Organizing a Men's Holiday Chorus

History

Chapters throughout the Society have enjoyed success with this program. With proper planning, it can work for your chapter as well. This brochure provides an overview of the procedures that can be used to create a successful Holiday Chorus in your community.

The Concept

Your chapter chorus forms the nucleus of a community-wide "Men's Holiday Chorus," open to all men who want to take part in a Christmas musical activity. The Holiday Chorus rehearses during the first half of your regular chapter meeting, concluding around 9 p.m. A regular chapter meeting and chorus rehearsal follows. Of course, all visiting singers are welcome to stay and join in.

Objectives

· Public visibility/public service

· Quartet activity encouragement

· Break from "two-song syndrome"

· Fund-raising for treasury or charity

· Increased membership

Warning! Warning!

It should be clear to everybody from the outset that the Holiday Chorus is a community activity, not a chapter membership drive. Gaining members may be a pleasant side benefit, but it is not the sole objective of the program. Part of the success of the idea depends on recruiting singers for a limited-obligation activity: a few rehearsals, three or four performances, and they're free. Nevertheless, if the guests hear ". . . and then you can join the chapter," they'll be racing for the door. Don't try to hustle Holiday Chorus singers. Let the music do that.

Should We Do It?

Making this project succeed will take a lot of work, time, and planning. You'll need strong backing from the chapter members, the board and the music team, with a promise of good attendance and unflagging good cheer. The director and/or music team may balk at giving up such a large amount of rehearsal time, especially if there is a contest or show coming up soon after Christmas. "Why not rehearse on a different night?" they'll ask&#8212;a legitimate question. Let's look at the benefits of rehearsing on chapter nights.

Total involvement from the chapter: Your members have already blocked off Tuesday nights for barbershopping. You'll get better turnouts of your existing roster for this program if you keep it on their regular "singing night."

Members will enjoy the music: Most of the Christmas repertoire is easy, enjoyable material that can be a refreshing change from the more challenging show and contest material you're accustomed to. The organizational work takes place in early October, when many chapters are working hard on contest preparation. The promise of different, but familiar, music can be appealing. Happy singers are better singers; when the Holiday Chorus gives way to a normal chapter meeting each week, your men may find new energy for some old numbers.

It's a good opportunity for bookings: Some chapters have a hard time setting up performances because of a poor public perception of their product. Potential clients who wouldn't even consider booking "barbershop" will jump at the chance to bring in a Christmas chorus of any kind. Malls and other public performance spaces are always looking for local performers during the holiday season; this gives you a chance to get out in front of new audiences. The additional bookings gained through this project are worth the time the chapter invests in hosting the Holiday Chorus.

It has great recruiting potential: Although membership is not the primary goal of the project, it is an important benefit. Ask the leadership team to consider the advantages of bringing in a dozen new singers for a few weeks. The chorus will sound better with 40 voices than with 25, and the increased size may actually help recruit the guests.

The members may have some reservations as well, and you certainly do not want to alienate your core chapter members. Remind all concerned that singing is what we're all about, and the Men's Holiday Chorus will provide opportunities for new venues and singers.

The Chapter Development VP and Music & Performance VP will be important members of the team for this project. They'll be responsible for the logistics of rehearsals: plenty of space, coffee, chairs and risers, music folders prepared for everyone (separate from the regular chapter folders, for convenience&#8212;perhaps red and green), guest materials on hand, "buddies" for the guests and, most importantly, a workable schedule.

It's Later Than You Think

The best time to start planning this project is now. Fall contests have a way of distracting attention from post-October goals, and by the time you think of putting together a Holiday Chorus, it's too late. Think ahead.

Line up a good quartet to teach the music, and get music to them early -- in July or August. Start talking up the idea in your chapter during the summer, at board meetings, at area and division events. Let Barbershoppers from other chapters know that your chapter will be hosting a holiday chorus, and invite them to join in the fun.

Order Music Early

Order music and tapes well ahead of time so your teaching quartet can become familiar with the music. SPEBSQSA publishes a folio of Holiday music (stock no. 6050, Yuletide Songbook, $4.00) and a number of octavos, plus a recording of these songs performed by quartets and choruses (stock no. 4910, Yuletide Favorites, cassette, $5.50). Part-predominant learning tapes are also available. More ambitious chapters might consider What the Dickens: A Partridge in a Parody, a fully-produced Christmas Carol spoof that is also a great source of secular songs for the Holiday Chorus. Call the Harmony Marketplace at (800) 876-SING to order.

Until you hold your first Holiday Chorus rehearsal, you may not know how much music you'll need. Remember, copyright law is very strict; illegal photocopies could cost you more than $100,000 each. Too much is better than not enough; order one set for each member, plus 20 percent. If you run short, share and order more.

Recruiting the Chorus

The board says "Go!" The members are excited. The rehearsal hall is big enough. So . . . where are the singers?

One of the main recruiting advantages the Holiday Chorus enjoys over the regular chapter chorus is that it is a limited engagement: four weeks of rehearsal, three or four performances, and it's all over. Use that to your advantage when recruiting. Dangle the carrot of an opportunity to be part of a high-profile performance with minimal time commitment. Everyone likes something for nothing, in this case, prestige for a little work.

What's in a Name?

Quite a lot, really. Your chapter has tried recruiting men to sing barbershop before, with varying degrees of success. Now, you are attempting to recruit men for a different kind of event. Should you use the same approach?

Instead of hosting a "Barbershop Christmas" group, try using a neutral name such as "Men's Holiday Chorus," "All-Male Community Chorus," "The Metro Merry Gentlemen" or the like. To some degree, the style of music is incidental. True, the arrangements fit under the barbershop umbrella, but the community-service aspects of the project are the important part. Let your name reflect that, and help you recruit singers.

Getting the Word Out

You will want to publicize the formation of your Men's Holiday Chorus using as many channels as possible. This will include the usual media: the calendar and entertainment sections of your local newspapers, and also the want ads (under "Auditions"); free shoppers and ad sheets; radio and television; flyers, bulletin boards and so forth. Press releases should go out no later than two weeks before your first rehearsal. Mailing the same releases two weeks in a row is a good idea, too.

Throughout the year, when your chapter chorus performs in the community, mention that you will be hosting a Holiday Chorus for men who can't make a commitment to join your chapter on a regular membership basis. Of course, you'll want to put an invitation/reminder/drop card in all your show programs and chapter bulletins during the preceding months to line these fellows up. After experiencing the thrill of singing our unique style of music, they might find the time after all!

Do a mailing (with telephone follow-up) to your show patrons list, asking them if they know of any men who might be interested in signing with you for a brief time. You might consider offering a two-for-one ticket deal to your annual show for any leads that result in a performing member in the Holiday Chorus.

Send that teaching quartet of yours around to church choirs in the area during September and October. (Get permission from the directors first; choir directors tend to jealously guard their singers.) Have the quartet sing a few secular songs, making it clear to prospects that your project is not meant to compete with the church choir.

"May We Sing for You?"

There's no point in putting together a Holiday Chorus if you're not going to perform for someone. The Holiday Chorus concept gives you a chance to perform for audiences you might not ordinarily see, and during the holiday season, everyone needs musical entertainment. This can be for public performance or for company parties. Pursue prospects who may have said no in the past, telling them you have a new and different package to present. Be creative; try venues that you would never have considered in the past. A starting list of contacts would include:

· Shopping malls, downtown merchants' associations (Book these early; their calendars fill up quickly.)

· Elks, Lions, Kiwanis, Rotary, VFW, Knights of Columbus, American Legion

· Union, trade associations

· Charities and fund-raisers: food shelf, Salvation Army, Toys for Tots pickup centers

· Company Christmas parties

· Apartment/condo management companies

Generally speaking, it's easier to get your singers out for a performance on either your regular rehearsal night, or on a weekend afternoon. With careful planning, you can pack a lot of performing into a single Saturday: a hospital in the morning, then across the street to a mall, then drive over to a senior center for another performance. Recruiting will be easier if you have your performance dates in hand.

When setting up performances for the Holiday Chorus, use the same checklist you use for chapter performances:

· Sufficient space for risers?

· Comfortable/available seating for audience?

· Sound system?

· Dressing area/warm-up room?

· Afterglow space, if desired?

· Advance publicity to their audience?

Shopping malls and other commercial venues may require that you post a liability bond. You can obtain this at no charge to your chapter from the Society's insurance underwriter. Contact info@spebsqsa.org Harmony hall for info on the insurance carrier.

The Gang's All Here

The big night has finally arrived. As the guest singers arrive, sign them in on a Holiday Chorus roster, get them name badges and music books, and have several "buddies" standing by. These should be men of outstanding character and pretty good singers, who will shepherd the new men through their first rehearsals. (It helps to have the buddies sorted by voice part.)

With only a few rehearsals before the performances, there's not much slack in your weekly schedule. Chapter members should take the lead by sticking to business and showing good riser discipline. Don't intimidate the new men by shouting them down, though; lead by example.

Here's how you might conduct your first meeting:

	7:30 
	Greeting by president, music director.

	7:45 
	Teaching quartet runs through first songs. Music director and music team conduct voice placements in a separate room during this time

	8:15
	Run-throughs, sectionals, etc.

	8:55
	Teach an easy tag to encourage singing during break.

	9:00
	Adjourn Holiday Chorus; break, business meeting

	9:20
	Chapter meeting continues as usual


On with the Show!

A simple outfit of black slacks, white shirt and dazzling smiles is easy to put together, but you might want to dress it up with a red muffler, green stocking cap, or the like. (Just don't leave out the smiles.)

For ease of production, most groups will use a concert or emceed presentation, instead of trying to mount a playlet or scripted show. You always owe your audience your very best, so mount the kind of performance you can best present. Refer to stock no. 4055, at $11.95, Successful Performance for the Quartet or Chorus, for more information on packaging your show.

There is less chance for error with a simple script, so keeping it simple has merit. Your emcee should be warm, friendly, confident and, most of all, succinct. On stage, the emcee should explain that the Holiday Chorus is a community event sponsored by the local barbershop chapter. He can point to the success of the Holiday Chorus as proof that whenever congenial men of good character come together, harmony inevitably results. Have plenty of guest cards on hand, and be sure to mingle with your audience after the show.

Follow up -- Make 'em Members

After going to the trouble of inviting and training all those men, it would be a shame not to recruit them. Follow up with a letter and phone call thanking them for their involvement, and inviting them to keep up that harmony habit by coming back often. It's also good PR for the chapter if you write a thank-you note to the organizations that hosted you for rehearsals and performances. Not only do they deserve your thanks, but it might also lead to future bookings for your regular chorus. The Holiday Chorus exposed them to men's four-part harmony; now they may be more receptive to our brand of music and entertainment.

