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INTRODUCTION

Dear Reader,

The purpose of this resource is to share common best
practices used by open dance bands, while also illustrating
the diversity of approaches across communities. We hope
this resource provides you with a great starting point to
launch your own open band or additional inspiration for
what you already do.

The resource is based on the input of approximately 40
individuals representing 35 open bands throughout North
America. Thank you to all the band leaders and dance
organizers who shared their knowledge and expertise to
make this resource possible! Their names and contact
information are listed in the last section of the document.

WHO C AN JOIN OPEN BANDS

Almost all bands said that everyone is welcome regardless
of age and ability.

Anyone. Open means open. Carol Ormand, Madison Open Band

1 Most bands use a drop-in model whereby musicians
can simply show up and play. However, one band
pointed out that musicians are required to attend one
rehearsal prior to playing at a dance, while another
wrote that musicians have to regularly attend
rehearsals and that drop-ins are not allowed. Yet
another band stated that they do a bit of ‘vetting’.
That same band noted that musicians will be
contacted ahead of time to create a roster of who will
play.

1 A few bands noted that it is important to select who is
playing the piano because it’s the piano that keeps the
rest of the musicians playing together.

Ouronly really discriminatory criteria concern the keyboard players.

We need them to be really solid. A secondary consideration is
developing practical music theory application, i.e., playing "groovy"
chords, which happens mainly informally by those withkih@wvledge
teaching the othersSteve Epstein, SPUDS

7 Several leaders mentioned that they try to manage
‘overbearing’, ‘percussive’ or ‘loud electronic
instruments’ (e.g., these instruments must get cleared
by the leader ahead of time; a leader may need to talk
to someone if they are playing a loud instrument
without regard for others).

1 A few respondents noted that they only mic (amplify)
a few experienced musicians.

1 One leader pointed out that their group sometimes
spotlights youth.

Everyone is welcome toifjiothe band as long as they are
respectful of sound constraints and peoéhen youngsters join
in, it's usually prepared in advance with their teacher/tutor, and
we sometimes have a "spotlight" for them during the waltz for

example. Complete beginners are not naturally drawn to this kind
of event, and we haven't had any disregfidlayers going out

of bounds. All instruments are welcome, and we mostly have
fiddles, accordions, guitars, pianos, and sometimes a flute, a
mandolin, a bass or upright bass, wooden spoons, and a snare
drum. Many players enjoy tapping their feet sirami¢ous to
playing, and we always have one of the leaders tapping on an
amplified tapping board, which | think helps with overajithm
consistencyMartin Aucoin,Grand Orchestre Maréemusique

Some leaders wrote about the types of instruments played
at their dances. They include: fiddle, piano/keyboard,
guitar, mandolin, bass (acoustic/electric), accordion
(piano/button), concertina, banjo (tenor/5-string), clarinet,
oboe, bassoon, tuba, trombone, flute, recorder, hammered
dulcimer, autoharp, harp, trumpet, saxophone, domra,
hand drums, wooden spoons, snare drum, foot board. The
sky seems to be the limit in terms of diversity!

RECRUITING MUSICIANS

Word-of-mouth is the most common approach to
recruiting musicians. Below are some specific examples of
word-of-mouth recruitment as well as other strategies
that bands use.

1 Promote the opportunity at dances as some dancers
also play instruments (e.g., make an announcement;
chat with dancers).

T Reach out to the musicians that already play in local

dance bands.

Promote the opportunity at local jam sessions.

Encourage local music teachers to bring their

students.

Maintain a website with information.

Post on Facebook.

Write an article for a local publication.

Promote at the local college.

Make sure that musicians know about the open-door

policy, and that they are welcome any time without

commitment.
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Yes! A lot of word of mouth, begaching out to fiddle teachers
and music schools in the area has helped greatly. Emily Troll, The
PA O @ Rrchstra

A few leaders pointed out that they don’t do any active
recruitment since they have already too many musicians
(e.g., can't fit everyone on the stage).




1 Communicating with the musicians throughout the
THE ROLE OF BAND LEADERS event (e.g., answering questions from newbies;

encouraging the band).

All of the bands we heard from have a leader(s) of some 1 Deciding which instruments get mic’d.
sort, although there were different titles depending on the 1 Selecting tunes/sets if not done ahead of time.
context: Director, organizer, coordinator, leader, 1 Leading the sets, including setting the tempo,
wrangler, and mentor. start/stops/tune changes, and calling on-the-fly
arrangements (e.g., dynamics). Some leaders can play
Different bands structure the roles in different ways. For an instrument while also directing the band. Other
instance, a few groups have a coordinator that hires leaders decide to focus on conducting instead of
different leaders for each dance. More common though is playing. (Here is an example of conducting from the
to have one or two leaders organize everything, sometimes Pic’d Up Orchestra: youtu.be/NGMoTUtNong)
splitting up the tasks (e.g., administrative coordinator vs. I also lead the band at dances, amdreetimes that means actually
leader the night of the dance) standing up and directing. As the band has grown, directing has
’ become more necessary. In fact, I've been *asked* to direct more
. . often. | guess they don't like my playing! :=) Keith Holmes, Contra
Organizational tasks ahead of the dance 51 yQa
Band leaders take on a number of organizational tasks. Conducting is accomptied through hand signals. The band is too big
for vocal conducting or even holding up signs. Most of the
Common tasks include: arrangements are made on the fly, so band members have to watch
Sendi ils ab . . to see what will happen the next time around. Here is a link to a video
l en. mg (?ut em.al s about upcomlng 8188- from some yearback made by Doug Plummer (so quality is good
i Maintaining a list of tunes (e.g., online tune book; voutu.bfa/erBufz(élmm At 1:00, | am givjng the signal for one more 5
formatting tunes in both ABC abcnotation.com and UAYS FyR LXLe ljdASuGte oAuQa KINR
PDF). At least one band pointed out that they have a for switchingtunes; and at 2:49, there is the signal for crescendo. We
t lunt h ides t tati have signals for each instrumental section (e.g., next time accordions)
se.para e.vo unteer who provides . une notation. and much more. We begin with the signals right away in the
I Circulating the tunes/sets that will be played ahead of rehearsals, so by the time we get to the dance, band members are
time. very familiar with them. When we need a new signal, we usually
Eric Rounds hand scored the music, and selects the sets a few 32;;2:; the spot with the help of the barglie Songer, Portland

Tasks mentioned less often include:

weeks in advance. Communicates with members via email. A

band member has been entering tunes into a program for making
nice scores. Wieeep a few books, and one in B flat key for people
who sightread. [Forconcertpitchinstruments] Bol-abinski, Remuneration

Country Dancers of Rochester Open Band Roughly half of the leaders are paid while others

volunteer. Payment may be a small honorarium or it may
involve the same payment as a musician would receive for

T f;?ilvrﬁ glfgese’ C{:];)a(z:hnatmg with dance organizers, and playing in a hired dance band. One organizer pointed out
] 8 A o ) ) that their band leaders are paid for leading rehearsals.
1 Making recordings for musicians to practice with.
T Ens‘}”ng key players will be present. ) While we didn’t ask about remuneration for the other
T Letting Fhe sound tech know ahead of the gig about musicians, a few organizers pointed out that the money is
any special arrangements that are needed. split among all of musicians, or that the musicians get into
71 Including the caller on the pre-notification of the the dance for free.
repert91re .selected for Fhe dance. Payment is very motivating to thusicians! Even though it will
1 Coordinating and hosting rehearsals. never be more than a token, given contra dance budgets and the
1 Creating arrangements. sheer number of musicians, it's still worth considering. Whenever
| write arrangements so that we are assured to have a framework for I've asked a band about unpaid gigs, there's a large segment who
2FFSNAYI 3F22R KENX2ye FyR ol && f Ay Ssay sie that nakeyit simgler"yahd ahdther la@ésdedtion that 3 Q &
Band just deflates and loses their enthusiadeople like toell their
| Selecting individuals who will lead the band at the friepds t_hey're p'aid'musicigns, and they turn their minds intg how
dances to find higherpaid gigs, which encourages them to learn their
’ o . ) o ] craft and what people want to hear from a band. So even a small
X hyOS I &SINIgS LRttt GKS FdF At oA fpaimént rdafly ciaghSsNie Aafufe ofthg whdldzihego $pyoR,
leader pool and assign leaders (generally two) to each gig. The Atlanta Open Band
leaders pick the tunes and put them into medleys. Kim Neubauer, We try to make it as easy as possible for anyone who wants to
SPUDS play, to do so, including free admission, and the invitation to join
us on the dance floor if desired, for some of the sets. Bob Fabinski,
Tasks at the dance Country Dancers of Rodafter Open Band

There are a number of tasks that the leader takes on at the
dance. These include:

|l

Communicating with the dance manager and sound
technician.



https://abcnotation.com/
https://youtu.be/NGM0TUtNon4
https://youtu.be/prKBufX4mj0

= C KIN G TU N ES AND In the last section of this document, check out the

websites for various open bands as some list their tunes
CREATING SETS and/or provide the tune notation online.
What to consider when picking tunes How tune lists and sets are made
Choice of tunes matters and some leaders put a lot of f  Maintaining a tune/set list: It's common for bands to
thought into their choices: develop a core list of tunes/sets over time.
| put A LOT of thought into the music. We carry over about half the 1 Who chooses the tunes: In many cases, the band
sets from the prioyear and add 5 or 6 threteine sets a year. | leader develops the tune list. A few leaders mentioned

look for variety of genre and difficulty levels. | choose at least a

. that they take suggestions from other musicians or
couple of sets that are accessible to almost everyone and one or

two that many people will have to work for. It is a matter of that others are involved in choosing the tunes. The
keeping all eperience levels interested without being Outstanding Open Band has an annual gathering to
overwhelmed. | pay attention to the needs of instruments like try out new tunes.

flutes or banjos so that there are plenty of tunes that will work
well on these instruments. We venture a bit into the key of F, but
that's as far as wéave gone with the less fiddfeéendly tunes.

Sue Songer, Portland Megaband

At the annual summer carrput people bring new tune sets to
try out. We set up a tune list for the year, keeping old favorites
and adding new one§haron Rogers, Coos Bay Outstanding
Open Band

Prior to this year, we had a set list of paired turilse band
leader would look at the caller's card and pick a set of tunes. This
year, we have decoupled all our tunes and the leader is bringing

Considerations include:
1 Low note count: Many groups choose tunes that

aren’t very notey so that they are accessible to a wide more people into the tune decisions. Now we figure out what two
range of players. Tunes with a low note count allow tunes will work for the danc&tephen Bobic,tanta Open Band
players to focus on playing ‘with gusto’ rather than

trying to jam all the notes in at dance tempo. A few 1 When to add new tunes: Some groups add a few new
leaders pointed out that they choose tunes at different tunes every dance, while others add new tunes less
levels in order to keep a range of players engaged. often (e.g., once a year). One band mentioned

choosing tunes on-the-fly with no advance warning as

The core of the tune list was passed on to me when | took over .
long as there is a quorum of players who know the

the job.They ae common contra dance tunes, 2 to a set, not very

notey. Last year | added a few new tunes for the first time in tune. These differences likely have to do with the
probably more than 10 yearBil Quern, The Big Squeeze regularity of attendance, the number of players, the
T Clear beat: One band leader pointed out that they experience level of the musicians, and the sound the
choose tunes that have a strong, easily-defined beat to band is trying to achieve.
help the musicians and dancers. 1 Creating sets ahead of time or on-the-fly: Some
9 Standards: Some band leaders noted that they select bands have defined sets (e.g., three tunes always
common tunes played in their local community in played together) while others create the sets at the
order to make the tunes more accessible for drop-in dance by choosing tunes off their set list.
players. 9 Number of tunes in a set: Leaders wrote about
{1 Tunes in accessible keys: Leaders mentioned putting together sets of two or three tunes, with some
selecting tunes that are in keys that are accessible to a pointing out that they combine tunes from different
wide range of instruments (e.g., flutes and banjos). keys (e.g., Gmaj into Dmaj into Amaj).
1 Tunes with different feels: Consider sets of tunes 1 Number of tunes/sets: Some groups maintain a
with different feels (e.g., bouncy, driving, smooth). relatively small number of sets to make the list
1 Tune types: Bands not only play jigs and reels but also accessible to drop-ins and new players. Other groups
marches, polkas and other styles for contra and have built up a long tune list over time.
community dances. 1 Number of sets needed for a dance: One long-
Our repertoire is quite a mix of tunegigs, reels, marches, a few standing open band wrote about having 8-10 reel sets,
polkas. New England, southern 4ihe, Irish, Quebecois, Scottish, 2-3 jig sets, 2 waltzes, and 1 couples dance ready for an

EasternEuropean, ..... Carol Orm@rMOB (Madison Open Band evening contra dance

Tune sources Tunes for ECD dances

Leaders mentioned a variety of styles and sources of tunes. Given that tunes match the dances in English Country
These included: Dance, open ECD bands use a different approach. Here
1 Tunes from the following traditions: Traditional New are some strategies:

England, Quebecois, Scottish, Irish, Southern Old- Callers pick the tunes out of Barnes 1, 2, and now 3 because callers

time, Eastern European and common contra dance pickthe danceX { 1S@S 9LAGSAYS DSNNIyG26Yy
tunes. Open Band

I Two tune books: The Portland Collection and The Since we meet only twice a year, there is no gig book. The caller
Fiddlers Fakebook. decides on the tunes and then we learn them. We try to stay away

from complicated tunes and tunes in hard key signatures but most




Englsh is not super complicated. We also have time to get the
knots out!Laura KuhimarRortland English Community Band

FREQUENCY OF GIGS

There is great diversity in the frequency with which open

bands play for dances.
#of | Frequency of dances
bands
2 Weekly
0 2-4 times a month
4 Approx. 1 time a month
8 Approx. 6-8 times a year
10 Approx. 3-5 times a year
8 Approx. I-2 times a year

Note: A few bands mentioned that they hold rehearsals,
but the numbers above don’t include practices.

REHEARSALS

Over half of the survey respondents noted that their band
holds some form of rehearsal.

Overall format
The format of the rehearsals varies widely.
1 A number of leaders pointed out that rehearsals are

f
f

not mandatory.
A few leaders pointed out that practicing happens at
jam sessions.

)

Thereare 7 rehearsals for the Megaband, which are held in the space
where we have our dances. There is an orientation for newcomers
before the first rehearsal. The first 6 rehearsals are two hours long,
and the last one is four hours. We go over the tunes rmethe band

in the first rehearsal and work out any questions. During the next
three rehearsals, we play through all the sets and waltzes working out
transitions and some arrangements. We do not play to speed. We do
pick up the pace during the last 3 rehsals both in time spent on

each set and actual tempo of the tunes. We play through everything
at the last rehearsal. | put thought into what we play at each
rehearsal mixing familiar sets from the year before with new sets and
easier sets with harder setgisitors are welcome at all of the
rehearsals, and we often have them. But only band members can
play. Sue Songer, Portland Megaband

What happens at rehearsals

ing .
1 band

=a =

as

Rehearsal happens at 4:8030 for the dance that starts at 9:30
Weplay through tunes. Talk about the hand signals that | will
use.Try some rhythmiariations. Talk about "playing the
dance", emphasizing balances, phrasing that fits the figures,
tricks like going up and down the scale when the dancers go up
and down the hall... Bill Quern, NES Open Band or the Big
Squeeze

During a rehearsal:

-We play through any new or challenging tunesten slowly but

not too slowly.

-We play a medley or two that we haven't played in a while.

-We focus on specific ensemble challenges such as the jig to reel
transition.

-We work on individual musicianship suchraenation and
separating notes for a cleaner sound.

-Although we have a default road map, for some tunes we create
a special arrangement. We might review one of those or work on
a new one. If we work on a new one, there's a lot of kauk

forth discussiorand trying out of ideas.

-Most of the rehearsal is spent on jigs and reels with one or two
waltzes at the end. If this is the rehearsal before a dance that the
band will play, we'll pick the waltzes for that dance.

-We discuss any upcoming gigs and weyrset a date for the

next rehearsal.

YSAGK 12t Y84z /2yGNl 51 yQa

So, we occasionally get together to talk about those differences

and to practice varying how we play the tunes, listening, and
NBaLRYyRAY3 (G2 SIOK 2G0KSNRa YdzaAOlf
playing the music to match the dances, emphasizing balances, or

smoothing out phrases tmatch smooth choreography, for

example. These gatherings also allow the callers in the band to

Grt1 roz2dzi GKS OFffSNDRa LISNELSOGAQ
guestions abouhow the dances and tunes fiiggether. Carol

Ormard, Madison Open Band (This text was originally published

in the CDSS News)

Our rehearsals begin three weeks before the dance. They get the
music two weeks before that. We play for 2 hours each rehearsal.
The first one we just run the tunes and work on interpretation.
2nd and third rehearsals weank on harmonies and road maps
(who is going to play, trading offsic.). Laura Kuhiman, Portland
English Community Band
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