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magine a childhood moment when you were told to shut up. Per-

haps the command was delivered forcefully by a teacher or family
member. It could have been triggered by your creative play or an
attempt to express strong emotions. Most of us will recall some-
thing of the kind. | remember being struck with a missile hurled by
a particularly sadistic head-teacher who objected to my laughing and
joking instead of queuing silently to enter class after a play break.
The experience left me more with a temporary sense of injustice
and a sore left ear than any lasting damage to my self-expression.
Yet it took decades for me to find the courage to challenge author-
ity, at least not without first apologising profusely for standing up for
my rights.

In our more enlightened times, my slaphappy primary teacher
would no doubt be imprisoned for common assault and | would
receive months of trauma counselling. There is, however, no want
of verbal violence of the dictatorial, thou-shalt-not-speak variety in
evidence today. The phenomenon has become a potent substitute
for corporal punishment. It stands alongside more subtle social con-
ventions for closing people’s voices, for limiting the grounds for
self-expression to bars and clubs, and suspecting anyone who
unlocks their singing voice at the ‘wrong’ moment of being crazy. To
sing and dance should come as naturally as breathing; it still does in
societies unburdened by western consumerism and modish stere-
otypes of cool behaviour. Anyone who sings for a living, for pleasure
or for both will know how liberating the experience can be, even if
the joys of performance have been paid for with years of hard work
and setbacks.

| would not be the first to suggest that joyful, communicative
singing can all too easily be suppressed by the pursuit of technical
excellence in singing. The idea is at least as old as the debate about
words before music versus music before words. When it comes to
training choirs, I've agonised over technical matters and obsessed
about surface details. It was only when | came to work with a
remarkable community choir, one limited in technique but always
determined to deliver the maximum share of expression in perform-
ance, that | gained the chance to explore unfamiliar approaches to
developing vocal expression.

Three years ago, | was invited to work with the Blackbird Leys
Choir. The group began life as an initiative funded by Arts Council
England and promoted by broadcasters Five as part of its FiveArts
Cities project. Choir members were recruited from the Blackbird
Leys estate in east Oxford, nationally infamous in the late 1980s as
a place blighted by car crime and anti-social behaviour. The area has
changed almost beyond recognition since, improved by regeneration
schemes and some visionary leadership from within the local com-
munity. It would be fair to say, though, that Oxford’s great choral
tradition had not made much of a mark on the Leys.

Five hatched the idea of The Singing Estate, recruited Ivor Setterfield
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Andrew Stewart begins.a’new series
looking at the benefits of workshops and
approaches from the world of the healing arts
that can help choirs and individual singers
unlock their full potential of self-expression

21/05/2009 10:06:19



