PHRASING IN CHORAL SINGING
Paul Wiens, SGCS Conductor

1. Definition of terms: Common usage of the term phrasing is ambiguous, sometimes
referring to a phrase, sometimes to phrasal separation.
a. Phrase: a group of notes forming a distinct unit within a longer passage
b. Phrasal separation: A break between phrases which serves to:
i. clarify the text
ii. allow singers to breath
2. Phrasal separation must be performed uniformly
a. precision is extremely important when the phrase-ending consonant is a:
i. plosive (suchasb,d,k,p,t)
ii. sibilant: (such as s, z)
iii. fricative: (such as f, v)
b. precision is less important when the phrase-ending consonant is a:
i. labial (suchas |, m, n)
ii. vowel(a,e,i, 0, u)
iii. semivowel: (such as h, w, y)
3. General Rules for placement of phrase-ending consonants:
a. With a rest at the phrasal separation, the phrase-ending consonant is placed
i. onthe quarter rest (Williams: O Guiding Light, m18, beat 1)
ii. onthe eighth rest (Williams: O Guiding Light, m14, beat 3)
b. With no rest indicating phrasal separation, punctuation is the prime indicator:

i. The length of the phrasal separation is determined by the strength of the
punctuation:

1. high strength: exclamation point, period, question mark (quarter
rest)

2. low strength: comma, semicolon, colon (eighth rest)

ii. For example, in Williams: O Guiding Light:

1. aneighthrestisinserted (m11 on the & of beat 3) because of the
comma

2. aneighthrestis inserted (m84 on the & of beat 3) because of the
comma

3. butaquarter rest is inserted (m80 on beat 3) because of the
exclamation point

4. Exceptions:
a. The General Rules will solve many phrasing questions but expect the conductor
to create/give exceptions.

i. Forexample, in Williams: O Guiding Light: m145, change the notation to
guarter followed by dotted half so that the phase-ending consonant is
placed on the downbeat of m146.

ii. For example, in Williams: Let Nothing Trouble You: ms. 45-60, instead of
phrasing each “unchanging,” sing pairs of “unchanging unchanging”




