Custom Christmas Carol Arrangements as Choral Pedagogical Tools

What makes Christmas carols so special?

The fall semester 1s critical for choral classrooms across the
academic spectrum; 1t 1s a time for building a sense of ensemble
within singers who may not have sung together for months, but 1t 1s
also a great time to address choral technique 1ssues. The spring will
bring choral festivals and assessments for primary and secondary
schools while post-secondary institutions often use the spring
semester to present recruitment tours and large-scale choral/

orchestral masterworks.

Christmas Carols present an opportunity to further musicianship by
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using familiar tunes as a vehicle for technical lessons.

Why write custom arrangements?

Directors and arrangers should keep in mind the needs, strengths,
and limitations of the ensemble(s) that will perform the piece before
and as 1t 1s written:

 Harmonic language

* Voicings available (SSAATTBB, SAtB, SATB/SAT, etc.)

* Availability of soloists

 Language

* Rhythmic challenges

* Programmatic considerations: what else will be on the concert
* Which voice gets the melodic content (typically sopranos)

* Possibility of small ensembles within the choir

The two pieces explored here are James Rodrigue’s “In the Bleak
Midwinter” and “Huron Carol” written for the Nicholls State
University Concert Choir and Louisiana School for Math, Science,
and the Arts Chorale, respectively.

Rodrigue has also written arrangements of carols, folk songs, and
pop tunes for various high school and collegiate ensembles in
Louisiana and Illinois including Ph1 Mu Alpha’s Omicron Beta
Chapter, Sigma Alpha Iota’s Beta and Theta Theta Chapters,
Northwestern State University Choral Ensembles, and the Holy
Cross School Men’s Chorus.

In the Bleak Midwinter
originally Gustav Holst
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The second verse, mm 22-37,
is largely homophonic and
follows Holst’s original
harmonic style.

The third verse, mm 38-53, moves
the melodic line from the basses to
the first sopranos to the second
sopranos, giving more singers the
opportunity to carry the melody.

Additionally, Rodrigue gives the
singers an opportunity to perform in
small, single gender ensembles
when the opportunity may not have
otherwise been available.

Huron Carol
SATB choir and frame drum

Huron Carol
traditional Canadian Christmas hymn

Traditional arr. James Rodrigue
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Scored for SATB choir, Rodrigue
begins his arrangement with just the
women, swapping the melodic and
harmonic duties between the soprano
and alto lines.
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When the men do enter, their primary
role 1s to accompany the women singing
the melodic lines in canon for the
entirety of the third verse.

Many high school choirs have
roughly equivalent numbers of
sopranos, altos, and men. This
makes some SATB
arrangements trickier for the
parts to adequately balance.
When the men have the
melody, the women serve as
accompaniment until the final
refrain.

For more information or to commission an arrangement, contact:
James Rodrigue
jamesrodrigueO@gmail.com




