
Contemporary Choral Arranging

Contemporary choral arranging is an art form that has evolved significantly over the past few decades,

blending traditional choral techniques with modern musical styles. As choirs around the world explore

new genres, the role of the arranger has become increasingly vital. Contemporary choral arrangements

often incorporate elements from pop, jazz, gospel, and world music, creating a rich tapestry of sound

that resonates with diverse audiences. This article delves into the intricacies of contemporary choral

arranging, examining its techniques, challenges, and the creative process behind crafting a successful

arrangement.



Understanding Contemporary Choral Arranging

Contemporary choral arranging is more than just writing music for voices; it’s about creating an

experience that engages both the performers and the audience. To appreciate this art form, it’s

essential to understand its foundational elements.

Defining Contemporary Choral Music

Contemporary choral music is characterized by its focus on modern themes, innovative harmonies,

and often, a fusion of various musical styles. Key features include:

1. Diverse Genres: Arrangements may draw from pop, rock, folk, jazz, and even electronic music.

2. Vocal Techniques: Use of varied vocal techniques, including spoken word, body percussion, and

vocal improvisation.

3. Complex Harmonies: Introduction of extended chords and non-traditional harmonies, which

challenge conventional choral writing.

4. Rhythmic Diversity: The use of syncopation and complex time signatures to create engaging

rhythmic patterns.

The Role of the Arranger

The contemporary choral arranger is a multifaceted professional who wears many hats. They must be

musicians, educators, and sometimes even producers. Their role encompasses several critical

functions:



Musical Interpretation

An effective arranger must interpret the essence of the original piece while adapting it for choral

performance. This involves:

- Analyzing the Original Composition: Understanding the harmonic structure, melodic lines, and lyrical

content.

- Identifying Key Themes: Determining which aspects of the music resonate most with the intended

audience.

- Deciding on Style: Choosing a stylistic approach that fits the choir's strengths and the arrangement's

purpose.

Vocal Considerations

When arranging for a choir, vocal considerations are paramount. The arranger must:

1. Match Voices to Parts: Ensure that the arrangement is suitable for the choir's vocal range and

abilities.

2. Balance Sections: Create a blend between soprano, alto, tenor, and bass parts to achieve a

cohesive sound.

3. Incorporate Soloists: Decide when and how to feature soloists for added texture and interest.

Instrumentation and Accompaniment

While many contemporary choral works are a cappella, the use of instruments can enhance the

arrangement:

- Choosing Instruments: Selecting the right instruments to complement the vocal lines.



- Creating an Accompaniments: Writing piano or band parts that support the choir without

overpowering it.

- Incorporating Technology: Using loops, backing tracks, or electronic elements to modernize the

sound.

Techniques for Contemporary Choral Arranging

Successful contemporary choral arranging employs a variety of techniques. These techniques can

transform a simple melody into a complex and engaging choral piece.

Harmonization Techniques

Harmonization is a crucial aspect of choral arranging. Contemporary arrangers often use:

- Cluster Chords: Close intervals that create a rich, dissonant sound.

- Parallel Motion: Moving all voices in the same direction to create unity.

- Contrapuntal Writing: Developing independent melodic lines that interact with one another.

Rhythmic Innovation

Rhythm plays a vital role in contemporary music. Arrangers can introduce:

1. Polyrhythms: Layering different rhythms for complexity.

2. Syncopation: Off-beat rhythms that add excitement and drive.

3. Groove-Based Arrangements: Creating a rhythmic foundation that encourages movement and

engagement.



Text Setting and Lyrics

The way lyrics are set to music can dramatically influence an arrangement:

- Syllabic Setting: Assigning one note per syllable for clarity.

- Melismatic Setting: Using multiple notes for a single syllable to create expressiveness.

- Word Painting: Musically illustrating the meaning of the lyrics through melodic contour.

Challenges in Contemporary Choral Arranging

Despite the creative possibilities, contemporary choral arranging presents various challenges that

arrangers must navigate.

Balancing Complexity and Singability

One of the primary challenges is finding a balance between complexity and singability. Arrangements

must be intricate enough to be interesting but accessible enough for the choir to perform confidently.

Some strategies include:

- Gradual Build-Up: Introducing complex elements progressively.

- Clear Part Writing: Ensuring each vocal line is distinct and easy to follow.

- Repetition: Using repeated motifs to reinforce learning and memorization.

Audience Engagement

Engaging the audience is crucial in contemporary choral music. Arrangers must consider:



1. Dynamic Range: Utilizing dynamics to create moments of tension and release.

2. Visual Elements: Incorporating staging and movement to enhance the performance.

3. Cultural Relevance: Selecting repertoire that resonates with contemporary issues and experiences.

Working with Different Choirs

Arranging for choirs of varying skill levels and sizes can be challenging. Arrangers often need to:

- Adapt for Different Voice Types: Ensure arrangements are suitable for mixed choirs, women’s choirs,

and men’s choirs.

- Consider Rehearsal Time: Create arrangements that can be learned efficiently within the available

rehearsal time.

- Tailor for Community vs. Professional Groups: Adjust the complexity and style based on the choir’s

experience and purpose.

The Creative Process of Arranging

Creating a contemporary choral arrangement is a process that involves several stages, from

conception to performance.

Initial Concept and Research

The process typically begins with:

- Choosing the Piece: Selecting a song or theme that inspires the arranger.

- Research: Studying existing arrangements and performances to gather ideas.

- Concept Development: Outlining the intended style, mood, and instrumentation.



Drafting the Arrangement

Once the concept is clear, the arranger will:

- Write the Vocal Parts: Notating melodies and harmonies for each voice.

- Add Accompaniments: Composing instrumental parts that enhance the vocal lines.

- Refine the Structure: Organizing the arrangement into sections (verses, choruses, bridges).

Rehearsal and Feedback

Before the final performance, rehearsals are crucial:

- Testing the Arrangement: Conducting rehearsals to see how the piece translates in a live setting.

- Gathering Feedback: Encouraging singers and conductors to provide input on the arrangement.

- Making Adjustments: Refining parts based on feedback and performance practice.

Conclusion

In summary, contemporary choral arranging is a dynamic and multifaceted craft that requires a deep

understanding of musical styles, vocal techniques, and audience engagement. As choirs continue to

explore the boundaries of music, arrangers play a crucial role in shaping the choral landscape. By

employing innovative techniques and embracing the challenges inherent in this art form, contemporary

choral arrangers contribute to a vibrant musical community that reflects the diversity and creativity of

today’s world. Whether through intricate harmonies, engaging rhythms, or compelling arrangements,

the impact of contemporary choral music is profound, inspiring both performers and audiences alike.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key elements of contemporary choral arranging?

Key elements of contemporary choral arranging include harmonic progression, vocal texture, rhythmic

variation, effective use of dynamics, and incorporating modern styles or influences such as jazz, pop,

or world music.

How does technology influence contemporary choral arranging?

Technology influences contemporary choral arranging through software for notation and composition,

digital audio workstations for recording and editing, and online platforms for collaboration and sharing

arrangements.

What role does vocal layering play in contemporary choral

arrangements?

Vocal layering enhances the richness and depth of sound in contemporary choral arrangements,

allowing for a fuller texture and the ability to create complex harmonies that engage listeners.

How can arrangers incorporate popular music elements into choral

works?

Arrangers can incorporate popular music elements by using familiar chord progressions, catchy

melodies, rhythmic grooves, and stylistic features such as riffs and vocal harmonies that mimic

contemporary artists.

What are some common challenges faced in contemporary choral

arranging?

Common challenges include balancing vocal ranges, ensuring singability for all parts, managing

complex rhythms, and creating arrangements that maintain the interest of both the singers and the

audience.



How important is improvisation in contemporary choral music?

Improvisation can be crucial in contemporary choral music, allowing singers to express individuality

and creativity, especially in styles that emphasize personal interpretation, such as gospel or jazz.

What is the significance of text setting in contemporary choral

arranging?

Text setting is significant as it impacts the emotional delivery and clarity of the message in the music;

contemporary arrangers often explore innovative ways to match the rhythm and mood of the lyrics with

appropriate musical elements.
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