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What do some well-known hymn tune writers have to say about writing tunes for congregational hymns and songs:

QUESTION: What do you consider the major considerations to be when writing a tune for a congregational hymn or song.

Sally Ann Morris
The major consideration for me is always about serving the text. What is the character, mood, and energy of the text which I am attempting to illustrate through style, pitch, harmony, tempo and rhythm? Will this musical setting hold up through an entire text of multiple stanzas which may contain a narrative and a progression of thought? What if it is a text which begins as lament but turns to hope and praise like so many Psalms? How do I accomplish this in a single piece of music spanning 8-16 bars? Other important considerations may involve the context of who I am writing for: it may require learning about the singing culture of a particular congregation or denomination if I am asked to write something specifically for them. Do they prefer to sing in parts or in unison? Do they generally prefer organ, or piano, or guitars? Does this tune I am writing meet the criteria of serving both the text and the needs of the people who are expected to sing it? Ultimately, I’m not the one who can answer – that’s for the singers to decide.
Paul Vasile
Some thoughts about tune writing:

- I often begin the process of writing a tune by chanting the text on a single note, attuning myself to its sounds and rhythms, paying attention to where the melody wants to intuitively rise and fall.

- I'll sing the text again, loosely improvising some melodic shapes, continuing to pay attention to punctuation and phrasing. 

- Quite often one strong melodic idea (I call it a seed or a cell and it could be as small as a melodic fragment) feels resonant and strong. I'll analyze its contour and intervals, and I'll try to continue writing with that shape or those intervals very much in mind. While it sounds restrictive, there is something helpful about limiting your resources at first to see what beauty and power can come from constraints.

- I sing the melody that's emerging again and again, turning it over in my voice. I'll try stressing different words with melody or play with the rhythm. I'm ultimately trying to notice how pitch and rhythm enrich or take away from the meaning and flow of the text. This process can be the most labor intensive and often the most challenging. There is almost always a moment where I feel like giving up on the tune, and that's often a prelude to a breakthrough or a realization I need to spend more time listening to the text. 

- During this process I'm also considering the range of the piece, looking to make sure it honors the spirit and energy of text. I also pay attention to repetition and symmetry. Do I keep returning to spaces of restfulness, or are there moments that help push the tune forward?

- While this is super practical, I compose with a pencil so I can quickly erase and keep the material pliable. I love the feeling of writing on score paper and don't use my computer until later in the process of editing and revising. I almost always write tunes away from the keyboard so I'm keeping focused on melodic strength. 

- I keep a little notebook with ideas and musical sketches in it. Every once in a while I'll play through them and I find that helps spark my creativity and bring fresh perspective. Some of the tunes I've written have grown very slowly, taking months or even years to feel complete.
  
- I am not quick to harmonize a tune and, when I do, look for harmonies that feel elemental and organic. I often begin with a countermelody that moves in a balanced, reflexive way. A bass line or more chordal structure will slowly emerge from that. In my mind, harmony is an outgrowth of melody and not every tune needs an SATB harmonization. Part of our job is listening to the musical materials and text, asking what sort of musical garment makes it feel authentic and alive. 

Michael Hawn
 1) The affinity of the tune and text. This is complex for several reasons: some hymn texts are dense and the tune writer may focus on where the hymn begins or where the text is going. There is also a cultural component -- I mean cultural in that some denominational traditions find one tune stirring and others another. Also, cultural in ethnicity. This can work cross-culturally in that sometimes we find a tune in another tradition enlivens a familiar text. 
2) I want there to be some distinctive sound (interval, chord, progression, rhythmic surprise, chromaticism) that is integral to highlighting the text and adds musical interest. Contrary to popular opinion, folks can sing more than quarter and half notes. Don't dumb down.
 3) While range is important, upward range can be extended if the composer carefully takes us there. Why is it that congregations will sing lustfully the Malotte's “Lord's Prayer”. They love and want to sing it, so they sing it.

Bruce Neswick
Originality married to singability.  In other words…David Hurd.

Brian Hehn
· Determine who you're writing for
· Are you writing for yourself? Sometimes we need to write for ourselves...to inspire ourselves, to comfort ourselves, to build our unique voice. It's okay to just write for yourself.
· Are you writing for a general audience? Don't let that create something that feels so generic it loses its power.
· Are you writing for a specific time/place/congregation/celebration? Don't lose that focus, but don't let it box you in so tightly that there's no room for creativity.
· Fill your ears with interesting music
· Know the sacred repertoire of the past...and not just the highlights. Find the interesting weird stuff that isn't popular. Know where you come from.
· Know the best secular music of the past and present. Know the cutting edge artists in various genres. Follow them and let those sounds stay in your ear.
· Find inspiring texts
· Know who the best text writers are and read their stuff. Read individual author collections.
· Read beautiful poetry...even if or especially if it wasn't written to be sung.
· Learn the rules but then don't be afraid to break them
· There are lots of "do's" and "don'ts" that you can learn about congregational song writing. Learn those! Know them....but then don't be afraid to break them. I once saw a list of about 20 rules for writing a good christian song. I agreed with every single item on the list...but then realized that if anyone actually followed every one of those rules they will have written the most boring song on the planet.
· If it doesn't inspire you, it won't inspire anyone else
· If you think it's boring, it will definitely bore other people
· Don't be afraid to say, "well that's crap" and then try again. If we don't recognize our own failures and learn from them, many of our "successes" may actually be failures in disguise. Be honest (but not harsh) with yourself.
· Tune writing is theological
· It's easy to place all of the theological burden on the backs of the text writers. But our tunes are theological. 
· Boring tunes are not just bad musically, they're bad theologically.
· A soaring tune in major that feels triumphant setting a text of lament is bad theologically.
· A brilliant tune/text pairing is not just pleasing to the ear, it's a theological statement about who God is and how God works.
· Balancing simplicity with complexity can be a key to success
· If the text you're setting is quite wordy or theologically dense, consider writing a simple melody.
· If the tune is simple, consider some more complex harmonies in the accompaniment.
· If the tune is melodically more complex or difficult, consider more simple harmonies.
· If a tune is quite syncopated, keep the number of weird intervals or other anomalies to a minimum.
· If you have a complex melody with syncopation and large interval jumps, complex harmony, and a very wordy text...that's a recipe for people not singing. Keep balance in mind.
Emma Lou Diemer
I've not written a whole lot of hymns (the music only--I'm not a lyrics writer). And the ones I've written haven't really "caught on" and been taken up worldwide by hymnal committees. I couldn't even get a hymn into the latest Presbyterian hymnal and the committee took out the one by my sister and me that was in the 1990 edition. So, I don't have the secret. I don't write "praise band"-type hymns that are simple and sweet and seem to be the trend. Zimbel Press put out a collection (of my hymns) called Celebration. They are mostly syllabic and try to be limited in vocal range--avoiding the screech above Eb or E. and some of them change key, which I don't think congregations like, but it's one of my favorite devices. Changing keys throws in more accidentals than people are used to. The most successful tune in the world is "Amazing Grace"--simple, pentatonic, conservative, yet moving. From Virginia Harmony 1831. Wonder who "wrote" it? Maybe the secret is to be anonymous, just keep it simple, don't try too hard, let it flow, give it a little swing so people can sway when they sing it. "Simple Gifts" is another that you can almost dance to, in a quiet way.
John Carter
The tune should be memorable enough to be immediately accessible (some surprises are OK, though). Some tunes I have heard lead me to think the composer is trying to be "clever" and ends up being obtuse. There is nothing to be gained if the congregation is stymied by the tune, no matter how interesting it may be.
Michael Joncas
1) Learn to love the sound of untrained voices singing together.  (In other words don't write your really "interesting" material for the choir or instrumentalists, leaving only snippets for the congregation.)
2) Choose (or write) a text that is scripturally and liturgically sound, theologically acute, poetic without being obscure, and with a vocabulary that most singers will immediately recognize.
3) Aim at a congregational melody that can stand on its own in unison singing, with no vocal or   
      instrumental support in other pitches.
4) Write for the congregation in a tessitura that is comfortable for most voices.  (Standard SATB 
voice-leading usually places the melody in the soprano line, but the tessitura is usually too high for most of the congregation to sing the soprano line.  You might experiment with placing the melody in the alto line with tenor above the melody and bass below the melody with soprano reserved for descants.  Alternatively, you might try to write a melody that sopranos and basses can easily negotiate with the congregation and place the tenor above and the alto below the melody line. Also there is nothing shameful in producing only 2- or 3-part harmonizations of the melody.)
5) Write melodies for the congregation that favor stepwise motion or motion by thirds, fifths and 
fourths (in descending frequency) with leaps of sixths, sevenths, octaves or more used only sparingly.  Sequential patterns are helpful for the congregation in memorizing a melody.
6) Write primarily diatonic or modal melodies for the congregation.  (While you as a composer may 
revel in dodecaphonic strictures, most Western congregations can't negotiate non-tonal writing.)
7) Unless you are writing for a special effect, let the congregational melody mirror the word-accents in some way, especially if you are using compound rhythms.
8) Be sparing in your use of syncopation.  This principle is controverted in practice by much 
contemporary Christian music [CCM], but I think it at least needs to be discussed.
9) Explore simple "folk" polyphonic forms in creating hymn tunes: rounds/canons or 
call/response patterns.
10) Try to keep a balance between musical phrases that conform to frequent use and musical 
phrases that are unique or surprising in some way (but always conjoined to the text).

       And probably the best advice is: Explore what makes a "classic" hymn as a union of text and melody great and which "newer" hymns work to express faith in particular congregations.

Wayne Wold

What are the most important considerations for a good tune for a congregational hymn or song? A good tune:

· Has proper range for group singing (B-flat 3 -- E-flat 5 is safest)
· Suits the text in mood, meter, rhyme, climactic moments---in every stanza
· Has naturalness without being trite (that's the hardest)
· Is singable enough that it can stand on its own without harmony or accompaniment

Amanda Husberg
When I read a text (a well written one!) I just read it over and over til I pick up the rhythm of the words.  That tells me what timing to use, like 6/8, 4/4, or one of Richard's texts in our Requiem 7/8.  I don't use a lot of different keys because I'm an alto and most congregations don't want to go over a high "d" anymore, in fact I did a song for Delores Dufner's order and they didn't want anything above a "c".  I like a little rhythm in a piece, two notes on a syllable, etc. That's why I especially like a 7/8 timing for the offbeat it produces, or a 6/8 for a little swing.

Then I pay really close attention to the words, especially any direction words, like "look to the heavens" and not having the melody line going down.  That's easy.  I also take a close look at the lines to see if two are really linked together, the same in each stanza, to see if they make a longer lyrical line than just two short ones.  Once Richard send me a communion text and the meter wa 3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3 3.  I did 3.3.6.3.3.6.3.3.6. William Rowan said the perfect proportion is two shorts and a long, like 6.6.12 and it really does work.

A workshop with Carl Schalk told me to not have so many chord changes, and have a moving inner voice and that did it for the harmonies.  Now I always write a descant to add some counterpoint.  And it's instrumental, not vocal.  I hate writing in four parts, first because I don't really know how to do it and second, I love unison singing,  It's the lyrical nature of the melody to just float through the song.  Four parts makes me listen vertically to chords in a measure and detracts from the melody.  I guess my most famous tune is JENNINGS- HOUSTON in 6 different hymnals with John Thornburg's God the Sculptor of the Mountains.  In the LCMS hymnal, SARAH-ELIZABETH and LOVE'S LIGHT (pentatonic)
have gotten really popular.  I guess I write "pretty" music, easy to sing, sort of in the niche between regular and CCM music.  Whatever works.  I like a  tune you can remember from verse to verse, but not too repetitive.

Mark Miller
Here's my first observation- maybe someone has brought it up, but it's certainly a technique for me:
1. Textual and Melodic repetition of a phrase. This is a different technique as opposed to a refrain. What I’m referring to is ‘Draw the circle, draw the circle wide.’ Or ‘Christ has broken down the wall Christ has broken down the wall Let us join our hearts as one Christ has broken down the wall Or In the midst of pain, I choose love, in the midst of pain, I choose love… Or I believe in the sun I believe in the sun etc… There is groundedness, the phrase becomes a ‘homing’ device for singers to feel like they already know where they’ve been.

2. General rule of thumb for me is less is better!

3. For me there has to be some emotion investment in the song- it can't just be an intellectual argument or sentimental treacle- the honesty has to come off the page

4. Rhythm- infused. It doesn’t need a drum track, but it needs a compelling rhythm- CWM RHONNDA, ASSURANCE, SINE NOMINE, “We’ll Understand It Better By and By”, Amazing Grace, Pass it On, Morning Has Broken, For Everyone Born (I’m thinking Brian Mann’s tune) and all my music, melodic-driven or otherwise, has rhythm in the words & music that keeps driving the music and the singers forward. That’s it! Thanks.

5. Oh, and the other TWO things I should say are- It's ok to be either a composer OR lyricist- there aren't many who can do both well...although too many of us try to do Both!! 

6. And...it's only very few of my pieces that come out "whole", usually there's a good deal of editing and crafting to make it what it is…so don't be afraid to EDIT your masterpiece. 



