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			To sing a wrong note is insignificant. 
To sing without passion is inexcusable.

			—Ludwig van Beethoven
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			Aesop’s Fable:
The Wind and the Sun

			The Wind and the Sun were having an argument about which was more powerful when they saw a traveler walking below. They agreed that they could settle their bet by seeing who could make the man remove his coat. The wind went first, blowing as hard as he could, but the more he blew, the more firmly the man wrapped the coat around himself. Then the sun came out from behind a cloud and shone gently, and the man removed the coat. 

		

	
		
			Dedication

			The young, free to act on their initiative, 
can lead their elders in the direction of the unknown.

			—Margaret Mead

			When it comes to greatness in music, people invariably turn to professionals. However, the greatest lessons I’ve recently learned in vocal harmony have come at the hands of three amazing groups of high school singers.

			The first is Oakland School for the Arts’ Vocal Rush, created and directed by contemporary a cappella legend Lisa Forkish (the creator and music director of collegiate a cappella phenomenon U. Oregon Divisi, who were the blueprint for the Barden Bellas in Pitch Perfect).

			What struck me when working with Vocal Rush was not their technical excellence but their emotional availability. They would deliver a song with a rawness and presence that was unheard of in high school a cappella, which found itself too often obsessed with perfect tuning and trophies from choral festivals. It was as if Vocal Rush had hit the reset button, saying, “Hey! Over here! This is what teenagers should sound like, should look like, should be like while singing!” and the result was and remains a revelation. They have won the International Championship of High School A Cappella (ICHSA) an unprecedented three out of four consecutive years and have made most of what happens in high school auditoriums feel trite. They sing songs with meaning, songs with a message, and they deliver that message with the passion that only a teenager can bring to bear. 

			The second group is OneVoice from Briarcrest Christian School. This group, under the direction of J.D. Frizzell, has as their mission emotional integrity. To hear them sing, to watch a performance is very different from Vocal Rush and yet no less compelling. If you were to say, “Sure, those Oakland kids at the arts school are future pop stars; what about the rest of us?” Briarcrest is your answer. They strike you as the kind of squeaky clean, suburban college prep kids that would stand on risers and sing beautiful chords with bored, glazed eyes . . . and yet they don’t. At the end of a song they have tears welling up in their eyes, and so do you. In the few opportunities I’ve had to work with them we immediately started at the highest level, discussing a song’s message and what these singers could bring to it from their experience and their hearts—staying just barely on the safe side of the most powerful emotions in order to share them unforgettably with an audience. 

			Finally, my new television family, Stay Tuned from Cherry Hill East in New Jersey, under the direction of Heather Lockart. Together, while surviving the chaos of a new reality show, we shared the responsibility to show the nation for the first time what real high school a cappella could and should be. The group was not a class but rather an after-school activity, and although they were initially unfocused, they are incredible people with big hearts. Making the show was stressful, confusing, and in many ways the exact opposite of the environment you’d think would be conducive to emotional openness (the presence of cameras everywhere has a chilling effect), and yet they were brave, they were persistent, they were real. If Vocal Rush showed that it could be done, and OneVoice showed that you didn’t have to be streetwise future pop stars to do it, Stay Tuned showed that it could be done by anyone. They didn’t have great voices or a daily music class together. They were diverse, unfocused, exhausted at the end of long school days, at the end of a long school year. And yet they did it: in eight short weeks we created real music together. 

			We as a society are obsessed with teenage culture and dissect it endlessly through movies, television shows, novels, and the like. And yet, when we do, it’s through the filter of rose-colored lenses, with actors far beyond their high school years (look at Glee, or the movie Grease . . . why are there so many twentysomething and even thirtysomething individuals acting like they’re fifteen?). These three groups have given the world insight into modern teenage culture as teenagers. They speak a truth that we’re all eager to hear and finally can. 

			For this reason, I dedicate this book to them, and to all the other high school singers, present, past, and future, who stand on stage and sing something real. Please know that what you do is of immense importance, and through your hard work and honesty we are all learning what it means to be you and how to express that on stage, showing the world the heart of vocal harmony. 

		

	
		
			Preface

			The teapot takes in water and gives out tea. 
So the human individual takes in anything you give him 
and promptly transforms it; he is ready to give you out again 
his own reactions—first, in thought and emotion, 
then in voice or action.

			—Louis MacNeice

			My life’s work has been to spread harmony through harmony, which has meant different things over time: directing, composing, arranging, coaching, producing, community organizing . . . whatever it takes. It’s all part of a long and fortunate journey in the course of which one important realization has come to inform the work that I do. To explain how I arrived at that realization, it may be helpful to say a word about where that journey began.

			Even before I could speak, I used to sing myself to sleep and bounce my head on my pillow in rhythm (it wasn’t until decades later that I realized I’m literally hard wired for a cappella headbanging!). When I turned five, my mother enrolled me in the children’s choir at the local church, then, as soon as I turned seven, in the San Francisco Boys Chorus. By age nine I was in operas with Pavarotti and the like, missing the first month of fourth grade on a tour of Alaska. Throughout elementary school and high school I was in every chorus, every vocal group, every musical without fail. I decided to attend two universities at the same time: the New England Conservatory of Music, so I could have a true immersive musical experience with great musicians, and Tufts University, so I could work with the Beelzebubs (the school’s all-male a cappella group), the Tufts Choir, and the West African Drum Ensemble in the context of a traditional liberal arts college. 

			I had exemplary teachers who taught me very well, and yet I’ve come to realize that my education was sorely lacking in the most important element of all: emotion. I do not blame my teachers for this, because no one else I’ve spoken with from my generation got significantly more insight into this topic than I did. A music education does not (or at least did not) include a component of emotional availability, emotional integrity, emotional range and nuance, and yet that’s exactly what we demand from our musicians of all styles. It’s as though our music culture is designed to teach the grammar and pronunciation of a language with great care, but not how to say anything. 

			Imagine sixteen Hamlets all on stage side by side speaking and emoting with clarity in unison, and you have a glimpse of the challenge that faces a cappella and choral directors. In a song there is one sound, one vision, one message; and these sixteen people are all responsible for telling the story, sharing the feeling, moving the audience. Any one of them can potentially undermine the experience.

			When workshopping a group, be it in private or during an open masterclass, I start by having them sing a song. As soon as they are finished, my first question invariably is some variation on “What does this song mean? What are you saying by singing it?” It is not meant to be a trick question, and yet rarely am I met with more than blank faces. They’ve studied the notes, they’ve drilled the rhythms, they’ve memorized the lyrics, but they’ve never talked about what purpose any of these musical components serve. And when performers don’t grasp the simple emotion that the music was created to express, neither will the audience. Everyone misses out. 

			It’s time to change that. The first step is simply acknowledging that there is a need to consider emotion in rehearsal and performance. For too long has this topic been overlooked in choral and vocal circles, with the vast majority of resources and pedagogy focused on technique and musical precision . . . yet no one chooses the music they listen to at the end of a long day because of how technically perfect it is. They choose music because of how it makes them feel. If emotion is what draws people to music, then it should be central to the way in which we make music.

			My intent with this book is to address the process and experience of eliciting clear, focused emotion repeatedly from a group of singers, first in rehearsal and later in performance. It is intended for groups of all sizes and levels, from small to large, young to old, inexperienced to professional. I present it not as the final word but as an early offering in a field of study that is underrepresented in our vocal music culture. In drawing on a range of disciplines and techniques, my hope is to create a menu from which directors and singers may choose as they refine their own techniques, with the hope of many more ideas and breakthroughs to come as this discipline grows and garners more attention.

			Just as there is no perfect music, there is no perfect process. As your singers come and go, so may your rehearsal technique change. I did my best to gather the best practices and provide them for you in these pages, buffet style. Choose those that work for you, and disregard those that aren’t effective (although I do recommend you try everything at least once; you may be surprised). Moreover, I don’t profess to have all of the answers (who does?), so I enlisted the best and brightest minds and voices in vocal harmony today to provide their own insights in response to my open-ended questions. And as you grow as a singer and/or director you will refine your own processes and expand your toolkit. Feel free to scribble in the margins, share best practices, and further broaden the body of knowledge around unified emotional expression in vocal harmony singing. And please share with me any breakthroughs you have so I can incorporate them in my work and forward on the new discoveries to others.

			Note: this book is not filled with pithy lists and easy answers. You likely can’t open to a chapter in the middle, get a few pointers, and transform your choir’s performance. I wish there were a simple process, but if there were, this book wouldn’t be needed. Some of the principles are simple, some of the techniques may be obvious, and any can be used alone, but it is in combination that the process is transformative. Much like a vocal ensemble, when all is said and done, the sum is greater than the individual parts.

			Above all, trust your instincts. When you find yourself in uncharted territory, as you likely will when a tenor starts unexpectedly crying or an alto refuses to sing a certain song, listen and take the course of action that makes the most sense. Be honest, be open, be kind. Try to get to the bottom of problems, and every day do your best to inspire your singers to be their best. Forgive your imperfections, laugh a lot, and generally “muck about” (as the British say) until you find your way. That’s how all real art is made, even though few people admit it. We prefer the myth of the confident pioneer following a bright star only she can see. Yet it is through experimenting, collaborating, and communicating that we learn to connect honestly with an audience—that we learn to give with intention, care, and focus the very thing people most yearn for and need from music.

			Although I don’t believe in psychic powers, I offer a premonition: one day you’ll be in rehearsal completely confused, emotional, uncertain what to do next. Congratulations! That means you’re doing it right. Just as you were nervous and unsure when you first sang in a choir, so may you be nervous and unsure when you begin working with these methods. Continue, forge on, using the song’s emotion as your guide, and you’ll find you’ve arrived at a very different and far more musically satisfying destination, one you and your audience will appreciate returning to again and again.

		

	
		
			Concepts

		

	
		
			Basic Principles

			Music is the shorthand of emotion.

			—Leo Tolstoy

			Before we can begin the process of creating emotionally beautiful, powerful, and honest music, it’s important to agree on a few basic principles. 

			What Is Music?

			There are many definitions of music, ranging from the mathematical to the experiential. People perceive music differently, and much has changed about the process, form, and sound over time, but one thing remains constant: music is communication.

			We humans are animals and, like crickets, songbirds, and whales, we have an inherent desire to create song. In time, as a civilization we developed musical instruments, techniques, styles, and theory, but at its core music remains the act of humans reaching out to and connecting with each other through sound waves. 

			Music may have lyrics, but often it does not, and yet it always says something. Music that has nothing to say quickly disappears as the songs that speak to universal truths become timeless. 

			How Is Music Judged?

			Music is personal, and as a result there is no ultimate measure, no single cabal of learned musicians that gets to decide what is great and what is not. If you’re asked the question “Who is better, Bach or Mozart?” it’s clear that there’s no single correct answer, and the reason is that each of them reaches us differently, speaks to different people and different emotions. To decide that one is ultimately superior for all people through all time is to fall into the trap of many an intellectual: hubris. We cannot decide for others what is meaningful to them any more than we can decide that an apple is superior to an orange to their taste buds or to society at large. Music lists abound in our culture, and they can be informative as to one person’s perspective, but they carry no ultimate weight. 

			Taking this one step further, it’s important to note that although competitions exist within various genres of music, it is impossible to objectively judge music. Singing is not a competitive sport, and although singing competitions abound around the world, it’s essential to remember that the opinions of a few judges are just that: opinions. 

			Through time people and organizations have tried to codify the rules and practices of music such that it can be better judged, but when we look back at those efforts they show themselves to be the result of well-intentioned ignorance. At one point in Western music the tritone was declared “the devil in music,” as if such a thing were even possible. Now we relish that sound so thoroughly that it is at the heart of the single most iconic chord progression in Western music: V7–I. 

			The highest note is not better, although it may be technically impressive. Neither is the lowest pitch, or the fastest rhythm, or the most precisely tuned chord. As much as people relish the thrill of Olympic events, it’s impossible to create a counterpart for
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