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    About this book


    A choir rehearsal usually begins with warm-ups. Conductors often choose unison melodies for this, but if you want to work on tuning and ensemble blend, polyphonic exercises are often more effective.


    It is good practice to introduce new warm-ups on a regular basis. Once singers know an exercise well, the stimulus to keep listening closely fades. But where do you find new material? This book can help. It contains many new warm-ups — not difficult, but rich in harmonies that challenge the singers.


    This book is intended for anyone who leads a group of singers: choral conductors, vocal coaches working with ensembles, and singers in vocal groups.


    SLIGHTLY LESS STRAIGHTFORWARD


    The exercises in this book are slightly less straightforward than those in Harmonic Warm-Ups and Four-Part Choral Warm-Ups. In those previous volumes, melodies were given a polyphonic setting by singing them in canon or in parallels — essentially, everyone sang the same melody.


    Here, the approach is different. Each voice has its own line. Learning the parts therefore takes a bit more time, but the reward is greater variety in the harmonies and exercises that remain engaging for longer.


    VOICINGS


    Most exercises are written for four parts — soprano, alto, tenor, and bass (SATB). This allows for a wide range of harmonic possibilities. Alongside the SATB sequences, you’ll also find regular SSAA versions.


    In many mixed choirs, there are fewer men than women. To keep the warm-ups engaging for everyone, you can work in SSAB. The female voices are divided into three parts, and the men combine their lines into a single baritone part. This book includes several SSAB exercises as well, with B standing for baritone.


    SEQUENCES


    This book is built entirely around sequences. A sequence is the repetition of a musical phrase and harmonies at a different pitch level, usually a second above or below. Here is a simple example:
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    The melody from the first measure is repeated twice, each time a second lower. The same happens in the accompanying parts. Because all voices move together, the harmonies themselves also form a sequence:
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    Every exercise in this book is a sequence, which makes the parts easier for singers to remember.


    ASCENDING AND DESCENDING


    The example above is a descending sequence — not because the eighth notes in the melody move downward, but because each measure is repeated on a lower pitch level.


    This book contains more descending than ascending exercises. Descending sequences tend to sound more natural harmonically. An added advantage is that singers automatically start singing more softly when moving downward, which encourages attentive listening. Even so, the book also contains ascending exercises, allowing you to work on energetic forte singing and on tuning in higher tessituras. Chapter 7 contains pairs of sequences — one ascending, one descending — which can also be sung back to back.


    SHAPE OF THE EXERCISES


    The exercises are constructed to be easy to remember. Nearly all sequences have eight measures. This length feels natural for singers, and they intuitively sense when the exercise is coming to an end.


    All exercises begin and end on the tonic. Sometimes the harmony shifts from minor to its relative major (or the other way around), but even then the cadence usually feels predictable.


    The sequence above can be made to end on the tonic by adding one more measure. We then arrive on a C triad — the tonic of the relative major. To shape an eight-measure exercise, each note is then written twice as long:
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    Most exercises are notated in 2/2 or 3/2. The calm pulse invites singers to listen closely. In triple meter, the music has room to breathe and takes on a pleasant, dance-like quality.


    RANGE


    The aim has been to give each part a comparable vocal range so that all singers face similar technical challenges.


    Many exercises are set in a relatively low register. Sopranos may occasionally descend to a low Bb, or basses to a low F. The idea is that it can be helpful to learn the notes in a lower tessitura first; once the parts are secure, the exercise can easily be taken higher.


    The range of each part has been kept as compact as possible. Nonetheless, some exercises feature wide ranges — a tenth or even slightly more. These are less suitable at the very start of the warm-up. A large range also makes it harder to transpose an exercise to a different key.


    LEARNING THE PARTS


    During warm-ups, you want singers to spend as much time singing as possible and as little time waiting. One way to achieve this is by having the whole group sing as individual parts are being introduced. For this to work, it is useful to begin with a line that sits comfortably for all voices.


    In the sequence above, for example, everyone can start by singing the soprano line. Its melodic shape is appealing and easy to remember:
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    As a second step, you can learn the bass line and have tenors and basses sing it. This line is quite straightforward, so it takes little time to learn. You can then combine the two lines immediately:
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    After that, you can add the alto and tenor parts.


    For most SATB sequences in this book, suggestions are given for an efficient order of learning the parts. These suggestions take into account not only the vocal accessibility of each line, but also the vertical harmonies created along the way. Thirds and sixths are usually easy to tune in two-part textures, while seconds and fourths are more challenging. In three-part combinations, the goal has been to form complete triads so that the harmony already feels full.


    VARIATION


    It works well to introduce small variations during warm-ups. These keep the music fresh and engaging.


    If the range of the exercise is not too large, you can vary the pitch. After a few repetitions, you can perform the sequence a whole tone higher. A new key changes the color of the harmonies and makes singers listen afresh. It also engages different parts of their vocal range.


    You can also vary the vowel. Each vowel requires a slightly different way of singing. Ooh is the easiest to tune — singers generally agree quickly on its color. Oh is harder, because it can be colored dark (“German”) or bright (“English”). Ah is tricky because it allows for many shades. Eeh and Ay are easier, though the challenge there is to avoid a thin sound.


    This book provides suggested vowels under the notes, though you are of course free to choose alternatives. In English vocal notation, syllables ending in a vowel are often written with a final “h” (e.g., dah, noh). In this edition, however, the syllables appear without the “h”, simply to keep the lyric spacing compact.


    Besides pitch and vowel, you can vary tempo and dynamics.


    MELISMAS


    Conductors can adapt the exercises freely. For example, you can introduce melismas even when they are not written. This applies especially to places where several notes occur within one beat. In the following example from Chapter 5, each quarter note has a vowel written underneath:
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    You can, however, turn these quarter notes into melismas. Consequently, the exercise becomes homophonic. All singers produce the same vowels at the same moments:
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    CHAPTERS


    This book is divided into eight chapters. Most of them revolve around a single type of sequence. Chapter 1 (Two sequences to begin with) introduces two sequences. Chapter 2 (Arches) looks at exercises with a small range whose direction reverses halfway. Chapter 3 (Minor–major) and Chapter 4 (Major–minor) contain exercises that begin in minor and end in the relative major or vice versa. Chapter 5 (Two halves) focuses on sequences that shift back to the original pitch halfway through. Chapter 6 (Returning to the starting point) contains exercises in which the bass ends in the same octave where it began. Chapter 7 (Pairs) presents sequences that can be combined — one ascending, one descending. Finally, Chapter 8 (Ten or sixteen measures) looks at sequences with an unusual number of measures.


    LISTENING


    You can listen to the exercises in this book at www.hummpublishing.nl/audio. No login required. Select “English,” then choose the correct book. The exercises are listed by page number. The MP3s were generated using the notation software Dorico and should give a clear impression of each exercise.


    HOW A SEQUENCE EXERCISE IS CONSTRUCTED


    For readers who are interested, this section explains how the sequences were designed and why certain choices were made.


    Every exercise is built upon a chord progression that begins and ends on the tonic. In this example, we use a descending sequence built on the chords I–IV, returning to the tonic after three repetitions:
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    Because the sequence descends, we start with a relatively high voicing of the chords. In the C chord the root is at the top, and in the F chord the fifth is at the top. These voicings are not the most resonant. The sonorities are enhanced when the third occasionally appears at the top. We lower the three upper voices so that the F chord has A on top. An added benefit is that the upper parts now have more motion, making the overall sound more interesting:
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    These notes are already usable as an exercise, but the transitions between the chords still feel somewhat clunky. To smooth the progression, we insert the chord C/E between C and F. To avoid parallels between alto and bass, the upper voices are placed slightly higher in the second measure. In C/E we choose a voicing in which the E appears only in the bass. Measures 3–8 update automatically, since the entire passage is a sequence:
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    Between measures two and three we insert another chord, F/A, to further smooth the transition. Note that this, like C/E, is a first-inversion chord. The bass sings F–A, and to create a good voicing we give the soprano A–F. The chord F/A is not repeated in the final measure of the exercise, because we must end on the chord C:
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    The exercise now sounds balanced and works well for warm-ups. However, one disadvantage is that the tenor part lacks melodic interest. We cannot simply give the tenor other chord tones, as that would result in incomplete chords. What we can do is give the tenor a melodic line for added interest. The exercise is then no longer homophonic:
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    We then apply a small trick to make the exercise slightly longer and to open up the phrasing. We change the meter to 3/2. This creates a pleasant cadence with natural breathing points. In this meter, the third beat of the first measure has room for some extra motion. There we give the soprano a B — the seventh of the chord:
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    In this version, a rhythmic challenge has been added. To achieve good ensemble precision, singers must pay close attention to the other voices and re-enter at exactly the right moment after each breath.


    TERMINOLOGY


    In this book, sopranos and altos are sometimes referred to as the women’s voices, and tenors and basses as the men’s voices. These terms are used solely for the sake of readability, even though they may not always match who sings which part or how singers identify.
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