Kim Chandler

“The Passaggio”: Technical and Interpretative issues
Known by various names: the ‘passaggso’ (or ‘passage’ in Italian), the ‘break’, ‘gear
change’ or ‘gear shift’, bridpe’, 'regester change’ ete, it's the small area where a major
adjustment can be felt and often heard, especially in singers just starting out,
when going from the lower range into the higher, lighter range of the singing
voice. [t's a fundamental area of vocal technique that most singers and coaches
like to address early on in vocal training,.

When passing from what is traditionally called the ‘chest voice' into the 'head
voice’, the change that is taking place is akin to, in very simplified terms, a ‘baton
change’ from one set of vocal muscles to another. In essence, the muscle ‘bulkers’
(or thyroarytenoids - “T.A.'s for short) are more dominant in the lower range and
give way to the muscle ‘stretchers’ (or cricothyroids - ‘C.T.’s for short) which are
more dominant in the upper range. It’s the smooth transition of this changeover
that is desirable to most singers and teachers.

To use a different analogy, when one is first learning to drive a manual car,
changing gears smoothly is one of the basic requirements, but it’s not easy to
coordinate at first {(as I well remember!) - much unpleasant juddening and
crunching of gears occurs. Eventually though, through practice, one gets so good
at smoothly changing gears that it feels like one continuous gear. This is also the
goal of technical balance in singing; the aural illusion of continuity from the
bottom to the top of the vocal range.

I've found that the standard range of semi-occluded exercises, such as lip tnll,
tongue trill or puffy cheek ‘sirens’ (i.e. controlled sliding from one end of the
singing range to the other), are very effective in dealing with this issue. It seems
that the favourable back pressure created in these exercises makes the transition
easier to negotiate. I also advise that people take the main ‘gear change’ area
itself a little slower initially if they are finding it problematic. And there are also
postural considerations that need to be addressed.

In my years of experience as a singing coach, I've made some interesting
observations in regards to the passaggio. I've noticed that those with lower,
denser voices (i.e. with longer, thicker vocal cords housed in a larger larynx)
often struggle with this particular transition point more than those with lighter,
higher voices (i.e. with shorter, thinner vocal cords housed inside a smaller
larynx). Perhaps it’s like the difference between changing gears in a large truck or
a small car — the size of the ‘gear box' does seem to count!

Another observation I've made is that most students/clients of mine who suffer
some sort of disconnection present, at first, with an ability to connect up more
efficiently in one direction only, i.e. either the ascent or descent. I'm yet to find
any particular pattern in determining which the favoured direction will be as it
appears, at this stage at least, to be quite random. Nonetheless, I use it to
pedagogical advantage and advise that they continue to consolidate the
smoothness of the favoured direction and apply the same general approach to the
temporarily disconnected direction in due course.

Another relevant issue to this topic is the fact that there are times in the
performance of certain repertoire where it's desirable to be able to effect a
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purposes; e.g. that characteristic ‘flip’ in country, folk,
indie pop/rock and occasionally in pop R&B.
Yodelling makes an art form out of abrupt altermations
between chest voice (thick folds) and head voice (thin
folds), and is surprisingly difficult to do well. The
important issue though in these examples 1s that the
‘break’ 1s being featured deliberately and consciously
as an artistic, interpretative choice by the singer and
1sn’t a technical fault - therein lies the difference!

Finally, there are also certain voice qualities that result
in little to no sensation of change when going into the
upper range, e.g. ‘twang’ and ‘belt’. The addition of
‘twang' (lL.e. aryepiglottic constriction) when
approaching the part of your range where one would
normally experience the ‘break’ can take one
scamlessly through it with an edgy, penetrative sound.
Or it's possible to recrutt core stabilisers and support in
the torso to create a more muscular, full-blown ‘belt’.

In summary, it seems that most singers, as a starting
point on the journey of technical control, desire to
have a smooth passage from the bottom to the top of
the singing range and this can be achieved via various
tried and true methods. In addition to this, some may
also wish to have controlled ‘flips' at their command,
and/or the ability to securely access thicker vocal
qualities above the traditional ‘break’ point for styles
such as gospel, soul, R&B, rock and metal. The beauty
of this 15 in having choices and options - a benefit of
vocal technique we can all enjoy...
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