
RANDOM NOTES – CHORAL ARTICLE #2, TERM THREE 2012 
 

CHORAL BRIEFS – HANDY HINTS FOR SECONDARY SCHOOL CHOIR DIRECTORS 
by David Squire, Schoir Ltd 

 
I DON’T BELIEVE YOU! 
 
In the Random Notes article last term I mentioned that there were two things separating singers 

from other musicians, the first being that the instrument is inside the body, rather than ‘attached’ 

to it. I didn’t reveal the second difference, but promised I would this term. It is, of course, the 

added dimension in almost all vocal music: text.  

 

This is a double-edged sword for singers. There are issues of mechanics: the pronunciation of 

varying languages, consonants that can interrupt the legato cantabile line, regional dialects that 

hinder correct vowel placement, and even something as basic as enunciating clearly enough to be 

understood by the audience. There are also issues of understanding: ambiguity and intuitive 

meaning in the poetic language (and this can include foreign poetic languages), accurate syllable 

accents, compositional context, and character conveyed via various emotive pathways.  

 

However, there is a huge advantage to having text: it is the singer’s primary guide to the 

musicality inherent in a song. In fact, it all starts from the text. Provided the composer has set the 

text in a way that reflects the intent of the words, it becomes the singer’s basis for the finding the 

finesse of the performance.  

 

Unfortunately, all too often this is ignored. As a choral adjudicator, I have heard many choirs sing 

works in such a way that I know they have no concept of the text meaning. For example, how can 

one sing Vivaldi’s Gloria with a bored and serious face? If someone is singing the jazz standard I 

Can’t Give You Anything But Love, and they look disengaged and uncomfortable, then the 

audience (who effectively become the subject of the song) will not be inclined to give the singers a 

second chance. The mood in such a piece needs to be more alluring and less self-pitying! 

 

Singers in my choirs are all used to hearing me say a four word phrase: “I don’t believe you.” The 

moment I am not convinced that they are singing in a manner appropriate to the text, out it comes. 

No doubt it annoys them, but it certainly keeps them honest, and usually has the desired effect – 

to remind them that integrity in singing is vital if they are to convey the message to the audience. It 

doesn’t matter if they believe it themselves or not. As singers they are required to convince the 



audience that they do, to suspend disbelief, in the same way that actors do. This requires a 

certain uninhibited approach to the music that many teenage singers find difficult to deal with, but 

must be encouraged to attempt and then perfect.  

 

For the choral director, this means doing a little research. Find out about the poet or lyricist. 

Examine the context of the text: when it was written, what for, who for? If it’s an excerpt from an 

opera, oratorio, cantata or musical, what is the dramatic context of the song at that point in the 

work as a whole? If the work is in a foreign language, ask a proficient speaker to give you a direct 

translation – and to explain the poetry and how a native speaker might read more into the text 

than a non-native speaker would. Don’t rely on a paraphrase – these are usually inaccurate 

(especially the sung paraphrase written in the choral arrangements, which are not word-for-word 

and therefore do not follow the natural text shape of the melodic line).  

 

Once your students are singing the work, ask them often what each word or phrase means. Each 

singer will have their own idea about the meaning, and many of these will be valid. Draw on their 

ideas and come to a shared vision of the work. It will make things so much more meaningful for 

the choir as a whole.  

 

At the 2009 NZCF Sing Aotearoa Festival in Rotorua, former King’s Singers member Simon 

Carrington gave a seminar entitled Tasting the Text – the Missing Ingredient. This mixing of the 

senses and allusion to a recipe for choral technique is very useful in this context. He describes 

singers as having the “unique privilege of singing words,” and says that choirs must focus not just 

on the mechanics of vocal technique, but also on the “organs of communication: the mouth, lips, 

tip of the tongue, eyes.”  

 
The end result of all this work to reflect the text? An effective and convincing performance that 

transports the audience to another time or place. Anyone who saw the King’s Singers on their 

recent tour to New Zealand will have seen evidence of this. Nothing is ever ‘half done’. Each piece 

is spellbinding. On the other hand, I have heard several professional-level choirs where the 

standard of singing is top-notch, the intonation flawless, the gradation of dynamics impeccable… 

but there is still something absent – passion, emotion, believability. All these come from the text.  

 

If you want somewhere to start, think about our own national anthem. Say the first two lines as if it 

was a poem, rather than a song. Now think about the word stress, elision at the ends of lines, the 



meaning. Once I had done this, I realised that I could never sing it again without a comma after 

“nations”, and with a breath after “feet” – despite the impression that 99% of the population sings it 

like that. If you really think about it, the meaning is almost reversed when sung that way!  
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