Choosing Music – Lynnell Diamond


Choosing music is like selecting something new for your wardrobe:

· Do you like it? Are you immediately attracted to it?

· Is it comfortable?

· Will it balance your wardrobe? Do you already have six similar outfits? Will it bring a new spark to your closet?

· Is it your style? Is it appropriate for your personal statement?

· Does it fit? If it doesn’t, it won’t look good on you, and you’ll never be happy wearing it.

· Does it make you look good? Does it hide your flaws and show your assets?

· Does it make you feel good? Does it give you confidence and raise your spirits?

· Does it fit the occasion you’re getting it for? No matter how much you love it and how good it makes you feel, if it’s not right for the occasion, it’s NOT RIGHT!

Choosing competition music:

· Use your Judging Category Description Book!!!  Read the music category section for everything you need to know about competition music – and the rest of the book for what you need to know in the other three categories. YOU CANNOT COMPETE SUCCESSFULLY WITHOUT READING AND STUDYING THE JCDB!
· Use your old scoresheets!!!  Your scoresheets are one of the most powerful tools you have for learning and improving. Pay attention to them! Jim Arns once taught a class titled “Don’t use your scoresheets to line the birdcage,” or something like that. If you don’t learn from them, you’re missing a huge opportunity.

· Ask, listen, learn from others. Make notes at every competition, for ALL the competitors. Write down what they sang, and look at their music scores. Try to figure out how their music choices may have affected their scores. Pay particular attention to choruses or quartets performing near your own level.

· Ask someone you trust (your coach or a music judge, preferably) about music you may be considering, but remember that she can only give you general information about an arrangement. She can’t recommend a song to you because there are many variables involved in the decision, and because ultimately, it depends on how well you can perform the arrangement.

· Don’t base your decision on how some other group scored with a particular song/arrangement. That has NO BEARING on how you might score with the same arrangement, just as how your friend looks in an outfit has no bearing on how YOU will look in it.

How to visually scan an arrangement for suitability:
· Sing the melody. Do you like it? Is it memorable? Does it flow without a lot of big jumps? Does it have a hook? Does it build to a climax?

· Sing the words. Are they meaningful? If this is a ballad, is the message something you can relate to? Look at the rhythm pattern. Is it interesting but simple enough for your group to do well? Are there adequate breathing places between words? 

· Sightsing each part line. Are they fairly easy to sightread? Is each part in the strongest range for your group? Are the part lines mostly smooth, with limited jumps? Part lines that jump around are challenging to sing well. If you’re a high-achieving group, you may be able to handle it, but for most groups, this will cause problems. 

· Look for accidentals. A song/arrangement with many accidentals will be more challenging to tune than one with few accidentals.

· Look for intricate rhythm patterns. Syncopation can be very exciting for the listener, but not all groups are capable of doing it well. See if you can clap the rhythm without stumbling.

· Assess the degree of energy and stamina the arrangement requires. This is a subjective judgment, but an important one. A primary reason that some arrangements are judged to be “too challenging” is that the group performing the arrangement is not up to the physical challenges of the song. This can be true of ballads as well as uptunes. Many ballads require a high degree of dramatic energy, just as uptunes require physical energy.

· Look at the intro and tag. Do they enhance the song without overwhelming it? Some arrangements being performed in competition today have such busy intros and tags (especially tags!) that the song itself gets lost in the “busyness” of the arrangement. Be sure the song is what’s being clearly presented to the listener. 

· Analyze the form, chord structure, chord voicings, and voice leading as explained in the JCDB. If you don’t have the knowledge to do this, ask someone to do it for you, or to help you do it. This could be someone in your group with knowledge of music theory, or your coach, or an arranger. Be patient – just like you, these people are very busy and sometimes pulled in many directions at once. Offer some compensation – their time and expertise are worth paying for.

· Finally, if the arrangement has passed inspection and you believe it may be a good choice for you, learn the song and see how it fits and feels on you. Just as with clothes, this is the true test. A rule of thumb is that if the song is right for you, it will be easy to learn and enjoyable to sing. If it’s too hard, it will never feel or sound right for you. If it’s a little challenging but you love it, then go for it. If it’s too easy and you quickly get bored with it, look for something else. There are plenty of choices out there.
· Finding the right music will never be easy, but it’s not as HARD as we sometimes make it. And when you find the right one, it’s a gift.
