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Inset Box, by Richard Treptow, Presentation Category Specialist:

Today’s barbershop audiences have been influenced by thei@vahat has taken plac
in all other performance media over the years. Sigjets and sounds they experience
watching MTV music videos, movies, and heavily staged ctgécan be spectacular. |
recent years, some of our quartet and chorus perforragesidiegun to successfully ad
creative approaches borrowed from other performancéamethe design of their
barbershop performances to help maintain relevancy to’'todagliences. Although
classic barbershop style performances are still adolepthese additional, creative
approaches are equally accepted by the judging community. réberfation Category
regularly studies these alternative performance sagdsgitimate alternatives to the
more typical “stand and deliver” approach.

In support of this, Presentation Judge Connie Keil hasenrdgtrr feature article to
explain a valuable concept called “the Fourth Wall.” Trigcle has been edited by the
Presentation Category leadership and the concepts desarédordw recognized by all
Presentation Category judges. Richard Treptow, Present@ategory Specialist,
recommends that all serious contestants read thigeartic
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The Fourth Wall

Introduction

We barbershoppers love to entertain—not just in caitbat wherever we perform in
public. We certainly want to preserve our beloved sifieusic, but we don’t want the
general public to view barbershop as a limited performartcdat has only one
acceptable mode of delivery. Most audiences are accustoraeaudoh wider variety of
performance approaches than typically seen at a Istudgecontest. If barbershop shows
that it has flexible, creative ways of presentinglfifsecould become more relevant to
today’'s world of entertainment and the general publicit 8eght be wise to become
more aware of some of the proven concepts used sudbessfuerforming arts outside
of the barbershop world. One such concept is calletFnarth Wall.” It's a simple yet
powerful approach to define the relationship between tHerpezr and the audience.

Sources that discuss the fourth wall include well-knouth@rs such as David Craig
(*On Performing”) and Ivana Chubbuck (“The Power of tleok’) as well as myriad
references on the internet. Many of our barbershoppeeirs intuitively understand the
concept and use it quite successfully. This article enaied to help all of us (performers,
judges, and coaches) to understand it more concretelpgmdiide a framework and
language to describe it.

The Fourth Wall--Choices

The fourth wall is the imaginary invisible plane betwélee audience and the performer
through which the audience views the action. When thepeer chooses to mentally
create an intact fourth wall, he cannot see the acelietme “sees” the missing portions

of the set and the missing characters in the settimg tdrm signifies the “suspension of
disbelief” used by the audience, who pretends that thactieas in the story are real
“living” beings in their own world, and not merely perform@n a stage. In order for the
fourth wall to remain intact, the artists must aisceffect, pretend that the audience does
not exist, by staying in character at all times and liyaddressing the audience members
directly. Most dramatic theatre relies on the fowvdil, as do most movie and TV
dramas. Thus, audiences are well-conditioned to intutigat” the fourth wall concept.
Use of the fourth wall is sometimes referred to aprésentational” theatre.

“Presentational theatre,” in contrast, admits the mlviand chooses not to utilize the
fourth wall, thus freeing the performer to acknowledgepti@sence of the audience,
making eye contact with them, speaking to them, or evé&ammantrances and exits
through them. Most barbershop traditionally has be¢nharpresentational mode. We
have strongly encouraged direct eye contact with theeaaeli



Representational Choices

If the performer chooses to work within the fourth wiidere can be several choices
about how he represents the character he is playirgyehy case, the performer needs to
decide who he is, where he is, and to whom he is sppakimese choices are usually
based on the lyrical theme of the song, even if andtieme is the primary one.

One choice would be to portray a character who is adohig a second, imaginary,
person. For instance, in the song, “I Love You Trutiag performer could be a husband
speaking to his wife at home. She would be present witkifotlrth wall and, even if the
performer is looking in the direction of the audiere®js seeing and singing only to her.
His focal point would be at a place where she woulctchlty be standing.

Another possibility would be to create a soliloquy—tharacter talking to himself. “I'm
Always Chasing Rainbows” could be done in such a setting chharacter, talking to
himself in a reverie, may not have a clear focal pdut,be in an unfocused, dreamy
state. Or even with occasionally closed eyes. Hisisfpiemotions, however, would be
clear to the audience, who is privileged to watch him eritbrmous rapport—without
threatening the intimacy of the experience.

The performers could choose to address each otherasedotnvironment that the
audience views. A good example of that was Alchemy’s pedace at the 2004
International Contest as jazz musicians doing “Old_8tiie” and “Birth of the Blues” in
an after-hours jam session. In that case, the qusasgtd in character for the whole set,
and never acknowledged the audience, even at applaukav&aone so would have
penetrated the fourth wall and destroyed the effect—peghapsto the point of making
the audience uncomfortable.

Alchemy’s costumed set, complete with props, was dotiebnin character. But many
contest sets can be done with only the individual sadhgsjselves, being performed in
the representational mode. The singers create themakas and the mood as they
establish a new imaginary place and a new fourth wélleabeginning of each song, but
still use standard entrances, bows, and exits. This ilydoae wearing some sort of
uniform outfit, rather than a costume that ties irvite songs. Gotchal!’s set that
included the soliloquy, “What More Can a Soldier Givebige many possible examples
of this approach.

Note that to be successful in any of the representdippaoaches, the performer needs
well-developed visualization skills. The performer needgisualize the place in which

the action occurs. The imaginary fourth wall encldbesplace and establishes a sense of
intimacy and privacy. The best performers are so \mdie they draw the audience in

and make them feel as if they're watching real live cltaragoing through truly

intimate moments.



Presentational Mode Choices

Traditionally, barbershop quartets usually perform dseiy twere speaking directly to the
audience, that is, with no fourth wall in place. Quexcand judges exhort them to
maintain eye contact and clear focal point unity. Thig wonderful way to create rapport
with the audience, as long as it fits with the lyridse of the presentational mode should,
however, be a choice made by the performer, ratharahautomatic habit. In most of
the examples above, direct eye contact with theeagdiwould have damaged the
performance. When the performer is in the narratoddensuch as in “When My Sugar
Walks Down the Street,” he is in direct communicatiath the audience—telling them
the story or making comments from his perspective. Tidgsace needs to feel that
contact.

There are many cases where the performer uses th@eaidie a surrogate for the
imaginary person within the fourth wall. It can be felsongs such as “Smile, Darn Ya,
Smile,” in which the performer is not in the narr&aple, but in direct, persuasive, and
personal contact with the audience, not an imaginaisope

Shifting Modes

In many songs, the perspective of the performer camgehaithin the song, often
between verse and chorus. The performer should be aivédre shifts, and choose
whether or not to establish the fourth wall. For exampl “Wait Till the Sun Shines,
Nellie,” the performer could start the verse in theatar’s role (fourth wall not in place)
talking to the audience: “On a Sunday morn...” Then he omreldte the fourth wall and
take on the persona of the girl, saying, “We must stewd) Joe...” After changing back
to the narrator’s role: “Then the boy...,” he could beedhre boy: “Wait till...” As the
performer changes roles as suggested by the lyric, heé bewdstablishing or penetrating
the wall, depending on what character he is playing armdhehs addressing. As he does
this, his focal points will likely be different. Or lveuld just choose to be in the
narrator’s role throughout the song and stay in presenghtmode with no fourth wall in
place, simply quoting the boy and girl, not “becomingrthBut he should make a
conscious choice. Otherwise, the audience might not understand what tigeis@out
and what the performer intends--especially if themoisagreement among the
performers.

In theatre, the technique of “breaking” the fourth wallised when the plot of the story
calls for some unusual event to take place that skdtterbarrier between the fictional
world of the story and the “real world” of the audieneatching the story; it refers to the
character directly addressing the audience, or activglyaavledging (through breaking
character or through lyrics) that the characters atidragoing on are not real. It's often
done as a sly aside to the audience (like the famoaisaBMarx bit with the cigar). This
technique is not normally done in barbershop performatecgst offers interesting
possibilities—especially in comedy (think about FRED)! Oagain, the performer gets
to make the choice, but only if he is aware thatcti@ce can be made.



Implications for Choruses

It is @ common practice for our choruses to perform irsthedard “choral concert” style
performance, on risers, in tuxes (or some other unifowith a director who bows to the
audience, then becomes the focal point for the clautisg most of the performance.
There may or may not be much choreography. In this nmdegudiences are
conditioned to expect to see a “conductor,” as with a sgmyp orchestra, and may be
somewhat uncomfortable without one. An issue in this kingerformance is often the
lack of contact with the audience--not “getting pastftimlights.” Instead of staringt

the director, however, if the chorus is truly in “pras¢ional mode” and singsrough

the director in eye contact and emotional contadt tie audience, the projection and
rapport can be much stronger. This approach can diffetes wonderfully
entertaining barbershop choruses from most classicahdss. Choruses can still
choose the representational mode in the concert tpbuathe fourth wall concept is
often more convincing in a theatrical setting with sptsps and costumes.

For example, six of the top ten choruses at the 2G@4national Contest were in
costumes, not uniforms. Many used sets and props. Theuf tise fourth wall concept
was facilitated by the freedom and variety provided by thattital style. They mostly
stayed in character. If they looked toward the audiagheegs usually to envision
someone within the fourth wall. Many of the directoerevnot “in front.” Contemporary
audiences might expect a staged, costumed, representpgoioamance to look like a
Broadway production number, in which there is no direcdorisible director could be a
distraction in that setting. Well-trained choruses parform with only subtle direction.
This approach frees the individual performer to become= mban actor, who can
perform with authentic emotion that the audience camect with.

Implications for Quartets

Employing a theatrical setting is more difficult for ques because their range of
movement is limited by the microphones and the lightiigir use of sets and props is
limited to what they can gracefully carry onto thegstaAlchemy’s set was a good
example of the creativity required to carry off thephesentational mode” for a quartet
throughout a two-song set, from entrance to exit. Howepeartets can still choose to
establish the fourth wall within the standard, non-costuimedat for convincing,
powerful performances of individual songs. The key is éxethe choice—and to
understand the implications of that choice.

Risks and Traps
Done well, the fourth wall concept can help intensifyo&ions. But, similar to attempting
comedy, if the representational approach is poorly dotends to crash harder in
contests than does the safer, more traditional presemil performance. Some traps to
watch out for are:
» Time and timing. If the pace and flow of the non-singisgt‘up” is seen to be
awkward or tedious, the audience will be uncomfortable.




Talking. It needs to be directly related to the oveyatformance and brief
enough to be perceived as part of the musical performaatan end in itself.
The contest rule permitting talking requires it to befori

Intent. Barbershop audiences are sensitive to contrivegogssive theatrics. If a
contest performance is seen as theatre that incloaes Isarbershop, as opposed
to barbershop with a theatrical approach, it could be upgeX thin line.
Audience rapport. From the heart believability is keyrtp @erformance. If the
performer is uncomfortable, the audience will be uncotalde. Keep it

authentic.

The Value of the Fourth Wall Concept

To the performer: The conscious choice of creatingdabet wall can simplify
the task of the performer, and help him to visualize, foand stay in character.
This may lessen the distraction—and fear-- of being et dy that frightening
sea of faces (sometimes known as the “black giamt€an provide a safer place
to show emotion--like singing in the shower—and can atlosvperformer to
become more vulnerable and available to the audienaathéntic performance
is about “telling the truth” emotionally, this concept ¢eatp the performer find
and communicate that truth. The conscious choice tofitiizing a fourth wall,
by contrast, can give the performer a stronger feelirmohection to the
audience, which the audience can then reciprocate.

To the judge: Understanding the fourth wall concept cgmthe judge recognize
whether the performer understands the technique and hiht iwexecuted.
Inconsistencies of focal points and visual effectslimeeen in a broader, less
mechanical way. Authenticity, believability and from-tineart emotions can be
placed in a different context, helping to define thesedeffect relationship
between technique and mood. The fourth wall language caselbel in coaching
evals to help the performer grasp the concept and impnove quickly.
Remember though, they're judging the entertainment valuehadool.

To the audience: Audiences don't care about technique. areeyery intuitive.
They will “get it"-- as long as it is done well. Hopé#fy they will notice more
variety, creativity and authenticity from barbershogdqenances. They will
appreciate and reward good entertainment.

Connie Keil
Presentation Judge
March 1, 2005



