Greetings!


The following package is something you can add to your "tool kit" and adapt as your local circumstances require.  I developed this minority outreach presentation after being asked by the Diversity Committee at the federal facility where I worked to discuss the historical roots of barbershop harmony during Black History Month (each February).


I had mentioned during a facility Diversity Committee meeting that the barbershop harmony I sang was an outgrowth of the music sung by African-Americans in the antebellum southern United States.  I originally planned to just make a spoken presentation using taped examples of barbershop singing to illustrate the points in the script.  But my senior's quartet quickly convinced me that a live quartet would add much to the demonstration and attract a larger audience.


No effort was made to recruit other than to mention our chapter's meeting place and time and invite all the attendees, men and women, to visit us anytime.  The presentation was made twice... the last two years I worked before retiring in 1998... and both times was well attended and well received.


Consider offering a presentation of this sort to fraternal, religious, or community organizations that have substantial minority membership.  It is especially appreciated during Black History Month but it can be adapted to any requirement.  The recordings I used were those that I had available to me and the selections the quartet sang were those everyone knew.  Feel free to adjust the song selections (and the script) according to what you have available.


The bottom line is to reach out to a new source of members.  For African-Americans, the barbershop style is their heritage... we've just been preserving it for them.   Help them rediscover their heritage!

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
~~  PROGRAM  ~~
Black History Month Barbershop Presentation

OPENER:  

Quartet Song - "Steamin' Down The River"............................
C

INTRO:  

Why we're here and what the audience will hear.  …………
(Script)

DEMO:  

Quartet Song by Parts - "My Wild Irish Rose"...…………..
 Bb

DISCUSSION:  
African-American origins of the Barbershop style....……….
(Script)



      
Quartet Song - "Darkness On The Delta".......................……
F

EXAMPLES:  
Mills Brothers - "'Til We Meet Again"...........…..
(Tape, Side B)



    
Mills Brothers - "Honey That I Love So Well".….  (Tape, Side B)




Quartet Song - "Honey/Little Liz Medley"........................  
Bb




Flat-Foot Four/Gas House Gang - "Shine".......  
(Tape, Side A)

SUMMARY:  Review of how the creativity and the rich musical contributions  of the African-American culture led to the diverse musical heritage we all share today. 
(Script)

CLOSER:  

Quartet Song - "If The Lord Be Willin'"..................................  
G

######################################

(SCRIPT)

~~   Introduction and Demonstration Lead-In   ~~

(After Opening Song)   "OK, so what do four guys who are not African-American have to share with you about Black History?  In the next half hour, I hope you'll come to agree that our love of a special kind of a' cappella singing...Barbershop...and the rich harmonic style brought from Africa are uniquely bound together.  The cultural fabric of America is laced with such blending and, as you'll hear, we continue to explore new combinations that make our music, indeed all our artistic expressions, vibrant and exciting."

"The quartet that will be singing for you today was specially formed for this presentation.  (Introduce quartet members)  We call ourselves the "Heritage Quartet" to emphasize the point that our singing style has grown from musical roots that are hundreds of years old.  

"In the next 20 to 30 minutes, we'll demonstrate what's so special about the Barbershop singing style... how that style grew out of the harmonic techniques brought to this country by African men and women torn from their homeland by slavers.  You'll hear how the music of the black south changed over the decades from the traditional style the old-timers called "Barbershop," through Ragtime, Dixieland, Gospel and early Jazz, to become the

broad range of musical styles we know today."

"First, we'd like to show you how Barbershop differs from standard vocal music with a short demonstration.  In traditional European choral music, the melody is sung by the highest voices, usually the sopranos.  In Barbershop, the melody is sung by the second-highest voice called the Lead... while the Tenor sings a higher harmony part."

(Quartet sings "My Wild Irish Rose" in parts - Bb)

~~   Discussion & "Darkness" Lead-In   ~~

"To be absolutely truthful, we're not exactly sure how the Barbershop style first originated, but we do know that its first practitioners were Black quartets that became very popular after the Civil War.  We owe much of our present understanding of the origins of the Barbershop style to Len Abbott, who plays in a Cajun band in New Orleans.  Mr. Abbott became interested in the history of the Black Gospel quartets that flourished from about 1880 to the 1920s.  He interviewed many of the men who sang in those quartets and they kept referring to their style as "Barbershop" singing.  Abbott wasn't familiar with Barbershop... he was only interested in tracing his own African-American musical roots from the Gospel singers to Ragtime and Jazz.  But the persistent mention of "Barbershop" led him to trace it to its earliest beginnings.  

His research led him to old newspaper accounts of early quartets and to the connection with the early black quartets of the antebellum south.  He shared what he found in a recent article he published."

"Abbot discovered that it was, indeed, black recreational quartets that developed the special style and vocal technique that we know today as "Barbershop."  Characterized by sliding chord changes and the unique arrangement of the harmony voices around the melody singer, the barbershop style was developed, rehearsed, and performed in real barbershops in the deep south in the days when white barbers were rare.  Every barbershop had its own quartet, experimenting with new chords, swipes, and something they called 'snakes.'  The discovery of an especially unusual chord was met with shouts of joy and much backslapping."  

"All the early professional Barbershop quartets were black... singing first in the Minstrel shows of the late 1800s and on the Vaudeville circuits that reigned as the most popular form of public entertainment until the rise of radio in the 1930s.  The great Vaudeville quartets became internationally famous and wealthy.  In fact, The American Quartet had the number two hit in 1910 with 'Play That Barbershop Chord.'"

"The Barbershop Harmony Society was formed in 1938 during a chance meeting of two barbershop enthusiasts in Kansas City at the old Muhlebach Hotel.  And singers actually did gather at street corners and harmonize until the clouds of World War II sent men off across the seas.  The newly formed Barbershop Harmony Society was founded to preserve and encourage barbershop quartet singing.  And the people from whom this unique singing style sprang moved on... first to Scott Joplin's Ragtime, then Dixieland, the Blues... and later, modern Jazz."

"To give you a sense of how the southern slaves managed to develop and practice such a rich and sonorous musical style, picture four black men cooling themselves by the river on a hot night.  That's the only time they had for themselves... and singing was their only source of solace and joy.  Their master would long ago have taken away their drums... drums could be used to communicate!  The words of this old song express their feelings."

(Quartet sings "Darkness On The Delta" slowly, like a prayer- F)

~~   Examples   ~~

"Through the decades, from the Minstrel shows to Vaudeville to Radio, the Barbershop style has been preserved.  Listen as one of the great barbershop-style quartets... The Mills Brothers... takes an old Barbershop standard and begins to move it toward swing-style jazz."

(The Mills Brothers - 'Til We Meet Again')

"Here's another... one we still sing today."

(The Mills Brothers - 'Honey That I Love So Well')

"And here's our version of that song, blended with another from the same era."

(Quartet sings 'Honey/Little Liz Medley' - Bb)

"And what about the traditional Barbershop style of singing today?  Here are two quartets... The Flat-Foot Four of 1938 and the Gas House Gang of 1998 to demonstrate."

(Flat-Foot Four/Gas House Gang - 'Shine')

~~   Summary   ~~

"We hope that you've come to understand why Black History Month is also a time of remembrance and celebration for those of us who love to hear and to perform the Barbershop style of singing.  Men and women of all races who enjoy Barbershop harmony have united to preserve this art form that grew out of oppression and cruelty to become the backbone of a whole range of uniquely American musical styles."

"When the Barbershop Harmony Society recently launched a program to support vocal music in schools, one of the Society's composers wrote a song for the campaign titled, 'Teach The Children To Sing.'  The song ends with these words:  'Teach the people to sing, that all their voices belong!  Radiant faces, a rainbow of races joined in harmonious

song...Joined in harmonious song!'"

(Quartet sings Closer "If The Lord Be Willin'" - G)

#######################################

