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I spent the first couple weeks of July in steamy New York. I was there to 
attend the Performing Arts Medicine Association (PAMA) symposium. 
This is where medical and scientific experts who work with performers 
deliver their papers and findings on research that they have been doing 
to help improve the understanding and treatment of injuries and issues 
common to performers.   

As you can imagine this is a very broad field and covers the musculoskeletal system, neurology, 
psychology, the voice, and pretty much any system within the body. If a performer’s health is not 
optimum then nor is their performance. Certain jobs also increase the risk of injury or health issues. 
As you go about your business I hope you are considering how you can ensure you are not at risk of 
injury or health issues. If you’re concerned why not write to “Dear iSing”, our special section dedicated 
to answering your questions. Let us know what’s on your mind and we can find someone to help 
advise you.

Whilst I was in the States I also visited Chicago and was very fortunate to be invited to Adele’s concert 
at the United Center. You will find my review in the Look, Listen and Feel section. I would have loved 
to have seen more gigs in New York, but unfortunately I found the hot humid weather draining. Such 
a shame as it means I will have to return in the cooler climate. The sacrifices I make! 

Once again we have a stellar issue for you full of wonderful articles that will inspire and inform. Don’t 
forget if you’ve got some great music send us your information via this link Be In iSing. 

Make sure you enter the Audio Technica competition for the opportunity to win a pair of In-Ear 
Monitors. Click HERE to go to the entry page.

DEAR READERS

• Matthew Colthart interview
• On tongue tension
• Cathi Ogden interview
• The power of song
• MIDEM review

Please don’t hesitate to send us your music for review, 

feedback, or topics requests to

editor@isingmag.com
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How to

Tension in the tongue can cause all sorts of problems for singers. 
The Vocal Nerds have some advice to help solve them

T
he tongue is a bit weird 
really. I mean let’s just take 
a minute to think about 
what it really is. The tongue: 

a) is muscle, or rather several 
muscles grouped together, which is 
quite strong and never gets tired 

b) is occasionally furry or hairy
c) has taste buds *this is the best 

one*
d) helps you chew and swallow
e) sometimes smells like the “bog 

of eternal stench” * this is the worst 
one*

f) an important acoustic tool for 
shaping the vocal tract into vowels 
and consonants.

Being that it’s so active all the 
time it’s no wonder that it can cause 
a problem in our instrument from 
time to time. 

However, if you tame this party 
animal a little it can really work 
for you in the world of advanced 
singing. 

Tongue tension 
It does exactly what it says on 

the tin, so to speak. Excess tension 
in any muscle usually throws a 
spanner in the works, but tongue 
tension specifically can interrupt a 
few functions in our voice. Firstly, it 
can affect diction. 

Not only might we sound a bit 
odd with a tongue that’s not saying 
the consonants properly, but also 
our vowel sounds could be impure 
or distorted. 

Accents come from different 
shades of saying a vowel so it’s 
not necessarily an issue, but if the 
tongue has distorted the vowel too 
much it could sound too far from 
the intended vowel, and also disturb 
a massively important efficiency 
function in our voice: resonance.

This causes us to lose energy 
from poor vocal tract shaping, or 
even bring about unhelpful nasality, 
which all makes our effort to sing 

increase. Secondly the tongue base 
is connected, via the hyoid bone and 
other tissues, to the larynx. As the 
larynx is pretty ruddy important in 
singing, having the tongue attached 
to it understandably influences the 
larynx in negative ways. One of these 
being larynx position, which needs to 
be within our control for resonance 
and tone. 

For example, a tense tongue can 
easily pull the larynx up when it 
moves forward for vowels like “EE”, 
which could leave us anything from 
shouty to thin and airy. Another 
problem could be the space just 
behind the tongue, and just above the 
larynx. In certain singing postures 
this space needs to be maximised and 
not crowded by our “mouth muscle” 
for accurate pitching, otherwise we’re 
more likely to be flat and lack bright-
ness. So yeah, the tongue is a bit of 
a **** really. However, you can get 
along quite well with a few strategies. 

release 
tongue tension
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Tongue exercises
There are many weird and wonder-

ful strategies out there. We’d also 
like to add that most of them make 
you look bonkers, so get used to 
that. Here’s a couple to damage your 
reputation.

The Raspberry 
There’s a lot of spit flying during 

this one. Stand away from the screen, 
or your mates. You just have to blow 
a raspberry and sustain it, across 
any piano scale or glide you like. 
Keep the airflow low and consistent 
so your raspberry is more of a slow 
rumble. Also ensure your tongue isn’t 
just half out, or pulling in during the 
exercises. It should be as far out as it 
will go while still being able to rasp-
berry. Keep the tongue consciously 
relaxed and be aware of its activity as 
you span your notes. Don’t go crazy 
high though, because some level of 
tongue tension will screw your rasp-
berry up initially. It’s best to stay low 
and get consistent before you take 
the longer scales.

Tongue stretch
Put the tongue tip behind the 

bottom front teeth, and push the rest 
of tongue out so it curls over your 
teeth and almost out of your mouth. 
Hold for 20 seconds. Feel the burn. 

Tongue out 
This one is an obvious one, but can 

be used on any exercises. For exam-
ple, the word “MUM”. You guessed 
it… say “MUM” but with your 
tongue out. Keeping it out the whole 
time, even when you say the “M”. 
It gives you an opportunity to see 
whether tone changes considerably 
when it’s out, like a diagnostic tool. It 
also gives you an opportunity to sing 

through passages and breaks without 
the tongue messing things up.

Don’t even know what 
this is called

But we’re open to suggestions. 
This is Dr Titze’s fave. Firstly, feel the 
bulge of your larynx and leave your 
finger on it. Now, slowly point your 
tongue out of your mouth and feel 
for a raise in the larynx. Most people 
experience some raising, but ideally 
we want to break that muscular link 
if it happens to go up considerably. 
How do you do that? Here’s how.

Step 1) Say the vowel “UH” with 
a slightly dark, almost yawny tone, 
and notice a drop in the larynx. Now 
make that same larynx drop with 
actually saying the word out loud. 
This will be your tool for the next bit. 

Step 2) Now, as you poke your 
tongue out use the larynx lowering 
tool to send your larynx in the 
opposite direction to your tongue. 
Repeatedly move your tongue out 
and in, again and again, but using 
the tool to stop the larynx pulling up 
with the tongue when it goes out. 

Step 3) Repeat step 2, but whilst 
sustaining a single note underneath. 
It doesn’t have to be high but the way. 

Step 4) Repeat step 2, but whilst 
toggling the pitch up (by a whole 
note) as the tongue goes out, and 

down as the tongue goes in. 
The ultimate goal in this exercise 

is to maintain a consistent larynx 
position whether the tongue goes in 
and out. Keep trying, and you’ll get 
used to the tool that controls your 
larynx position, and stops the tongue 
tugging on it. 

Tongue positioning in 
singing 

Hopefully the above preparation 
will make positioning more effective, 
without it messing up other stuff 
that we need to be steady. Hopefully. 
Firstly, experience a relaxed tongue 
position by just sitting there with 
your mouth closed. 

You’ll, hopefully, notice it sits 
pretty high against the molars. It’s 
generally helpful to imagine it sitting 
there, freely moving, throughout the 
majority of singing. If it doesn’t rest 
there when you sit silent, check you 
actually have a tongue by looking 
inside your mouth. 

If you passed the “owning a 
tongue” test, then here are a few 
rough guides to try and help you 
with your extended range.

Positioning for high notes 
It’s pretty common knowledge in 

the “vowel tuning” world that higher 
notes get more virility (love that 

There are many weird and 

wonderful strategies out there...

most make you look bonkers
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word) if the tongue position creeps 
forward, a little like whatever you’re 
singing takes on a shade of the “EE” 
(as in eat) or “IH” (as in fit) shape. 
Try saying “EE”, and then the trou-
bling vowel whilst retaining some of 
the “EE” tongue shape and position 
to get used to it. 

Then bosh it out on the note 
you’re struggling with and see if it 
makes any difference. 

Positioning for middle 
notes

Keeping the resting shape, a more 
neutral tongue position might be 
best. Like that of the vowel “UH” 
(as in mum), so try blending your 
sound with the vowel “UH” instead 
of “EE”. 

Positioning for low notes 
Who cares. Try that. The tongue 

position has a massive acoustic 
advantage for us, but so does the lip, 
larynx and jaw position. Optimising 

all of these elements can magnify 
your skill even more, but advice on 
those other areas may come in later 
articles. 

The tongue position can also 
alleviate an existing problem in 
the short term, which is especially 
related to the larynx position. 

If you have a larynx position that 
sits higher due to style choices (like 
country or MT) or even because 
of strain, you may feel a forward 
tongue to be a great relief and sends 
you into a much freer and fuller 
sound.

Conversely, if your larynx sits too 
low you might feel a forward tongue 
sends you too hooty or makes you 
strain to keep a strong sound. 

In any case you’re YOU-NIQUE 
and the ideal tongue position may 
vary between different bodies, skill 
levels, styles or vocal situations. If in 
doubt, seek professional help. From a 
voice teacher…. just to be clear.

THE NAKED 
VOCALIST

Chris Johnson and Steve Giles are both experienced
vocal coaches working in Southampton and London. 

They are with the Vocology In Practice teacher network 
and specialise in training clients in advanced vocal 
technique, style and improvisation. They are co-founders 
and presenters of the popular iTunes singer’s interest 
The Naked Vocalist podcast. As well as coaching and 
podcasting they are also in-demand performers and 
manage their own successful soul acts.

http://thenakedvocalist.com

VOCAL NERDS 
IS SPONSORED BY 

THE NAKED VOCALIST 

They will answered 
your questions on the 

topic of: 

Releasing tongue 
tension

September 2nd, at 4pm

TRIBE MEMBER? 
CLICK HERE

VOCAL 
NERDS 

WEBINAR

http://www.isingmag.com/videos/releasing-tongue-tension/
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How to become 
a Vocal Style 

Trailblazer
O

ne of the biggest 
misconceptions about 
vocal style, I believe, is 
the idea that what you 

did yesterday is what you must 
always do; because that is what 
everyone (including the singer) gets 
used to. We only have to look at 
Madonna, the queen of reinvention, 
to know this is note true. Every 
new album had a fresh, new 
sound or even an old sound given 
the Madonna twist. With vocal 
style, constant reinvention and 
innovation are key to being a Vocal 
Style Trailblazer. Being able to 
express yourself effectively as trends 
come and go is important if you 
want to remain relevant, fresh and 
unique in the market place. To stay 
at the top of your game vocally, you 
need to keep reinventing yourself.

To be a trailblazing vocalist, 
you have to keep learning, 
thinking, questioning, exploring, 
experimenting, associating and 
connecting ideas. 

I have listed some of the key 
habits a singer needs to develop 
in order to become a ‘Vocal Style 
Trailblazer’. 
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1 Make connections
Great Vocal Style Trailblazers 

develop the habit of constantly 
contemplating and observing 
different sounds and the artists 
around them in order to connect 
seemingly unrelated musical 
ideas. When you connect the 
dots, you gain new insight and see 
relationships between what you feel 
and how you want to express that 
feeling with your voice.

2 Ask questions
Great Vocal Style Trailblazers 

develop the habit of curiosity. 
Constantly ask questions — 
even about things you think you 
know. By asking new questions 
you challenge the knowledge 
you already have and gain new 
perspective on a song, sound, story 
or feeling. The most difficult part 
of forming this habit is not in the 
search for answers, but rather in 
coming up with simple questions 
(the greatest questions are often the 
simplest) that lead you to creative 
answers. 

3 Actively try vocalising 
new ideas 

Great Vocal Style Trailblazers 
develop the habit of actively trying 
out new vocal ideas by creating 
melodic movements or sound 
palettes and beta testing those 
musical ideas and vocal nuances to 
see how they work. Think of Thomas 
Edison, who said “I haven’t failed. 
I’ve simply found 10,000 ways that 
won’t work”. The real process and 
journey of blazing a vocal style trail 
is not in necessarily seeking “new” 
ideas but seeing the same ideas like 
expressing love, pain, hope, delight 
and sexiness in a new light.

4. Find points of reference
with others

Great Vocal Style Trailblazers 
develop the habit of finding and 
testing new ideas through a network 
of trusted people and experts: 
innovation is what happens when 
we join forces with others. For ideas 
to germinate and for innovation to 
happen, a diverse set of perspectives, 
thinkers, questioners, and doers can 
help you determine the direction 
you want to blaze a trail in. Those 
perspectives can also help you 
understand how to make others “get” 
what you are doing, but be aware, 
sometimes those other people might 
NOT get it. 

5 Have a sense of purpose
Great Vocal Style Trailblazers 

develop the habit of being powered 
by their own convictions and 
passions and use it to develop their 
sense of purpose; which is to make 
an impact and a positive difference. 
So they are not satisfied with what 
is, and they don’t ask permission 
to change the status quo. They are 
driven by their sense of purpose. Be 
driven by yours.

6 Mix up your ideas
Great Vocal Style Trailblazers 

develop the habit of combining 
surprising things: creativity happens 
when two things collide to create 
a whole new idea. One way this 
can happen is when you combine 
vocal stylistic ideas and even 
genres of music that are neither 
completely the same, nor completely 
different and create something 
unique. As the Seriously, Science? 
blog explains: “These results are 
consistent with both centuries of 
philosophical thought and more 

recent psychological studies on the 
importance of ‘the middle way’ when 
it comes to fashion (or pop music). 
The Goldilocks Principle may also be 
able to explain aesthetic judgments 
beyond tastes in music and fashion, 
reflecting a basic principle of human 
preference that seeks to balance 
simplicity and complexity, order and 
disorder.” 

7 Make innovation a daily 
routine

Great Vocal Style Trailblazers 
develop the habit of learning and 
innovating. It’s not something they do 
by accident, but through a daily ritual 
of exploration and trying different 
things. If we want to become a master 
of anything, it takes discipline and 
commitment. Innovators make 
growth and learning part of their 
work, rather than rely on it to come 
to them. This is something I bang on 
about all day long. 

Developing these seven habits will 
make learning and making mistakes 
an exciting and rewarding process, 
one which leads to accelerated 
and substantial creativity, which 
in turn leads to innovation and 
change, which in turn leads to — 
you becoming a great Vocal Style 
Trailblazer. Every innovator, creator, 
leader and artist wants to know that 
they are creating an impact and 
are challenging the status quo to 
either make things better or more 
interesting. Where can your trail 
blazing spirit take you?

One the next page is a list of some 
awesome Vocal Style Trailblazers. 
They set a particular vocal trend 
that became so popular that singers 
around the world not only emulated 
them but were also inspired their 
unique trailblazing sound.
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Where can your 
innovative trailblazing spirit 

take you?
Listen to some of music’s finest trailblazers and then try to find your 

own unique vocal style

A HOUSE IS NOT A HOME (LIVE) - LUTHER VANDROSS

YOU KNOW I’M NO GOOD - AMY WINEHOUSE

ROLLING IN THE DEEP - ADELE

FROZEN - MADONNA

AXL ROSE BEST LIVE HIGH NOTES

RETURN TO SENDER - ELVIS PRESLEY

www.joshuaalamu.com

WHO IS HE? Joshua Alamu is a professional voice coach
with over 15 years experience as a singing teacher in 

the music and television industry. He has been a voice coach 
for the TV talent show The Voice UK and is currently vocal 
coach stars such as Fleur East, Little Mix and JP Cooper. 
Joshua’s video enhanced vocal style course Mad About Vocal 
Style part 1 was launched in 2014 to rave reviews. CLICK 
HERE to find part 1 of the course on iTunes. Joshua is also 
the co-founder of Ultimate Artists, the UK’s most in demand 
artist development camp (nine days of music industry 
mentorship and artist development). 

JOSHUA ALAMU

https://youtu.be/rYEDA3JcQqw
https://youtu.be/evxEOXkxRIA
https://youtu.be/Gu2JBMNBbKo
https://youtu.be/b-I2s5zRbHg
https://youtu.be/QirkXtcuwM4
https://youtu.be/PU5xxh5UX4U
http://www.joshuaalamu.com
https://youtu.be/evxEOXkxRIA
https://youtu.be/b-I2s5zRbHg
https://youtu.be/rYEDA3JcQqw
https://youtu.be/Gu2JBMNBbKo
https://youtu.be/PU5xxh5UX4U
https://youtu.be/QirkXtcuwM4
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L
et’s start by saying never 
use the word “just” in your 
songs. Can we agree on 
that? 

Just is one of the biggest lyrical 
weeds, I would really love to eradi-
cate it if I could. These may seem like 
harsh words, I know, but hear me 
out. 

Technically, there are a couple of 
situations where the word “just” is 
(dare I say it...) justified. 

It’s adverbial (I totally wanted to 
use the word “adverbial”) which 
means (and I consult my friend 
Google here):  

A word or phrase that modifies or 
qualifies an adjective, verb, or other 
adverb or a word group, expressing a 
relation of place, time, circumstance, 
manner, cause, degree, etc.

You only need “just” or exactly...
not both (and please use “exactly”!).

How about this:

I JUST RECENTLY saw you
I RECENTLY JUST saw you

Again, using “just” here is 
redundant. 

The bigger problem I see is that 
lyricists aren’t even using “just” in 
its proper role. They use it as an 
exclamation point before a phrase 
they want to emphasise. 

For example: 

I JUST love you
I JUST can’t keep you out of my 

mind

These phrases are basically trying 
to do this:

I love you!
I can’t keep you out of my mind!

Notice how awkward the lines 
become when we replace “just” with 
its true definitions:

I EXACTLY love you
I EXACTLY can’t keep you out of 

my mind

I VERY RECENTLY love you
I VERY RECENTLY can’t keep you 

out of my mind

Those sound ridiculous! 
Removing “just” makes the lines 
cleaner, more elegant, the meaning 
clearer and unobstructed. 

I love you
I can’t keep you out of my mind

One area where I think “just” 
works, is when “just” is in the title. 
For example: Pink’s Just Give Me a 
Reason (featuring Nate Ruess).

I love this song. I really do. It 
works on so many levels. Yes, the 
“just” bugs me a little bit, but this 
song is too far into our collective 
consciousness to hear it anyway 
except with “just”. (For heaven’s sake, 
it was a Billboard number one hit, 

 Removing JUST, makes 

the lines cleaner, 

more elegant, the 

meaning clearer and 

unobstructed
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JUST THE WAY YOU ARE – BRUNO MARS

Shane Adams is a twice Grammy nominated music educator
(non self-nominated), award-winning producer, composer, 

songwriter, and author. Shane is president of Artist Accelerator 
and is a founding lyric/songwriting instructor for Berklee Online. 
Shane is a featured songwriter and instructor for the Taylor Swift 
Education Center at the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum. 
They honoured him with their TOP TEN HITMAKER award for 
2014. He is recognised internationally as a groundbreaking song-
writing lecturer and music production panelist. Shane’s current 
projects include developing two songwriting apps for the iPad plat-
form and producing and co-hosting the songwriting podcast Studio 
Soundtrack available on iTunes. Shane’s book: The Singer-Song-
writer’s Guide to Recording in the Home Studio, is available online 
and most bookstores. 

SHANE ADAMS 

www.artistaccelerator.com

JUST GIVE ME A REASON – PINK FEATURING NATE RUESS

sold four million digital downloads, 
and won two Grammys).

She’s using “just” in a slang form 
to say a combination of “I really 
need you to” and “please”. For 
example:

PLEASE, I REALLY NEED YOU 
TO Give Me a Reason

Another song where “just” works 
is Just the Way You Are, by Bruno 
Mars. 

In this song, Bruno is squarely 
using the correct definition... 

Girl, you’re amazing JUST the way 
you are

Girl, you’re amazing EXACTLY the 
way you are

So I’m asking to weed “just” out of 
your lyrics. Get rid of it. You “just” 
don’t need it. 

(Side note: Don’t even get me 
started on the word “so”).

http://www.artistaccelerator.com
https://youtu.be/LjhCEhWiKXk
https://youtu.be/LjhCEhWiKXk
https://youtu.be/OpQFFLBMEPI
https://youtu.be/LjhCEhWiKXk
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AQ&
Professional Profile

London, UK

Q SINGING PROFESSION? 
I was a session singer and singing 
teacher. Now I’m a West End 
actor (and still teach sometimes).

QCURRENT JOB?
Beautiful: The Carole King Musical.

Q PAST JOBS?
Billy in Dirty Dancing (UK tour) 
and Norman in Dreamboats and 
Petticoats (UK tour).

Q VOCAL RANGE? 
Very very bottom E2. I have hit a 
C6 before in an audition (a fluke 
that still didn’t get me the job) but 
normal everyday singing is like 2 1/2-
3 octaves (I don’t pick songs that go 
above a D5 in a “rock belt” sound).

Q AGE YOU REALISED YOU 
WANTED TO BE A SINGER?
15 when I joined London 
Community Gospel Choir.

Q  VOCAL INFLUENCES? I love 
Jeff Buckley, Stevie Wonder, Luther 
Vandross, Dirty Loops... basically 
tenors who really sing into their 
voices.

Q FIRST PRO SINGING JOB?
Comic Relief when I was 15.

Q HOW DID YOU FEEL 
AFTER YOUR FIRST 
PROFESSIONAL JOB?
Awesome. I met a lot of celebrities 
and got to go to the BBC. I still
have the security passes and t-shirt. 

Q NAME DROPPING (PEOPLE 
YOU HAVE WORKED WITH/
SUPPORTED) 
Florence and the Machine, Westlife, 
Will Young, Leona Lewis, MO (vocal 
coach and arranger), Paul Carrack, 
Barry Manilow, Russell Watson, 
Carlene Anderson (Brand New 
Heavies), Simon Webbe (Blue)

Q  BIGGEST CAREER 
CHALLENGE TO DATE?  
Jumping into theatre took a long 
time (four years) of auditioning 
without success. It’s a very different 
industry and it took a while to get 
used to how auditions work. I’m also 
only right for leads because I don’t 
dance so that made it harder too as it 
limited my employment options.

Q WHAT’S YOUR GO-TO 
PROCESS FOR DEALING WITH 
REJECTION?
Whatever’s for you won’t pass you. If 
it’s a no, chances are you just weren’t 
right for it. Do the audition and then 
forget about it. If they call, great. If 
not, focus on the next audition and 
keep moving forward.

Q WHAT SHOW WOULD 
YOU LIKE TO PLAY THE LEAD 
IN? There are so many. I would love 
to play Fiyero in Wicked, Enjores in 
Les Mis, Mark in Rent and Bob in 
Jersey Boys.

QWHO ARE YOU LISTENING
TO NOW AND WHY?
Right now I’m listening to the 
Hamilton soundtrack because it’s 
coming to the West End next year 
and I’m an optimist.

Q MOST MEMORABLE 
CAREER MOMENT TO DATE?
Glastonbury with Florence was 
incredible. So was my West End 
debut where I was on for my lead 
cover. That was exciting.

Q THREE THINGS YOU 
CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT WHEN 
YOU’RE WORKING? 
Number one is my warm up 
recording with Greg Enriquez (still 
good five years later). Number two 
is YouTube. Amazing for learning 
material and seeing what’s out there. 
It’s saved me a lot of times when 
I’ve had new songs to learn. And 
finally my iPad for organising myself, 
reading scripts and audition material, 
song lyrics and buying last minute 
sheet music through Sheet Music 
Direct.
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BEATING THE ODDS
One singer’s less traditional 
journey to the 
West End

The odds were stacked against Matthew 
Colthart making it in musical theatre —
but that didn’t put him off. After years of 
hard work, he is now making his mark on 
the West End. He tells CLARISSA LAND 
how his persistence paid off.

I am all enormous smiles and tingly 
with anticipation at the thought 
that in two days’ time I’ll be on my 

merry way to see the songwriting lu-
minary that is Carole King perform at 
British Summer Time Festival in Hyde 
Park. An all-time great with a sun-
drenched voice full of ‘70s Californian 
blue-eyed soul, she credits her first per-
formance in over 25 years to Beautiful, 
her all-singing, all-dancing biography, 
currently playing at The Aldwych in 
the West End.

“I want to begin by thanking 
Londoners for making Beautiful: The 
Carole King Musical so successful,” 
King says. “And now I’m coming to 
London and can’t wait to perform 
Tapestry from beginning to end for the 
first time ever. How perfect to be doing 
that in the heart of one of my favourite 
cities.”

After four years in musical theatre, 
Matthew Colthart has bagged himself 
a coveted spot in the cast of that very 
musical. He is a “swing”, meaning that 
he understudies several roles at once; 
currently, two ensemble roles and the 
lead role of Barry Mann, a New York 

MATTHEW COLTHART IN DREAMBOATS AND PETTICOATS
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Jew and a competitive hypochondriac 
who competes with King to write 
hits and pens the pop classic You’ve 
Lost That Loving Feeling. Colthart’s 
previous credits include UK tours of 
Dreamboats and Petticoats and Dirty 
Dancing.

It would be easy to assume that 
Colthart must have attended a 
prestigious drama school, but with 
no formal training in acting or 
dancing, his route through fierce 
competition to tread the hallowed 
boards of a West End stage is a story 
less heard. 

A London boy, Colthart got his 
start at 15 when a friend overheard 
him singing and encouraged him 
to join the prestigious London 
Community Gospel Choir (LCGC), 
of which he was a member for five 

years. Not only did this give him a 
solid foundation in harmony, but 
meant that he performed high profile 
gigs from a young age. Through 
LCGC, he went on to perform with 
Florence and the Machine, Will 
Young, Westlife, Simon Webbe, 
Carlene Anderson, Barry Manilow 
and more. 

Finding that he was losing his 
voice after heavy weekends of 
gigging, he began to train privately 
before becoming a vocal teacher 
himself, qualifying through Speech 
Level Singing (SLS), making him the 
youngest SLS teacher at that time. 
He left LGCG at 20, but continued to 
get his gospel fix by performing with 
Noel Robinson and Nu Image.

Despite always knowing he wanted 
to sing, Colthart eschewed drama 

school and opted instead to read 
Politics at Queen Mary University 
of London. Impressively, he funded 
his own way through university by 
teaching, paying for his own private 
lessons throughout, and graduated 

Don't be 
half-hearted 
or wishy 
washy

THE WEST END CAST OF BEAUTIFUL THE CAROLE KING MUSICAL. PHOTO BY BRINKHOFF MOEGENBURG



isingmag.com Issue 13

SINGING CAREERS COVER

from university debt-free. 
So with an impressive CV as a 

session singer and a background in 
gospel, what attracted him to the 
bright lights of the West End? In a 
word, Wicked.

After being blown away by the 
musical, Colthart spoke to a friend 
in the cast of Cats. On her advice, he 
sought an agent, auditioned and was 
taken on. 

Colthart has a remarkable 14 years 
of professional singing under his 
belt, but with no training in acting 
or dancing, how has he managed 
to land these roles, I ask? Colthart 
laughs melodically and tells me that 
the casting director for Beautiful 
asked exactly the same question at 
his audition. The answer is sheer 
persistence. He took himself off to 
dance classes at Pineapple Studios, 
spent hours filming himself acting to 
watch it back and asked actor friends 
to run scenes with him, drawing 
upon their guidance and critique.

Acting is all about making choices, 
he explains. “It’s about looking at 
a script and making a decision on 
what you think the character is doing 
or wanting in that situation. Your 

job is to portray motives, wants and 
needs; emotions are secondary.”

Colthart contends that a formal 
training makes securing work easier 
as a degree provides a stamp of 
approval, saying “I’ve trained for 
this”. But it is by no means impossible 
to break into the industry without 
one. He tells me what he wishes he’d 
known at the start that nobody told 
him.

“Simple things, like when you’re 
given a script at an audition, don’t 
act with the hand that’s holding the 
piece of paper because it’s really 
distracting,” he says. “Make sure you 
engage with the person playing the 
scene with you, even if they’re sitting 
behind a desk; don’t pretend there’s 
someone standing beside you.

“Make bold decisions. Even if it’s 
not actually correct for the scene, 
be memorable. There’s no right or 
wrong in acting and if a director 
wants you to play a scene a different 
way, they’ll tell you. Show them that 
you can make decisions and take 
direction. They want to know that 
you’re someone that they can work 
with. Don’t be half-hearted or wishy 
washy.”

The first few auditions served as 
a sharp learning curve, but he is at 
pains to point out that his industry is 
not as cut-throat or scary as people 
make out. He’s heard auditions 
through doors where people have 
sung out of tune or forgotten lines 
but are given another chance.

“It’s not a memory test,” he says. 
“People want to see you do well. They 
want you to be the person they cast 
as it makes their job easier. They’re 
rooting for you, and if they’re not 
getting what they need, they will give 
you direction to see if you can give 
them what they need.”

He tells me his biggest learning 
curve was the realisation that in 
a singing audition for the West 
End, you are actually being judged 
on your acting. He talks about 
auditioning for The Lion King and 
being told by the director that she 
couldn’t judge his singing as she 
wasn’t a musical director; she needed 
to see him act those songs. 

Other advice from Colthart: “Don’t 
compartmentalise. All the disciplines 
in musical theatre overlap and you 
have to be able to demonstrate all 
three in every single audition no 
matter what the audition’s focus 
seems to be. Acting underlines 
the dancing and the singing. It 
underlines everything.”

How can singers improve their 
acting? Download movie scripts 
from the internet and try self-taping. 
Go to as many workshops as you 
can; he regularly attends workshops 
put on by his agent where he can 
meet casting directors and receive 
invaluable feedback. Find workshops 
like this. But, most of all, he insists, 
you must be persistent. It took him 
four years, from 21 to 25, to land his 
first professional musical theatre job.THE WEST END CAST OF BEAUTIFUL THE CAROLE KING MUSICAL. PHOTO BY BRINKHOFF MOEGENBURG
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Upon leaving drama school, a 
graduate’s first role is normally in 
an ensemble, but not being a dancer 
(he calls himself a “mover”) this was 
impossible for Colthart. His skill 
set was geared to lead roles, which 
meant he was pitted against senior 
actors with far more experience. Yet, 
he kept pounding on the door and 
his determination has meant that 
not only has he fulfilled his dream of 
performing on a West End stage, but 
that his very first time doing so was 
in a leading role.

Colthart knows another four 
performers in the West End without 
formal training; they are a minority 
to be sure, and all exceptional 
singers, but prove exception to the 
rules. He is adamant that no one 
should be put off, that there are jobs 
out there for everybody if you know 
your strengths.

It seems the traditional definition 
of a “triple threat” (being an 
outstanding singer, dancer and actor) 
is under reconstruction. Due to 
budget cuts and producers being far 
savvier with their castings, singer/
musicians and actor/musicians 
are now increasingly desirable as 
they eliminate need (and budget) 
for a band in the pit. So if you’re 
a strong musician but don’t have 
fancy footwork, you needn’t assume 
that the West End is not for you. 
And with the exhilarating advent 
of new musical Hamilton, expected 
in London in 2017, there will be 
greater roles for ethnic minorities 
and, for the first time, rapping will be 
now become a valued and valuable 
addition to a performer’s repertoire. 
The whole game has changed.

Two days after speaking to 
Matthew, I was blessed enough to 

attend the long-awaited musical 
spectacular of Carole King’s 
live performance in Hyde Park. 
Supported by Don Henley and 
Michael Kiwanuka as well as her 
own daughter, Carole King shone 
like a diamond and sang like, well, 
herself. Her voice is husky and forced 
as it ever was, so full of intention 
and meaning and honesty. She 
smiled as she shook her curly hair 
and hammered out her pop legacy 
and even rocked out on the guitar 
looking fabulous all the while. I hope 
I am an even a glimmer of Carole 
King when I am 74. The sun went 
down, the stars came out and Carole 
played her encore. Just as we thought 
we had cheered for the final time the 
cast of Beautiful came pouring onto 
the stage and there was Matthew. He 
had kept that quiet from me.

I caught up with him again to find 

HEARTBREAK HOTEL - MATTHEW COLTHART

https://youtu.be/FqMofze7Mck
https://youtu.be/FqMofze7Mck
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out how the experience had been. 
What was like to sing with Carole 
King? Was he nervous?

“I wasn’t nervous at all,” he says. 
“When you’re backing singing 
for stars you know that people 
aren’t there to see you directly 
(they’re there for the star), so it’s 
great because you can have all 

CLARISSA LAND

www.thevocalvibe.com

Clarissa Land is a London-based singer and 
songwriter currently recording her debut 

solo album. She sings, tours and records with 
major artists, most recently Crystal Fighters. 
She also has a busy teaching practice, where 
she provides vocal coaching to a wide range 
of singers; from the novice singer all the way 
through to bands signed to major labels

GET SOCIAL 
WITH MATT

It was 
incredible to 
be part of a 
celebration 
of an era in 
music

the enjoyment of performing to 
a massive crowd with none of the 
pressure. 

“Singing with Carole was amazing. 
The main thing that really struck me 
was how special her songs are to a 
whole generation of people. It was 
incredible to be part of a celebration 
of an era in music".

CAROLE KING AT BARCLAYCARD BRITISH SUMMER TIME HYDE PARK

http://www.thevocalvibe.com
www.michellecohenprojects.com
https://twitter.com/search?q=%40mattcolthart&src=typd
https://www.facebook.com/matthew.colthart?fref=ts
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W h a t  i s  t h e 
singer’s secret?

A
s a singer, I get a lot of 
correspondence from 
various vocalists asking 
me to “put them on” or 

think of them if an opportunity 
comes up. As a mentor and coach, 
I’m often asked about how I got into 
the business and what steps one 
should take to have a career like mine 
(careful what you ask for!). Giving 
advice is a big part of what I do, and 
I enjoy it, hoping I can help the next 
person make the right decision for 
them. When I was starting out, I 
had the same questions and desires, 
but no one who shared their special 
formula with me. Along the way, I 
managed to learn and discover a few 
things that have helped me continue 
my journey as an artist for almost 25 
years.  It’s not rocket science really. If 
I did it, you can too.

When I was a little girl and I 
declared that I wanted to be a singer 
when I grew up, I had no idea what 
I was really saying. I knew I wanted 
to be on the radio, and have my voice 
heard by millions of people, but I 
never imagined all the hard work, 
heartache, practice, long hours, 
patience, networking, re-invention 

and faith that it would take. Having 
played many different creative roles, 
I’ve seen the ups and downs as well as 
seen many people come and go, some 
because of bad situations and others 
because they made bad decisions. 

So how do you come, and stay? Is 
there in fact a secret formula? With 
the age of the internet taking over, 
the industry traditions of getting 
a record deal have died and artist 
development is an archaic concept. 
It’s all about views, hits and likes. 
As an artist, if you don’t grow, 
transform, or get tech savvy, you will 
get lost. And although those things 
help in today’s world, the answer is 
not (solely) shock value social media 
posts, or found in a bottle of hair dye 
either.

The answer is, there is no secret. 
It’s found when you start at the 
beginning. It’s found in rediscovering 
who you are and your purpose for 
singing. It’s the one and only thing 
you can control and that can’t be 
denied. Talent. Real, authentic talent. 
And when you’ve got it, coupled with 
determination and an open mind, 
you’ve got the answer to lasting in 
the music business and the power to 
adapt, grow and maintain in an ever-
changing industry. Yesterday pop, 
today blues, tomorrow world music. 

For the past 21 years, working 
singer Sharlotte Gibson has graced 
stages with some of the world’s most 

accomplished, successful artists 
including Whitney Houston, Brandy, 
Queen Latifah and Nine Inch Nails. 
So far she has safely navigated the 
waters of this unstable business. 

You can’t spend that much time 
in the game and not have tasted the 
fruit of every musical tree. In this 
issue iSing catches up with Sharlotte, 
as she shares her secrets to career 
success and gives us a glimpse of how 
her talent has kept her going and 
propelled her to become one of the 
music’s most sought-after vocalists. 

SHARLOTTE GIBSON

So what is the singer’s secret? 
No, it’s not a magic throat spray 
that restores vocal function and 
reduces swelling and irritation. 
I’m speaking of the key to 
longevity and success

GET SOCIAL 
WITH SHARLOTTE

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/sharlottegibson/
URL http://sharlottegibson.com/
https://twitter.com/SharlotteGibson


Top 5 Secrets 
      For Staying In The Game

Sharlotte’s
Be nice and courteous, it’s free.

Be punctual for your rehearsals 
and gigs.

Care about what you’re singing, 
and care about listening. If you’re 
not genuine, it will come across in 
your vocals.

Be versatile. Listen and learn as 
many styles of music as you can.

Leverage all your talents, gifts 
and knowledge to keep you 
working and open up doors for 
you. It may not be all about 
music, but it can always 
enhance your music.

1

2

3

5

4
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DENOSH BENNETT

Denosh Bennett is a Canadian-born singer,
dancer and artistic director with two decades 

of experience in the entertainment industry.  Her 
versatility and broad résumé has led her to tour 
as a dancer and/or backing vocalist with many 
international artists including  Faith Evans, Justin 
Timberlake, Alicia Keys, Drake, Whitney Houston, 
Robbie Williams, Demi Lovato and Rihanna. 

www.DenoshBennett.com

DENOSH AND SHARLOTTE DISCUSS HER CAREER AND WHAT SHE THINKS THE SECRET IS TO HER  SUCCESS

https://youtu.be/LjhCEhWiKXk
https://youtu.be/BF8TgjKak4g
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Cathi Ogden is proof that a 
singing career can take you 
in all sorts of interesting 
directions – if you are open 
to opportunity. She spoke to 
Bronwyn Bidwell

W
hen Cathi Ogden was 
a teenager growing up 
in Sydney, Australia, 
she fell in love with 

jazz. She had spent her childhood 
surrounded by music and taking 
singing tips from her sister who was 
eight years her senior. 

But it was at 15, after hearing Ella 
Fitzgerald’s Ella Swings Lightly, that 
she made up her mind to become a 
jazz singer. Her supportive mother 

paid for some singing lessons (with 
a legendary vocal coach who had 
also taught jazz star Renee Geyer) 
and shortly after she finished school 
Ogden packed her bags and moved 
to London with one ambition – to 
build a career in the jazz world. 
She succeeded in her first aim – 
performing in top London and Sydney 
jazz venues and releasing several 
albums including Curious Covers 
for Cools Cats and Souvenirs from 
Stockholm.

But Ogden’s career turned out to 
be far more varied than she had ever 
imagined. She has also worked as 
a voice over artist, songwriter and 
starred in a high profile, long-running 
advertising campaign.

It’s for her part in the latter that 
Ogden is most commonly recognised. 
For the past 11 years she has been one 
of the three “Sheilas” in the Sheilas’ 
Wheels advertising campaign.  

It all started when Ogden was 
enjoying her second stint living in 
London (after her initial time in the 
UK she spent six years gigging in 
Sydney in the 1990s before returning 
to London).

“When I went back to London for 
a second time it was quite difficult to 
break into the scene,” she says. “It took 
a while, I just stuck with it and worked 
my way in.”

She supplemented her income with 
voice over and music library work. 
Then one day she received a phone 
call from an agent she had for session 
work.

“They had only given me a couple of 
jobs, so when they told me about the 
audition I had no real expectations,” 
she says.

Ogden went along to the casting 
and was told they were looking for a 
singer with an Australian accent.

 Variety 
      is the Spice 
               of Life!
v

v
v

v
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I never 

expected it 

to go beyond 

three years, 

none of us did

“

THE SHEILAS - EMMA ROBBINS, CATHI OGDEN AND CARLY ROMAIN

“I had to sing Baby Love in an 
Aussie accent, I really piled it on and it 
was possibly one of the worst auditions 
I have ever done! But they kept calling 
me back.”

Eventually she was given the gig 
as one of the three “Sheilas” in the 
Sheilas’ Wheels car insurance adverts. 
Ogden and her fellow “Sheilas” Carly 
Romain and Emma Robbins (all three 
are now firm friends) signed a three 
year contract. 

“I never expected it to go beyond 
three years, none of us did, it just 
seemed like a fun thing to do,” she 
says.

The first television advert featured 
the Sheilas in sequinned pink dresses 
singing (in strong Aussie accents) in 
a pink convertible and on stage in 
an outback bar. The mix of humour 
and high camp captured the public’s 
attention immediately.

“Within a week of it being on TV 
people were trying to track us down 
to do live shows,” she says. “We did 
Cardiff Pride – that was just incredible, 
it was one of the most amazing gigs 
– and London Pride and the Mardi
Gras in Dublin. Quite often we would 

perform and look out and see people 
dressed as us. You just don’t get that 
reaction at a jazz gig. It’s brilliant to be 
given make-up advice by drag queens.”

The Sheilas released a single with 
producer/songwriter Pete Waterman 
called (I’m So) Happy Happy (Your 
Mine). Ogden also sang a jazz version 
of Kylie Minogue’s Better the Devil You 
Know at the Royal Festival Hall.

Eleven years later the Sheilas are still 
going strong, although these days the 
campaign is more visible online (and if 
you phone Sheilas’ Wheels and are put 
on hold you will hear Ogden’s dulcet 
tones).

“So many opportunities have come 
about as a result of it, and I am so 
grateful for that. Some people came to 
my jazz gigs in London because of the 
Sheilas, it introduced me to a different 
audience.”

Ogden says that in her pre-Sheila 
days she was quite picky about the 
work she accepted.

“I think I probably took myself a 
little bit too seriously,” she says. “I 
turned down all sorts of pop things 
because I saw myself as a jazz singer 
and I didn’t want to stray too far from 

that. But I reached a point where I 
thought ‘I have got to stop saying no to 
things and start saying yes’.

“I don’t look back and regret 
anything, but I have certainly changed 
my outlook over the years. Variety is 
the spice of life.”

If there is one thing she could go 
back and tell her 20-year-old self, it 
would be to learn more about the 
business side of the industry.

“I wish I had done – I don’t think 
it really existed back then but it 
probably does now – a music business 
course. The business side of music was 
something I had no idea about, and I 
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If you can afford singing 
lessons have them. Find a 
good vocal coach who has 
been recommended to 
you.  I have been fortunate 

enough to work with some great 
coaches including the late Don 
Graydon.

on how to succeed in the music industry

Cathi’s top tips

1. Warm up your voice in the shower 
every morning. When I lived in Lon-
don I actually had PRACTISE written 

on my shower screen to remind me of what 
I needed to do. Treat your voice in the same 
way an athlete would treat their body, it’s your 
livelihood.

2.
Be yourself, everybody else is 
taken. Don’t waste your time trying 
to imitate another artist no matter 
how popular they are.

3. Be versatile, and don’t be 
afraid to try new things, you 
never know what you might 
discover about yourself.

4.

GET SOCIAL 
WITH CATHI

(I’M SO) HAPPY HAPPY (YOU’RE MINE) - THE SHEILAS

was scared people were going to take 
advantage of me. I was so sure if I got 
a manager they would rip me off. I 
think young kids these days are just as 
terrified.

“But the more time I spend in the 
industry the more I realise that it’s 
not really the case. Most people are 
just doing their job, but you have to 
remember it is a business. You have to 
eat and pay the bills.”

Ogden recently returned to live 
on Australian shores, and is re-
establishing her jazz connections there 
while doing voice over work.

“I just hit the ground running. I 
re-connected with my old voice over 
agency and was back doing auditions 
two days later.”

She hopes to sign with a label, 
and do some more writing (Ogden 
has previously written for the likes 

of Finnish DJ Darude and Victoria 
Beckham). She will return to the UK 
a few times a year to fulfil her Sheilas’ 
Wheels commitments and to perform. 
“I’m busy, but I like to be busy,” she 
says happily.

https://twitter.com/search?q=Cathi%20Ogden&src=typd
https://www.facebook.com/CathiOgdenMusic/
https://youtu.be/1JT3SfsTOlM
https://youtu.be/1JT3SfsTOlM
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SISTERS 
DOING IT FOR THEMSELVES
Rising stars SHEL speak to Bronwyn Bidwell
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T
he Holbrook sisters are the 
ultimate multitaskers. Sarah, 
Hannah, Eva and Liza – aka 
SHEL – are each talented 

musicians (amongst them they can 
play keyboards, guitar, mandolin, 
drums, violin and banjo) and singers 
in their own right.

The sisters also keep their indie 
pop/rock show on the road by pitch-
ing in with other tasks. Sarah makes 
the band’s videos, Hannah handles 
social media and finances, Liza does 
the graphics and website and Eva 
writes the songs. They also design 
their own original costumes and take 
their own official photos. 

This hands-on approach means 
SHEL are in firm control of their 
image and music – it’s not for them 
to have their look and sound manip-
ulated by a suited music exec. The 
result is music which is brimming 
with freshness and energy.

The sisters had an unconvention-
al but idyllic upbringing. They were 
raised in Colorado on a trailer park 
converted into a farm and home-
schooled by their artist mother and 
professional songwriter father.

It was a household which fostered 
creativity and it wasn’t long before 
the sisters starting dreaming of mak-
ing a mark with their music. They 
began producing tracks with an in-
triguing mix of acoustic instruments, 
beatboxing, synth and captivating 
harmonies. 

The result was SHEL’s eponymous 

debut album released in 2012. They 
followed this up in May this year 
with Just Crazy Enough, a playful 
fusion of indie, folk and pop which 
Eurythmics founder Dave Stewart 
helped produce. 

The band has also toured the US 
extensively, while their songs have 
featured in films, TV shows and 
adverts. When they are not on tour 
they divide their time between Colo-
rado and Nashville. 

SHEL’s Eva Holbrook spoke to 
Bronwyn Bidwell about making mu-
sic with her sisters.

iSing: Families can be 
“complicated”. What is it like being 
in a band with your three sisters? 
EVA HOLBROOK: Well we are 
constantly learning how to manage it. 
I suppose we have a lot of experience 
about how to get on as we were home-
schooled together. We do know how to 
push each other’s buttons but equally I 
think we also have a pretty good idea 
of how to resolve conflict, and how 
to move on if we have disagreed over 
something.

iSing: What made you decide to 
form a band together in the first 
place?
EH: I think it was something we had 
all aspired to for a long time. I can 
remember my dad gave us a pep talk, 
saying that if we could learn to get 
along and work together we could 
really make it happen. We all loved the 

Marx Brothers and the Beatles, we all 
had a similar mindset in that respect, 
so everyone just got on board. The aim 
was to come together but still express 
our individuality.

iSing: How does the songwriting 
and production process work? 
EH: Usually we all go away and 
work on our ideas and then we come 
together to see where we can take 
them. We all have different roles. I’m 
primarily the songwriter, Hannah 
does the arranging, Sarah does electric 
guitars and Liza does percussions and 
drums. She’s the one who comes up 
with some crazy beat we all have to try 
and follow. It works like that in other 
areas too. Sarah is brilliant at making 
videos. I have some really weird story 
ideas and she is able to turn them into 
something really compelling. Liza made 
our website and does all the graphic 
design stuff for our album covers and 
merchandise. Hannah deals with social 
media and finances. I tend to kind of be 
in charge of the overall vision.

iSing: Your latest album, Just 
Crazy Enough, was recorded in 
Nashville with Brent Maher and 
then Eurythmics co-founder Dave 
Stewart added some electronic 
touches in LA. How did you come 
to work with Dave?
EH: It was a great experience. Our 
manager is friends with Dave’s publicist 
and one day they were talking about 
us – and the fact that I like to wear a top 
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hat a lot of the time – and his publicist 
said “they look so kooky I bet Dave 
would like them”. And he did! So we 
went to LA to meet him, and we were 
so nervous and awestruck, but he was 
such a kind man. He is really interested 
in helping the next generation of 
artists. We talked about collaborating 
with him on the album but we were a 
bit unsure about how it would work 
out. Our recordings are usually very 
acoustic, we were unsure how it would 
work with an analogue drum machine. 
But we were thrilled with the result.

iSing: You produced the album 
independently, why was that? 
Would you like to be signed with a 
big label?
EH: In the US we are independent 
although we have a deal in Germany 
with Membran. In terms of signing 
with a major label, it is something we 
would be open to, if we could find 
the right partner. In some ways it 
would be great to have more resources 
and a bigger team. But it is really 

important that we maintain our 
creative independence. A couple of 
years ago we did sign with a big label 
but it didn’t work out and we decided 
to part ways by mutual agreement – it 
was a bit like a relationship break-up, 
it just wasn’t working for either party. 
Initially, before we signed with them, 
some people made us some very big 
promises but the reality was they didn’t 
quite know what to do with us and sent 
us some material saying “you could 
sound like this”. But we didn’t want 
to sound like everybody else. I think 
A & R are usually just chasing what 
is already out there. At the end of the 
day you have to focus on what you’re 
creating and just tune out to the rest of 
it. In the end, it was actually a positive 
experience, because we realised what 
was important to us and we learnt an 
important lesson.

iSing: What did that experience 
teach you about the music 
business?
EH: If we were in that position again, 

I think I would ask more questions 
about what the other party was 
offering, I would want to know what 
they were going to bring to the table 
and hear more about their ideas. But 
I suppose in a way you need to be at 
a point of leverage before you can do 
that.

iSing: What advice would you give 
young artists looking to build a 
career in the music industry?
EH: It is much harder than I expected. 
When we started I expected it to be 

YOU COULD BE MY BABY – SHEL

I really only 
buy anything 
from vintage 
or thrift stores

https://youtu.be/_fmCQN1BlVI
https://youtu.be/_fmCQN1BlVI
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this really creative experience all the 
time. But the reality is you won’t be 
happy every day. There will be times 
when you will struggle, but other 
people are relying on you, you just 
have to be tough with yourself and say 
“this day is going to be hard, let’s get 
through it”. You can’t just wait until you 
feel inspired, you sort of have to trick 
yourself into doing it on the days when 
you just don’t want to do it. I wish I 
had accepted that earlier, I would have 
made things much easier for myself.

iSing: On the subject of business, 
SHEL have been guests at NAMM 
for the past couple of years. What 
do you get out of going to an event 
like that?
EH: I love going to NAMM, we meet 
all kinds of people and catch up with 
our sponsors. We work with DPA 
microphones, Weber who supply 
me with mandolins and Kurzweil 
Keyboards, who support Hannah. It’s 
great to meet the people who make the 

instruments we love. It’s also a good 
chance to network, there is a real buzz 
there.

iSing: You have been touring a lot 
lately, how do you look after your 
voice when you are on the road?
EH: I have had some great singing 
teachers and their advice has been 
pretty much the same – keep hydrated 
and sleep as much as you can. I like to 
warm up my voice but sometimes it 
is difficult to do this really loud warm 
up if you are in a hotel. When we were 
on tour in Europe I met this amazing 
singer and she said if she couldn’t 
warm up properly she hummed for 
about 45 minutes. So I gave it a try and 
it really worked.

iSing: You recently challenged 
your fans via social media to filter 
their wardrobe down to eight key 
items of clothing as a way of getting 
them to think about sustainability? 
How have people responded to that 

challenge?
EH: It came about after we saw a 
documentary called The True Cost, 
which is about “fast fashion” and how 
that kind of clothing is created and 
how much ends up as landfill. For me, 
it wasn’t that difficult as I have been 
living out of a suitcase for about three 
years. Personally I have really enjoyed 
it, but it has also been a great way to 
connect with people on social media. 
For me, I really only buy anything 
from vintage or thrift stores and only 
wear black, white and red. And I never 
just buy anything, I think about what 
I need before I go shopping, and if I 
don’t need it, I won’t buy it.

http://www.shelmusic.com/
https://twitter.com/iloveshelmusic
https://www.facebook.com/iloveshelmusic/?fref=ts
http://www.shelmusic.com/
https://youtu.be/HdPeHTdrBYQ
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Getting

Personal
When Nicky Gayner turned 40 
she set her heart on becoming 
a performer. But it took another 
ten years to turn her dream into 
a reality. She spoke to Bronwyn 
Bidwell about the challenges 
and rewards of carving out a 
new career.

T
wo years ago Nicky Gayner 
took a giant leap out of her 
comfort zone and into the 
heady world of cabaret by 

performing her first show, Empty Nest, 
at the Edinburgh Fringe.

The show was personal, very 
personal. It was based on her own 
experiences as a parent, raising a 
brood and then sending them out into 
the world to make their mark and 
featured a mix of familiar and lesser-
known musical theatre and jazz songs 
which she had carefully chosen.

Before her debut she was nervous 
but not as nervous perhaps as other 
Fringe virgins – the road to Edinburgh 
had been a long and complicated one 
and she was grateful just to be there. 

“The most important thing to me 
was that I was actually doing it after 
thinking about it for so long,” she 
says. “I would never have had the 
courage to do it when I was in my 20s. 
I wanted people to like the show but it 

Through Cabaret
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and set about learning all she could. 
In the UK she studied with Paul 
L Martin, founder of The Cabaret 
Singers’ Workshop. 

“I went to lots of gigs and 
workshops, but eventually it got to 
a point where I thought ‘Am I going 
to do this or am I just going to talk 
about it?’. It was time to take the bull 
by the horns.”

Gayner put a showreel together 
and applied for a slot at the Fringe. 
To her surprise she was accepted.

“Then I thought ‘Now what am I 
going to do?’”

She teamed up with renowned 
cabaret singer and writer Sarah 
Louise Young and Empty Nest took 
shape. She reunited with Young again 
for Hooray for Love.

Now that Gayner has hit her 
cabaret stride, she is excited about 
what the future holds.

“I just want to carry on creating 
shows. I would love to take a show 
around the UK, to audiences outside 
London. You never know what might 
happen.”

Hooray For Love will be performed 
at Fingers Piano Bar throughout the 
Fringe Festival. 

wasn’t my sole focus.”
In fact people did like it – Empty 

Nest was a hit and at the end of each 
night tearful parents would come up 
to tell her she made them laugh and 
cry. A producer was so impressed 
he arranged a tour in Norway and 
she took the show to New York, 
London and Zimbabwe (where she 
performed in a tent in Bulawayo and 
at the British Embassy).

Gayner will return to the 
Fringe Festival in August with her 
second show, Hooray for Love, an 
exploration of the quest for love. And 
once again it is personal, detailing 
her relationship experiences from 
her first crush through to meeting 
her husband.

“The thing about cabaret is there 
is no hiding,” Gayner says. “You 
can’t play a character you have to 
be yourself and allow yourself to be 
vulnerable. Usually I am performing 
to a room of about 80 people. It’s 
small and intimate. I can see their 
reactions and they can see mine. A 
real dialogue is taking place. If at the 
end of it I have made people laugh 
and cry then I feel I have succeeded.”

It’s fair to say Gayner took the long 
route to cabaret. She was always a 
keen singer and spent many a night 
in her 20s in piano bars (a good 
friend of hers was a piano player) 
singing for fun. But when her pianist 

friend passed away, and Gayner 
became a mother, singing and her 
teaching career took a back seat.

She immersed herself in her role 
as mother of four (she has two sons 
and two stepsons). It wasn’t until 
she turned 40 and sang a couple of 
numbers at her own birthday bash 
that the idea of forging a performing 
career gathered steam.

“Something happened, my love 
of singing was reawakened. I found 
myself a very good singing teacher 
and took part in [jazz singer] Anita 
Wardell’s jazz summer camp. I 
started to do a few gigs and it was all 
moving in the right direction. Then I 
had another setback.”

A serious back problem meant she 
had to have two operations on her 
spine. Gayner spent the best part of 
four years in bed. The only upside 
was that she used that time to listen 
to “lots and lots of music” and now 
cites Eartha Kitt, Liza Minnelli and 
Betty Hutton as influences.

“I worked out what I liked and 
what I wanted to do. I was drawn 
to cabaret because I love lyrics as 
much as music. I knew that was the 
direction I wanted to go into and 
also that is was a realistic avenue for 
me. I know an 80-year-old who still 
performs cabaret.”

Gayner successfully auditioned for 
a place at a cabaret conference at Yale 

CLICK HERE FOR DETAILS
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I worked out what I liked 
and what I wanted to do.  
I was drawn to cabaret 

https://edinburghfestival.list.co.uk/event/602921-nicky-gayners-hooray-for-love/
https://twitter.com/nickygayner
https://www.facebook.com/search/top/?q=nicky%20gayner%20cabaret%20performer
http://www.nickygayner.com/Nicky_Gayner/Nicky_Gayner.html
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I
f you are reading this article you 
most probably have experienced 
acid reflux, heartburn or 
indigestion at some stage in your 

life. For a performer it’s the ultimate 
monster. Burning, raw, raspy vocal 
cords or an uncomfortable chest and 
bloated tummy are some of the least 
desirable symptoms to experience 
when you are about to perform. In 
fact, in the most extreme cases it can 
force a performer to put their career 
on hold.

I understand, from a professional 
and personal perspective, just how 
debilitating the condition can be. 
Before I trained as a systematic 
kinesiologist (a holistic and 
naturopathic health modality) I 
studied as a classical musician at the 
Purcell School of Music, Guildhall 
School of Music and Drama and as 
a singer at the Royal Academy of 
Music. 

I enjoyed a full and varied 12 year 
career as a theatre performer and 
ran my own vocal coaching studio. 
I have seen the emotional, financial 
and physical devastation vocal health 
problems can cause when one solely 
relies on one’s voice for work and for 
pleasure.

I also suffered myself and battled 
for many years from my late teens 

The truth 
      about acid reflux 

– THE ART OF FELDENKRAIS

Acid reflux, heartburn or indigestion can be a debilitating condition 
which hampers or halts a performer’s career. iSing examines how 
best to treat the cause of the problem.

into my early twenties. I took a 
number of the over-the-counter 
drugs outlined in this article – to 
no avail. Eventually I visited a 
kinesiologist who sorted me out 
in a matter of weeks. This is what 
inspired me to change the course 
of my career and life and to train 
as a kinesiologist. I now specialise 
in helping singers, actors, dancers 
and musicians with physical and 
emotional health issues that may 
be holding them back in their lives 
and careers. Acid reflux is probably 
the number one complaint patients 
present with at my clinic.

Case study
I had a patient at The Balanced 

Performer clinic recently whose acid 
reflux had gotten so bad she had lost 
about four notes from her soprano 
voice and had to put her career on 
hold. She was on a concoction of 
medications that were simply not 
working. So I set out a very carefully 
planned bespoke protocol (because 
everyone is biochemically different) 
to bring her off the medications 
and I introduced specific digestive 
supplements and herbal remedies, 
along with diet and lifestyle changes. 
She returned to normal functioning 
digestion within about four weeks, 

regained her full range and hasn’t 
suffered since.

Pharmaceutical medications
I’m not going to beat around 

the bush. I do not believe that 
pharmaceutical medications 
and over-the-counter drugs for 
heartburn, indigestion and acid 
reflux work and I never recommend 
them.

The main medications, either 
over-the-counter or from the doctor, 
are antacids (Gaviscon, Rennie, 
Pepto Bismol, Alka Seltzer), proton 
pump inhibitors (Omeprazole, 
Lansoprazole) or H2 blockers 
(Cimetidine, Famotidine, Nizatidine, 
Ranitidine). 

Here’s a very quick and simple 
overview of what these medicines 
actually are:
Antacids

These neutralise stomach acid 
by combining three basic salts, 
aluminium, magnesium, and 
calcium, with bicarbonate or 
hydroxide ions. 

Proton pump inhibitors
Also known as PPIs, these block 

acid production. They are the most 
powerful drugs for reducing stomach 
acid production and are generally 
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only available on prescription. 

H2 blockers
These medicines reduce acid 

production in your stomach and 
generally work very quickly.

I plead with you, do not make 
these medications your first port of 
call. Please seek alternative, natural 
remedies and get to the root cause of 
your problem. Let me explain why.

Firstly, understand that the reason 
you have acid reflux in the first 
place is simply due to some kind 
of imbalance. Guess what? You can 
rebalance imbalances. This is true 
for most health conditions. We all 
too quickly reach for a pill for every 
ill. Well they don’t fix the issue, 
they merely mask the symptoms. 
We are all biochemically individual 
and the same drug cannot solve the 
same problem for everyone. If three 
different patients each have different 
root causes – for example stress, food 
intolerance or a digestive enzyme 
imbalance – then how can the same 
drug fix each of them? 

My job is to ask what is causing 
this issue and then prescribe a 
bespoke protocol with different 
herbs and supplements for each 
individual. Even with the same 

enzyme imbalance in two different 
patients the root cause will be 
different. One patient may be lacking 
in trace minerals and therefore 
not producing hydrochloric acid, 
and the other may be lacking in B 
vitamins and therefore not digesting 
fats efficiently. On an even deeper 
level, one patient’s body may want a 
supplement containing hydrochloric 
acid, and another patient may require 
the nutritional materials needed to 
produce their own hydrochloric acid. 
Everyone’s root cause and healing 
path is different.

The medications listed above 
and all other over the counter 
and prescribed drugs neutralise 
stomach acid. This means they 
reduce the amount of acid the 

stomach is creating. What you 
need to understand is that, in 95% 
of acid reflux cases, the stomach 
is not producing enough acid. To 
compensate for not producing 
enough acid your stomach pushes 
it higher up in order for it to do its 
job, and as a result gets pushed up 
into the oesophagus. This isn’t my 
theory folks, it is a scientific fact (it’s 
just some GPs just haven’t caught up 
with this new information). Now, by 
neutralising your already very low 
stomach acid levels you are actually 
making the problem worse. As a 
result your body will desperately 
try to produce more acid and push 
it further up. In addition, reducing 
acid in your stomach diminishes 
your primary defence mechanism 

HEARTBURN AND INDIGESTION CAN BE DEBILITATING FOR A PERFORMER

 ...in 95% of

acid  reflux cases, 

the stomach is not 

producing enough 

acid.
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for food-borne infections, which will 
increase your risk of food poisoning 
and other infections such as parasites 
and viruses. You’ll also develop 
both a tolerance to and dependence 
on these drugs, so unfortunately 
you can’t stop taking them without 
suffering repercussions. Later in the 
article I’ll advise you on how to stop 
taking these drugs, but a bit more 
information first.

PPIs were never designed to treat 
people with heartburn and acid 
reflux. They were originally designed 
for people with:

• bleeding ulcers
• infections with the ulcer-

causing bacteria Helicobacter Pylori 
Zollinger-Ellison syndrome (a rare 
condition that causes your stomach 
to produce excess acid)

• severe acid reflux where an
endoscopy has confirmed that your 
oesophagus is damaged.

Around 60 to 70% of people 
are wrongly prescribed these 

medications for easily remedied acid 
reflux, heart burn and indigestion. 

The cure
The cure for acid reflux, heartburn 

and indigestion is usually very 
simple. I would say 99% of the time 
the problem is due to an imbalance 
in your gastric function, healthy 
gut bacteria, stomach enzymes or 
hydrochloric acid. If you get these in 
perfect balance then you’ve solved 
the root cause of the problem and no 
longer need to cover the symptoms 
with drugs. Nine out of 10 clients 
come to my clinic with some form of 
irritable bowel syndrome or digestive 
complaint – and it’s usually very easy 
to fix. It’s less easy if the person is 
on medications, but there is a very 
specific protocol you can follow to 
come off them. Ideally, you’ll want 
to gradually decrease your dose 
over time. Once you get down to the 
lowest dose of the PPI, you can start 
substituting with an over-the-counter 

antacid (Gaviscon, Rennie etc). Then 
you can gradually wean yourself 
off the antacids over the following 
weeks. While you wean yourself off 
these drugs, you will need to start 
implementing lifestyle changes 
such as following a healthy diet, 
taking supplements and reducing 
stress levels to prevent the problem 
from returning. This may include 
taking probiotics, food enzymes, 
caprylic acid or aloe vera; meditating 
regularly, and cutting down on 
gluten, milk and sugar as well as any 
other inflammatory foods. At my 
clinic I also perform in depth food 
sensitivity testing. 

As always, consult your doctor 
when deciding to reduce doses and 
take supplements, and please seek 
the help of a kinesiologist to help you 
throughout the process. If you are 
reading this and are suffering, please 
know that it is unnecessary and there 
is always a solution. I wish every 
success in your journey.

MIND, BODY & SOUL HEALTHMIND, BODY & SOUL
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Spirit
A

How can artists revive old 
fashioned music values in the 
digital era? Beatie Wolfe believes 
technology is the answer. 
She spoke to Bronwyn Bidwell

T
he music industry loves to 
pigeonhole artists, to give them 
a label and then restrict them 
to all it entails. But it is almost 

impossible to put Beatie Wolfe in a neat 
little box. 

She has variously been described as 
a singer songwriter, an innovator and a 
social campaigner (for her work on the 
impact of music on dementia patients). 

But it is her forays into the world of 
technology which have attracted the 
most headlines – and taken her to Apple 
HQ and the SXSW Festival. Wolfe has 
been involved in a few “world firsts”: she 
pioneered the world’s first 3D interactive 
album app and created an album deck 
of cards which meant fans could tap 
the various cards with their phone and 
hear her music, thanks to near field 
communication (NFC).

But she is best known for her role in 
creating “the world’s first music jacket”. 
This project – an exploration of how to 
give music tangibility in a digital age – is 
a good example of how, with creative 
thinking, a singer can take their music in 
new directions.

So what is the musical jacket? At first 

glance it looks like a (very well made) 
gold silk jacket. But as one techie put 
it, it is in fact “a digie inspired piece of 
cultural history”. 

Firstly, Wolfe recorded her single 
Take Me Home from her album 
Montagu Square in a building steeped 
in rock history – the former home of 
Jimi Hendrix, Paul McCartney, John 
Lennon and Yoko Ono. The single 
was then translated into woven 
fabric by textiles label BeatWoven, 
who interpreted the song into a 
collection of shapes and patterns 
inspired by the sound waves of 
music.

The fabric was then turned 
into a beautifully crafted 
jacket by tailor David Mason 
(aka Mr Fish), who dressed 
Hendrix, Jagger and Bowie 
in the 1960s. The jacket was 
also NFC-enabled, allowing 
people to hear the single by 
tapping their phone onto 
the fabric.

So how did such a 
unique idea become a 
reality? It started when 
Wolfe met David 
Mason at an event at 
the Royal Albert Hall. 
In conversation he 
mentioned his home 
had an incredible rock 

BEATIE WOLFE

Pioneering
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to follow a particular trend. There is so 
much to be said for doing what feels 
right to you. 

“When you have a very specific idea 
or vision you want to pursue, you end 
up seeing the opportunities. When you 
know why you’re doing something, it’s 
easier to choreograph the rest of it. Even 
if you don’t know exactly how something 
will work out, you are more likely to see 
the ways to fill in the missing links if you 
have an open mind.”

Wolfe was recently an Ambassador at 
London Technology Week, where she 
spoke and performed, and will perform 
in the US in August, followed by dates 
in Germany and Switzerland. And 
there are, of course, tech projects in the 
pipeline (“some really exciting stuff but I 
can’t say too much just yet”). Watch this 
space.

MIND, BODY & SOUL INNOVATION MIND, BODY & SOUL

history, and was where Hendrix wrote 
The Wind Cries Mary, Paul McCartney 
penned Eleanor Rigby, and John and 
Yoko got naked. Aware of Beatie’s 
musical background, he invited her 
around to see it.

She explains: “When I went to see it 
I thought ‘This is an amazing place and 
no one really knows about it’. I wanted 
to record in such a magical space, but I 
didn’t want it to be just that – I wanted to 
make it more interesting.”

For most artists that thought would 
have remained just that – a thought. 
But a few days later when Wolfe met 
by chance Nadia Anne Ricketts from 
BeatWoven the idea of a musical jacket 
began to take shape.

“It all just sort of fell into place,” 
she says. “Sometimes if you are open 
to new ideas then you recognise the 
opportunities.”

Wolfe is quick to stress that despite her 
interest in technology, for her the music 
comes first. “It is always the music and 
the lyrics but I like to then see where it 
goes from there. Two of my inspirations 

are David Bowie and Prince, they were 
360 degree artists who didn’t just look at 
music from one perspective.

“I think what I am always trying 
to do with any of my tech stuff is to 
reintroduce some of the more traditional 
components of music – the sense of 
ceremony and theatre – but make them 
compelling for today’s generation.

“I always think back to when I 
discovered my parents’ vinyl record 
collection when I was young, it was such 
a magical moment.  The music industry 
is a very different place now, we have 
replaced tangibility with MP3s and 
streaming sites.”

Wolfe says all of her tech projects have 
come about because she has an open 
mind (this might have something to do 
with her parentage, her father spent his 
younger years mixing with Beat poets 
and the Rolling Stones, her journalist 
mother wrote a book on punk music).

She says: “I don’t see myself as a tech 
expert. I am really just experimenting 
and learning. I didn’t anticipate where 
any of this this would take me.

“For me individuality is key. 
Nowadays there is a lot of emphasis on 
trying to sound like somebody else, or 

TAKE ME HOME - BEATIE WOLFE

GET SOCIAL
WITH BEATIE

BEATIE WOLFE IN THE MUSICAL JACKET

https://youtu.be/XVdpZdMjPQM
https://twitter.com/beatiewolfe
http://www.beatiewolfe.com/
https://www.facebook.com/beatiewolfe/
https://youtu.be/XVdpZdMjPQM


isingmag.com Issue 13

MIND, BODY & SOUL HEALTHMIND, BODY & SOUL

The POWER OF

S O N G 
- community 
singing  and 
Parkinson’s

T
he great songstress Linda 
Ronstadt makes no bones 
about it – she is living 
with Parkinson’s and “can’t 

sing at all” these days (New York 
Times, 28/09/2013). The former rock 
superstar’s vocal production has been 
so significantly compromised by the 
condition that she can no longer do 
the thing that she loved most.

During her career, Ms Ronstadt, 
a vocal technician of the highest 
calibre, proved so adept at singing 
she could move fluently between her 
country-rock of the 1970s and 1980s 
to Mexican canciones. She mastered 
the lush ballads of the 1940s and 
moved on to the operettas of Gilbert 
and Sullivan (and in a reworking for 
Broadway of The Pirates of Penzance 
delivered a chesty belt to unnerve 
Miss Merman). While she no longer 
sings in public, the legendary soloist 
says she “preaches choirs” (ABC, 
16/09/2013) and graciously praises 
the benefits of community singing. 
She believes that the solo voice, no 

matter how great or how fallen, can 
find solace in combined music-
making. So, what is the role of 
community singing for people living 
with Parkinson’s?

First of all let’s be clear about 
what Parkinson’s actually is. It 
is a progressive neurological 
condition that has no known cure. 
Characteristics of the disease include 
a shuffling gait and tremors in the 
limbs. The disease affects muscle 
movement in a wide range of areas: 
motion, swallowing, the digestive 
system, bladder flow, speech and 
breathing. Around 70,000 people in 
the country where I live (Australia) 
are living with Parkinson’s, but it 
affects people all around the world. 
The illness is not selective with its 
choices: famously, actor Michael 
J. Fox was diagnosed young (30); 
the late great Muhammad Ali had 
Parkinson’s as did Johnny Cash. 
More recently, actor/comedian Billy 
Connolly was diagnosed after a fan 
noticed tell-tale signs of Parkinson’s 

CHOIR DIRECTOR BRIAN DAWSON LEADING A PARKINSONG SESSION IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA

LINDA RONSTADT HAS SPOKEN CANDIDLY ABOUT HOW PARKINSON’S 
HAS AFFECTED HER VOICE
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during a concert and made contact.
I was diagnosed when I was 50, 

and while I had never claimed to be 
a musician I had loved music all my 
life, worked with it, and continued 
to find it a balm and a therapy as I 
worked through the early stages of 
the condition and beyond. After my 
diagnosis I was keen to explore the 
benefits of music, both emotionally 
and physiologically. 

Research is demonstrating that the 
interplay of music and the emotions 
is a significant reason why music 
has the power to improve wellness 
in people. In this article, the focus 
will be on music and the emotions 
in people living with Parkinson’s. It 
offers an anecdotal reflection on the 
power of music in choirs for people 
living with Parkinson’s. 

Shortly after my diagnosis I 
assisted with the development of 
a singing group in Perth, Western 
Australia. I also took on the role of 
choir director. The group, known 
as Parkinsong, was an initiative of 
Parkinson’s WA with a focus on 
social interaction and the benefits 
of singing rather than music as 
a therapy. These goals were met 
through a community singalong, 
drawing on popular repertoire 
from different eras and across 
styles. An early indication of its 
benefit appeared at the first session 
with one attendee, who had been 

Despite the physical 
limitations the 
disease places on 
those of us with 
the illness, singing 
together brings a 
simple communion

A GROUP OF PEOPLE WITH PARKINSON’S EXPERIENCE THE POWER OF MUSIC AT A CHOIR SESSION

advised by his occupational therapist 
to “work on his face” as it was 
developing the symptomatic mask-
like impassiveness. He reported that 
after singing the iconic anthem, I Still 
Call Australia Home, a song which 
had strong personal associations 
for him, he had felt certain muscles 
move in his face for the first time in a 
long time. Similarly, at a session with 
another choir we established in the 
rural city of Bunbury, south of Perth, 
another attendee reported that after 
his first session he had his “spring 
back in his walk and could whistle 
again”. There are clearly physiological 
benefits to be gained from singing. In 
group singing, however, we observed 
other benefits, emotional and 
psychological.

Despite the physical limitations 
the disease places on those of us with 
the illness, singing together brings 
a simple communion to individuals 
in a health crisis. Some shuffle in to 
singing, some collide with objects 
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Brian has forged twin careers as a performer and a music librarian/
researcher. He has sung, danced, directed, acted and choreographed his 
way through a selection of great works for the musical stage, has written 

two musicals and numerous art-songs with composer/collaborator Ziggy de Voight. 
In the past ten years he has taught ensemble singing to people with special needs 
such as those living with Parkinson’s and seniors in rural Western Australia. At 
the same time he forged a 20 year career as a music librarian, also serving for 
some time as Director of the State Reference Library in Western Australia. He 
was engaged in archival work and study towards a Doctor of Philosophy degree 
at the University of Western Australia (researching the stage musicals of Peter 
Stone) when he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s at the age of 50. In 2016, together 
with ensemble Close Harmony Choir he presented an experiment in poetry and a 
cappella singing titled Adventures of a Poet which played to two sell-out houses and 
raised funds for Parkinson’s WA. Among his current projects is the creation of a 
poetic extension of C.S. Lewis The Chronicles of Narnia.

rmb52b@gmail.com

ACTOR MICHAEL J FOX HAS ACTIVELY CAMPAIGNED TO RAISE 
AWARENESS ABOUT THE DISEASE

as they battle to coordinate their 
walking, some are in wheelchairs 
– these are clearly people with
specific and individual requirements. 
However, singing unites them 
for a few moments, and they feel 
connected. Indeed, a new dignity can 
emerge from the power of this union. 

We once performed a short 
concert at the end of the year. I had 
the group arranged in two rows of 
chairs so they could be seated for 
the duration of the event. We did 
exercises to relax our breathing, and 
as the audience arrived they were 

greeted by smiling and calm choir 
members. The choir sang a short 
programme, and they sang as well 
as they could. For some, the effort 
of holding their choir book showed, 
and there were heads that shook 
and hands that trembled as they 
struggled to turn pages. But they 
remained seated and calm until the 
final song. The finale was an anthem 
to music, and everyone rose from 
their chairs (which they held for 
support), smiled at me, breathed, and 
sang steadfastly through a long and 
lovely paean to singing.

For their efforts, they were cheered 
and bravo-ed. As someone with vast 
experience of audience responses, I 
have an instinct for what is genuine 
and what is affectation. 

This was spontaneous, genuine 
applause, and looking into the 
audience I could see tears among 
the smiles. Afterwards I was told 
repeatedly by attendees that what 
was so inspiring was the courage 
and sheer determination that 
these singers had shown. They had 
remained calm and gracious despite 

the obvious physical effort required 
of them. That they should care 
enough to want to sing for others, I 
was told, was very moving.

This is important because 
community singing not only delivers 
benefits to individual singers it also 
allows them the crucial moment of 
giving to others, in this case the gift 
of song. For a brief moment they 
are no longer “dependents”, they are 
the providers, and that is a tonic in 
a life built upon small mercies. The 
power of music remains strong, even 
in those of us living with a chronic 
illness.

music has 
the power 
to improve 
wellness in 
people

BRIAN DAWSON
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Set yourself up to 

Shine on stage

I
t’s one thing to deliver powerhouse 
vocals, it’s another to deliver a 
powerhouse performance, one which 
captivates an audience and leaves 

them wanting more.
Through her work as a production 

and set designer, Nicoline Refsing tries 
to do the latter – create a visual spectacle 
which complements an artist’s music 
and enhances the audience’s experience.

Nicoline has created designs and 
visual concepts for major television 
shows such as the X Factor, awards 

events such as The Brits and worked 
extensively at the Eurovision Song 
Contest (this year she was responsible 

for the Italian and 
Australian entries).

The Danish creative 
explains her approach: 
“I think the essence of 
my work is to amplify 
what is already there. 

“I always ask: ‘What 
is the heart and soul of 
the artist? What are they 
trying to communicate?’.

“Some artists just like 
to focus on the vocals 
and leave the visuals to 
a creative, others have 

very specific ideas. I enjoy working in 
both situations.”

Refsing advises singers to think about 
the space they are performing in and 
consider how they can make the most 
of it.

“I think every time a performer 
or band makes the leap to a bigger 
venue they need to reconsider their 
staging,” she says. “What works in a 
small intimate theatre will not work in a 
75,000-seater stadium.  You need to find 
the right aesthetic that works for that 
artist in that space.”

One of Refsing’s major clients over 
the years has been Eurovision – known 
for its bright, bold and sometimes 
downright camp staging. It may have 

Make your performances even better 
by giving a little thought to stage 
production. Top designer Nicoline 
Refsing spoke to Bronwyn Bidwell 
about how to make a performance 
space your own

DAMI IM, AUSTRALIA’S EUROVISION ENTRY. PHOTOGRAPH BY ANNA VELIKOVA

PINK FUNHOUSE ARENA TOUR 2009 PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF STUFISH
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SOUND OF SILENCE – DAMI IM (AUSTRALIAN ENTRY) AT EUROVISION 2016

a reputation for OTT pyrotechnics 
and excessive use of wind and smoke 
machines, but Refsing says the demands 
of Eurovision are the same as any other 
gig.

“It is fundamentally the same, 
although you have to keep in mind that 
the audience for Eurovision is different 
to say the X Factor or an awards show. 
You have to reach a lot of nationalities 
and do it in an emotional and appealing 
way.

“You also have to bear in mind that 
a lot of these artists will be unknown to 
most of the audience, so people need to 
see the person behind the performance. 
With Eurovision you are really showing 
the unique identity of the artist.”

Refsing studied at the Royal Danish 
Academy of Fine Arts and Nagoya 
University in Japan before working with 
renowned set designer Mark Fisher at 
Stufish (responsible for creating tour 
sets for the likes of the Rolling Stones 
and U2). In 2011 she started her own 
production design company Rockart 
Design.

It was during her time at Stufish 
she worked on one of her favourite 
commissions – Pink’s House of Fun 
Tour.

She says: “We had done a few of 
her tours before. She is such a strong 
and powerful singer with so many 
stories to tell. In the past I didn’t feel 
like the design was strong enough for 
her. So when that brief landed on my 
desk I thought ‘I am going to give her 
something really strong’. Obviously her 
album was very strong, so we had a lot 
to work with.”

Interestingly, despite her background 
working on high octane productions, 
the artist Refsing would most like to 
work with is no frills rocker Bruce 
Springsteen.

“He is one of my favourite 
performers,” she says. “I must have seen 
him 14 or 15 times. I recently watched 
him perform at Wembley Stadium and I 
couldn’t help but think there was a bit of 
stage I could have tidied up.

“The challenge (of working with 
Springsteen) would be to find the 
balance.

“I think the point is everything doesn’t 
have to be turned up to 11, but it has to 
be thought through. 

“There is a whole new generation of 
performers coming through, people like 
Adele and Ed Sheeran, and their brands 
are very much centred around authenticity. 
You don’t have to do things just for the sake 
of it, you have to find the purpose.

NO DERGEE OF SEPARATION – FRANCESCA MICHIELIN (ITALIAN ENTRY) AT EUROVISION 2016

https://youtu.be/5ymFX91HwM0
https://youtu.be/YfnhDfy8AjU
https://youtu.be/5ymFX91HwM0
https://youtu.be/YfnhDfy8AjU
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Nicoline’s stage 
and production

•
Even if you have a minimal budget there are still ways you can stand out. 
Consider where you fit in and what makes you different from other performers. 
What is your identity and how can you communicate that?

• If you are performing at a gig with three or four other bands, think about how you 
can stand out. Consider putting some carpet down in a strong colour, creating a 
backdrop with a strong image or a logo and try to be creative with the lighting.

•
Work with the space you have and understand what kind of performer you are. 
For example, when I was working with Dani Im, the Australian entry for this year’s 
Eurovision, I was very aware that she was a solo artist performing on a very big stage. 
So I put her on a podium to create a sense of focus. Another time when I was working 
with a band for an awards gig, I filled out the space to make it feel more personal as 
they were a band which tended to remain quite still and could get lost on a big stage.

• Appearing on a high profile television show, or at an awards night, is a huge 
opportunity to raise your profile and sell yourself. Think carefully about how you 
approach it, don’t just do the same old thing, and work with the right creatives.

GET SOCIAL 
WITH NICOLINE

t ips

https://twitter.com/NicolineRefsing
http://rockartdesign.com/
https://www.facebook.com/rockartdesign


isingmag.com Issue 13

MIND, BODY & SOUL PERFORMING ARTS MEDICINEMIND, BODY & SOUL

The Performing Arts 
Medicine Association Symposium 2016

I
n 2014 I graduated with a MSc in 
Performing Arts Medicine from 
University College London. We 
learned a lot about the impact of 

the performer’s health on their art and 
vice versa. I also discovered that there 
are medical and health professionals 
out there who really care about 
performers and their health. Trust me, 
not common.

Performing Arts Medicine (PAM) 
is akin to sports medicine, but unlike 
sports medicine it is not supported 
within our own industry and is still an 
underrated field in the medical world. 
It is vital we start raising awareness 
of the importance of the performer’s 
health, both in the medical and 
music industry worlds. This is not 
only to ensure we are looked after 
appropriately but also to raise more 
funding for much needed research. 

As you can imagine I was very 
excited to discover there was a 
PAM Association and an annual 
symposium. This year it was 
held in New York, I mean, hello! 
The symposium was filled with 
research presentations, talks and 
workshops from health, medical 
and performance professionals. 
We heard from doctors, nurses, 
physiotherapists, osteopaths, 
musicians, singers, dancers, 
nutritionists, performing arts 
teachers, sports medicine specialists 
and more.

 AMERICAN IN PARIS

PAM Association/ www.artsmed.org
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The Symposium 

Symposiums allow people to share 
their research findings and hear 
about other research that is being 
performed around the world. This 
year’s symposium was entitled “Make 
it! Not Break it! Creating the Resilient 
Performing Artist Athlete”. We heard 
about research related to dance, 
instruments, voice, rehabilitation, 
psychology, nutrition, laryngology, 
sports medicine, health education, 
musculoskeletal, neurology and 
physical fitness worlds. 

We also got to visit the backstage of 
Radio City Music Hall. Entertainers 
from Frank Sinatra to Stevie Wonder 
have graced the stage of this iconic 
venue, and it is home of the high 
kicking dance troupe The Rockettes. 
Whilst this venue is known for its 
dance spectaculars a lot of singing 
gets done there too. These performers 
perform on average 17 shows per 
week, more often than not in two to 
three inch (5 to 7.5cm) heels. Yikes. 
Since installing a physical therapy 
centre on site they have been able 
to reduce musculoskeletal injuries 
from 329 to 65, and missed shows 
from 107 to 27 in a five year period. 
Whilst the performer’s body is well 
looked after, the voice seemed to take 
a backseat, with each performer being 
responsible for their own voice care. 
So still room for improvement.

I attended a series of talks entitled 
“Life On Broadway”. These talks had 
a musculoskeletal slant as the speaker 
was New York-based orthopaedic 
surgeon David Weiss. He works 

alongside Broadway productions and 
performers in order to fix injuries and 
more importantly to prevent them by 
advising on use of furniture, scenery, 
props and the stage in ergonomic 
and safe ways. He has worked on 
many productions including more 
recently Hamilton, Wicked, Motown 
and Matilda, as well as looking after 
various NYC-based dance companies.

I loved his investigative approach to 
medicine and the performer, digging 
deep to ascertain where the origins 
of the complaint stemmed from. For 
instance he worked with the original 
actor who played Nessarose in Wicked 
who was experiencing severe pain. 
On investigating the wheelchair 
she had to operate during the show 
Weiss realised the ergonomics of 
it were setting her up for major 
musculoskeletal issues. In addition 
to her physiotherapy treatment he 
advised certain alterations to the chair 
to suit the actor and how to make 
adjustments for each consequent 
actor. This information has been 
passed on to all the productions since. 

Here are some areas Weiss pointed 
out that might cause issues for the 
performer: 

Stage conditions – unsprung 

floors, may have planks and steel 
girders, might be raked (slanted on an 
angle — low front to high back), may 
contain up to one inch wide tracks 
for scenery, may have an irregular 
surface, may contain turntables, stairs, 
traps, treadmills, trampolines or 
ladders.

Shoes - may not be well made, 
varying heel heights, very high or low 
heel, on rollers, odd or large shapes, 
over used, may be from stock, show 
may need frequent fast changes or use 
street shoes for dance.

Costumes - heavy material, bulky 
shapes, restrictive (e.g. corset), fast 
and/or many changes, suspended or 
moving parts.

Wigs and head dresses - as 
above plus expansive or high.

Scenery/furniture - a performer 
on stage may need to move furniture 
which can be heavy or awkward, they 
may need to manoeuvre around other 
objects or people, may need to be 
lifted, thrown, pushed or pulled.

Microphone transmitter - the 
lead may need to wear two, one as a 

PAMA 2016 LIFE ON BROADWAY WITH DAVID WEISS MD

PERFORMING ARTS MEDICINE ASSOCIATION

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Rockettes
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are usually a maximum of two to 
three shows a week. Whilst she 
enjoyed that fact she only rehearsed 
for a period of time then did the 
show, adjusting to so many more 
performances a week was challenging 
initially.

For An American in Paris Leanne 
had to learn to dance in heels, as well 
as to dance on an unsprung floor. 
This heavy duty floor work meant she 
was going through five pairs of points 
a week until she found a tougher 
brand. Naturally all sorts of aches and 
pains arose from these elements. She 
advised performers to never ignore 
“niggles” but to get them attended to 
as soon as possible or they will turn 
into injury.

There were many other fabulous 
talks and presentations at PAMA 
2016. My only wish is that they 
increase the ratio of voice related 
talks in the future. My advice to you 
is if you have a medical issue that 
impacts your performance make sure 
you get treated by a health clinician/
practitioner who understands 
performers and what the job entails. 
Or at the very least show them 
what you do when you perform (in 
person or on video). The amount 
of times I have heard a singer say 
“I went to the doctor complaining 
of voice problems and they told me 
there was nothing wrong”. Well, if 
your problem is stopping you from 
earning or progressing in your career, 
then obviously there is something 
wrong, and you need the appropriate 
examination. If you don’t get any joy 
form your usual medical professional 
then, as they say in The Wiz,  “ease on 
down the road”..

www.artsmed.org 

For PAM related clinicians and 
clinics in your area.

MIND, BODY & SOUL PERFORMING ARTS MEDICINE

back-up if the other fails, may need 
to be worn under the wig or hat or 
in uncomfortable place on the body 
- difficult for dancing, acrobatics and 
fight scenes.

Backstage - usually crowded and 
busy, performers may need to get 
around ladders, stairs, stage furniture, 
scenery and gear, multiple levels to 
travel over often poorly lit, limited 
area for warming up.

Other - props, smoke or haze, 
pyrotechnics, harnesses for flying, 
and riding silks for aerial work 
could all pose possible problems. 
Sweating is another issue as it makes 
for slipperiness, touring - frequent 
change of venue and environment, 
puppetry (e.g. War Horse, Avenue Q), 
stage combat.

Next time I go to see a show I shall 
be watching out for these things. 
Maybe you’re realising just how 
dangerous it is on stage.

Special guests
We were very fortunate to hear 

from Tony nominated, British 
ballerina/actor, Leanne Cope. Cope is 
playing Lise in the highly acclaimed 
Broadway show An American 

In Paris. When I say ballerina, 
I do mean the proper kind, you 
know, from the Royal Ballet. After 
confirming she could sing, director 
and choreographer Christopher 
Wheeldon asked Cope to take on the 
role for his Broadway production.

Leanne had to take singing and 
acting lessons whilst still working full 
time at the Royal Ballet, arranging 
her wedding and then moving to 
New York. She has now performed 
more than 500 shows. Some of the 
things that have got her through are 
regular physiotherapy, massage, and 
pilates sessions and attending to her 
nutrition. She recommended getting 
nutrition advice in order to maintain 
the energy required for eight shows a 
week, including matinees. 

Hydration, she said, is another 
vital component as the speaking 
and singing require well hydrated 
vocal cords. She pointed out that 
the differences between ballet and 
musical theatre are not limited to 
the need to sing and act, but also in 
terms of how rehearsal and shows 
are done. In ballet the performer will 
be attending classes in the morning, 
rehearsals of a different show in the 
afternoon and then perform the 
current show in the evening. There 

PAMA 2016 LEANNE COPE ‘LISE’ IN AMERICAN IN PARIS TALKS TO PAMA ABOUT THE JOB

http://www.artsmed.org/related-pam-websites
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College musical theatre   
   auditions How to prepare your student

for success

PASSING IT ONTHE BIZ

A
s a voice teacher, my worst 
nightmare is lacking the 
knowledge or experience 
to help a client reach their 

goals. I think most teachers can relate 
to that fear. The area of college musical 
theatre auditions is a relatively small 
niche and foreign to most professionals 
in entertainment, making it difficult 
to obtain up-to-date and helpful 
information. 

I’m here to fill that gap for anyone with 
clients who need mentoring through this 
challenging process. So here are some 
tips based on what I have learned during 
my years as a performer, musical director 
and vocal coach.

• As much as it pains me to say this, 
singing your face off will not get you into 
a college programme by itself. Musical 
theatre has become so popular among 
young artists that those who audition for 
college programmes have been training 
seriously for years and many of them 
are true triple threats – that is they have 
mastered the three disciplines of musical 
theatre: acting, singing and dancing. 
For this reason, I ask all my clients who 
will be auditioning in the next audition 
season to take time off from performing 
to focus on training in these three 
disciplines.

• As a voice teacher, do your research
and find a great acting coach who teaches 

acting technique based on Meisner, 
Stanislavski, Chubbuck and Shurtleff 
(who specifically covers auditions) 
and who has a broad repertoire of 
monologues for clients to choose from. 
This needs to be someone who you feel 
comfortable working with and someone 
with whom you can create cohesive 
audition packages (read on for more on 
this) so that your client delivers their very 
best audition. 

• What is a college audition package?
Basically, an audition package is a 
set of two contrasting songs and two 
contrasting monologues that will fulfil 
the requirements listed by colleges. Every 
school has different requirements, so 
visiting each college programme website 
and noting audition information is 
extremely important. Each song in the 
package will need a 16 bar cut and a 
32 bar cut in order to fulfil the various 
audition requirements. 

• When a college programme asks for
contrasting songs, they mean contrasting 
in every sense of the word. One song 
should be from contemporary musical 
theatre repertoire (from 1965 to the 
present) and another should be from 
repertoire written before 1965. One of 
those songs should allow your client to 
demonstrate “mix” voice and “belt” voice 
in both 16 and 32 bars. The other song 
should show “legit” (classical) voice with 
long legato lines, vibrato, etc. After you 
have chosen those two main songs and 
created their cuts, you will want to fill in 
your client’s repertoire with six to eight 
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Camiah has been performing and singing professionally for 
years, notably as the female lead in The Forgotten Carols 
eastern tour for the last  two years. She has been teaching 

voice, theatre and music for the past 18 years and has had the 
honour of music directing for the renowned Dave Clemmons, as 
well as many other local theatre companies in Atlanta, Georgia, 
US. Camiah is also the Director of Music for The Performer’s 
Warehouse, a performing arts school in Atlanta that specialises 
in preparing young and adult artists for professional and college 
musical theatre auditions. Her clients attend some of the top 
musical theatre programmes in the US and the UK and can be 
seen from Broadway to national tours. She is a proud member 
of Pan American Vocology Association and Vocology in Practice, 
where she trains with the world’s leading professionals in all 
things voice.

CAMIAH E.  MINGORANCE 

www.CemMusicStudio.com

more songs that show different vocal 
styles, emotional content and anything 
else that your client shines on. 

There are two key things to remember 
when choosing songs for a client.

Firstly, choose songs that fit your 
client’s type. Don’t know what their type 
is? Ask yourself three basic questions: 
How old do they present? What is 
their personality? And what is their 
physical look? If you have a difficult time 
identifying your client’s type, then engage 
the help of a local director or acting 
coach who is accustomed to casting. 

If you have a client who presents as a 
sweet Disney princess, then you want to 
stay away from femme fatal material. 

Likewise, if you have a client who 
presents as the comedic sidekick 
character, you want to stay away 
from romantic leading man material. 
Sometimes the biggest challenge is 
helping the client understand and 
embrace their type (an issue worthy of a 
whole article itself another time).

Secondly, avoid overdone material. 

Unfortunately, this can be easier said 
than done since the list of overdone 
material can change every year. Last year, 
every girl seemed to have When It All 
Falls Down from Chaplin: The Musical 
in her book. The year before that it was 
Pulled from The Addams Family. My best 
advice is to search for material that hasn’t 
been on Broadway or off Broadway for 
several years. I love material from the 
1970s, 1980s, 1990s and early 2000s and 
there is lot out there. Spend a little time 
digging for the hidden treasures in shows 
such as Romance Romance, Rags and 
Little Fish to name but a few. 

Obviously, there’s the standard “do not 
sing” list which includes anything from 
Wicked, Les Miserables, Phantom of the 
Opera and Thoroughly Modern Millie.

• Help your client prepare for
questions about their resume, experience, 
training and goals. 

Some favourite questions are: If you 
couldn’t work in theatre what else would 
you do? Why do you want to come 
to our programme? What do you see 

yourself doing in ten years? 
• Encourage clients to keep their

resume as simple and easy to read as 
possible. Only note training that has 
been completed within high school years. 
Don’t list every show they’ve been in – 
just give the highlights. Add special skills 
that they feel comfortable demonstrating 
on the spot. 

• Encourage clients to wear an outfit
that is flattering to their figure, that 
won’t make others in the room feel 
uncomfortable (don’t show too much 
skin) and that shows some of their 
unique personality. Never be afraid to ask 
a stylist for suggestions. 

• Help your clients understand that
no college programme is looking for 
perfection, because in the arts we all 
realise there in no such thing. 

What colleges are looking for is a young 
artist who fits their programme in terms 
of dedication, personality and goals.

Encourage your students to be the 
very best they can be but to always be 
themselves.
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H
ow can songwriters ensure 
they receive the royalties 
to which they are entitled? 
PRS for Music is responsible 

for making sure music creators in the 
UK get paid what they deserve. iSing 
spoke to PRS for Music’s Education and 
Outreach Manager Daniel Jones to get 
the lowdown on the issue of royalties.

iSing: Can you explain the role 
of PRS for Music and who the 
organisation helps?
DANIEL JONES:  PRS for Music is a 
membership organisation, representing 
the rights of over 118,000 songwriters, 
composers and publishers in the UK. We 
are here to ensure that all music creators, 
including members of other societies 
in other countries, are paid whenever 
their music is played, performed 
or reproduced. We champion the 
importance of copyright to protect and 
support the UK music industry.

iSing: What is the MCPS is and how 
does it differ from PRS?
DJ: PRS (Performing Right Society) and 
MCPS (Mechanical Copyright Protection 
Society) are two separate collection 
societies with PRS running its own 
operations, and providing services to 
MCPS under the PRS for Music umbrella 
brand. PRS collects and distributes 
royalties for musical works that have been 
performed or played on the radio, on 
television, used online or live at a gig or a 
festival. MCPS, on the other hand, collects 
and distributes royalties for musical works 
that have been reproduced or copied – for 
example onto CDs or vinyl – as well as for 
uses on TV, radio and online

iSing: I’m a singer songwriter and 
not registered with PRS. What 
do I have to do? What specific 

information do you need from me?
DJ: There are two factors to consider 
before joining PRS or MCPS. Frstly, do 
you write your own songs or music? If so, 
and they are being performed, we advise 
you to register with PRS and start earning 
money from your work. Visit our website 
here and fill out the online application, 
basic forms of ID are needed.

iSing: I’m a singer but don’t write 
music. Am I entitled to any 
royalties from PRS or MCPS?
DJ: PRS and MCPS pay royalties to those 

who write, compose or publish songs/
musical works. There is however an 
organisation called PPL (www.ppluk.
com) who distribute royalties to people 
who perform on recordings which you 
should consider joining.

iSing: How does PRS for Music 
monitor the music being 
broadcast/played in the UK?
DJ: PRS for Music gathers details of 
what music is played by our customers. 
For example, we ask concert venues to 
provide set lists of all music performed, 

KNOW YOUR 
rights!
royalty payments for songwriters 

http://www.prsformusic.com/joinus/Pages/joinus.aspx
www.ppluk.com
www.ppluk.com
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and we collate information from TV and 
radio broadcasters to ensure accurate 
distributions back to our members.

iSing:  Let’s talk money – how 
much can an artist expect to 
be paid if their work is used? Is 
there a difference in the amount 
of royalties paid if music is used 
on television, performed live, 
broadcast on radio or used on the 
internet?
DJ: There are many ways for creators to 
get paid, this is all dependent on usage 
of their work – factors such as where it 
was used, when and for how long must 
be considered. Differing usages generate 
different values and PRS for Music 
operate a variety of licensing agreements 
designed to ensure our members are fairly 
remunerated. Further information can be 
found here.

iSing: Can you explain how royalties 
are paid if music is used on 
YouTube/SoundCloud?
DJ: Online services, such as YouTube and 
SoundCloud provide us with usage data 
which we use to calculate the distribution 
of royalties to our members. The actual 
amounts are determined by the amount 
of streams a work receives.

iSing: If, as a singer, I perform 
someone else’s music at a live gig 
do I have to tell the PRS? Will I be 
expected to pay any money?
DJ: When performing a “cover” other 

another person’s work, you are not 
personally required to pay money. It is 
the obligation of the venue or premises 
you are preforming at to report this to us. 
We ask concert venues to provide details 
of all music performed live within their 
premises as part of their licence with 
us so that royalties generated by these 
performances will be distributed to the 
correct person. However we have a Gigs 
and Clubs scheme where members do 
report on details of a gig, this requires 
reporting all songs played, including 
covers. Although it is the responsibility 
of venues, members can report details of 
their own performances.

iSing: How are royalties paid and 
can they be backdated?
DJ: Royalty payment distributions are 
paid quarterly to PRS members and 
monthly to MCPS members. “Back-
claiming” royalties is dependent on the 
specifics of the musical work and its 
usage. Most back-claim periods depend 
on the effective date of joining. Visit our 

Other Rights Organisations

website for more information on back-
claiming at PRS or MCPS.

iSing: If I think my music has been 
used by a third party, and I have 
not been paid any royalties, what 
do I do?
DJ: If you are member of PRS or MCPS, 
this can be reported to our Member 
Services team where they can investigate 
further.

iSing: Do you have any further 
advice for performers and writers?
DJ: The music industry is always 
evolving – educate yourself on the 
various ways to monetise your music 
and know your rights. PRS for Music’s 
Education and Outreach team regularly 
hold free music industry events where 
you can learn more about rights 
management, making money from your 
music and becoming a PRS for Music 
member. To keep updated follow us on 
Twitter @PRSforMusic and
@PRS_Outreach.

BMI
This US based group is a global 

leader in music rights management 
and represents more than 700,000 
songwriters, composers and music 

publishers.

 HFA 
Another important body to be aware 
of in the US is the HFA which deals 
with mechanical licensing issues.

APRA AMCOS. 
If you live in Australia then the 
organisation you need to know 

about is APRA AMCOS. This 
organisation deals with performing 

and mechanical rights.

For more about performing rights 
organisations around the world visit 

PRS for Music’s affiliate societies page.

MORE INFO
This US organisation has been 

collecting royalties for performers 
since the 1930s and counts Bob Dylan 
and Neil Diamond among its affiliates.

SESAC

ASCAP
With 565,000 songwriters, 

composers and music publishers.

In the US you have:

In Australia you have:

http://www.prsformusic.com/creators/memberresources/PRSforMusicroyalties/prsroyaltysources/Pages/prsroyalty.aspx
http://www.bmi.com/
https://www.harryfox.com/
http://apraamcos.com.au/
https://www.prsformusic.com/affiliated-societies/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.ascap.com/
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Artists vent their 
anger at Brexit 
and ask what next?

I
t was close, but conclusive: the 
UK voted in June to leave the 
European Union (EU). 

The result of the referendum 
coincided with Glastonbury and 
many singers used the stage to vent 
their anger: Billy Bragg, Damon 
Albarn, Ellie Goulding and Foals 
among them.

Dan Smith, lead singer of Bastille, 
changed the lyrics to the group’s hit 
song Pompeii. “And the walls kept 
tumbling down/ In the city that we 
love” became to “And the pound kept 
tumbling down/On the weekend that 
we love”. 

But, as they say, the show must go 
on. But how? In short no one quite 
knows. Politicians and bureaucrats 
have only just begun the complicated 
process of figuring out how to make 
Britain’s exit from the EU a reality.

In the short term, this means no 
change for UK-based singers with 
plans to perform in Europe, or 
Brits currently living in Europe and 
similarly no change for Europeans 
who live or perform in the UK. 
Brexit is expected to take at least 
two to three years to finalise (maybe 
longer), so until then it is in some 
ways business as usual.

British voters went to the polls last 
month, with a majority voting to leave the 
European Union. What will Brexit mean 
for singers? BRONWYN BIDWELL reports
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But in the longer term, some in 
the music industry are warning 
performers that serious change is on 
the way.

The Musicians’ Union (MU), 
which campaigned for Remain, says 
it suspects the result will prove to be 
bad news. 

John Smith, MU General 
Secretary, explains: “Over the years 
MU members have benefited from 
open borders, a protective copyright 
regime and various directives 
which directly benefit them in their 
workplaces. We will no longer be 
able to jointly campaign with our 
former EU colleagues, nor will 
we be able to take part in the EU 
social dialogue committees on live 
performance and audio-visual. We 
must prepare for the introduction of 
border controls with the possibility 
of work permits and/or travel visas 
for musicians working in Europe. My 
initial reaction is one of profound 
depression.”

Given negotiations are still in 
their infancy, it is impossible to 
be conclusive about what life after 
Brexit will mean for singers, however 

there will most likely be substantial 
changes in some key areas.

Touring and tax
UK-based singers can currently 

travel without visas to any one of the 
26 countries in mainland Europe 
which make up the Shengen zone. 
This makes life simple. Arrange a gig, 
and go. Voila!

After Brexit it is likely that travel 
visas and work permits will be 
required meaning more paperwork 
and crucially more costs. Currently 
emerging UK artists on limited 
budgets find Europe an attractive 
place to perform – but the extra costs 
associated with visas and permits are 
likely to prove an obstacle for some. 
Singers may also be required to file 
tax returns in multiple countries and 
VAT and excise duty on merch sales. 
In short Brexit equals paperwork.

Living in Europe
About 1.3million Brits currently 

live in Europe including many artists. 
Not only can living in Europe give 

singers a chance to grow artistically, 
it can also provide an opportunity 
to establish themselves in a new 
marketplace. It is unlikely that 
post-Brexit UK artists will be able to 
test the Continental waters quite so 
freely. 

Singers currently living in Europe 
will probably find they are allowed to 
stay. But those hoping to live abroad 
in the future might find it much 
tougher to do so.

Copyright
Again it is too early to be 

definitive. But it is worth noting 
current copyright laws come from 
Europe, so expect change. It’s also 
worth noting that the EU is currently 
reviewing the copyright rules around 
music in a bid to ensure the likes of 
YouTube pay artists fairly. If they 
succeed in getting a better deal for 
EU performers, that’s fantastic. But 
it probably won’t benefit British 
artists. The UK will have to fight its 
own battles, but will have less clout 
negotiating on its own. 

serious 
change 
is on the 
way.

BASTILLE CHANGED THE LYRICS OF POMPEII TO “AND THE POUND KEPT TUMBLING DOWN/ON THE WEEKEND THAT WE LOVE”. 
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 Here we help readers with their singing related 
struggles. A problem shared is a problem halved right?

Q: Help I’m struggling with motivation, it seems like everyone is a 
singer these days, the competition is fierce. What can I do?   - Anon

A: You can start by asking a different question. Ask 
yourself: why are you a singer? Why do you spend 
countless hours honing your craft? Is it solely so you 
can get an invite to the Grammys?

Or is it because you enjoy the art, you’d like people 
to hear your music and you want to spend a lifetime 
lost in what you love? Just so you know, you can have 
the latter today. 

In a world of instant gratification and Instagram 
it’s easy for us to get lost in the sea of artists, bright 
lights and being “successful” and your question may 
indicate that you are doing just that.

We can’t deny that most people need to make an 
income to support themselves, but there are many 
ways to do that. 

Every aspect of the journey, whether that’s work, 
finding a mentor, coach or practising takes an 
investment from you.

That investment can be financial, but most 
often, it’s just your time. If you’re able to realign 
your version of “success”, focus on the journey, and 
invest your time and energy, I guarantee you’ll stop 
worrying about the “competition” and experience a 
whole load of success every single day. Steve Giles

Q: I’ve been singing since I was young, but started playing piano and guitar later in life to be more 
independent of bands and to help my songwriting. I have played out a lot and toured some, but I 
get really frustrated that playing and singing together still just doesn’t feel as natural as I think 
it should. Do you think I may just be better suited as a vocalist or is there something I can do to 
obtain this level of freedom? I don’t have a desire to be any kind of virtuoso on piano or guitar, but 
I would like to accompany my voice, play my songs and feel confident in my playing.  - Ree

A:  I can relate. Like you, voice was my 
first instrument; songwriting, guitar 
and piano came way later in life. I want 
to encourage you not to quit! Besides 
being a conduit for songs, the ability to 
accompany yourself is a huge asset to your 
artistry. 
I’ve found that being able to do the two 
things independently of each other — play 
a song on my instrument, and sing it well 
— is the key to fluidity and consistency 
when doing both at the same time. 

Here’s what I do: practise performing 
the song on guitar or piano without 

singing. Use a metronome. Play it as many 
times as needed until I can play it three 
times in a row without error. Then add my 
vocals back in. 

Does your playing stay as easy and solid 
rhythmically and dynamically? If not, 
practise more instrumentally until it does. 

On stage, we want to be able to focus 
on the voice, emotions, expression and 
connecting with the audience. We want 
the songs to be in our fingers, in our 
muscle memory, as much as possible. 

Next, film yourself performing the 
song. If you’re at home, imagine an 

THE BIZ

iSingD ear 

Got a singing related struggle? 
CLICK HERE to get advice.

audience and look out at them. When 
you watch yourself back, gently and 
constructively critique your performance. 
Take it as information; just like voice, your 
stage performance can be practised. I have 
noted and changed several habits, such 
as looking at my hands too much when I 
didn’t need to. 

It’s impossible for me to know how you 
FEEL during a performance but my guess 
is that you look and sound much more 
fluid than you think you do. Allie Moss

http://bit.ly/DeariSingmag
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new in-ear headphones
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Babyface Pro gets a revampPRODUCT NEWS 
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Listen up 

A
udio-Technica already 
has a strong reputation 
for making serious-
ly good studio head-

phones. The Japanese company’s 
ATH-M50 headphones enjoyed cult 
status in the music business and were 
followed up with the popular ATH-
M50x.

Now the brand has added a range 
of in-ear monitor headphones which 
offer the same sonic signature as their 

over-ear professional headphones.
This is great news for anyone who 

gigs regularly, as the quality of sound 
engineers and speakers can vary 
enormously from venue to venue. 
The new range, which includes the 
ATH-E40, the ATH-E50 and the top 
of the range ATH-E70, means singers 
can enjoy better control over what 
they hear (more vocals, less feedback 
and general interference) when they 
are performing on stage.

iSing’s Sheen Ladwa recently vis-
ited MusikMesse 2016, where she 
caught up with Audio-Technica’s 
Edward Forth. 

He explained the benefits and 
features of the new range of in-ear 
monitor headphones. Once you’ve 
watched our video see the next page 
for your chance to win a pair of Au-
dio-Technica headphones.

For more about Audio-Technica 
visit www.audio-technica.com

ISING’S SHEENA LADWA SPEAKS TO EDWARD FORTH ABOUT AUDIO-TECHNICA’S LATEST IEMS

GEARING UP GEARING UP

New range of IN EAR MONITORS is launched

www.audio-technica.com
https://youtu.be/TQ4wYCORukg
https://youtu.be/TQ4wYCORukg
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Babyface Pro 
gets a revamp

T
hey say you should never 
mess with a successful 
formula – a saying not 
heeded by the people at 

RME.
The company’s original Babyface 

Pro interface was a hit with musos 
and singers when it was released 
back in 2011. It wasn’t necessarily 
pretty, but it had a reputation for 
doing the job, delivering clean sound 
and plenty of features. 

Not content to rest on their laurels, 
the team at RME have reworked and 
updated the Babyface Pro interface, 
and the result is a product which 
delivers the same high sound quality 
and convenience but with even more 
features.

So what is the Babyface Pro and 
what does it offer? 

It is a 24-channel, 192 kHz bus-
powered professional USB 2 audio 
interface. Whereas its predecessor 
had a breakout cable, the newer 
version does not and is the better for 
it. This means all the built-in XLR 
connections have been incorporated 
into the unit’s housing so it’s slightly 
bigger but less fussy and still 
incredibly portable.

Convenient
The Babyface Pro is perfect for 

mobile recording. It’s incredibly 
efficient design almost never 
requires an external power supply 
– it’s perfectly stable on USB three
bus power, and also most USB two 

ports, with no degradation in any 
technical specification. 

The Babyface Pro fully supports 
12 analogue inputs as well as 
12 outputs, making it ideal for 
both live and studio multi-track 
applications. 

Software
Babyface Pro ships with RME’s 

TotalMix FX, available for Windows 
and Mac OS X. An iOS version 
is available as well. This versatile 
software allows you to use Babyface 
Pro in every situation. You can 
do something as simple as mixing 
together your guitar and vocal to 
headphones. 

Furthermore the Class Compliant 
mode is a standard that is natively 
supported by operating systems 
such as Windows, Mac OS X, Linux 
distributions, and hardware like 
Apple’s iPad. No proprietary drivers 
are required, the device will be 
directly recognised. 

Babyface Pro features:

• 12 input and 12 output channels

• Four analogue inputs (mic, line,

inst)

• Four analogue Outputs (two

XLR, two headphones)

• One ADAT I/O or one SPDIF I/O

optical

• One MIDI I/O

• One USB 2.0 (USB 3 compatible)

• Digital gain control on all inputs

• Separate outputs for high and

low impedance headphones

• TotalMix FX (with EQ, Reverb,

Delay)

For more information 
visit www.synthax.co.uk

www.synthax.co.uk
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Cousin Kula have played sold-out shows across
their hometown of Bristol, and at various music 

festivals in the UK winning a legion of fans with their 
mix of psychedelia, afrobeat, Latin, jazz and indie-
rock. Their new single Hesitation was produced by 
Jim Barr of Portishead and is the first in a series of 
singles to be released by the band over the coming 
year.

COUSIN KULA

Many of iSing’s readers are passionate artists in their own right 
creating music across all genres. Lots of performers submit their work 
to iSing and here are five we think are worth a close listen. 

If you would like to share your music with other iSing readers then 
submit your music and details to http://www.isingmag.com select 
the tab Be in iSing and fill in the form. Who knows you might be next 
to be featured in #iSingDoYou, or maybe we’ll do a whole feature on 
you!

www.cousinkula.com

Swedish band Dear Joe have spent the past year 
touring Germany and the Netherlands and putting 

the finishing touches on their new album The Broken 
Diamond. The album features the indie pop group’s 
trademark melancholic tone but also introduces sax, 
the French horn and the experimental structure of 
synths. The band has been compared to Of Monsters 
and Men and Arcade Fire.

DEAR JOE

www.dearjoe.se

www.cousinkula.com
www.dearjoe.se/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PnowiwupRhY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vi0z_aP7l9U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PnowiwupRhY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vi0z_aP7l9U
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Briggs’ decision to ditch her studies at Oxford
University and focus on music full time has paid off – 

she is a rising star in the music world and notched up 100 
live gigs in 2015. Briggs, a BBC Radio 2 Young Folk Award 
nominee in 2014, has just released her second album, 
Young Runaway, to good reviews.  The album, produced by 
Peter Waterman, gets top marks from us. It is a confident 
and polished offering with a strong folk flavour.

Words & Noises already have a loyal fan base thanks
to their brand of moody piano pop. The group, the 

brainchild of London-based Chris Selman and Manchester-
based percussionist Simon Williams, can expect to gain 
even more fans when their new single Rewind is released 
in August. BBC Radio 6 Music and BBC in Manchester have 
already given it the thumbs up.

US singer songwriter Becca Stevens has a quirky
style which has captured the imagination of many 

including BBC 6 Music presenter Lauren Laverne. 
Stevens’ music is a mix of jazz, pop and indie rock. 
Her fourth album, Regina, will be out next year and 
will include a collaboration with Laura Mvula. In the 
meantime music fans can enjoy Stevens’ third album 
Perfect Animal.

WORDS & NOISES

BECCA STEVENS

www.beccastevens.com

www.hattiebriggs.co.uk

www.wordsandnoises.com

HATTIE BRIGGS 

www.beccastevens.com
www.hattiebriggs.co.uk
www.wordsandnoises.com/
https://youtu.be/fYniCLeg2Eo
https://youtu.be/QQzvT_m_KbI
https://youtu.be/29voIgcMQX0
https://youtu.be/fYniCLeg2Eo
https://youtu.be/QQzvT_m_KbI
https://youtu.be/29voIgcMQX0
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S traight up, Adele did not 
disappoint. She was in good 
voice when I saw her perform 

at Chicago’s United Center. She 
sang the popular songs from all her 
albums to date and satisfied her 
adoring fans. 

There is simplicity and elegance 
in her latest look, still slightly retro 
60s but with a modern twist. Gone is 
the elaborate coiffured do, replaced 
by a simpler more natural looking 
long bob which is a probably a better 
reflection of Adele the artist. What 
she does is simple, but she does it 
well. She focuses on her voice and 
personality rather than glitz, sex and 
pizzazz — a refreshing experience 

these days. (I know, I sound like an 
old fuddy-duddy. Well, I am!)

As we know Adele’s voice has been 
unreliable in the past. It seems to me 
that she may have finally taken on 
the responsibility of looking after it 
and keeping it fit for performance. 
In the past her big “belty” sound has 
cracked, gone off pitch or stopped 
working all together when her voice 
was off-colour. I am happy to say 
that from the very first “Hello…
it’s me” this concert was free of 
pitch or vocal control issues. Adele 
actually spoke of vocal unreliability 
in the early days, acknowledging 

she’d cancelled numerous gigs due 
to voice issues, and let down many 
fans, especially in the States. She 
apologised for this, which seemed to 
be appreciated. She mentioned that 
she’d given up smoking to prepare 
for the tour (great news). However 
she then went on to say she was 
still contemplating restarting the 
habit (not so great news). It seems 
like a rather irresponsible thing to 
say when there are so many young 
people in the audience, people she 
influences (there I go sounding like a 
fuddy-duddy again). 

Regarding the show I do have a 

Adele live: 
the verdictBy Line Hilton

ALL EYES WERE ON ADELE AT THE UNITED CENTER IN CHICAGO
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couple of criticisms with regard to 
her between song banter and the 
video that served as a backdrop. Yes, 
she was funny, yes, she made us feel 
like we were part of the conversation 
and yes it was personal. But she 
did go on. She talked far too much 
between songs and the show over ran 
by over 30 minutes. I heard others 
complaining of the same thing, so it 
wasn’t just me. 

There were also a lot of “Adele-fie” 
moments when she got people up 
on stage to take a selfie with her. 
She would also squat down on the 
stage to be included in selfies with 
audience members nearby. During 
one segment she brought four people 
up on stage to sing for her. 

Apparently she was hoping to 
discover new talent. Unfortunately 
we had to sit through three agonising 
demonstrations before we got a 
decent singer. I certainly could have 
done without this segment. 

A massive live video screen ran 
as a backdrop for most of the show 
so we got to see the star from all 
angles and close up. When she 
moved to a podium in the middle of 
the stalls she became enclosed by a 
sheer curtain on all four sides, each 
projecting her live image. I found 
this segment nauseating. What I 
mean is I got motion sickness, seeing 
these four kaleidoscope-like images 
on the curtains really set me off. 

At no time did we ever catch 
a glimpse of Adele’s band on 
these screens. I enjoy seeing band 
members up close up but it was not 
to be. 

This made the visual effects rather 
boring for me though I am sure the 
hardcore Adele fans don’t care two 
hoots about the band.

All in all given that most of Adele’s 
songs are ballads and downers (by 
her own admission) we were still 
well entertained. Hometown Glory 
was accompanied by images of 
her favourite parts of London and 
some iconic sites of Chicago. In her 
preamble to Skyfall she mentioned 
that it was so low in her range as she 
was pregnant at the time she wrote 
it and her voice had dropped with 
the pregnancy hormones. Something 
for female singer songwriters out 
there to consider, hormones can play 
havoc with your range.

The band was augmented with 
three BVs (including iSing’s Issue 1 
cover singer, Katie Holmes-Smith), 
plus string and brass sections. This 

ensured we got a sound very close to 
the album. 

There was a segment where the 
band was pared down to a trio plus 
BVs which gave us a more intimate 
experience. 

In both settings Adele’s voice was 
well up in the mix, although there 
didn’t seem to be any opportunity 
for band members to shine or show 
their talents. The sound production 
was one of the best I’ve heard in a 
long time given we were in an arena. 
If I am honest I prefer a live sound 
in a live setting. But most fans will 
be expecting what they hear on the 
album, and I can say Adele and the 
production were very successful in 
delivering this. 

Yes, she was funny, yes, she 
made us feel like we were part of 
the conversation and yes it was 
personal. But she did go on.

Hello
Hometown Glory
One and Only
Rumour Has It
Water Under the Bridge
I Miss You
Skyfall
Million Years Ago
Don’t You Remember
Send My Love (to Your New 
Lover)

Make You Feel My Love (Bob 
Dylan cover)
Sweetest Devotion
Chasing Pavements
Someone Like You
Set Fire to the Rain

Encore:
All I Ask
When We Were Young
Rolling in the Deep

Adele set list: Sunday at the United Center
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E
very year since 2004 I have 
travelled to MIDEM, an 
annual music industry 
networking event that 

takes places in Cannes in the 
South of France. This is an event 
at which people from across the 
music industry, from keen intern 
to head honcho, come together. It 
is a your once-a-year opportunity 
to skip straight past the personal 
assistant and get face-time with 
music industry decision-makers for a 
variety of purposes from networking 

to deal-making.
For me, the long weekend which 

takes place inside Cannes’ legendary 
Palais Du Festival was always a long-
term highlight in the work calendar, 
but last year, something even more 
amazing happened. Reed, the 
organisers of MIDEM, rescheduled 
the event from January to June. 
Et voila! MIDEM was reborn. 
Re-energised with un petit peut of 
the glitz and glamour of the Cannes 
Film Festival. I’m promising you now 
that MIDEM in the sun is way more 
fun. From the nine hour days inside 
the Palais (with an occasional visit 
to its roof-top to steal some midday 

sun) to the night-time parties on the 
red carpeted beach of The Carlton 
Hotel (with free bars, amazing food 
and great music) and the multitude 
of superyacht soirees that you can 
get invited to, summertime MIDEM 
demands a work hard, play hard 
mentality.

This year, MIDEM turned 50 
years old, and with many of the 
festival’s veterans making a special 
trip to Cannes to celebrate what they 
started half a century ago, old and 
new music industry figures were 
united in looking ahead to the future, 
deliberating as to how the industry, 
and even the festival, may look 

MIDEMa place to
network 
and learn

 MIDEM 2016

KOO NTAKRA TAKES TO THE STAGE - MIDEM 2016
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in another 50 years. MIDEM was 
born out of a need for people to be 
together to do business. Of course, 
with the age of the internet, email, 
Skype and the such, all that has 
changed. As a result, MIDEM is no 
longer quite the same deal-making 
marketplace it used to be. Granted, 
lots of honest business is still done at 
the event, however deals are usually 
tied up by people back at home, 
rather than on a handshake in the 
Palais as they used to be.

If not a place for sealing the deal, 
what is MIDEM today? Especially 
after the digital revolution hit in the 
2000s and music industry revenues 
declined steeply, MIDEM became a 
place of learning for creative thinkers 
who wanted to know what to do 
next. Today, learning and discussion 
is still a big part of what MIDEM is 
all about.

As well as being able to wander 
the maze of exhibition stands that 
cover the Palais (with everybody 
from record labels to studios and 
collection societies to technology 
start-ups exhibiting there), you’ll 
find “theatre” areas that play host to a 
variety of events from presentations 
and panels to professional speed-
dating activities. My favourite talks 
this year were from Daniel Glass (of 
Glassnote Entertainment Group) 
and Claire Mas (Head of Digital 
for Communion Music) who both, 
in their own way, spoke about the 
future and how certain technological 
and commercial developments may 
bring about positive change for 
entrepreneurial artists. Could you be 
such a person? 

This year, a big theme at MIDEM 
was technology. Some may say that 
music and technology have been 
inextricably linked for some time, 

and regular MIDEM goers would 
agree that technology has for many 
years played an important role in the 
event. However, this year seemed 
different. 

MIDEM moved beyond 
technologies as tools for industry and 
much further towards technologies 
that are being used to aid creative 
processes themselves. There seemed 
to be far more creative talent in 
attendance, and this, dear iSing 

LOOK LISTEN & FEEL MUSIC INDUSTRY

Work hard, 

play hard 

and have an 

amazing time.

ACM STUDENTS GIVE THEIR VERDICT ON MIDEM

readers, is where you come into 
things.

Whilst MIDEM isn’t as artist-
focused as an event such as SXSW 
in Texas, there are still plenty of 
learning, networking, business and 
performance opportunities for the 
pro-active amongst you. Do you 
know about the MIDEM Artist 
Accelerator, for example? This 
is a prestigious programme that 
promises to grow the profiles of 12 
international artists every year. MAA FAR FROM ALASKA AT MIDEM 2016

https://youtu.be/5ymFX91HwM0
https://youtu.be/Yvo1P9j2kLI
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OLIVER SUSSAT

WHO IS HE? Based in Guildford, UK. Oliver has a diverse 
business and entrepreneurial background spanning 
music, media and technology. He built a multi-platform 

brand involving a roster of high-end music and television talent for 
the pre-school marketplace. It achieved music product sales well 
in excess of 2 million units worldwide and has been linked with 
companies such as the BBC, EMI, Universal and The Glastonbury 
Music Festival. He consults in music, media and technology and 
works as a Senior Lecturer at the Academy of Contemporary Music. 
TWEET@osussat

Top Tips

uk.linkedin.com/in/osussat

FOR MAKING THE MOST OF 
YOUR MIDEM VISIT

• Watch midem.com for the dates. Dates for 2017 haven’t been announced yet, but are expected to be in 
early June.

• Book your tickets early. MIDEM offers artists and students a special rate starting at €295. As far as 
flights to Nice (Cannes’ nearest airport) go, use a tool like Sky Scanner to let you know when new tickets 
become available. For accommodation, Airbnb is your friend. Give yourself a day either side of MIDEM to 
travel and enjoy a little of the Cote D’Azur.

• Go with purpose. Decide what your objectives of the trip are and then work towards them. Use the 
midem.com participants directory to start monitoring who else will be attending the event and try to 
book some meetings ahead of your trip. Don’t get yourself too booked up in advance, though – as you’ll 
want to be flexible enough to also accommodate opportunities that arise when you’re in Cannes.

• Get some good business cards made. Don’t take too many other promotional items with you and only 
give out those items to people who you think will really appreciate them. A lot of promo actually gets 
dumped at the airport, when people’s luggage is weighed and found to be over the weight restrictions.

• Practice your networking skills. You’re going to need to get used to talking to people and making the 
acquaintance of relative strangers. The likelihood is the people you’ll meet at MIDEM will be in exactly the 
same situation as you, and really glad to strike up conversation.

• Pick up your MIDEM badge and goodie bag from the Palais Du Festival the day before MIDEM starts, 
because you’ll want to attend the networking breakfast early on the first day to start meeting some folk.

• Read the MIDEM newspaper that is inside the goodie bag. It will tell you where all the official MIDEM 
events are happening. Look out for the opening party. It’ll most likely be the best bash you’ll ever go to. 
There’s free bar, free food, free music and a beach setting too.

• Have fun. Stay safe. The music industry is an fantastic industry in which to work. Work hard, play hard and 
have an amazing time.

https://youtu.be/Yvo1P9j2kLI
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The Art 

killer 
H

ave you heard about 
iSing’s exciting new series 
of workshops? At the 
end of May I was lucky 

enough to attend the first, Killer 
Backing Vocals London, taught by 
the inimitable Denosh Bennettt. 
As well being an iSing contributor 
(see The Working Singer), Denosh 
has an unbeatable CV with a list of 
credits to make your eyes pop. She 
has sung backing vocals for Rihanna, 
Alicia Keys, Justin Timberlake, 
Drake, Robbie Williams, Ciara, Demi 
Lovato, Ashlee Simpson, Natasha 
Bedingfield and Faith Evans to name 
but a few. And that’s just the start of 
her list of talents. She is an arranger, 
choreographer and has danced for 
an even longer list of pop royalty 
(Mariah Carey, Whitney Houston, 
Missy Elliott… the list goes on). 
Denosh really is A-list when it comes 
to the BV scene, so there was no way 
I could miss the opportunity to work 
with her in the hope that a little of 
her magic might rub off on me.

As working singers, most of us 
have many feathers to our bows out 
of necessity; as much as we would 

like to sing our own music all the 
time if we could, we are sometimes 
performers, sometimes recording 
artists, sometimes lead vocalists, 
sometimes featured artists and 
sometimes backing vocalists. I 
have seen a plethora of workshops 
dedicated to most of these art 
forms, but never before have I seen 
a workshop dedicated entirely to 
BVs. Well, about time, I say. ‘Cause 
let me tell you, it’s not nearly as easy 
as those slick professionals make it 
look.

Killer Backing Vocals promised to: 
• give you a step by step process 

on how background vocals are 
created, arranged and sung

• discuss the different 
applications of BVs

• examine chord structure and 
melodies as they relate to basic and 
complex harmonic patterns

• work on the BV vocal 
techniques of blending, adjusting 
tone quality, breath control and 
phrasing for different musical genres

• apply these techniques 
practically by working on existing 
popular songs and learning how to 

move on stage as background singer.
The workshop was in a light and 

airy London studio on a sunny 
Sunday afternoon. The group was 
small enough that everyone could 
ask questions, get on the mic and 
have a direct connection with 
Denosh who was confident, warm 
and beaming smiles all around. We 
were in good hands and we could feel 
it. 

So what’s the point of BVs? To 
provide colours and layers, according 
to Denosh. However, they are 
an addition and so they must be 
complementary — there comes a 
point when they can be too much. 
We delved right into the specifics 
of how to arrange and structure, 
looking at some very basic chord 
structures, and Denosh deftly guided 
us through the respective merits 
of singing in various parts versus 
singing in unison. Lots of parts or 
just a few? Which intervals should 
you choose? Which sounds are 
appropriate? Vocal pads or lyrics? 
Should you copy the lead vocal or 
answer a call? Denosh kept things 
clean and simple, with a really clear 

DENOSH BENNETT AT WORK
A workshop review 

by Clarissa Land

backing  
vocals
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introduction to the building blocks 
of BVs. After all, this is BVs 101, 
right?

We had comprehensive 
explanations of different vocal tones 
and how to achieve them (breathy 
or bright? Raspy? Vibrato?) and  —
crucially — how to adapt your tone 
to match different artists, as well 
as phrasing and breath control. My 
personal highlight of workshop was 
a super-helpful breakdown of the 
different tonal BV qualities across 
different genres including pop, 
R&B, rock, jazz, country, soul, blues, 
hip-hop and gospel. For example, 
within country music, you’ll hear 
a lot of very round ‘R’s and simple 
harmonies, perhaps using only a 
third of an octave. In pop music, 
you’ll need a clean and clear, high, 
forward-tone with little to no vibrato 
and plenty of long tone phrasing. 
Whereas in rock BVs you’ll also 
want to use long tones without 
vibrato, but this time with plenty of 
chest resonance and a raspy, gritty 
tone with plenty of belt. Fascinating 
comparisons with direct and 
practical applications for any backing 
vocalist.

Much of what Denosh had to 

say felt intuitive if you’ve been 
singing BVs for a while, or if you 
pay attention to your records, which 
was largely down to her easy and 
open delivery. However, to a novice 
thinking of auditioning for his or 
her first BV gig, Denosh provided 
an invaluable breakdown of the 
fundamental BV components. For 
a professional backing vocalist such 
as myself, I found it immeasurably 
helpful to step back and take a look 
at BVs as an art form and to see it 
all laid out in such a clear format. 
After attending this workshop, I felt 
like my working knowledge of BVs, 
alongside the musical choices I now 
make, has moved from instinctual 
to intentional. I now pay much more 
attention to the whats and whys of  
BVs as well as the hows. 

We were a group of differing 
abilities and a mixed bag in terms 
of experience, ranging from 
absolute beginners to graduates to 
professional level. Denosh expertly 
ensured that the workshop was 
accessible to everyone. My only 
criticism was that the workshop 
didn’t last long enough! Even though 
Denosh ran on well over our allotted 
two and a half hours, I got the feeling 

that she could have stayed there until 
midnight joyfully imparting her 
pearls of wisdom. I would love to see 
Denosh return to the UK, perhaps 
for an advanced-level workshop this 
time, so that I can cram my pockets 
full of pearls again. Until then, I’m 
eager to see who and what iSing 
picks for their next workshop.

Listen to jazz to develop 
your ear. Listen intently 
to the individual BV 
parts as well as all the 
instruments. This will 
dictate where you set 
up. Find a place where 
you can fit in.

1.

Denosh’s 
Top Tips

If you’re backing a 
member of the same sex, 
match their tone to make 
it sound as if they are 
singing with themselves. 
If you’re backing 
someone of the opposite 
sex, you can afford to 
stand out a little more.

2.

3.

4.

Don’t use vibrato if you 
want to blend well with 
others; it can get messy.

5. Make it meaningful.

Vocal agility is 
important, as is range.

PUTTING THEORY INTO PRACTICE 




