Layla Bartlett
2304268
Reflection essay – vocal arrangement



Creating a vocal arrangement for a popular song is an intricate and exciting process, especially when blending contemporary elements with classical instrumentation. In this essay, I will explore the creative journey of arranging Ariana Grande’s hit song One Last Time for vocals and a string quartet. In this essay, I will discuss the challenges and rewards of combining pop vocals with classical strings, and how this blend can create a unique listening experience while keeping key parts of the song.

During the process of arranging ‘One Last Time’ (2014), for a string quartet, I found myself stressed as I did not know how or where to start. With little music theory knowledge and not knowing much about what goes into a string arrangement, I found myself back at square one. However, after realising I have a good understanding of using Sibelius software well as transcription, I decided to transcribe a string quartet arrangement from the Netflix show Bridgerton, Billie Eilish’s Bad Guy (2019). My knowledge of a string quartet grew a great amount as I was able to indicate what notes go in each line as well as this, I was able to pitch the recording to my transcription perfectly as my ear training has improved from other modules in university such as ensemble class and sight reading. I came into some challenges when transcribing ‘Bad Guy’ such as finding the correct rhythms in each line of the string quartet. After listening to the recording frequently, I was able to understand that the Cello plays the tune, the Viola plays parts of the tune, and Violin I and II play static crochets throughout. To refine the process, next time I would utilize a reference score of the song to help guide the rhythms. Throughout the process of transcribing ‘Bad Guy’ I was able to learn the structure of a string quartet as it is significantly different to pop vocal arrangements. I found transcribing the harmonies for ‘Bad Guy’ was difficult as the harmonies in a string quartet are not always stacked while most pop vocal lines are. After completing the transcription of the introduction, I felt confident enough to start composing my string quartet for ‘One Last Time’. To prepare me to start writing out ‘One Last Time’ I obtained the sheet music as a reference score as part of an action to develop and refine my personal practice to make the process easier and quicker.

I took the knowledge from my transcription into account when I started composing ‘One Last Time’. The first thing I did was write the full piano score out into a Sibelius file, so I have it as an extra reference for when I write out the string quartet. When completing this, I was able to move parts of the piano line into the strings. I started by putting the melody into violin one and the bass into the cello line. After doing this, I started working out harmonies for violin two and viola. I did this by working out what notes was missing from the chord that would be played from the reference score. For inspiration, I would look back at the ‘Bad Guy’ transcription to see what is different in my string quartet compared to the Bridgerton score. I changed violin one into crochets in the first 6 bars of verse one and two like it is in ‘Bad Guy’ however, I changed the articulation so the crochets would be pizzicato all the way through the verses. This brought a new feel to the song when in verse two the crochets turn into quavers for a more intense feel as the song goes on. The middle eight of the song is something I am very proud of as it still tributes the original song but very different at the same time. Violin one plays the melody in the piano part while violin two and the viola plays crochets in the first four bars and then quavers in the last four bars all on pizzicato. I thought adding the articulation as well as changing dynamics to mezzo-forte in the violins and viola and forte in the cello would create a build up to the end of the song that will fit in perfectly with the vocal line I had planned. The process of writing out ‘One Last Time’ into a string quartet was hard, however it is something I am very proud of as my personal knowledge of music theory was poor going into this project. Working through the task with the help of tutors not only got me the end product I wanted but also improved my knowledge of music theory and I can confidently say I can write a string quartet arrangement of a pop song. 

When I started the process of recording the vocal part, I begun with recording the melody to give myself a guide when I start recording harmonies. When the vocal line was recorded, I started to try find harmonies in the melody. I started by listening to the chorus and came up with a higher harmony to record as I thought this would be the best place to start. When I finished recording the higher harmony, I skipped to the seconded chorus and recorded the same time as well as the same harmony but an octave lower for a lower harmony to make the sound bigger in chorus two. I found the process of making harmonies easier while I was sat at a piano with sheet music for ‘One Last Time’ as I was able to make harmonies on with the piano before recording them into the logic file. I was able to achieve this with the skills I have learnt from furthering my knowledge of music theory as well as using my ear training which has improved massively while working on this project. When I came to recording parts for the verses, I thought it would be a good idea to recording backing vocals on an ‘Ooo’ sound to give the impression of a choir however, after listening back to the recording with those harmonies in place I decided it sounded too crowded, and the harmonies overpowered the melody line. As a result, I decided to take the harmonies out and leave the verses with just the melody line to have a soft vocal line to go with the pizzicato in the violin line. I took inspiration from the original version of the song for the ending as I wanted to add similar adlibs that Ariana Grande did. As it is the end of the song, I wanted the sound to be bigger in the strings and vocals. I achieved this by adding adlibs like the original but also adding extra harmonies with the adlibs I created. 

Overall, this project started quite stressful, however as time went on, I started to find the process easier as I was able to develop skills in places I had poor knowledge in. I now have a better understanding of music theory because of the strings work I did, and I believe my ear training has expanded as I am now able to find a harmony quicker and notice when something doesn’t sound correct. I am very proud of the work I have accomplished in this module because I was able to achieve things I didn’t think I could do and now I feel confident to be able to arrange a string quartet for a pop song.



