

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y-pTeBf7bfU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zjcXtLrZnZQ
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| believe in singing. | believe in singing
together.

A few years ago a friend and | realized that
we both loved singing but didn't do much of
it. So we started a weekly a capella group
with just four members. After a year we
started inviting other people to join. We
didn't insist on musical experience — in
fact some of our members had never sung
before. Now the group has ballooned to
around 15 or 20 people.

| believe that singing is the key to long life,
a good figure, a stable temperament,
increased intelligence, new friends, super
self-confidence, heightened sexual
attractiveness and a better sense of humor.
A recent long-term study conducted in
Scandinavia sought to discover which
activities related to a healthy and happy
later life. Three stood out: camping,
dancing and singing.

Well, there are physiological benefits,
obviously: You use your lungs in a way that
you probably don't for the rest of your day,
breathing deeply and openly. And there are
psychological benefits, too: Singing aloud
leaves you with a sense of levity and
contentedness. And then there are what |
would call "civilizational benefits." When
you sing with a group of people, you learn
how to subsume yourself into a group
consciousness because

. That's one of the great
feelings — to stop being me for a little
while and to become us. That way lies
empathy, the great social virtue.

Well here's what we do in an evening: We
get some drinks, some snacks, some sheets
of lyrics and a strict starting time. We warm
up a bit first.

The critical thing turns out to be the choice
of songs. The songs that seem to work best
are those based around the basic chords of
blues and rock and country music. You
want songs that are word-rich, but also
vowel-rich because it's on the long vowels
sounds of a song such as "Bring It On
Home To Me" ("You know I'll

be your that's where your
harmonies really express themselves. And
when you get a lot of people singing
harmony on a long note like that, it's
beautiful.

But singing isn't only about harmonizing
pitch like that. It has two other dimensions.
The first one is rhythm. It's thrilling when
you get the rhythm of something right and
you all do a complicated rhythm together:
"Oh, when them cotton balls get a-rotten,
you can't pick very much cotton.” So when
16 or 20 people get that dead right together
at a fast tempo that's very impressive. But
the other thing that you have to harmonize
besides pitch and rhythm is tone. To be
able to hit exactly the same vowel sound at
a number of different pitches seems
unsurprising in concept, but is beautiful
when it happens.

So | believe in singing to such an extent
that if | were asked to redesign the British
educational system, | would start by
insisting that group singing become a
central part of the daily routine. I believe it
builds character and, more than anything
else, encourages a taste for co-operation
with others. This seems to be about the
most important thing a school could do for
you.

Independently produced for Weekend
Edition Sunday by Jay Allison and Dan
Gediman with John Gregory and Viki
Merrick. Special thanks to Davia Nelson of
The Kitchen Sisters for recording this
essay.
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http://kitchensisters.org/
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