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I'm posting this for Laurie! Some great information...

Creating a Visual Plan:  Class with Erin Howden Friday Morning/Portland 2001

This was a class given by North Metro choreographer and assistant director Erin Howden.  It was by invitation only to directors and choreographers and was aimed at helping them work together to create the best visual product.

Erin started the class by telling a story about her daughter. I won't share it with you!  You need to go to one of her classes in person!  The point that she wanted to make was that we need to let children be our mentors.  They do everything with passion and soul, and no matter how good our "plan" is, it is nothing if there is no soul behind it.

Erin then had the audience choose partners.  Each person had to tell her partner about the most exciting moment in her life BUT she had to 

do it without moving a muscle.  When asked for feedback about how that felt for both sender and recipient of the message, the response was overwhelming that it was AWFUL for both parties. One of the things that became evident is that when your body is stiff, it translates to your voice.  Naturally the discomfort of 

the "performer" transferred to the "audience."  Erin's point:  DON'T EXPECT THE AUDIENCE TO BE MOVED IF YOU ARE NOT!

She did a quick run down of the evolution of Sweet Adeline 

Choreography:

*Rigid posture, no individual movement, and the front row would stand on the risers.  Now SMILE!

*Cylinders:  Some gestures with a specific inventory of moves.

*The Age of the Formation:  Kick lines are us!

*Age of the Wave and Special Effects

*Involvement and meaning - more drama

*Musical approach - not just moves mirroring the lyrics

*Endless possibilities with increased creativity.

When the director/music staff chooses the music, they need to 

determine if the chorus can handle it both musically and from a 

physical standpoint…can the chorus present the song in a way that will bring the right message.  The perfect example:  Joint is Jumping.  Your chorus may be able to handle it vocally, but if they don't have the physical ability to do more than a hand wave here and there, the audience just isn't going to go on the ride with you.  (By the same token,  if they can move like professional dancers, but don't have the vocal skills, you've got a problem!)

Choreography is NOT dancing, it's drama!  The director needs to 

remember that she is part of the whole visual package.  She/he must be a performer right along with the rest of the chorus. 

Beware of compartmentalizing the music versus the visual. 

Choreographers MUST be part of the music team and the director MUST be involved in the visual planning.  If a move is taught as a "move" itbwill remain just a move.  The chorus must know why they are doing it.

Creating the plan:

Step 1:  NO RULES!

*no inventory

*no limitations

*only passion, creativity, and freedom must exist. "It's easier to tame a wild horse than to invigorate a tame idea."

Step 2:  Define the song type

*lyrical: ex - Pal of My Cradle Days

*Rhythmic: Conga

*Mood:  Mood Indigo

*Combination

Step 3:  Establish the character and story line

*Answer the who, what, where, why, and when question.

*Don't be "like" a character BE the character

*Director needs to take on that mind set when developing the

interpretive plan.

Step 4:  Develop interp plan

Most important point here is that the director has to communicate the musical interp to the visual team and to the chorus when they learn the music.  And YES, it can be changed!

Step 5:  Music is taught

Give the technique a reason to live

Step 6:  Determine costuming style

*Go with your musical plan and character

*Don't make the audience "think" about why you're wearing what you're wearing. 

Step 7:  Visual team creates a musically sensitive choreo plan

*You don't have to start at the front end of the music!  If you're inspired by something in the middle of the song, start there and build outward…or go back to front!

*Visual team members need to get over themselves!  It's not about you! If something doesn't work, that's okay, it's not a personal thing.

*Erin says that she never uses a paper plan.  That makes it too easy for people to go left brain on her!  Besides, the plan can always change, and the paper trail only makes it confusing.  She wants the left brainers to dig down to their souls and remember the passion behind the movement, not just the move!

*Make sure the difficult musical points are not hindered by the 

choreo.

***Be sensitive to the singing level of your chorus!!!***

Musical things to highlight with your choreography:

*Interpretive breaths - use as a spring board-sometimes the best 

visual things happen when you're NOT singing!

*Repetition of lyrics - you emphasize these changes musically, you should visually too-think motive behind the visual.  For an example, Erin had the class sing "Glory, glory Hallelujah, glory, glory hallelujah, glory glory hallelujah, His truth is marching on."  She gave us different motives for each glory glory.  She then gave us simple moves that reflected the motive behind each glory.  Not only did the music build, but our physical involvement came to a climax!  Great exercise!

*Stomp patterns

*Working to the climax, not just of the song, but of each phrase.  

Work the staircase.   Always remember, it's about the journey, not the destination.

Step 8:  Teach the plan

*Make sure that you start by emphasizing the message and attitude of  he music.  Don't just focus on the mechanics.

*Work general to specific (don't worry about that 45% angle!)

*Make sure the choreo is demonstrated with the desired execution.

Step 9:  Work the execution of the song

*GO BIG OR GO HOME!!!

*Don't wait for the audience to respond before you start selling.  

Make them respond.  (You have to do this in rehearsal too.)

*Energy is was elevates us.  There are tricks-like bending your knees and using the floor as a spring board-but we have to love what we're doing or the energy is not going to happen.

*Celebrate when chorus members are a bit uncomfortable.  It means they're growing!

Some misconceptions/mistakes we have and make about visual planning

*Trying to force fit a visual element when it doesn't belong (they did it, and it's really cool, and I want to put it in here…)

*More is NOT better!  (Think wave after wave after wave….)

*We must teach every angle.  (No judge ever said, "Boy the 45% angles of your arms on that move were perfect!)

*We need to look like ________ to succeed.  Be who you are!

Erin finished by showing a clip from the movie "Dead Poets Society."  Again, I'm not going to give away all of her tricks, rent the movie yourself and find out a little bit about passion!

Laurie

Laurie O'Brien

SING Reporter Portland 2001

For convention photos (but not of this class!), see 

http://www.geocities.com/saireporter
