Notes and ‘New’ Directions from GALA 2012
GALA has always been the benchmark for the Chorus. It has been how we gauge our growth and progress as an organization both artistically as well as managerially. These are the, mostly, unedited ideas that were shared by members who attended the GALA Conference in Denver this summer. Here are impressions, ideas and suggestions that can form the basis for the Chorus’ direction over the next four years. Please read them thoughtfully and be willing to offer your own insights.

Artistic Directions

We’ll start with some views from our past Artistic director, Dave Walker:

1.  Any kind of production is better than no production at all.  This does not mean that every number must have something going on.  It does mean that a surprise here and there can contribute greatly to the effect of a concert.  It must have something to do with the song, obviously.  

We’re there, actually, except that we could have used a little more at GALA.  “The Family Jewels” worked very nicely, particularly considering what we had in the treasury.  It was Nivek’s trumpet as the transition from the overture and “And All That Jazz.”  It was the choralography with that number and “Sweeney Todd,” as well as the quick surprise movement in “I Do” and “Come Share.”  It was the use of lights changing throughout the concert, the changing of apparel, that sort of thing.  There’s always more to do, but we’re certainly doing more than “stand and deliver.”

I told you about the projections on a scrim.  Obviously, it’s not something we can do, but we can use a projector.  We have the people with the smarts to design pictures, moves, cross-fades, and even animation to accompany some songs.  By the same token, one group had a lot of fun changing signs on an easel, ala vaudeville.  The cards were clever and the changes were done with enough shtick to make one wonder what they’d do with the next change.

2.  If you’re commissioning a long work, hope for the best.  Some of them worked, but some were just too fripping esoteric and wound up meaning very little.  A commissioned song or section of an act is one thing; gambling on a full-act or full-concert work isn’t worth the risk.  And that would be the risk of losing audience during the work (minds going elsewhere), the risk of losing audience afterward (“What the hell were they thinking?”), and the risk of losing singers because it’s not what they want to sing.  I’m all for commissioning works, but parameters need to be set from the get-go and the composer needs to be aware of them.

The Coffee Concerts with themes that used different already-published songs worked better, in my opinion, than fully-commissioned presentations.  The exception was “When I First Knew.”  But that used a wide variety of types of songs and was accessible.

3.  It’s now unusual for a group not to be off book.  Very few groups read their concerts, and it was quite noticeable when they did.  There were some compromises:  a few singers clearly needed to see the music for whatever reason; choruses would read some of their songs and be off book for others, which maybe looked worst of all and clearly demonstrated the difference in sound; one or two singers in a group read while the rest sang, which may have been necessary but looked odd.

4.  Something like “When I First Knew” and “Van Trapped” are a lot of fun.  They are full-evening events.  And they damn-well better be completely thought out.  These are no longer concerts; these are shows and need to be treated as such.  They need to be directed, both stage and music, and the singers need to know that a lot rides on what they’re doing…better to go with the script than try to be cute.

5.  Heart isn’t enough, but it counts for an awful lot. 

6.  Rehearsal mp3s (I could sense the snickers when I mentioned rehearsal CDs) now seem to be sung by the AD or someone per section.  That way the singers hear their part AND the words.  I could never figure out the technology.  By the same token, I’ve heard Tim Coleman add his voice to his rehearsal disc, so it can be done.  Each of the singers I talked to said that their AD wasn’t much of a singer, which was good because there was then no effort to emulate his style.  Rather, they learned the songs and then the AD used the rehearsals to shape the music.

7.  It’s important to have a niche.  Sometimes it’s good to shake that up, but to totally change the direction of the chorus is dangerous unless there is absolutely nothing to lose.
Dave’s assessment seems to be echoed by additional singers:
CHORALOGRAPHY is vital to an entertaining performance, I saw many choirs do amazing things (Vancouver really took the cake) where most of the choir did nothing (or just swayed in the background) and a small group (3 or more) did featured choreography (more advanced) at the front of the stage.  The people doing choreography changed so that the same people weren't featured all the time, yet this strategy lightened the overall load of responsibility for the entire group while keeping the choreography that was performed SHARP, focused and VERY entertaining.

CONCERT THEMES/PERFORMANCES the show that really impacted me the most was the TWIN CITIES GAY MENS CHORUS, they commissioned a show ABOUT being in a Gay Mens Chorus for the last thirty years each number represented a different aspect of the Gay Men's Chorus experience, aging, age differences, politics, performance issues, group choreography etc.... and each number was strung together with great dialogue to make it really seem like a musical theater show.  IT WAS AMAZING!!!!  

I think we should focus on even tighter themed shows, and work on dialogue between the numbers to really make them cohesive.  I think it really brings the audience into our performance in a way that creates more intimacy and directness... making the audience feel more connected and  included.

After seeing a couple choirs sing with music, I will NEVER consider singing an entire concert without memorization.  It was SO concrete watching the very few choirs that DID sing with music, that it was a huge handicap to their performance.  It does take work to memorize but it is SO WORTH THE EFFORT...

I like the Von Trappe musical thingy the one chorus did... Maybe we could do a 20-30 minute themed musical thingy.... pick one and go for it.
I saw so many things that we are doing "right" already; things like costumes and choralography . . . and that's so much of what GALA is about. It's not about showing off, but it is about "wow-ing" each other. We have a great sound - now we need to get more movement, costumes and props for 2016 - yes, it means shipping, storage and shipping back without a 3 million dollar budget, but we can do this.

Black suits with a colored t-shirt and “bling” pins (different ones) – it looked sharp
There were additional insights that can be grouped under this category. First and foremost, we can talk about the voice and vocal production. Here are notes that Lucy took from one workshop that can help us all:

Find Your Voice and Keep it – Dr. Mary Louise Burke

Find your authentic voice: first time? Again?

What is it? natural, healthy, spontaneous, clear, resonant, colorful, vibrant, and expressive

How to find it? Get out of your head and into your body.  Your “head” is the part of your brain that is analytical and too noisy.

Where to start? Identify all blocks to a free body: physical, mental, and emotional. (Look for black spots: areas of holding, contracting, non-vibrancy.)  Energize all the parts of your body and brain so they work together optimally. Give yourself permission to be a big, glorious singer! 
Find your voice in this order:  Energy (chakras, meridians, etc.) ( Alignment ( Breathing ( Sound
If your tongue is tense, don’t even bother moving to the next step.

Energy: see the book Energy Medicine, by Donna Eden

Alignment: Do a variety of postures, sitting on the floor, lying on the floor, sitting in a chair, and holding music.

Spine: seated and standing upper body twists, knee bends, roll downs

Head/Neck/Shoulders/Torso: chewing, head turns, shoulder lifts/rotation, press shoulder blades together, Eagle’s arms (L elbow over R, intertwine arms until palms come together, move arms up and down, side to side, and around in a circle

Jaw:  massage, move side to side

Tongue/soft palate: Drrr roll, raspberries, lip buzz, “a-huh” (acoustical “at rest” position)
“Surprise” your throat before you sing – (use a mirror)  yawn/sneeze  ng/k/g

Breathing: Listen to your heart beat; relax your tongue; check head and neck posture; deep, audible sighs
• Awareness of natural breath cycle: In-out-rest
• Awareness of singing breath cycle: Inhale – exhale while keeping ribs expanded – release sound; no pause between cycles; don’t exhale after a phrase or note: like “topping off”
• Exercises: Inhale-suspend-exhale (find optimal expansion), barks, sss, counted breathing, “Ho Ho Ho”

Sound: use a variety of vowels, then vowel/consonant combinations  [ bi bi bi ]  [ bi bo ]  [ vi vo ]
Remember: mouth opens more (less) for higher (lower) pitches; sound is louder for higher pitches

Keeping Your Voice: Be aware of your body at rest; find your trouble spots and treat them.
Be aware of how you use your speaking voice.

Do your own warm-up before rehearsal.
Find a daily vocal world that includes energy, alignment, breathing, and sound.
Find a place where you can sing out at full volume.
Be aware of all aspects of vocal health: water, humidity, exercise, sleep, environment, meds, illness, aging
The best use for the “red leather, yellow leather” exercise is inducing tension. (
And these from Bob Nease
The first workshop I attended was Vocal Coach Program directed by Christopher J. McCafferty, A.D. Illumni Men's Chorale, Resident Tenor Soloist & Men's Vocal Coach, Seattle Choral Company, First Tenor Vocal Coach, Seattle Men's Chorus, Founding Board Member and Treasurer Greater Seattle Choral Consortium


Basically what I got from his presentation as a Professional Vocal Coach was that any chorus should seek help from available trained voice coaches depending on skill and budget. Possible sources for coaches could come from local colleges or universities via work study or volunteers. One can expect to pay $75 per call/ max. of 3 hrs.   
Co- Presenters: Jeremiah Selvey, Dennis Coleman and Kristopher Jenkins talked about training young conductors and professional voice coaches in developing the skills and techniques of singers. The Vocal Coaches should aid singers with the A.D. musical interpretations, lead sectionals, record rehearsal tracks, lead month voice classes, coach small groups and soloists, conduct the whole chorus on a piece, vocalize and warmup the chorus and address needs within sections.
Two additional  areas of focus are Fundraising and Public Relations. Kevin attended a workshop on the use of social media in a Chorus and has these ideas to share:
GALA Report – “Leveraging Social Media”

I attended this workshop on 7-8-2012 while at the GALA festival.  Here are some salient points made:

Facebook Information:

· There is a “GALA Social Media Managers” group on Facebook that provides tips on how to go about managing your social media and advertising.  HGMC is now a member of this group via our Facebook page.

Other Avenues for Social Media:

· Wildfire program – allows you to compare with other choruses to see how your social media is impacting your advertising.  Some of the items are free but others require payment.

· Edgerank – allows you to see how your social media ranks in terms of connecting with people

· Twitter – this has value around the time you have upcoming events/concerts/fundraisers (2 weeks or so), but it really has no value throughout the remainder of the year unless you have a large following for your Twitter account.

· SocialMention.com – a social media search engine that searches user-generated content such as blogs, comments, bookmarks, etc. and shows how many hits you are getting as an organization.

· Unilyzer – measures the effectiveness of your social media programs with a dashboard-style tool.  Gives you a 360 degree view of social media marketing campaign performance.

· Bit.ly – allows you to shorten your URL address to make it easier for people to find you.

· Visual.ly – allows you to take data from your social media sites, sort it, arrange it, and present it visually for board members to understand how advertising is effectively (or not) working for your organization

· Timelinemoviemaker.com – allows you to take all your photographs and images from a concert and/or performance and turn them into a movie to post on Facebook.

Social Media Ideas:

· Pick only 2 or 3 goals over a period of time and really focus on them

· Partner with your artistic director or president to brainstorm ideas

· Create 2 or 3 sample demographic groups that attend your events and target your advertising towards them

· Find your “mega” fans and use them!  Get them to post items to Facebook and other social media outlets.  This will give your chorus more “hits.”

· Create a Social Media Policy for all your singers to follow (see below)
· Grab the space in the cyber world – even if you do not plan to use them name, secure the domain name – places like Google+, etc.

· DAILY post something on all your social media outlets – especially on Facebook.  The more you post the more hits you get and the higher your ranking.

· Share programming advertisements with other local non-profits in your seasonal program books – CPYB, Harrisburg Singers, Susquehanna Chorale, Cantate Carlisle, Theatre Harrisburg, Open Stage, etc.

· John Haydon – www.johnhaydon.com or Beth Kanter – www.bethkanter.org – two people to follow in regards to social media and how to use it effectively

Social Media Policy:

· On the back of this card are simple guidelines to follow when identifying your association with SFGMC and/or discussing your participation in, or work with or for the Chorus while on-line, e.g. posting content on any social media platforms.  You represent the SFGMC board every time you step out in an SFGMC T-shirt, tell someone you are a member, tweet about a rehearsal or identify yourself online as an SFGMC member.

· Loose Lips – Only information about SFGMC that is in the public domain should be disclosed.

· Take Care – If it is easy to tell you are a member of SFGMC, do not engage in activities that might bring SFGMC into disrepute.

· Be Nice – Do not post derogatory or offensive comments, including criticizing other choruses and arts groups in a non-constructive manner.

· Be Yourself – Social media is all about giving yourself a “voice”!  But please use only your own and not as an SFGMC representative.

· Say Cheese – Tag photos responsibly, and if in doubt, do not tag!  Please be mindful and respectful when posting photos of other chorus members.

· Most Importantly Have Fun with social media.  SFGMC staff are always available to answer questions as best they can.
A couple of other suggestions from Kevin were:
· Social Benefit Concert – do a concert where 50% or more of the proceeds go to a group in your area (i.e. Bethesda Mission, LGBT Coalition Center, etc. – gets your name out to a wider audience of people)
· Testimonial videos by audience members to add to our website?  (Asking questions like – What does HGMC do for you?  What does HGMC mean to you?  What does HGMC do for our community?
An idea from Eric also fits into this P.R. category and that is getting audience input via an on-line survey. Here is the ad he shared from one being done by the Philadelphia Gay Men’s Chorus.

Help shape the sound of PGMC - take this short survey now!

We're putting the finishing touches on our 2012-13 concert season - watch your email for more details to come soon - and making plans for the seasons to come.

And we need your help to do both.

We have a very short survey for you. We'd like to know what songs you'd most like to hear us perform in our upcoming concerts and what kinds of music float your boat in general. What are your favorite holiday songs? Tell us! Love Broadway shows? We have a few songs for you to rate. You can give us thumbs up or down on possible concert themes and even share your thoughts on ABBA songs! And we'd like to get your opinion on the broad categories of music that would keep you coming back for more.

The survey takes less than five minutes to complete, and your answers will help us as we embark on our second 30 years of singing with pride. We need to hear from you by July 20 for your answers to count.

Take the survey now
Fundraising is a never ending struggle for any organization and the Chorus is searching for new ways to generate income that will allow us to cut back on the hours spent in the Farm Show. Several of our members attended a series of workshops on raising funds via an auction. Here are Bob’s notes from those workshops.
Double Your Fundraising Auction Income Now presented by Kathy Kingston, CAI, BAS, Consultant, Professional Auctioneer and Benefit Auction Strategist
In her first workshop Kathy emphasized the telling of stories not statistics: Fund A Need, your need and your story.

Fund A Need is collaborative giving, won't leave money in the room, true...they know people philanthropy and to cultivate relationships.

 She went on to tell why people give...they know same people, share the mission, impress friends

ASK...usually someone asked them personally, perhaps an emotional story or event

Choruses biggest outcome to support the association. Guests care because they have a connection i.e. heartstrings. One example was Sam, a tortured youth from BGMC.

Select your need...a true need, something easy to understand, emotional appeal, funds are achievable that night

Reasons people should give...original music, orchestra/solo, youth outreach, a place to feel safe.

Give the 59 Second Pitch, such as a true first person story, an uplifting speaker, tie success story to the cause, youth chorus/self esteem.

'We are here tonight to raise as much money as possible for..."

"I'd like to tell you a true story", my challenge, my transformation, establish the need

Now I invite your generosity...transition to auctioneer, tight, keep attention

MIT    Move,  Inspire, Transform
Reveal   tell story, introduce 3rd person...that person was me

Start high, go low

Golden Zone early in the evening, sit down meal, before drunk, dance later

Crescendo  seated, quiet, superb sound, lights up, no shushing, skilled auctioneer, recording/forms

Tuesday July 10, 2012 10:30AM  Record Breaking Auctions Part 2 continued by Kathy Kingston, CAI, BAS, Consultant, Professional Auctioneer and Benefit Auction Strategist

In this segment Kathy spoke of the elements of Live Auction
-Good sound system

-speakers on stands

-surround the audience

-Both Silent and Live Auction areas

-No spotlight on Auctioneer

-Lights up for Auction, preferably 5-8 p.m.


Live Action Items
-Match items to your audience

-Less is more   "Match the Hatch", maybe 8 items

Item Procurement
 

-Most apt to give money

-Business card for people you deal with

-School Auctions software

-Personal follow up*    Benevolent Pest

-Get rid of anything less < 50%

-Travel, golf, good watches, botox, tickets to Disney

-Package under-performing items

-Wall of Wine or Commissioned Piece, both good

1. Dinners by gourmet chef (6 or 8 couple, sexy place)

2. Trips, VIP, sold out items or tickets

3. Unique experience

4. Sporting events

Bad items
1. Art

2. Services

3. Go back to top 20 bidders including items for specific groups

The third workshop I attended was Record breaking Fundraising Auctions Part I presented by Kathy Kingston, CAI, BAS, Consultant, Professional Auctioneer and Benefit Auction Strategist

In her second workshop she stressed to Focus on Mission, Leadership, Retain Benefit Auctioneer and Make Money After the Auction.

Design a dynamic climate, people want to be contacted with you:

 Acceptance, Energized...What do your Donor's Gifts Do?

- this is what it will do for you through thank you letters(ask letters) and testimonies. Do flip videos

 Fundraising Revenues (stream)                 

 Awareness of Mission

 Social Pair Element

Cultivation of Relationships

Miss Richfield


F    fundraising

A   auction

B   benefit


laser beam your message


1. Save the date card

2. invitation   ...envision the Eiffel Tower/ April in Paris

3. web site     ...icon GALA Auction

4. social media


Day

1. print the date

2. time

3. cost of tickets

4. space venue, hook (held over)

5. table tents between silent auction items

6. poster images of transformation

7. back of bid cards...white

-sponsor

Leadership


Succession.

Empower your Board

*100% attendance @ every auction/event
-talk Board, blame Kathy

3 Year Program

Co-Chair, Honorary Chair/ Committee

-local media, politicians, working honorary Table Captain.

Awards

-i.e bought 7 tables

-acknowledge workers

Sponsors

-on key steering committee


Day of Auction Volunteers

-swept up popcorn/ felt valued

-start beginning, end

-match volunteers w/ something they like

-use donor corporation workers and volunteers
Matching Gift Program

Retain a Professional Auctioneer who knows how to engage people, know when to say sold, keep momentum,

will not leave money in the room. Does not cost you money/ makes you money

How to Retain a Professional Auctioneer

-Experience

-Interview

-Auction Fee Structure

-Written contract

-Power of Consulting


BAS
Ignite generosity
Why People don't go to Auctions?

1. Have not been invited personally

2. Know anyone there

3. Fun

New Audience Sources

-Table Captains

-Major Donor prospects (potential)


Vendors

-Accounts Payable List (invite people you write checks to)

-Second Circle, ask close group to find other donors  People Give to people
-Sponsor Sphere of Influence, fill table with key people

Auction Ambassadors

-Who loves us the most, ask them to be Auction Ambassadors

1. Attend and spend money

2. Bring another couple just like you

3. Play up Auctioneer

4. Solicit a premium live auction item that they would buy

5. Engage Kathy's Magic Question*

                 -Would you be willing to consider being a major sponsor etc. so that HGMC can....

                 -How are you connected to HGMC brings people to us, tenderize for the auctioneer.
And even though I didn’t have the opportunity to be physically present at GALA, I have one idea to share that came via the manager’s list serve:
 Has anyone ever done a city-wide scavenger hunt as a fundraiser?
We are planning this as a unique alternative to the growing list of trivia events flooding out community.  If you have, was there a guide that you found to be helpful for this particular event?
Wendy Markum, Manager, Gateway Men’s Chorus
	
	

	There is a great deal here to digest, mull over and add your own thoughts in to develop your own perspective on where the chorus should head over the next year/four years. What is most important, though, is that you take the time to think about this and to share those thoughts. No one person has the copyright on ideas. This is a group and we all have the right to weigh in with an opinion but if you don’t participate then you lose the right to gripe later. 

I hope everyone will take this opportunity to join in the discussion these pages of remarks will engender.

Respectfully submitted

Paul R. Foltz
President
	
	
	

	
	


