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Anton Armstrong, 
Tosdal Professor 
of  Music at St. 
Olaf  College, be-
came the fourth 
conductor of  the 
St. Olaf  Choir in 

1990 after ten years in Grand Rap-
ids, Michigan, where he served on 
the faculty of  Calvin College and led 
the Calvin College Alumni Choir, the 
Grand Rapids Symphony Chorus 
and the St. Cecilia Youth Chorale. 
He is a graduate of  St. Olaf  Col-
lege and earned advanced degrees at 
the University of  Illinois (MM) and 
Michigan State University (DMA). 
He is editor of  a multicultural cho-
ral series for earthsongs Publications 
and co-editor (with John Ferguson) 
of  the revised St. Olaf  Choral Series 
for Augsburg Fortress Publishers. In 
June 1998, Dr. Armstrong began his 
tenure as founding conductor of  the 
Oregon Bach Festival Stangeland 
Family Youth Choral Academy.

You’re celebrating your thirti-
eth year at St. Olaf  College and 
conducting the St. Olaf  Choir. 
How have you seen both the 
college and the choir grow over 
that span of  time?

In the last thirty years, the com-
plexions of  St. Olaf  and the St. Olaf  
Choir have changed a great deal. 
When I was a student at St. Olaf  
from 1974 to 1978, the college com-
munity was quite homogeneous. But 
over time, that homogeneity has ex-
panded into a more diverse and vi-
brant population of  students, facul-
ty, and staff . This has been the result 
of  an intentional commitment to re-
cruit students, faculty, and staff  that 
cross socioeconomic, ethnic, racial, 
religious, and political backgrounds. 
The St. Olaf  Choir is a microcosm 
of  the college that refl ects this shift. 
This greater diversity has made us 
stronger—both as people and mu-
sicians. 

Another change has been the 
increase in access to technology. 
Technology has allowed me to avail 

myself  of  literature that never would 
have been accessible in 1990 and 
communicate with conductors and 
composers from around the world by 
bringing them literally into the class-
room during rehearsal. But this cur-
rent generation of  singers has grown 
up in the age of  technology, which 
means that the type of  art we prac-
tice right now is more of  a challenge 
for our students. They can’t just get 
instant access and instant success. 
It means that they must spend days 
and weeks perfecting a score. And 
so I am teaching a diff erent type of  
life lesson than I was teaching thirty 
years ago.

Even though we have seen vast 
changes over the last thirty years, 
I would also say that St. Olaf  has 
not lost its commitment to being a 
college of  the church but has reex-
amined how a college, nourished by 
Lutheran tradition, should look in 
the twenty-fi rst century. A reality we 
still face, in terms of  choral music, 
is that a great deal of  what we sing 
is sacred music. We must fi gure out 
how current students—from many 
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diff erent religious and non-religious 
backgrounds—can understand and 
embrace this music and look at 
things in a new way. At St. Olaf, we 
challenged ourselves in this way two 
years ago with the premiere of  The 
Path by my colleague Justin Merritt, 
which explores his own faith through 
choral and orchestral explorations 
of  ancient Buddhist texts.  

What makes the St. Olaf  com-
munity so special, having cho-
sen to remain a part of  it for 
three decades?

My relatives say that I have a hole 
in my head for staying in the cold for 
so long, with my father being born 
and raised in Antigua and my moth-
er having spent her early years in St. 
Thomas. When I visited St. Olaf  
College in high school, everything 
was white. The students were white, 
the architecture was white, the snow 
was white, and even the food was 
white (Swedish meatballs, boiled po-
tatoes, and caulifl ower). 

But as I got beyond that surface 
impression, I found a community 
that possessed so many of  the values 
that had been instilled in me while I 
was raised in an African American 
home, neighborhood, and church. 
Faith in God, care of  neighbor, and 
care of  creation. The desire to have 
people serve in the world while not 
expecting that they were owed some-
thing in return. The faith in a God 
that would walk with you through 
whatever challenges you face in life. 
These same tenets have remained 
at St. Olaf  and with me for the past 
thirty years.

St. Olaf  is not perfect, but it is a 

place where people come to study, 
work, and strive to have a place of  
belonging. We live in a world that 
is so divided, where people are so 
quick to fi nd the things that separate 
us. One of  the great things about 
working in music—especially choral 
music—is that we can all fi nd a place 
of  belonging and a place where we 
can express ourselves and fi nd com-
munity with those around us. 

As someone who has traveled 
the world as a guest conduc-
tor and clinician, how have 
these international experiences 
shaped your view of  choral mu-
sic, and what are the most im-
portant things you’ve learned 
from these experiences?

I fi rst traveled abroad as a mem-
ber of  the American Boychoir but 
didn’t travel again until I was invit-
ed to go back to my parents’ home 
region in the Caribbean and work 
for the Ministry of  Culture and Ed-
ucation of  the British Virgin Islands 
between 1985 and 1990. It was an 
incredibly validating and grounding 
experience to have my fi rst interna-
tional work be with people from my 
own roots and develop a deeper con-
nection to the music I often heard as 
a child.

My international experiences 
have helped me learn that our work 
can help build bridges and heal 
wounds. The songs we sing from dif-
ferent parts of  the world are often 
the way we enter a cultural experi-
ence very diff erent from our own. If  
we can treat that music with respect 
and do our best to understand how 
and why that music originated, we 

start to understand the people who 
created it, and we fi nd a common-
ality in how we exist together. Once 
we begin singing together, our dif-
ferences of  race, ethnicity, sexuality, 
and experience don’t disappear but 
instead cease to become barriers. 

What do you fi nd most chal-
lenging when guest conduct-
ing? (This question was sup-
plied by the previous column’s 
interviewee.)

I strive to go in knowing my mu-
sic and knowing my score. As I tell 
my own students, I live on a very 
simple game plan of  score study. I 
try to predict where the problems 
are and then I plan what strategies 
and teaching techniques I can have 
at hand that will help prevent errors 
from happening. The challenge of  
guest conducting goes beyond mak-
ing a beautiful sound or having all 
the notes, texts, and rhythms cor-
rect. If  I can’t somehow relate this 
music to the lives of  the people that 
I’m conducting, they will never take 
ownership of  it. And in the end, the 
only way the music will be successful 
is if  the singers take ownership of  it. 

One of  the hardest groups I’ve 
ever had to work with was an inter-
nationally renowned youth choir. 
They could sight-read anything, but 
it was about getting them to go past 
just making the notes. We eventually 
did that, but it was a real challenge 
because they thought, “We have the 
notes, rhythms and everything on 
the score. Right? Aren’t you satis-
fi ed?”

I told them, “You’re not part of  
this yet. You haven’t invested your-
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selves—your heart and soul.” Many 
of  the singers told me it was the fi rst 
time they were challenged to experi-
ence the music not just intellectually 
but emotionally. It’s a challenge and 
the goal.

What do you fi nd most chal-
lenging when preparing for the 
premiere of  a new choral work? 

Unlike preexisting compositions, 
there are likely no performance 
models to use as a study guide for 
premieres—whether it be an audio 
recording or performance video. 
Without that model, it’s squarely on 
your shoulders to fi nd the interpre-
tation of  the piece that works best.

In my experience, I have learned 
that it’s essential to trust your own in-
stincts—whether or not it perfectly 
aligns with what is written on the 
page. This can be quite a challenge, 
especially for young conductors and 
individuals working on their fi rst pre-
miere and learning to manage the 
conductor/composer relationship.

To address this challenge, I believe 
it is essential that conductors create 
honest and open communication 
with composers from the very begin-
ning of  the process, so that both can 
come to an understanding on the in-
terpretations of  a piece and forge a 
mutual path on how a score should 
be rendered. At minimum, my pro-
cess includes a phone call with the 

composer. If  I’m working with a lo-
cal composer or we have the ability, 
I’ll invite them to St. Olaf  to attend 
rehearsal so that we can delve fur-
ther into the piece together and with 
our singers. 

The process isn’t always easy, es-
pecially if  your vision isn’t congru-
ent with the composer’s work. And 
occasionally, what a composer hears 
in their head may not be what works 
best for the piece when it’s actually 
brought to life. 

About eight years ago, I had the 
pleasure of  working with Libby Lar-
son on a premiere of  her work com-
missioned by the Alaska Chamber 
Singers for their twenty-fi fth anni-
versary. We both fl ew to Anchorage 



68       CHORAL JOURNAL  April 2020                       Volume 60  Number 9 

CHORAL CONVERSATIONSCHORAL CONVERSATIONS

together, and I asked her not to be 
at the fi rst rehearsal, so that I could 
work with the resident conductor and 
choir to ensure our initial interpreta-
tions and feelings on the piece were 
if  not aligned, at least discussed. But 
that night, we sat down with Libby 
and went page by page through the 
score and were able to work through 
questions and artistic opinions in or-
der to fi nd what would work best for 
the piece. Although this level of  col-
laboration and communication isn’t 
always possible, it’s an example of  
how open and honest dialogue about 
your instincts and artistic expressions 
can lead to the best possible premiere 

of  a new choral work. 

In your opinion, what are some 
of  today’s biggest challenges 
facing choral music around the 
world and where do you see it 
moving in the future? 

The St. Olaf  Choir holds a re-
vered and respected tradition in the 
choral world. We still do a very tra-
ditional choral concert in the sense 
that I don’t use a lot of  other things 
to enhance the concert experience. I 
don’t use visual illumination or have 
them moving all over the place, and 
I realize that can seem antiquated. In 

the end, I think we can let the music 
speak for itself. We don’t need other 
very valid expressions of  art to en-
hance it. When done well, however, 
I do appreciate the models where 
varied art forms are incorporated, 
whether it be visual art, interwoven 
narrations, dance, or other creative 
expressions pulled together. I think 
we’re going to see a further breaking 
down of  walls between not only sa-
cred and secular music but also be-
tween folk, art, and popular music. 

We also face the challenge of  fi nd-
ing new places to form singing com-
munities—and not just a choir, but 
opportunities for people to simply get 
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together to sing together. Through-
out history, the natural place for us 
to join in song was in the church. But 
with fewer people participating in 
organized religion, how do we fi nd 
new ways to create more communal 
singing?

I hope we can continue to break 
down more barriers and provide 
greater accessibility for individu-
als to sing together. I hope that our 
societies will change enough so we 
won’t have to have so many segment-
ed choirs, and that people feel wel-
comed to sing in any group no matter 
their race, gender, sexuality, or spe-
cifi c learning or physical challenges. 
And of  course we want to be more 
multicultural, but we need to know 
who we are. Those “dead white com-
posers” as many of  my students call 
them are why we have this art form. 
But there also needs to be room for 
more female composers, more peo-
ple of  color, and quality literature 
from a global perspective.  

As a professor at a liberal arts 
college and conductor of  stu-
dents who aren’t solely studying 
music, how do you view the role 
music has in providing a holis-
tic education?

There’s a popular acronym in 
education that we hear all the time, 
called STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, mathematics), but I feel 
strongly that it should be STEAM. 
The arts have to be a central role 
in education, because instructors do 
more than educate a person’s mind. 
We need to teach them not only how 
to think but how to feel. 

We off er music to students as a 

way to deal with the struggles of  the 
reality of  youth. Education in the 
arts can provide students with a foun-
dation for excellence, where they are 
free to form feelings of  value and self-
worth and fi nd a place where they’re 
respected and don’t have to wait until 
they’re twenty-fi ve or thirty to feel as 
though they’ve made a contribution 
to the world.

I greatly appreciate my students 
and choir members who don’t solely 
study music. Rehearsals are refresh-
ing for them—it’s not just one more 
event of  music they’re doing. They 
bring an energy and insight from 
their other studies that enhances our 
music, whether from language, or 
from history or a new analysis of  text. 

We aim to educate the whole per-
son. And that’s what the arts help do, 
especially choral music. 

As an educator, you’ve men-
tored and been a role model for 
thousands of  students. Who are 
the role models and mentors 
that have infl uenced you the 
most? 

My parents, Esther and William 
Armstrong, supported my interest in 
music. They made extreme fi nancial 
sacrifi ces for me, which included les-
sons, private schooling, and being a 
member of  the American Boychoir. 

Carol and Carl Weber (graduates 
of  Westminster Choir College) were 
the musicians at my home church 
who started a church choir when I 
was in kindergarten. If  it wasn’t for 
Carol, a major part of  my musical 
journey would never have happened. 
She gave me my fi rst solo when I was 
six years old—which I can still sing—

and provided us with incredibly wise 
training. She also introduced me to 
the American Boychoir. Singing in 
that choir lit my fi re for choral sing-
ing. While there were only three or 
four African American boys in the 
choir at the time, we were treated 
equally and were valued for our tal-
ent and how hard we were willing to 
work. It was a transformative experi-
ence and established my standard for 
excellence in choral music.

Then of  course came my time as 
a student at St. Olaf, where I learned 
from my predecessor, Dr. Kenneth 
Jennings, and conductors Dr. Robert 
Scholz and Alice Larson. I still re-
member the fi rst time I heard Alice 
conduct the St. Olaf  Manitou Sing-
ers. I’d never heard women sing like 
that. It wasn’t this little girl sound; it 
was a rich, womanly sound. I remem-
ber witnessing the way that Kenneth 
Jennings would take his hands, and 
in an instant, a phrase would just 
turn. Finally, there’s Bob Scholz, the 
most pastoral of  my teachers, who 
cared deeply for the music he made 
but even more for the human beings 
who created it. 

I was also fortunate to be guided 
in my years of  graduate study at the 
University of  Illinois and Michigan 
State University by inspirational 
mentors such as Dr. Harold Decker, 
Dr. Charles Smith, and Ms. Ethel 
Armeling. Perhaps the greatest gift 
of  my Illinois years was meeting my 
dear friend and colleague of  nearly 
forty-two years, Dr. André Thomas. 

As an adult, a person whose in-
fl uence has steered my life profes-
sionally is Helen Kemp, professor 
emerita of  voice and church music 
at Westminster Choir College. Her 



70       CHORAL JOURNAL  April 2020                       Volume 60  Number 9 

CHORAL CONVERSATIONSCHORAL CONVERSATIONS

mantra, “Body, mind, spirit, and 
voice—it takes the whole person to 
sing and rejoice” has stayed with me 
for more than forty years. I credit her 
with shaping my calling as a vocal 
music educator and conductor. I’ve 
also learned so much from my col-
leagues at St. Olaf  over the past thir-
ty years, and especially my students. 
They have challenged me to be the 
best music educator, the best conduc-
tor, and the best person I can be, and 
they continue to do so. 

As you look back on your career 
and ahead, what do you want 
your legacy to be?

I hope the people that I’ve had 

the opportunity to lead in song feel 
that time making music with me is 
an experience in which they use all 
of  who they are—body, mind, spir-
it, and voice. I hope the people who 
have heard our music were touched 
and, if  we really did our jobs well, left 
as transformed human beings—a bit 
kinder, gentler, and with more hope 
in their lives to address the challeng-
es that they’re facing. I think when 
choral music is done at its highest 
level, when we eliminate all of  the 
things that will distract the human 
mind and ear and enable people to 
hear the full beauty of  the music and 
power of  that text, it can become 
an inspiration for people to live lives 
that are full of  more happiness, more 

hope, and more love. That’s what 
I’ve tried to do in my work and hope-
fully done well. 

I also hope people view my work 
at St. Olaf  and beyond as a life ded-
icated to bringing people together, 
and fi nding ways for us to learn how 
to better respect each other, learn 
from each other, and grow as human 
beings. 

Please provide a question for 
the next interviewee to answer. 

What is the role of  choral music as 
an advocate for social justice in the 
years to come? 
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