CHOOSING MUSIC

When you select a song for your group, whether or not it’s for contest, careful consideration of several factors will make your choice successful – you’ll have an easier time making the arrangement come alive and have more success with tuning and ringing chords.  

Here are some basic guidelines from the music category.  Keep in mind that the music category “rules” are to help you get the best lock and ring possible from your music.  It’ll be more fun to sing that way, you’ll be more successful in contest, and your audiences will love the way you sound.  Happy choosing!

1.	Does the form of the arrangement align with the requirements of the music category?  You need a 32- or 40-bar chorus.  An intro may be useful (but is not required) to set up the song; you’ll likely have a tag.  The tag, any verse, bridge or intro must be in increments of 4 measures. 

2.	Does the arrangement have a preponderance of major triads, barbershop 7th  and barbershop 9th chords?  It should also take advantage of the 8 other permissible chords for flavor and variety.  The arrangement should also follow the implied chord progressions of the original material; if the arrangement doesn’t sound like the song you know, it’s likely not a good contest choice.  Manipulating a song to fit the barbershop style when it does not meet the harmonic requirements on its own will have an unhappy result.

3.	How’s the melody line?  It should be a 10th or less (that is, for instance, from A below middle C to C above middle C).  It should be interesting and non-repetitive.  It shouldn’t be jumpy – jumpy intervals are hard to tune.  If the lead part is jumpy, so are others.  Is the melody within the capability of your lead singer or section?  If not, find another song.  The melody should be primary in the lead part, though a 2-4 bar move into the bass part is acceptable.

4.	How many chromatics are there?  Choosing songs with fewer accidentals results in better tuning.  Chromatic runs are hard to tune, and again, if there are chromatics in the lead line, they’ll show up in at least one other part.

5.	Are all parts within the comfortable ranges of the singers?  If not, don’t do it.  You want always to show off what you do well, rather than expose the skills that are still “under construction”.

6.	Is the baritone part mostly below the lead line?  You’ll get the best barbershop cone if the baritone is mostly below the lead, with occasional crossover above.

7.	Is there a musical high point?  This may occur just before the tag, or in the tag – but there definitely must be one (many pop songs don’t have a high point).  This is the part that draws us into the story and signals what the important part of the message is.

8.	Is there a lyrical high point?  And does it coincide with the musical high point?  The lyrics should come to the climax of the message at the same time the music reaches its peak.  Otherwise, there is incongruity, and the listener is left dissatisfied, without quite knowing why.

9.	Does anyone in the quartet dislike the song?  Don’t do it.  There are far too many other songs to choose from, and if this is a contest song, you may be living with it for years.

10.	If the song is a medley, does it have a common theme?  The theme can be lyrical or rhythmic, but there must be something that ties the songs together.  The medley should have continuity and a feeling that the songs belong together.

11.	Is the song you’re looking at an arrangement that was created for men?  Men’s arrangements will need to be revoiced; they have a greater range of singable notes than we do, and because of their lower place in the overtone series, they can ring spread chords much more easily than we can.  Be wary here.

12.	Is it a backbeat or downbeat song?  Which type of ensemble are you?  If you’re a downbeat group (Toot Toot Tootsie would be comfortable for you), it will make your job harder if you choose a backbeat song (How Many Hearts Have You Broken?), and vice versa.  Know thyself!

13.	Is the song over-arranged?  Beware of arrangements that are over-loaded with fun devices; they will not show off your vocal skills to best advantage.  Embellishments for embellishments’ sake impedes the message of the song from reaching the listener; we become caught up in the embellishments themselves.

14.	Is the song congruent with your group?   If you’re a quartet of women in their early 20s, “That Summer When We Were Young” is likely not a good choice!

15.	When you sing the song for the first time, does it seem easy?  One of the indicators that a song is good for your group is that it comes together easily.  Don’t agonize over a song that just will not come together.  There are so many other choices.

16.	Are the key changes appropriate?  Any key changes should make musical sense, and be easy to hear.

17.	Does the arrangement contain patter?  If so, choose a different arrangement.  One of the elements that crosses all categories is unity; if parts of the ensemble are singing different words and rhythms from the other parts, unity is impossible.  True, songs with patter can be exciting, but if unity is the goal, it’s safer not to attempt this.

18.	Are the lyrics wordy?  Wordy lyrics (“told the whippoorwill, told the daffodil, just how pretty you are, yes I told them all about you”) will make smooth, unified delivery difficult
.
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