined remote Pacific northwestern idiosyncrasies with the Valley talk of Los Angeles. He couldn’t get through a sentence without saying “um” and “like” or “yaknowwhaddimean?” He also mispronounced words because he’d only read them and at the time had never heard them spoken.

But Martin was a quick study, applying himself with diligence to reading assignments like Dylan Thomas and Rumi poems and Eugene O’Neill and August Wilson plays, which are rich in phonetic sounds, alliterations, and evocative, challenging vocabulary. When he didn’t know a word, he’d look it up, study the exact pronunciation, and find opportunities to use it in a sentence until it felt natural.

“When you give me homework, I’m going to do it,” Martin promised, and I believed him.

The improvements came gradually. We took a multipronged approach to his vocal challenges, using many of the techniques you’re going to learn about in the coming chapters. Martin practiced every day, doing vocal warm-ups and paying close attention to his pronunciation and articulation until he was comfortable. They were small, daily steps that got him to where he is today.

Many of our sessions together involved long, in-depth conversations about the many adventures he had before reaching Hollywood. To help me identify the unique vocal and speech gifts to bring forth, I often get my clients to open up about their lives, sharing their experiences in ways that feel most natural and comfortable to them. Martin’s narrative could have been a movie. He’d lived a bit of a nomadic life, traveling the country as he worked in fishing camps, oil fields, and construction sites. His breakthrough moment with me occurred when he began sharing vivid stories about his cultural heritage. Speaking from the soul, Martin put power and conviction to his words, bringing these stories to life in rich and evocative detail. I was as proud, well almost as proud, as if I were watching my own son graduate from college.

All that work he’d put in over months had built vocal muscle memory. His mesmerizing descriptions came naturally, effortlessly. These weren’t lines he had to memorize for a scene. He was describing a piece of his authentic self, and his voice was rich and resonant, with the passion and reverence coming through unmistakably in the cadence and rhythm of his words. It was as if, after all the vocal work we’d done together, he finally showed up. Like the great orators and storytellers, he knew instinctively when to pause, breathe, and punctuate. He placed the emphasis exactly where it needed to go to drive home his meaning, powering each phrase and thought with breath and the full vocal range of his instrument. Martin was doing precisely what he’d come to Hollywood to do.

“When I speak about my family, my community, and my ancestors, it’s as if I am answering to a higher calling,” he told me.

Everyman

Hollywood is full of young, talented, and beautiful hopefuls, and I’ve come across my share of them. But Martin’s story is about something much bigger than finding fame and success in the film industry. He couldn’t tell his story the way it deserved to be told—he couldn’t be fully heard—until he learned to access his true voice. The fact that he did so, in spite of all the challenges he has faced, is proof positive that any one of us can discover and hone our best vocal selves. We just have to be willing to put in the time and effort.

Like many young actors who lack the benefit of families with Hollywood connections, Martin made his way to Los Angeles from his tiny coastal village in Alaska with a strong work ethic. He also possessed a fierce determination to show the world the beauty and richness of his culture.

Although the close-knit community he came from was proud, he grew up amid poverty, drug addiction, alcoholism, and tragedy. Contemporaries died of suicide and overdoses, and boating accidents aren’t uncommon. Several friends and relatives were lost on the water.

“When you are around death so much, it can break you,” Martin shared. “But for me, that sense of the fragility of my world evolved into deep appreciation of it. It made me want to take myself more seriously and do the work.”

Wild Harvest

Born to a mother from the Koyukon-Athabascan tribe in Alaska’s northern interior and a father of German American and Tlingit descent (the Tlingit are an indigenous tribe of the Pacific Northwest; the name translates as “the language of the tides”), Martin had little in the way of creature comforts growing up. In fact, the next meal was often whatever could be caught on land or at sea. It’s not like they could just walk into a Trader Joe’s. Wildlife like moose, caribou, deer, seal, and fish were their main sustenance. At $10 for a gallon of milk, which must be flown in or transported by boat, food insecurity in the region is real.

When the bills went unpaid for too long, his parents would heat their double-wide trailer with the oven and light it with candles. When they did have power, Martin watched the one channel they received, as well as a few VHS movies, on a television with a twenty-inch screen. Of course, there was no cable, so they jerry-rigged an antenna with tinfoil.

“If you closed the door too hard, it would mess up our TV,” Martin recalled.

Those shows and movies drew young Martin in. He soaked up whatever culture beyond the wilds of Alaska he could, imagining himself in those worlds. His brother, who is fourteen years older, eventually got a steady job working for the city, saving up enough money to buy himself a flat-screen television, along with a laser disc player and surround system. Martin was in heaven!

He became a fan of Denzel Washington’s, memorizing lines in his movies.

“One day I’m going to work with him,” he told his brother, with astonishing prescience.

At seventeen, Martin took up a trade and became a welder—a sure way to earn a living and help out his family. But he heard that the real money was to be made on the oil rigs a thousand miles away on Alaska’s North Slope. At twenty-one, he obtained one of the prized spots on the Alaska pipeline and paid his dues mopping decks and training to learn all the skills of a rig operator. The days were long, but the nights were longer. One month each winter was shrouded in total darkness as Martin worked two weeks on and two weeks off.

“Sometimes I’d get back to work and feel like I’d never left,” Martin told me. “That place was miserable. I










































































	Find your tribe or village and a mentor. Connect with those who make you feel safe enough to be your truest self.

	Set realistic physical exercise and nutritional goals. Establish a routine of self-care, and verbally affirm yourself every day, because physical and mental wellness serve your instrument.

	Surround yourself with natural beauty. Then commit to reading engrossing literature, listening to great music, and seeing inspiring artwork. These actions will take you out of your own head. A few of my other tips for banishing self-consciousness include:




	Embrace the mistakes. Believe that when you fall it’s an education and not a punishment. It’s not a setback so much as it is a setup for success.

	Be forgiving, kind, and gentle to the ones you love and, most of all, to yourself.
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