Handout – The Process of Creating a Harp Arrangement
By Darhon Rees-Rohrbacher
Created for Melody’s Traditional Music & Harp Shoppe Webinar on 13 Oct 2021
Note: This webinar will not be dealing with copyright, which is a completely separate topic.
I.

Create a template.
A. Page Size (80-90% size works well in most notation programs).
B. Consider that sheet music is at arms’ length away from eyes when playing the harp.
C. Margins (0.75-inch all around works well in notation programs).
D. Systems per page (4-5 on first page, 5-6 on second page are typical configurations for solo harp).
E. Number of measures per system (4, 5, or 6 are typical).
F. Key & Time signature (may be easiest to put everything in C major 4/4 at this point).

II. Find and choose a melody.
A. Sources
1. Church hymns, anthems, and organ works.
2. Folk tunes (e.g., Celtic, American, Scandinavian, etc.).
3. Popular songs (e.g., films, musicals, latest pop group, etc.).
4. Opera themes and arias
5. Ethnic music (e.g., African-American, Native American, Mideastern, Jewish, etc.)
6. Classical piano music.
B. For lever harp – choose mostly diatonic melodies.
C. For lever harp – extreme modulations don’t work; eliminate or use different key.
III. Choose a good key for the harp.
A. Eb, Bb, F, C, G, or D only – for lever harp.
B. Bulk of the writing should occur in the mid-range of the harp.
C. Consider special range if it will be used to accompany a vocalist or solo instrumentalist.
IV. Notate the “raw” melody.
A. Can be done in the key of C initially, if preferred.
B. Make sure it is accurately notated (this will save you time later).
C. Turn stem direction correctly at this point (it may need to be adjusted later).
D. Notice how many measures the melody requires.
V. Choose the number of repetitions.
A. Piece length often governed by number of repetitions of melody.
B. Usually, 2-3 repetitions will fit onto a two-page arrangement.
C. Subsequent repetitions of the melody can be written up/down the octave, or in the relative minor.
D. Write out the “raw” repetitions of the melody at this point.
VI. Choose an introduction, DC, DS, and/or a tag/coda.
A. Do you envision an introduction? If so, how long?
B. Do you envision at tag, a DC or DS with coda? If so, where?
C. Block out the empty measures for the above items.
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VII. Adjust the page layout.
A. Adjust systems per page, as necessary.
B. Adjust measures per system, as necessary.
C. Re-space measures using engraver’s spacing which is “proportional spacing.”
VIII. Create a “lead sheet” with tentative chords.
A. Take the piece to the harp, playing through the melody, figuring out which chords will fit.
B. Write in some tentative chord symbols even if you won’t be including guitar chords.
C. Write in some bass notes, if you are “hearing” a certain voice leading in the bass hand.
IX. Consider the page turns.
A. Left hand must drop out or have a long note to turn the page.
B. Adjust the measures per system, if necessary, to plan for the page turns.
C. Try to have a cadence or end of phrase at the page turn measure, as any hesitation will be less noticeable.
X. Plan the lever changes.
A. Left hand must drop to change the lever.
B. Avoid lever change on the page turn measure, if possible.
C. Plan lever changes in range where hands are playing for visual ease.
XI. Write the arrangement.
A. Decide what “style” you want for the piece. (e.g., Celtic, gospel, jazz, cocktail, new-age, etc.)
B. Fill in the bass notes first.
C. Write the inner voices next.
D. Consider using interesting rhythms, percussive effects, or “color chords” to dress up the piece.
E. Consider writing something in an alternate time signature in part of the piece.
F. Don’t resort to the cliches of writing LH arpeggios for everything.
XII. Perform preliminary editing.
A. Play through the draft of the entire piece.
B. Make any note changes desired.
C. Enter dynamics, expressive markings, fingerings, instructions, lever or pedal changes.
XIII. Proofread the piece.
A. Use a systematic proofing method. (I use a questionnaire and grid for proofing.)
B. Visually proof the piece by hand or on the computer screen; make any changes.
C. Print or photocopy the draft, hole punch it, and put it into a 3-ring binder.
XIV.
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.

Send music out to be proofread by others.
I send it to two harpist proofreaders for their input and suggestions.
Make the corrections after receiving them – then put the piece away for at least three days.
Pull the piece out again and do a detailed visual proof. Expect to find more errors.
Make the new corrections and put the piece away again for at least three days.
Pull the piece out again and do another proofing.
Repeat item D a few times until you believe that you have caught all of the bugs.
Note – In spite of the most detailed, multi-person proofreading, a few gremlins always manage to find their
way into the finished product. It often takes three printings to eliminate all of them.
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