

Self-Reflection

In this paper I will be reflecting on my technical ability, performance skills and critiques made by my teachers during Performance Class.
 On the 17th of October in Performance class, I began journalling my experience and advice that I and others in the class had been given. The advice was given by my main singing teacher Camilla Roberts, Sian our accompanist sometimes helpfully chipped in!
 The very first song that I performed for Camilla and the rest of the students was I am Come to Lock All Fast a song from The Fairy Queen by Purcell; which I was going to be performing on stage imminently in a production put on by Cheltenham Vocal Academy so advice on this was important and necessary.
As I sang, I noticed how constricted I felt in my storytelling, this was noted by the class, and I was told by Camilla to “think of colours when singing.” “be excited” and “imagine it’s important” – as in imagine the words are important and that the emphasis is needed as urgency  - 
“I am come to lock all fast Love without me cannot last...”
 is the first phrase, this is me announcing my arrival. When performing this I was told that I tended to fiddle with my clothes, hands, jewellery, etc, I noted this down. This behaviour can be distracting for the audience but also oneself as it means one is not grounded or fully engaged in the performance as a result of nerves. I was told to imagine what I was singing was important, that it had meaning. Something I found tricky was the performance aspect, because of my unsureness of my technique this can have a knock-on effect whilst performing. 
I have noted in my journal entry for the date of the 17th October 2023 “Don’t reach.” This means that instead of flowing the sound through the phrase when getting to a high note I was straining to “reach” it. I was also told to my centre myself, this goes back to the advice of do not fiddle with clothes and such, if one is not centred then the performance can suffer due to lack of attention on words and technique. 
In December I began working on The Salley Gardens by Benjamin Britten which he published in 1943 as part of his folk arrangements, naturally I felt that as this was folk singing this would be easier than a classical sound, unfortunately that was not the case! Singing in English has been one of the most difficult things I am to do.  
Advice continued to be given during class, I was taught that long held notes are not dead and to sing like a violin movement, I understood what this meant but initially I could not get this feeling to happen. I found it exceedingly difficult to centre myself and perform a song but what I have now discovered is because my technique is insecure this does not leave room to colour the song, I feel you must learn the rules to break the rules. The most important advice I was given was to sing through the line and the phrase and to imagine I am on a travelator, constantly moving forward.

With The Salley Gardens; which is based on a poem by W.B Yeats, who found inspiration in County Sligo Ireland when he overheard an elderly peasant woman singing a traditional tune and taking this inspiration he wrote the poem and

the words are about young love, a boy meets a girl, the girl urges him not to be so impetuous in life and love and he does not listen. The second stanza ends with him saying how full of regret he is now in later life as a grown man that he did not listen to his love. The theme is of regret and sadness, bittersweet memories.  The pulsating like a heart piano Britten has added amplifies the young lover’s story. When performing "The Salley Gardens," I needed to interpret the melody's simplicity, by letting the text take centre stage. I tried to approach each phrase with attention and making sure the line through phrased the text, allowing the text to flow. 
Using the art of musical storytelling, I was asked by the music and tutors to create a vivid tapestry of green fields and rustling trees, guiding listeners on an imaginative adventure through a serene countryside. Camilla suggested that I imagine a deep purple, occasionally I thought of a cat who comes into my garden, anything to arouse emotion in me to help the story of the song come to life.
Because of the simple nature of the song, as I said I presumed this would be an easier task than singing in a foreign language, but it was more difficult, when one is singing in English every vowel is different to how you would normally say them in day-to-day conversation, also what with the pulsating beat of the piano accompanying you forward it is important to stay on track and a sudden mouth shape change during a phrase can throw one off course.

In January I chose Widmung by Schumann, initially as more of a German exercise than any other reason but as I sang it more, I grew to love it. The words are by Friedrich Rückert and Widmung in English means Devotion/Dedication. Schumann dedicated it to his wife Clara; it is a very intense joyful love song. Widmung has challenged me to explore the subtleties of my voice and interpretation. The constant moving melody and joyful lyrics allow me to express emotions of longing and vulnerability, but this was difficult as I am very self-conscious performer so letting go to feel the text to express the right emotion is something I found difficult, bringing in imagining colours or someone or something that I am fond of is necessary to extract emotion. 
On 14th February I sang Widmung in a student spotlight, a concert that is put on every month to display BMus Vocal Performance’s talent and what we have learnt throughout the course so far.
The advice given throughout the course helped me perform Widmung ok and just ok, because this performance was before I had made what I term a breakthrough in the position of my sound and voice what I mean by that is – by concentrating on the nasal cavity and head voice I have discovered that this is a full natural way to make a nice sound when singing and not just nice but correct too.
I have been reading extracts from a book called Singing and Teaching Singing: A Holistic Approach to the Classical Voice (Third Edition) and this section of a paragraph stood out to me
“.... by pulling the tongue back into a retracted position. Singers can also be guilty of this fault, often in an attempt to “lower the larynx” to acquire an operatic sound. This fault is usually reinforced by the changes that occur in the singer’s aural perception of his or her own voice with a tongue depressed sound being “warm and full” to his or her ear (but dark, woolly, bottled, or muffled to the listeners).”
By looking in a mirror whilst singing, I have noticed that I have a tendency to pull my tongue back and it is placed quite high in the mouth. For a better sound I have to make a conscious effort to keep tongue down and pushed slightly forward. Occasionally I will sing on my hands and knees to really relax my tongue and jaw and drool everywhere, the sound is a lot freer though and I live alone so there is no worry of someone walking in on this strange sight. 
When it comes to my contribution to the class, I feel I added my thoughts when appropriate, I do feel strange having to critique my peers and I try to be constructive, feeling nervous hinders a lot of my performance and feeling exposed is natural when you are on your own singing on stage or a room but I know that vulnerability is important when it comes to performing,  I sellotaped my music together for the pianist, a practice I only learnt since coming to uni. I take criticism well, maybe too well because I can believe I am quite bad. 
I need to work on consistency, in all aspects of learning and in general life really, it is easy to understand something you are told is better practice, do it for a while then forget about it the next time you are asked to sing. I need to work on confidence and trusting my voice, doing so by technical refinement and artistic exploration.

My experience with performance class is that progression is never linear, I can have a breakthrough one day then the next I feel disheartened that I am not able to carry this forward into the new day.
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