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Over the past few years as I have travelled the country 
taking workshops with many types of choirs, I have 
come to the realisation that these three crucial aspects 
determine how well a choir can continue to improve:
  
 1. The quality of the director;
 2. The quality of vocal tuition;
 3. The quality and suitability of the repertoire. 

I’m predicting there are choral directors who will look 
at number three on this list and smile wryly. Choosing 
appropriate repertoire is a real challenge and sets the 
choir up for a great time or a mediocre time. 

About this time of year, my choirs begin to disband 
for exams, and I start looking around for repertoire for 
the following year. If you think this is a time-consuming 
exercise, rest assured that it doesn’t get any less so! 
However, as you become more experienced, you are 
exposed to more music and therefore have a clearer 
idea of what works and what doesn’t. If you have found 
this a dreaded chore, or even a fearful one, here are a 
few ideas to help guide you. 

ReseaRch
Finding repertoire takes preparation, so set some 
periods of time aside for this. I spend a fair bit of time 
on sites such as YouTube, listening to various choral 
performances in order to find things that might be 
apt for my choirs. I also write possible works for future 
years in my diary as I hear them, or when they are 
recommended to me. This serves as a useful reminder 
when it comes to the end of the year and I am planning 
for the next one. 

VaRiety
New Zealand choirs preparing for festivals such as The 
NZCF Big Sing are required to diversify when it comes 
to their repertoire, so make sure that you choose an 
array of pieces from several genres. An entirely gospel 
programme can get rather monochromatic – as can an 
entire programme of nineteenth century German lieder. 
Spice it up with a variety of works – different genres, 
tempi, languages, dynamics, subject matter, etc. 

Vocal Range
Horses for courses. Picking repertoire where the 
sopranos sit around a top A for long periods of time 
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is risky. Young voices can get damaged, and it’s unlikely 
they will have the maturity to sustain melodic lines in 
this register anyway. Remember that the majority of your 
female singers are probably not real altos, and most of 
your male singers are not real tenors with top Bs. 

a cappella Vs accompanied
Despite what people might think, not all a cappella music 
is too difficult for novice choirs, and not all accompanied 
music is easier to sing than unaccompanied. If your choir 
is accustomed to doing only accompanied repertoire, look 
for some simple rounds or antiphonal songs to get them 
started, then branch out as the choir gains confidence. 

On the other hand, if you have a well-established choir that 
sings only a cappella repertoire, then your choir is missing 
out on a wealth of amazing music. 

Of course, a competent accompanist (not just a solo pianist 
who would rather be playing Beethoven sonatas) is a must 
if you really want to tackle accompanied works successfully. 
Backing tracks can be useful in some circumstances, 
but remember that you are stuck with that tempo – and 
technical gremlins can strike during performance. 

Finally, remember that an a cappella piece doesn’t go out 
of tune nearly as obviously as an accompanied piece where 
the piano constantly seems to be going sharp…

leVel of difficulty
This is one of the most challenging things to gauge. Seek 
publisher recommendations, look at the repertoire lists of 
successful choirs, and aim for music that will provide some 
sort of challenge without being impossible to master. Also, 
be careful that you don’t end up presenting a ‘caricature’ 
of a challenging work that is neither satisfying to sing nor 
to listen to. 

integRity
Be sure to present each work as it should be 
performed. Singing an accompanied piece without the 
accompaniment is a no-no. If you start to tinker with a work 
you run the risk of taking it away from what the composer 
intended. However, this does not mean that you should 
stifle creativity! 

places to look
You might find that your local music store stocks a 
selection of choral music. In this scenario it is useful having 
the music available instantly so that you can peruse the 
whole score with ease, buy it then and there, and begin 
working on it the next day with your choir. 

Online stores you can buy from include Sheetmusicplus, 
JW Pepper, and Musicnotes. These websites often have 
recordings and score samples to help you. Some have score 
downloads which means no extra shipping costs and instant 
access. 

The Choral Public Domain Library is another good place 
to look online (the music is out of copyright and therefore 
free!), but beware of poor editing. Do some research if you 
need to check whether the scores are accurate. You can also 
check the International Music Score Library Project, which 
specialises more in orchestral scores, but there is plenty of 
choral music as well. 

Many public libraries have stocks of choral music to hire, as 
do many community choir libraries. The National Library has 
an extensive collection of choral music available for hire, and 
this can be shipped anywhere in the country. 

The American Choral Directors Association has several 
annotated repertoire lists, which are useful to browse, 
though these can be somewhat focused on American music. 

SOUNZ has a website full of works by NZ composers. You 
could also consider approaching a composer personally to 
ask if they could recommend works for your choir. You may 
even be able to commission a new work specifically for your 
choir!

copyRight
Provided your school has an up-to-date APRA/AMCOS 
licence, you are able to make a certain number of copies per 
original to give to your choir, which saves on purchase costs. 
For choral music, this means you are legally allowed to make 
five copies per one original owned. 

Note that community choirs are not covered by this licence 
- they must have one original copy per singer, unless a 
separate licence for that work has been negotiated with the 
publisher or composer. 

Whatever you do, avoid using illegal photocopies, as this 
robs composers and publishers of their livelihood. 

don’t be afRaid to ask!
The NZCF Association of Choral Directors recently held its 
first convention, ‘Choral Connect’, in Wellington. I was asked 
by several conductors for repertoire ideas, and I also asked 
other conductors the same thing! People are usually very 
happy to share their knowledge and ideas. Consider joining 
the NZCF Association of Choral Directors so that you can 
access the myriad resources and professional connections 
available to members.
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