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Introduction

In today’s vibrant musical landscape, contemporary choral arranginghas become a dynamic art form that blends
tradition with innovation. Choir directors, composers, and arrangers alike are constantly exploring new ways to
bring fresh life to familiar repertoire while creating original works that resonate with modern audiences. This article
delves into the essential techniques, tools, and creative strategies that define contemporary choral arranging,
offering both seasoned professionals and aspiring arrangers a comprehensive guide to mastering the craft.

Understanding Contemporary Choral Arranging

Definition

Contemporary choral arranging refers to the practice of reimagining existing musical material—or composing new
pieces—for choir in a way that reflects current musical tastes, cultural contexts, and technological advancements.
Unlike traditional arrangements that often preserve the original harmonic and rhythmic structure, contemporary
arrangements may incorporate unconventional textures, extended vocal techniques, and cross genre elements.

Historical Context

The roots of choral arranging stretch back centuries, but the modern era—especially the post World War Il period—
has seen a surge in experimentation. Composers like Leonard Bernstein, John Rutter, and Eric Whitacre expanded
the choral palette, while arrangers began to fuse popular music, jazz, and world traditions into choral settings. This
evolution paved the way for the diverse approaches we see today, where arrangers are not limited by strict classical
conventions.

Key Characteristics
¢ Texture Diversity: Use of layered, sparse, or dense harmonies.
* Rhythmic Flexibility: Syncopation, odd meters, and groove based rhythms.
e Harmonic Exploration: Modal interchange, extended chords, and atonality.
¢ Vocal Innovation: Incorporation of beatboxing, vocal percussion, and spoken word.
e Cross Cultural Fusion: Integration of non Western scales and rhythmic patterns.

The Building Blocks of Contemporary Choral Arrangements

Voice Parts and SATB

While the standard SATB (soprano, alto, tenor, bass) remains foundational, contemporary arrangements often
expand beyond these four voices. Adding mezzo soprano, baritone, or even a choir of five or six parts can create
richer sonorities. Arrangers may also assign unconventional ranges to specific passages, such as having sopranos
sing lower than altos, to achieve unique timbral effects.

Rhythmic Innovation

Rhythm is a powerful vehicle for immediacy. Contemporary choral arrangers frequently employ syncopated
patterns, polyrhythms, and groove centric beats borrowed from pop, hip hop, and world music. A simple shift from a
straight 4/4 to a swung 4/4 can transform a hymn into a lively, danceable piece. Experimenting with rhythmic



displacement—placing accents on offbeats—can also add tension and release.

Harmonic Language

Modern harmony extends far beyond diatonic progressions. Arrangers might use modal scales, whole tone, or
pentatonic motifs to evoke particular moods. Extended chords such as 9ths, 11ths, and 13ths provide lush color,
while quartal and quintal harmonies create an open, ambiguous soundscape. A thoughtful balance between
consonance and dissonance is essential to maintain singability while achieving artistic depth.

Text Setting and Expressive Techniques

Clear text setting remains vital, yet contemporary arrangers often experiment with prosody, melisma, and rhythmic
fragmentation. Techniques like syllabic declamation, word painting, and dynamic shaping can heighten emotional
impact. Additionally, incorporating spoken word or rap segments can bridge the gap between choir and popular
culture, making the performance more relatable to diverse audiences.

Tools and Resources for Modern Arrangers

Notation Software

Digital tools have revolutionized the arranging process. Popular software such as Sibelius, Finale, Dorico, and
MuseScore offer powerful features like real time playback, vocal sample libraries, and advanced harmonization
options. These programs allow arrangers to experiment with voicings and textures quickly, saving time and
enhancing creativity.

Online Communities and Forums

Engaging with fellow arrangers on platforms like Reddit’s r/ChoralArranging, the ChoralNet forum, and specialized
Facebook groups provides invaluable feedback and inspiration. Many communities host challenges, share
resources, and discuss emerging trends, fostering a collaborative environment that fuels growth.

Educational Resources

Numerous online courses and tutorials—offered by institutions such as Berklee Online, Coursera, and MasterClass
—cover advanced arranging techniques, music theory, and vocal pedagogy. Books like Choral Arranging for the
21st Century by Paul B. Beeson and Arranging for Choirby Robert G. Allen provide foundational knowledge and
practical exercises.

Step by Step Process for Arranging a Contemporary Choral Piece

Study the harmony, melody, rhythm, and structure. Identify key motifs, dynamic contours, and any distinctive
rhythmic or harmonic features that should be preserved or transformed.

Decide on the overall aesthetic: will you lean towards a jazz inspired arrangement, a minimalistic approach, or a
fusion of genres? Sketch out the desired texture—dense, sparse, or layered—and outline how the choir will interact
with any accompanying instruments.

Begin by establishing a harmonic foundation that supports the melody. Experiment with chord substitutions,
extended harmonies, and modal shifts. Use voice leading principles to ensure smooth transitions between chords.

Distribute melodic lines, countermelodies, and rhythmic patterns across the voice parts. Consider antiphonal
effects, call and response, and staggered entries to add depth. Pay attention to balance—avoid overpowering any
single part.



Review the arrangement for singability. Adjust ranges, add breathing spaces, and ensure that vocal lines are
comfortable for the choir’s skill level. Incorporate dynamics, articulation marks, and rehearsal instructions.

Prepare a rehearsal schedule that focuses on challenging passages. Provide singers with annotated scores and
practice recordings if possible. Consider staging, lighting, and accompaniment to enhance the overall presentation.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them

Balancing Complexity and Singability

While contemporary arrangements often push harmonic and rhythmic boundaries, they must remain singable.
Simplify dense passages by breaking them into manageable segments, or provide alternative voicings for difficult
intervals. Regular rehearsal and clear rehearsal marks can help singers navigate complex sections.

Ensuring Cohesive Texture

Layered textures can sometimes feel disjointed. Use consistent rhythmic motifs or harmonic progressions to tie
different sections together. Transition smoothly between textures by employing connective passages or gradual
dynamic changes.

Dealing with Diverse Vocal Ranges

Choirs frequently comprise singers with varying strengths. When writing, assign parts that match each singer’s
range and tessitura. Offer optional splits or alternative lines for those who may struggle with certain passages,
ensuring inclusivity without compromising artistic vision.

Case Studies of Iconic Contemporary Choral Arrangements

1. Paul McCartney’s “Let It Be” Choral Arrangement

In 2010, the BBC Singers produced a lush choral arrangement of McCartney’s classic, blending gospel harmonies
with contemporary vocal techniques. The arranger used extended chords and a syncopated rhythmic foundation to
give the piece a fresh, soulful feel while preserving its melodic integrity.

2. William Bolcom’s “Chorale”

Bolcom’s “Chorale” showcases a modern take on the traditional chorale form. By incorporating jazz chord
progressions and rhythmic syncopation, the arrangement bridges classical and popular music, making it accessible
to both choir directors and audiences.

3. Contemporary Arrangements by Eric Whitacre

Whitacre’s arrangements often feature ethereal harmonies, intricate counterpoint, and dynamic color. His choral
piece “Lux Aurumque” demonstrates how contemporary harmony can evoke a sense of awe, while still allowing
singers to connect emotionally with the music.

Future Trends in Contemporary Choral Arranging

Integration of Technology

Digital tools such as real time looping, vocal synthesis, and interactive score apps are becoming integral to modern
arrangements. Arrangers can now incorporate live electronics, creating hybrid performances that blend human
voices with synthesized sounds.

Cross Cultural Influences



Globalization has opened doors to diverse musical traditions. Contemporary arrangers increasingly draw from
African call and response patterns, Asian pentatonic scales, and Latin American rhythms, enriching the choral
repertoire with fresh perspectives.

Interactive and Live Score Elements

Live score performances, where singers and musicians follow dynamic, evolving scores, are gaining popularity. This
approach encourages improvisation and audience participation, making choral concerts more
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