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The evolution of holiday repertoire for wind ensembles, fanfare bands, and brass bands has seen a significant shift 

from traditional choral arrangements to sophisticated pop medleys. Central to this transition is the work of arrangers 

like Jan van Kraeydonck and publishers such as Bernaerts Music BV. The work titled "A Christmas Pop 

Collection"serves as a quintessential case study in modern pedagogical and performance-grade arranging. This

article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of the collection, exploring its architectural design, the nuances of

Grade 3 difficulty settings, and the specific requirements for different ensemble configurations.

The Theoretical Framework of Holiday Pop Arranging

Arranging popular holiday music for large-scale wind and brass ensembles requires a deep understanding of 

acoustic physics and instrumental voicing. Unlike a standard pop band where a rhythm section (drums, bass,

guitar, and keys) provides the primary harmonic and rhythmic drive, a wind band must simulate these textures

through a diverse array of aerophones and idiophones. The arrangement by Jan van Kraeydonck focuses on

capturing the 'DNA' of the original pop hits while ensuring the harmonic density is sufficient for a 50-to-80-piece

ensemble.

The Bernaerts Music Aesthetic

Bernaerts Music, a leading publisher based in Belgium, has established a specific sonic profile often referred to in 

the industry as the "European Band Sound." This style is characterized by clarity in the upper woodwinds, a 

warm, resonant middle voice (often provided by saxophones and horns), and a percussive claritythat avoids

muddying the lower brass frequencies. "A Christmas Pop Collection" adheres to this aesthetic by utilizing cross-

cueing and strategic doubling, ensuring that even smaller ensembles can achieve a full, symphonic sound.

Technical Specifications and Instrumentation Analysis

One of the most critical aspects of this collection is its versatility across three distinct ensemble formats: Concert 

Band (Wind Orchestra), Fanfare Band, and Brass Band. Understanding the differences between these is

essential for conductors and music directors.

Ensemble Type Comparison Matrix



Feature Concert Band (Harmonie) Fanfare Band Brass Band

Woodwind Presence High (Flutes, Oboes, 
Clarinets, Saxophones)

Limited (Saxophones only) None

Primary Timbre Symphonic and Orchestral Bright and Powerful Homogeneous and Conical

Core Brass Trumpets, Trombones, 
Tubas

Flugelhorns, Saxhorns Cornets, Tenor Horns, 
Baritones

Percussion Role Coloristic and Structural Rhythmic and Driving Melodic and Rhythmic

The Fanfare Band instrumentation mentioned in the JSON data is a unique configuration found primarily in the 

Benelux region. It relies heavily on a large section of Flugelhornsrather than trumpets, which provides a mellow,

dark tone that bridges the gap between the woodwinds and the heavy brass. Van Kraeydonck’s arrangement of "A

Christmas Pop Collection" accounts for this by writing specific parts that utilize the Flugelhorn’s agility and lyrical

quality.

Detailed Breakdown of Grade 3 Difficulty

The classification of this piece as Grade 3 (Intermediate)is a technical designation that informs the music director

about the skill level required from the performers. A Grade 3 arrangement generally adheres to the following

technical constraints:

•  Range Limits: Trumpets rarely exceed G5 (above the staff), and woodwinds are kept within their most 

resonant registers. Flutes generally peak at G6.

•  Rhythmic Complexity: While pop music requires syncopation (common in tracks like "Feliz Navidad"), the 

rhythms in a Grade 3 arrangement are usually subdivided clearly, avoiding complex polyrhythms or rapid tuplets.

•  Key Signatures: Usually restricted to concert keys of Bb, Eb, F, and Ab major, which are the most ergonomic 

for B-flat and E-flat instruments.

•  Technical Passages: Scale-wise runs and arpeggios are common, but wide interval leaps at high speeds are 

minimized to ensure clean articulation.

Harmonic Mechanics in Pop Medleys

Pop music often relies on repetitive I-IV-V-I or vi-IV-I-V chord progressions. In "A Christmas Pop Collection," the 

challenge lies in the transitional modulations. Moving from a song like "Driving Home for Christmas" (typically a 

mid-tempo swing or shuffle) to a high-energy track like "Feliz Navidad" requires a technical bridge. Van Kraeydonck 

utilizes pivot chords and rhythmic accelerandosto maintain the listener's engagement without creating awkward

shifts for the performers.

Structural Analysis of Featured Tracks

The collection integrates several iconic pop standards. Let us analyze the technical arrangement strategies for the

two primary titles identified in the metadata.

1. Driving Home for Christmas (Chris Rea)

The original track is known for its laid-back, jazzy atmosphere. In a band setting, this is achieved through:

•  Legato Articulation: Requiring the brass section to maintain a continuous air stream while executing gentle 



tongue strokes.

•  Sophisticated Percussion: The use of Sleigh Bells is iconic here, but the arrangement also demands a subtle 

drum kit groove that maintains the 'backbeat' without overpowering the melody.

•  Voicing: The melody is often shared between the first clarinets and trumpets, with the lower woodwinds 

(bassoon, bass clarinet) providing the walking bassline.

2. Feliz Navidad (José Feliciano)

As a contrast, "Feliz Navidad" brings a Latin-pop flair to the collection. The technical focus shifts to:

•  Syncopation: The "push" on the upbeat of beat 2 and 4. This requires a high degree of rhythmic discipline 

from the entire ensemble to avoid 'dragging.'

•  Brass Brillance: Unlike the Rea track, this section demands staccato articulation and a brighter, more 

assertive tone from the cornets and trumpets.

•  Counter-Melody: The trombones and euphoniums often play a counter-line that mirrors the vocal ad-libs of 

the original recording, adding a layer of polyphonic interest.

Procedural Guide: Rehearsing the Collection

For a conductor, preparing "A Christmas Pop Collection" involves a systematic approach to balance and style.

Following these steps ensures a high-quality performance:

1.  Rhythmic Foundation: Begin by rehearsing the percussion and bass sections (Tubas/Electric Bass) alone. 

This 'engine' must be rock-solid before adding the melodic layers.

2.  Style Matching: Pop music requires a different approach to note lengths than classical music. Conductors 

should emphasize 'fat' quarters (playing the full value of the note) to maintain the groove.

3.  Dynamic Mapping: In Grade 3 arrangements, there is a risk of the brass overpowering the woodwinds. 

Conductors must map out dynamic 'tiers,' where the brass stays at a mezzo-forte while the woodwinds are 

encouraged to play at a forte level to be heard.

4.  Transition Drills: Spend significant time on the 'seams' of the medley. The transitions are where tempo and 

key changes occur; these are the points where most errors happen during live performances.

Comparative Analysis of Product Variants

The JSON data indicates that "A Christmas Pop Collection" is available in several formats. Choosing the correct

variant is vital for institutional procurement.



Product Variant Best For Key Included Parts

Full Score & Parts (Concert Band) High School & Community Wind 
Bands

Full Woodwinds, Horns, Trumpets, 
Trombones, Tuba, Percussion

Fanfare Band Set Traditional Belgian/Dutch Style Bands Saxophones, Flugelhorns, E-flat 
Horns, Baritones, Tubas

Brass Band Set British-style Brass Competitions/
Concerts

Cornets, Tenor Horns, Baritones, 
Euphoniums, E-flat and B-flat Basses

Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting

Even with an expertly crafted arrangement like Van Kraeydonck’s, ensembles may face specific operational

challenges:

•  Endurance Issues: Pop medleys are often 5-8 minutes long. Brass players may experience fatigue. Solution: 

The conductor should encourage 'staggered breathing' in the long-held background chords to allow individuals to 

rest their embouchure.

•  Percussion Overload: Modern pop arrangements often require multiple percussionists. Solution: If an 

ensemble is short-handed, the conductor should prioritize the Drum Kit and Sleigh Bells, as these provide the 

essential rhythmic identity of the holiday season.

•  Intonation in Modulations: Moving between keys like Bb major and Ab major can lead to pitch instability in the 

brass. Solution: Use a drone-based tuning exercise during the warm-up, focusing specifically on the fourth and fifth 

degrees of the upcoming key signatures.

Synthesis of Professional Practice and Musicality

The success of "A Christmas Pop Collection" lies in its ability to bridge the gap between academic music education 

and popular entertainment. By adhering to the Grade 3standards, Jan van Kraeydonck ensures that the music is

accessible to students while maintaining a professional-grade sound that is suitable for ticketed holiday concerts.

The publication by Bernaerts Music BV further supports this by providing high-quality score movies and sample

scores, allowing directors to conduct a thorough pre-purchase audit of the technical demands.

Ultimately, the inclusion of pop-centric repertoire in the wind band canon is not merely a populist move; it is a

technical necessity for modern ensembles looking to engage diverse audiences. The structural integrity, thoughtful

instrumentation, and pedagogical awareness found in this collection make it a staple of the holiday season for

bands worldwide. Whether performed in a concert hall or at a community tree-lighting ceremony, the technical

foundations of the Bernaerts editions provide a reliable framework for musical excellence.
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