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    About This Book

  


  
    In a choir, the conductor carries many responsibilities. You come up with programs, help with publicity, select repertoire, perhaps write arrangements for the group, hold auditions, and lead the choir during concerts. But the heart of your work is undoubtedly the rehearsal process. You could call this the true craft of the choir conductor: teaching songs and ensuring they are sung beautifully.


    This book is designed to help you become more efficient in rehearsing with your choir. How do you teach parts quickly and effectively? What are smart ways to combine voices? How do you give starting pitches clearly? What makes a good count-off? How do you achieve tight timing? What's involved in polishing a song? How do you help singers shape expressive phrases? How do you create a blended, beautiful sound? How do you work on tuning? And how can singers convey the lyrics more effectively? All these topics are covered in this book.


    WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?


    This book is intended for students currently studying at a conservatory or those who have completed such a program. It is also suitable for advanced amateur musicians. You're expected to be able to read music fluently, play the piano, understand chords, and have substantial singing experience. It's also helpful to have some background in popular music — for example, knowledge of swing feel, the backbeat, different styles, basslines, and drum grooves.


    You can use this book even if you're just starting out as a choir conductor — prior experience is not strictly necessary. However, many of the topics will be easier to relate to if you've already worked with choirs for some time.


    Although this book focuses on popular vocal music, the principles it presents may also be useful to conductors who primarily work in classical settings. In particular, the chapters on skills — Chapter 6 (Sight-reading, reading rhythm, and ear training) and Chapter 7 (Giving starting pitches) — may be helpful to them as well.


    STRUCTURE


    The first chapter outlines the three phases typically involved in rehearsing a song: note learning, refining, and expression. The overall structure of the book follows these three phases. Chapter 2 (Learning Individual Parts) and Chapter 3 (Combining Parts) cover the first phase. The companion volume to this book explores the second phase in more detail, in chapters such as Chapter 9 (Tempo and Rhythm), Chapter 10 (Balance and Volume), Chapter 11 (Tone, Color, and Diction), Chapter 12 (Style), and Chapter 13 (Intonation). Finally, Chapter 14 (Expression) focuses on the third phase.


    Some chapters don't belong to a specific phase of rehearsal but instead cover general skills useful throughout the process. These include Chapter 4 (Tempo, starting and stopping), Chapter 5 (Giving instructions), Chapter 6 (Sight-reading, reading rhythm, and ear training), and Chapter 7 (Giving starting pitches).


    ARRANGEMENTS


    This book aims to illustrate its theoretical concepts with as many musical examples as possible. You absorb material more easily when it's tied to real situations. Two songs are used throughout the book: A Foggy Day by George Gershwin and Lullabye (Goodnight, My Angel) by Billy Joel. Both songs have been arranged for choir and are included in full at the back of the book.


    The arrangements used are for a cappella choir. This choice keeps the examples compact and focused. The rehearsal principles, however, apply equally well to accompanied pieces.


    The voicing of both arrangements is SATB, allowing all four standard voice types to be represented. SATB remains the most common format among music publishers. (Although I believe that for a cappella music, five-part voicings such as SSATB tend to work better.)


    The arrangements were designed specifically for this book and were constructed to allow for a wide range of topics to be addressed. They include different writing styles, key signatures, and tempos. They are not primarily intended for performance.


    MUSICAL EXAMPLES


    In the musical excerpts, the space available is used as efficiently as possible. As a result, examples sometimes begin mid-measure or end in unexpected places. If you want more context, you can refer to the full arrangement in the appendix.


    Each example includes the key signature and time signature. Tempo markings and the swing feel indication (in A Foggy Day) have been left out to save space.


    HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


    You don't have to read this book from cover to cover. Most chapters can be understood independently. This is especially true for the skill-based chapters (Chapters 4 through 7). Feel free to read only the topics you're interested in or consult specific sections when you need information. To support this, each spread of pages deals with a single, clearly defined topic. If you come across a term you don't recognize, you can look it up in the glossary at the back.


    To improve your rehearsal skills, you'll need to work with a choir regularly. You'll get the most out of this book by alternating reading with hands-on practice, trying out the techniques you've read about. That's how you'll discover what works best for you and connect the material to your existing knowledge.


    CONDUCTING TECHNIQUE AND VOCAL TECHNIQUE


    A conductor should be skilled in conducting technique. However, this book doesn't go into that topic, because it's far too broad to cover here. If you'd like to develop your conducting skills further, there are many excellent English-language books available, or you might want to consult my book Choral Conducting Technique.


    The same goes for vocal technique. It's incredibly valuable for a choir conductor to be a good singer and to have a solid grasp of vocal technique and pedagogy. Fortunately, there's plenty of information available on those subjects. So while this book doesn't focus on vocal technique in general, it does cover how to work on technique and tone color with a choir specifically.


    In the chapters dealing with sound and tone, we've avoided the specific terminology of particular vocal methods (such as CVT or EVT). Instead, we use general, objective terms wherever possible. That way, the information is accessible to all readers, regardless of their preferred method.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    The Phases of Rehearsal

  


  
    There are many aspects to work on during a rehearsal. The singers need to learn the notes — not just in unison, but also in harmony. We want the voices to be well balanced, the choir to produce a beautiful sound, and the text to be articulated clearly. On top of that, we aim for tight rhythms, an infectious groove, and good intonation. And let's not forget that we want the singers to look engaged on stage and to understand what they are singing about. As a conductor, you need to keep an eye on all these musical elements. But how do you choose what to work on? And how do you make sure everything gets attention at the right time?


    This chapter provides an overview of the topics you can address in rehearsal. These topics are divided into three phases. In PHASE I, you teach the notes as written; in PHASE II, you refine the performance; and in PHASE III, you move beyond the notes to shape the music expressively.


    We'll cover the following topics in this chapter:


    
      
        
          	
            Three phases

          

          	
            We refer to the three rehearsal phases as learning, refining, and, finally, expression. These phases must be followed in order: for example, it only makes sense to refine a part after the singers have learned it.

          
        


        
          	
            Topics in the phases

          

          	
            In PHASE I, the focus is on note learning — first unison, then multi-part. In PHASE II, you work on rhythmic precision, cutoffs, tone quality, diction, and intonation. In this phase, singers also align their way of singing with one another. In PHASE III, the emphasis is on musical communication and expression.

          
        


        
          	
            Rehearsal pyramid

          

          	
            The three phases and their corresponding topics are presented in a diagram. Because the phases follow a strict order, they are shown in a pyramid shape. This rehearsal pyramid may help you keep a clear overview as you navigate the complexity of the rehearsal process.

          
        


        
          	
            Moving quickly through the phases

          

          	
            Not every section of a song needs to be in the same phase. It's perfectly fine to refine one part of an arrangement while another part hasn't even been sung yet. What matters is that you move through all three phases for each portion of the music.

          
        


        
          	
            Mixing up the phases

          

          	
            Be careful not to mix up the phases. For example, it makes little sense to demand better intonation from singers who haven't learned the notes yet. And asking for more emotional delivery before the parts are musically aligned is unlikely to be productive.

          
        

      
    

  


  
    Three phases

  


  
    Rehearsing the notes generally takes place in three distinct phases. In the beginning, singers focus on reading their part. What are the pitches? What rhythms do they see? What is the text? What is the tempo? Are there any dynamic markings? This first phase also includes being able to sing the correct notes while hearing other parts around you.


    Once the singers have internalized their notes, the second phase begins: refining the sound and aligning the way of singing across the group. This involves balance, tight rhythms, synchronized cutoffs, tone quality, clear diction, appropriate ornamentation, and good intonation.


    When the notes have been fully worked out, the final phase can begin. All musical elements are in place, and the singers start singing from memory (at least, that's usually the case in popular vocal music). This allows them to fully focus on expression.


    FIXED ORDER


    The basic principle behind the phases is that they must be followed in a fixed sequence. You can only move on to the next phase after completing the previous one. There's no point in refining the musical delivery if the singers haven't mastered the notes yet. And there's no room for expression until everyone is singing in the same way.


    We refer to the three rehearsal phases as follows: the first phase is learning, the second is refining, and the third is expression. You can think of these phases as layers of a pyramid:


    
      [image: ]
    


    Later in this chapter, this diagram is shown in more detail.


    SCORE


    Each phase involves a different relationship with the score. In PHASE I, the singers learn the notes as written. In PHASE II, the focus shifts to musical aspects that are not typically written down. (For example, a score usually doesn't tell you how to achieve clear diction.) Most singers will still use the score in this phase, though. In PHASE III, they leave the paper behind.

  


  
    Topics in the phases

  


  
    The focus in PHASE I is on learning the notes. It's important to remember that written music conveys information about both pitch and rhythm. If needed, you can choose to rehearse those elements separately. If the singers are struggling with pitch, you might temporarily set the rhythms aside. Conversely, if the rhythms are difficult, you can rehearse them without pitch — for example, by having the singers speak the rhythms instead of singing them.


    Another focus during this phase is the lyrics. As long as the song is in Dutch or English, the words will usually pose little difficulty. But when the piece is in a language unfamiliar to the singers, the lyrics may require much more attention.


    In addition to pitch, rhythm, and text, there is a fourth element to work on during this phase: the markings in the score. This means helping the singers become aware of tempo and volume changes indicated in the music. These include markings like ritenuto, a tempo, diminuendo, and crescendo, as well as symbols for fermatas and dynamics.


    SINGING IN HARMONY


    In most choirs, the parts are first learned in unison and only later rehearsed together in harmony. Singing in harmony is more difficult for most singers. Dissonant intervals may throw them off, or they may get confused by the rhythms of the other parts.


    PHASE II


    In the middle phase, the focus is on refining the sung material. A number of topics are relevant here, such as creating a good balance, singing tight rhythms, shaping expressive phrases, using healthy vocal technique, maintaining a stable tempo, tuning accurately, and performing the music in an appropriate style.


    Pronunciation is also addressed in this phase. This doesn't mean learning how to pronounce the words — that was already part of PHASE I. Here, the goal is to refine the pronunciation so that it sounds clean and well-articulated. For example, let's say you're rehearsing an arrangement in English. In PHASE I, you probably don't need to spend much time on the text — the singers already know how to pronounce the words. But that doesn't mean their pronunciation is flawless. Often, there is still plenty of room for improvement when it comes to aligning the timing of the consonants and aligning the sound of the vowels and diphthongs.

  


  
    ALIGNING


    A key part of PHASE II is aligning. The singers actively listen to one another and make sure they match in volume, tone color, pronunciation, intonation, and so on. They also aim to perform rhythms in the same way and coordinate their cutoffs precisely.


    Aligning is a simple method that often yields quick results. As a conductor, you don't need to give complex instructions. You simply ask the singers to align a specific musical element. This activates the singers and encourages them to take shared responsibility for improving the overall sound.


    You can apply alignment to any of the topics in PHASE II. Take balance, for instance. To get the singers to match in volume, alignment is the go-to method. You simply ask them to produce the same volume. In most cases, this will greatly improve the balance.


    PHASE III


    In the final phase of rehearsal, you put the finishing touches on the performance. The singers sing from memory, and you work with them to shape an expressive delivery. The focus areas in this phase depend on the type of arrangement. If the text plays a central role, you ask the singers to communicate the meaning clearly. In an up-tempo piece, groove is often the key element. In a ballad, you might talk with the singers about how to build a compelling arc of tension throughout the song.


    PHASE III can also include work on stage presence. This may involve standing tall, making eye contact with the audience, and showing emotion while singing. Ideally, a stage director would take responsibility for these aspects. But if no such person is involved, you as the conductor may choose to work on them with the choir yourself.


    ORDER WITHIN A PHASE


    Within each phase, the topics don't have to follow a fixed order. For example, in PHASE I you can begin by speaking the text in rhythm, or by singing the pitches using a neutral vowel. Especially in PHASE II, there is plenty of freedom in how you order the topics. Working on clear pronunciation, for instance, has little to do with refining dynamics. You can decide for yourself which of the two should come first.

  


  
    Rehearsal pyramid

  


  
    Below, you'll find the rehearsal pyramid once more. Each phase includes a list of key topics. Because the phases are stacked on top of each other, it's best to read the diagram from bottom to top:


    
      [image: ]
    


    We've tried to represent the overall range of topics using a limited set of terms. Not every choice we made was clear-cut, so this diagram should not be seen as set in stone.


    For example, in PHASE II, tempo and timing are listed separately, although they could also have been combined. You'll also notice that "vocal technique" is not explicitly named in this phase. In this book, we've chosen to include it under tone, but some conductors may consider it essential enough to deserve its own category. Another topic that isn't shown in PHASE II is style. That's because work on style is interwoven with many of the other topics in this phase. However, we've still chosen to dedicate a full chapter to it in PART II.


    Finally, in PHASE III, the topic of stage presence is included. One could argue that this is not directly related to sound production — after all, it concerns the visual appearance of the choir — and that it may therefore fall outside the conductor's responsibilities.

  


  
    Here is the detailed version of the diagram, including a short explanation for each topic:

  


  
    
      
        	
          Phase III   Expression
        
      


      
        	
          Meaning
        

        	
          The choir communicates the message of the music.
        
      


      
        	
          Stage presence
        

        	
          The singers are pleasant to watch on stage.
        
      


      
        	
          Structure
        

        	
          The choir shapes an expressive structure throughout the piece.
        
      


      
        	
          Groove
        

        	
          The singers make the song sound groovy and swing.
        
      


      
        	
          Phase II   Refining
        
      


      
        	
          Tone
        

        	
          The singers use healthy vocal technique, produce a pleasant sound, and match their tone color.
        
      


      
        	
          Intonation
        

        	
          The choir's intonation is accurate.
        
      


      
        	
          Tempo
        

        	
          The singers keep a steady pulse — in other words, the choir does not speed up or slow down unintentionally.
        
      


      
        	
          Pronunciation
        

        	
          The singers pronounce the lyrics with care and uniformly.
        
      


      
        	
          Balance
        

        	
          The singers match their volume, and the melody is clearly audible in the overall sound.
        
      


      
        	
          Dynamics
        

        	
          The singers create dynamic variation in the same way, keeping the song engaging.
        
      


      
        	
          Timing
        

        	
          The choir members perform the rhythms tightly and in the same way.
        
      


      
        	
          Phase I   Learning
        
      


      
        	
          Lyrics
        

        	
          The singers are able to pronounce the text along with the notes. (This only applies when the song is in an unfamiliar language.)
        
      


      
        	
          Pitch
        

        	
          The singers produce the correct pitches.
        
      


      
        	
          Rhythm
        

        	
          The singers place the notes at the correct moment.
        
      


      
        	
          Markings
        

        	
          The choir follows the tempo and dynamic markings in the score.
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