Composing for the Voice – Abstract
Neil Weisensel
This lecture presents a practical overview of compositional strategies for writing effectively for the human voice. Drawing on my pedagogical and professional experience of over 30 years working in vocal and opera composition, the presentation will include pre-recorded musical examples of excerpts from my own works, experiential exercises for the participants and a Q&A. Key topics include vocal classification systems (voice types and fach), tessitura, vowel placement, passaggio management, text setting, and the collaborative relationship between composer and librettist. Particular emphasis is placed on understanding singers’ physiological, psychological and artistic needs, including stamina, register transitions, tonal clarity, and intelligibility of text. The discussion highlights the importance of aligning melodic writing with comfortable tessitura, using open vowels in higher registers, and constructing vocal lines that are both expressive and technically achievable. Additional considerations include voice-leading from the singer’s perspective, strategies for helping performers locate pitches within a harmonic context, and methods for building effective dramatic pacing in solo and ensemble vocal works. The paper further examines practical approaches to engaging with singers, developing vocal literacy through performance experience and score study, and adapting compositional techniques for SATB, SSAA and TTBB choral settings. Collectively, these principles will provide composers with a musician-centered framework for creating vocal music that is idiomatic, performable, and dramatically compelling while fostering productive collaboration between composers and performers.
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