CHOR EACH
• This section needs to sound like you’re pulling someone
toward you as hard as you can. Pull them!

A Successful Approach for Making Music Come
Alive—Imagery in the Choral Classroom

• Open the curtain at this section. It has to be like the opening of an enormous Christmas/Disney display that is
magical, a surprise!

Sean J. M. Newman
Round Lake Middle School
Round Lake Heights, Illinois

• Decrescendo: Go to the top of a mountain and throw a
slow-moving frisbee.

(Used with permission of Illinois’ Podium, Winter 2015)

• Tension: It’s like trying to push someone into a pool when
they don’t want to go into the water. They are pushing
back, resisting you.

There is a destination for every phrase of every musical
work. This so-called “endgame” could consist of absolute
rhythmic accuracy, a desired blend, or simply a set of pure
vowel formations. The fact is that just as every choral ensemble
is diﬀerent, every choral director is diﬀerent. Often, it is the
journey that makes directing a choir such a rewarding profession. Every director’s journey is bound to be diﬀerent. How
we travel the road to our destination is what makes us unique
musicians and educators.
The use of imagery is an approach to teaching that I have
become very fond of. When I began my career as a young
church choir director, I was solely focused on notes, rhythms,
and just being able to get through a work. It was challenging,
but that experience helped make me the teacher I am today.
As I mature in my career, I have learned that imagery is a
useful and powerful tool, particularly for secondary students.
I currently have the privilege of serving as co-choir director at my school alongside my colleague, Javier Diaz. He has a
unique ability to infuse imagination into rehearsals. Most of it
is spontaneous, but it makes me reexamine my score study to
include more imagery. Some of his analogies this past semester
have included the following (these are not direct quotes):

• Tender: Pretend you are holding a baby and sing to it.
• Depth and maturity of sound: Sound like you are thirty-five
years old.
This approach not only entertains students, but it expands
their thought process so that they internalize the lyrics in a
more creative and meaningful fashion. It especially works with
visually oriented students.
As I stated earlier, every ensemble learns diﬀerently and
every director teaches in a diﬀerent manner. It’s our job to
figure out what works best. At our school, one of these strategies is the use of imagery. It provides an eﬀective “endgame”
for the students.
So, when you are studying scores to be rehearsed by your
ensembles, what pictures do you see in your mind? What
analogies can you think of to expand singers’ understanding
of the texts or the music? How can your singers benefit from
such an approach?
Find a way to clear your thoughts and imagine what the
music would actually look like if it were a painting or a photograph. Be able to find the “hot caramel” in your music and
make it happen. You will be surprised by the results!

• Legato has to sound and feel like you are swimming in hot
caramel.
• I need a big, fat “oh” vowel. Become an opera singer with
a big crown on your head.
• Make this section explode. This is where the bombs are
literally bursting in the air. I should be able to see those
bombs bursting.
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