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Position vs Placement  

 

There is much talk about vocal “placement.” In Germany they call it a “sitze.” In italy, 
“positione.” To “place” something somewhere usually means to “put” it there. In singing this is 
not the case. If our conscious mind could put the sound in the correct place, singing would not be 
a problem. The problem and therefore the confusion, is that we must allow the sound to find the 
correct place. The singer’s job is to get the body in the correct alignment for this to happen. 

In our everyday speech we are not in this alignment. The sound of a child’s voice is very 
resonant, even with his/her small body. We then hush that voice up. One can see the light go 
from a child’s eyes, the smile disappear, the face drop when reprimanded for speaking too 
loudly. From a very early age we do this by holding onto our solar plexus—our emotional 
center—and thus begin making a much duller sound to speak with. This is when any language 
gets stuck in the base of the tongue and our emotions get trapped inside. One of the 
misunderstandings about the voice is that the job is to amplify the sound we are making in 
everyday speech. All sorts of “techniques” have been formulated. Lower the larynx to make the 
voice darker, lift the palette to make more room, groove the tongue to form a rounder sound, etc., 
etc., forms of manipulation all. What we must do to retrieve this louder, freer sound is to return 
to the bright eyes, the outer and inner smile, and the face will again be elevated and joyful as we 
were as children. 

One of the greatest misunderstandings is the holding of the solar plexus—the stomach muscles—
to create and control the sound. If the placement of the voice is being created by sending air out 
of the body in the exhale of breath driven by the stomach muscles, this wrong placement results 
in mouth resonance. If the air is pushed out of the body, up the windpipe, the tongue 
automatically lowers and blocks the passage while the solar plexus stiffens and remains high and 
tight. What we must do is return to the way the body makes sound naturally. To call this a 
technique is a misnomer. It is just getting in touch with the natural coordination of the body, and 
no one has a patent on that. Some people just have a knack for it. Others need to take more time. 
It all depends on how relaxed our bodies can be to allow the diaphragm to take the air as deeply 
as possible without losing the inner smile. All students of singing need to take the time it takes to 
get out of the faulty place we have been told to speak in our everyday lives. Otherwise we think 
that by darkening and enlarging the place we speak, then by sending air up and out of the body 
we will find the correct placement for the voice. 



I have read many books on singing, and none as yet have addressed this problem of correct 
placement and how it happens. Most state that the sound is riding on the air coming out of the 
body, and this stream of sound on the air is called projection, much like water would be forced 
out of a hose by pressure from the water tap. This is not projection—it is pushing! The projection 
of the sound emanates like a fountain out the top of the head. Projection happens much like 
dropping a coin on a marble floor and hearing the sound rise and resonate in the room. This 
correct placement of the voice is created by drawing air away from the cords in the windpipe, 
then waiting for atmospheric pressure to bring the cords together and vibrate. This is the 
Bernoulli effect. The result is an even vibration of the cords in the voice cavity that is amplified 
by the vibrations rising up into the numerous cavities—or resonance chambers—in the head. The 
sound emanates from behind the tongue, and rises, like smoke signals from a fire, to find the 
resonance spots behind the sinuses and into all the upper resonance chambers. The breath 
remains low in the body and always moving away from the sound causing compression to 
happen. There is a nasal quality to the voice that we want to avoid, but there is a nasality that 
must be present. To sing nasally is to sing into the sinus cavities. To sing with nasality is to sing 
behind the sinus cavities. This nasality is the sound the cords make when the air is drawn away 
from them and they vibrate. The squillo. The depth of the voice is made by being back of the 
tongue and down into the windpipe where the cords remain vibrating and suspended in the 
windpipe. 

This correct placement of the voice is crucial. If directed in an incorrect way, problems will 
always occur in singing. That is why there is so much talk about altered vowels, register breaks, 
chest tones, head tones, and lack of diction. One can live their singing life trying to conquer these 
problems, and yet if the voice is led to the correct placement, all of these problems disappear. No 
longer is there a fear of high notes, low notes, diction, registers, etc., because these are all a result 
of improper voice placement. As strange as it may seem, when the voice is placed correctly there 
is really very little to do. We feel detached at first. All the muscles that want to jump in and help 
are given a pink slip, and the conscious mind has a hard time with that. It’s a great blow to our 
ego. Only by allowing the conscious mind to let go can we get into the proper placement of the 
voice. That busy mind is listening, criticizing, and judging every note instead of stepping out of 
the way and allowing it to find its own place. At first it takes a long time to guide it there, but 
once the conscious mine surrenders and lets the unconscious take over, we are on our way to 
freedom. We have consciously led it to the correct coordination, and now the body can take over 
that function. This leaves the conscious mind free to enjoy the workings of the brain that it has 
blocked for such a long time. Now the breath is moving and free to maintain the placement. 

“When you have found out how to place the tongue, keep it firmly attached to the hard palate, 
produce a humming tone and sustain it. If the hum is right, you should feel a strong buzz behind 
the nose and you should produce a tone very much like the tone of a violin. The tone should 
originate at exactly the place where the tongue presses against the hard palate; neither in front 
nor behind this spot. Under no circumstances aspirate the sound by saying “hng, because this 
tone would come from the throat and defeat the purpose of feeling the buzz in the “channel” 
behind the nose. Here again, demonstration is the only possible way to show what is meant, 
words are inadequate.” 

A New Guide to Good Singing Gerda Nielsen 



As stated, demonstration is the only possible way to show what is meant because there are many 
ways to produce a humming tone. It should only be done at first under supervision. The most 
important reasons to include this paragraph are the reference to the nasality of the tone—which 
singers are not used to and reject for a long time–, the position of the tongue, and the warning of 
aspirating the sound, which results in pushing air out of the vocal tract. In her book, Nielsen also 
mentions, “Lilli Lehmann calls this “drinking in breath.” This drinking in of the breath vibrates 
the cords, and the resulting vibrations are amplified by our resonance chambers and we find the 
correct placement of the voice. 

A great misunderstanding is that by pronouncing the words correct placement occurs. We have 
too many bad speech habits to allow this to happen. If it were that easy, we would have many 
great singers. The job is to get out of the language until such time the throat stays open—behind 
and below the tongue and neck muscles. The drawing away of the air by the diaphragm 
accomplishes this task of getting the cords away from the base of the tongue. This is a long 
process because we have had those bad habits for most of our lives—no matter how young or old 
we are. The breath is used to being too high, and the tongue and neck muscles are very tenacious 
about letting the throat open, as it is their job to keep the windpipe closed and that is where the 
voice lives. 

Our everyday speech is the culprit. We are so used to hearing our voice in the wrong place that 
we have trouble identifying and embracing the correct sound for singing. The correct placement 
is much brighter and more focused than we are used to. So many times a singer will color or 
darken his voice, making it more pleasant for him to listen to—he/she thinks it sounds great. In a 
small room it may be much more pleasant than the true sound, but when put on a stage will have 
no carrying power. Speaking in this new place a least five minutes a day consciously, will help 
immensely. It will remind us of where the singing placement is. Nielsen states further in her 
book: 

“The best help a singing student can give himself is to take care of his speech at all times. One 
should always speak with a “parked” tongue and enunciate with the tip of the tongue and the lips 
only. Half an hour of good speech while practicing will do nothing for you if for the rest of the 
day you talk and chatter without any thought of your voice production and your diction.” 

This bright sound happens when the air is being drawn away from the base of the tongue and the 
cords close completely—much like a locust makes sound by rubbing his wings together. It is a 
very delicate feeling, and yet creates an incredible amount of resonance. My piano teacher once 
suggested that a free sound feels “like an elephant holding his foot above a peanut without 
crushing it.” The power is in the delicacy of it. Any pressure, and goodbye peanut! Same with 
the voice. Any support from the solar plexus, and we lose the free placement of the voice. The 
cords must be totally floating in the vocal tract, only touched by the air vacuuming away from 
them down the windpipe. So delicate and yet so powerful. Less is more is the golden rule. 

To find this placement, using “ng” as a reminder is an enormous help in waking the singer up to 
finding the placement. “Ng” should be totally free of the tongue muscle so there should be no 
need to support the voice to make sound. This sound will pull its own air. Make sure any other 
vowel you are singing is on this sound. The vowel “ee” is the most important vowel to warm up 



on because if said properly, the tongue is elevated. The worst vowel to warm up on is aah, or oh. 
North Americans especially have trouble with those so-called open vowels because they involve 
the back of the tongue and lower it out of its raised position. The “ee” vowel more than any other 
finds the placement of the voice. When that vowel is in place, the tongue learns not to interfere 
with any of the other vowels. As this occurs, a pure legato takes place, language ceases to be a 
problem, and the music can begin. It all depends on how long it takes the singer to identify this 
singing “groove” where the voice is able move up and down in, totally free, and intuitively 
allowing the phrase to tell the breath how much it needs to remain free. The body is constantly in 
motion either taking air or using air as dictated by the phrase being sung. 

When the conscious mind accepts this placement and stops manipulating, the unconscious finds 
the sound for us. Then the conscious mind has much to do—learn the notes, learn the language, 
learn to the style, act, etc., etc.. It is now happy because it can race around doing all these things, 
and stops trying to interfere with the freedom of the voice itself. It’s like the beggar on the street, 
if he doesn’t get a nickel from you, he’s off getting it from someone else. Now the mind can 
become a great help rather than a hindrance. The racing stops, and it can focus on its true job and 
become aware that Nature is quite capable of doing its job with no outside help. The 
transformation comes when the mind gets clear. Now the placement is allowed to find itself and 
be recognized but not tampered with. The result is great joy in singing. 

 


