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“There was nothing in my
childhood, only work... But I
have forgotten one thing—the
singing. There was such a lot
of singing in the villages then,
and this was my pleasure, too.
Boys sang in the fields, and at
night we all met at the Forge
and sang. The chapels were
full of singing... So I'lie; I have
had pleasure. I have had sing-
ing.”

—TFred Mitchell,

quoted in Akenfield: Portrait
of an English Village by
Ronald Blythe'

Perhaps more so than any other
type of choral ensemble, collegiate-
based multigenerational choirs em-
body “a life of song,” the theme of
the 2017 ACDA National Confer-
ence. Many colleges and universities
offer a “town and gown” choir—an
ensemble open to students, faculty,
staff, and singers from the surround-
ing community. For the purposes of
this article, the term town and gown
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choir will describe a multigenera-
tional choir that functions primarily
in a college or university setting and
includes both students and commu-
nity members.
Undergraduate students away
from home for the first time stand
next to community members who
have sung in the choir for decades.
There are benefits for everyone who
participates in this kind of ensemble.
Musically, community members’
years of experience are advanta-
geous, and younger voices balance
more mature sounds. Furthermore,
students recognize that regardless
of major or profession, one can and
should make singing a lifetime ac-
tivity, and community members are
energized by their interaction with
young adults. This article explores
the musical, social, and vocational
benefits of these choirs and discusses
the opportunities and challenges that
are specific to town and gown choirs.
The authors (who conduct multigen-
erational choirs at their respective
offer for

Institutions) suggestions

leading these unique ensembles.

Challenges and
Opportunities

Every choir, whether high school,
church, university or professional,
comes with its own potential for suc-
cess and inherent challenges. Multi-
generational town and gown choirs
are no exception. Two of the pri-
mary challenges are the wide range
of individual skill levels of singers
and limited rehearsal time—both of
which can engender performances
that are not of the highest quality.
However, these challenges can also
provide special opportunities for
conductors and ensembles. Conduc-
tors have the opportunity once or
twice each week to unite people of
different generations and talent lev-
els into something larger than them-
selves. By creating what Weston No-
ble refers to as “the special world,”
when “everything is in line—we are
momentarily whole,” conductors
can guide choir members beyond
social and generational divisions and
toward oneness with each other.?
The unique setting of these choirs
provides particular opportunities.
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Repertoire selection and using the
skills, knowledge, and talents of the
surrounding academic community
can help everyone be more engaged
in the artistic process. Examples in-
clude asking a German major to
read a German text aloud or pro-
vide a translation for the group or
inviting an English professor to lead
a discussion of the text. One could
even develop a course that addresses
the context, history, and related ma-
terial of a major work that the choir
is preparing.

At Augustana College, we have
an interdisciplinary general educa-
tion requirement called “Learning
Communities.” In conjunction with

a performance of Britten’s War Re-
quiem, 1 (Jon Hurty) collaborated
with English and Religion faculty to
offer a Learning Community course
exploring the musical, social, reli-
gious, textual, and historical con-
text of the piece. In addition to the
normal coursework, students did
research on various aspects of the
work, then shared their information
with the larger ensemble through
email and short presentations.
Involving the singers and spark-
ing discussion about the music and
text not only bridges the generation
gap but also unifies them as an en-
semble. Town and gown choirs can
be more than a class to students or
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another weekly obligation for com-
munity members. Rather, they can
be an event that members look for-
ward to in their own way—a break
from exams and papers, a night out
for parents of young children, or a
social activity for retirees. Interesting
repertoire presented in an engaging
and collaborative manner is perhaps
the fastest way to create a feeling of
community.

Town and gown choirs can also
help conductors establish a local sing-
ing culture. The addition of recent
college graduates and high school
students can not only improve the
group’s musical quality but can also
infuse the ensemble with new energy
and invigorate its sense of potential.
Alumni who stay in the area after
graduation may be invited to sing in
the choir. They will be familiar with
the conductor’s rehearsal process and
can serve as ambassadors for the en-
semble. If a conductor is skilled at
creating a fulfilling rehearsal climate
and rewarding performance experi-
ences, younger members will make
time in their busy schedules to par-
ticipate. When current college stu-
dents see recent graduates participate
in the ensemble, they may be more
likely to continue to sing after gradu-
ation.

Sometimes community members
ask if their high school or even ju-
nior high school children can be in-
volved in this kind of choir in order
to provide a kind of family activity.
The question arises as to whether it
is appropriate to have such young
singers in the ensemble. This kind of
situation can be resolved by talking
to the parent and child and making
sure the young singer understands
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the commitment and the parent is
aware of their responsibility in guid-
ing and helping the child learn the
music. Because this is not a common
situation, it may not be a problem to
have one or two younger voices in
an ensemble. Regardless, conductors
should be upfront and clear about
expectations.

On the other end of the spec-
trum, working with aging voices is
a persistent issue in town and gown
choirs and one that is somewhat
unique to these ensembles (along
with church and community choirs).
While some professional, symphon-
ic, and opera choruses impose age
limits, many collegiate-based choirs
Invite singers to participate as long
as they would like. As the population
of aging adults in the United States
continues to grow, conductors need
to develop strategies to help older
singers. Working with aging voices is
a topic too large for this article; how-
ever, many useful resources on the
topic exist.®

The main thing to consider is that
unlike other collegiate ensembles
that may comprise music majors or
other serious college-age singers,
town and gown choirs are most likely
made up of people who have either
not taken voice lessons, taken them
only occasionally, or have not stud-
ied voice for many years. Therefore,
the warm-up exercises at the begin-
ning of a rehearsal are probably
the only vocal training these singers
receive. It is imperative to make vo-
calises meaningful to aging singers,
who increasingly struggle with flex-
ibility, agility, and intonation.* In her
book Sing Into Your Sixties. . .and Beyond!
A Manual and Anthology for Group and

Individual Voice Instruction,” Sangeetha
Rayapati presents five primary areas
that should be addressed. Although
these categories of warm-ups can
be applied to voices of any age, it is
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1) Improving respiration—Panting,
pulsations, brrr (lip trills)/sniff,
staccato.

2) Managing vibrato—This is a par-
ticularly important element in
working with aging voices in
the choir and can include cre-
scendo/decrescendo,  visual-

ization of purity of tone, and

lightening the tone/concept.

3) Improving phonation—=Sing/song
and elevated speech level, lip
trills, slides, and glides.

4) Improving resonance—LExperi-

ment with nasal and breathy

sounds, hum/chew, descend-
ing slides, octave leaps, arpeg-

—.

gios, using the sound “ner” in
sequence.

5) Improving  Articulation—Word
plays, tongue twisters, hung-a,
alternating vowels, tongue flap-
ping.

Another issue is whether or not
to audition choir members. Some-
times, particular groups have a his-
tory of not auditioning singers. Al-
tering that tradition can be difficult
and may change the character of
the ensemble. When I (Jon Hurty)
arrived at Augustana College, the
Handel Oratorio Society had been
a completely non-auditioned choir
for over a hundred years. I was in-
terested in finding out more about
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the singers and their ability levels, so
I asked everyone to schedule a time
so that I could hear them sing. This
was not going to be an official “audi-
tion,” but rather an opportunity for
me to get to know the singers and
hear them sing a short passage. The
uproar was deafening. Although I
did follow through with the pro-
cess, many singers were upset and
thought that my primary motive was
to try to “weed out” anyone who I
thought was not good enough to be
in the group. Ultimately, it worked
out. I did not re-audition members
in subsequent years, most singers
stayed in the group, and I did get a
sense of what kind of singers were
involved. However, it was a relatively
traumatic experience and one that
I would recommend approaching
carefully. Of course, if the goal is
actually to change the character of
the group from a non-auditioned to
an auditioned ensemble, then a con-
ductor must move forward with that
goal in mind. One must first, how-
ever, determine whether the group
Is going to move to a new practice
before embarking on that kind of
change.

There are a number of other par-
ticularly problematic issues related
to non-auditioned town and gown
choirs. Singers with little or no ex-
perience may join and feel lost. Like-
wise, people with poor reading skills
or significant pitch issues can disrupt
the rehearsal process and adversely
affect a performance. Conductors
should prepare for these issues in
two ways. First, proactive steps can
be taken to address these issues in
general. For example, email PDIs
of marked scores to singers and



ask them to transfer markings into
their scores outside of rehearsal at
their own pace, or place a score on
a document camera that projects
the image when giving markings to
help people follow along. Pass out
rehearsal schedules. Be prepared to
teach notes and rhythms and how to
sing them. In other words, remem-
ber that these are not professional
singers. Inform choir members
about learning-track providers such
as www.cyberbass.com or www.cho-
raltracks.com and encourage them
to practice outside of rehearsal.
Preempting issues is essential to lim-
iting frustration (on both the singers’
and conductor’s part) and ensuring
a smooth rehearsal process and suc-
cessful performance. Second, es-
tablish personal relationships with
members of the choir. Each singer
and situation is unique and should
be dealt with on a case-by-case ba-
sis. Establishing positive working re-
lationships with singers is crucial to
having difficult conversations about
continuing to sing in the choir.
Another issue is finding ways to
engage the best singers in a commu-
nity into the town and gown choir.
One method of attracting higher-
level singers is to create a “core”
group or a separate group of audi-
tioned community singers that sings
for major performances but also has
additional separate performances
during the year. These singers often
do not want to make a commitment
only to singing major works with
non-auditioned singers but will do
so if they have another outlet for
smaller and perhaps more refined
singing experiences. It is also pos-
sible with many major works to find
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movements or passages that require
a smaller ensemble, such as some
of the concertino/ripieno sections in
Handel’s Messiah or turba choruses in
Bach’s Passions. Although this needs
to be handled carefully, many of the
non-auditioned singers understand
that they too have the opportunity
to audition for the select group.
They also understand that their
performances are enhanced by the
addition of singers who might not
normally choose to be in the group.

Standing arrangements are par-
ticularly important for choirs that
have a range of generations. Giv-
en their own choice, most singers
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sequence. Depending on the goal,
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1) Mixing younger and older voices
together in every other seat.
Doing so mixes the sound
qualities of the voices and cre-
ates the best overall blending
of disparate voices. Second,
and perhaps even more im-
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portantly, it creates a social en-
vironment where singers with
different goals and ages inter-
mix socially.

2) Placing stronger voices in the back
of the
strong singers gravitate to the

arrangement. Some
front of the risers because they
feel more connected with the
conductor and have a better
sense of hearing the whole en-
semble, but by putting stronger
voices in the back, less confi-
dent voices will hear stronger
voices, and they will provide
better leadership for the entire
ensemble.

3) If the group is large enough, it
1s also possible to create small
pods of younger and older
singers that are influenced by
cach other. This allows sing-

ers to be close to their friends
while still providing the musi-
cal and social mixing that is so
important to town and gown
choirs.

Many other options are available
depending on the size of the group,
the acoustic of the hall, accompa-
niment, etc. However, the primary
goal should be to use the standing
arrangement to encourage commu-
nity and a higher level of musical
achievement.

Case Studies

Town and gown choirs are as
unique as the institutions they serve.
In Table 1 on pages 56-58, five con-
ductors of collegiate-based multi-
generational choirs describe their
respective ensembles. Respondents
come from a variety of institutions,
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including small, private colleges, Big
Ten universities, and an Ivy League
school. Each of the ensembles rep-
resented has its own constituency,
culture, goals, and focus. They vary
in size from around 65 singers to
almost 200; some require auditions
and others do not; some focus on
choral-orchestral works while others
perform a wide variety of repertoire.
Regardless of these differences, each
of these choirs meet once or twice
per week to offer people of all ages
and walks of life a meaningful musi-
cal experience.

Conclusion

Because some collegiate-based
multigenerational choirs have been
in existence for many decades, many
readers might assume that this kind
of ensemble is limited to those insti-

tutions with longstanding traditions.

Table 1- Town and Gown Choir Case Studies

Camerata, UMS Choral Union Choral Union, Handel Oratorio Society, | Yale Camerata,
University of lowa, Ann Arbor, Ml Ripon College, Augustana College, Yale University,
David Puderbaugh, | Scott Hanoian, John C. Hughes, Jon Hurty, conductor | Marguerite Brooks,
conductor music director and conductor conductor
conductor
How many people | .75 (63 student, 12 | 180 (approximately | 65 (35 students, 140-200 (depending on | 112 (32 students,
sing in the choir? | faculty/staff/commu- | 60 students, 120 non- [ 30 non-student the project, 60 students | 80 non-student
nity members) students) members) and 80-140 non- members)
student members)
How often and Tuesdays and Thurs- | Mondays 7:00-9:30 Thursdays 7:00-9:00 | Mondays 7:00-9:00 Once a week.
for how long does | days, 7:15-9:15p.m. | p.m. p.m. p.m. Chamber chorus, 55
the ensemble minutes; large chorus,
rehearse? 2.5 hours.
How many 4-6 5:Two Messiah perfor- | 3 2: Messiah in December | 2-3 per term
concerts per mances in December and another oratorio in
academic year and usually three the spring.
does the choir other performances
perform?
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Is an audition Yes Yes for new members | No No Yes, and a voice check
required? and every other every year for those
year for continuing not in the chamber
members chorus.
What is the Students: 2 unex- 1absenceisallowed | All participantscan | Community members | One absence jeop-
attendance cused before grade | per concert rehearsal | miss one rehearsal are allowed two ardizes membership
policy? drops to C. Each ab- | period. per semester. absences for each per- | if they do not make
sence thereafter: one formance sequence. up work done in that
letter grade lower. rehearsal, including
No absences allowed markings, on their
within 10 days of own.
university session of a
concert.
What repertoire, | Renaissance—present. | Major works for chorus | Our concerts consist | Messiah in December. [ We perform music of
if any, do you At least one concert | and orchestra of a variety of pieces; | Major works for chorus | all periods, including
focus on? per year focuses on however, the choir and orchestra in the a focus for a number
choral/orchestral often doesaten-to | spring. of seasons on the
repertory. twenty-minute piece J.S. Bach Christmas
as a centerpiece of the Oratorio. We also have
concert. a special commitment
to music of the 20th
and 21st centuries.
How oftendoes | Atleast once per year, | Nearly always with an | Choral Union collabo- | December Messiah with | Usually once a year. If
this ensemble (amerata joins the orchestra. rates with the college | contracted professional | we need to, we hire
collaborate with | other Ul choirsina orchestra approxi- orchestra. Springis ap- | instruments.
other ensembles? | mass choir/orchestral mately every other [ proximately every other
concert. school year. In the year with the college
past, the ensemble | symphony orchestra
has performed in and alternate years
conjunction with with the local regional
the Green Bay Civic | professional orchestra.
Symphony.
Are there fees Concert attire and the | Scores and concert Students donotpay | No No
associated with | scores for the major | attire. Studentsmay [ anything. Non-
participatingin | work concert. also take Choral Union | student members are
the ensemble? asa class and pay the | not required to pay
appropriate fee to anything either, buta
receive credit. $20/semester dona-
tion is recommended
to offset the cost of
music.
Do you provide No No. Once in a while No No On an ad hoc basis.
any music literacy we provide optional
training? enrichment courses.
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Table 1 continued

This page contains the remaining questions from the case studies of town and gown choirs.
Some of the answers were too long to fit within the original table structure on pages 56 and 57.

How do you recruit and engage
younger community members?

Camerata, University of lowa We do
not have a satisfactory way to reach out to
the community because there is no budget
for ads, posters, etc. Community members
(not affiliated with Ul) tend to be people
who actively sought out the choral pro-
gram, or we have people connected to Ul
employees/students/family members who
received our on-campus communications.

UMS Choral Union Summer Sings, news-
paper ads, emails from the University Mu-
sical Society, webpage, word of mouth,
former students, interesting repertoire and
performance collaborations.

Choral Union, Ripon College Making
the rehearsals fast paced and program-
ming challenging and satisfying music
helps spark interest. Reducing the rehears-
als from twice per week to once per week
has helped parents with small children be
able to participate.

Handel Oratorio Society Word of mouth,
individual contact, media, and social me-
dia. We also sometimes combine with my
younger auditioned ensemble, which has
in general younger members.

Yale Camerata Word of mouth, social me-
dia, working with local arts magnet school.
It helps to continually remind participants

that we don’t mind having kids in the re-
hearsal room.

What is a recent accomplishment with
this ensemble that you are especially
proud of?

Camerata, University of lowa In fall
2014, | was able to have Camerata appear
on a high school conference honor choir
festival | was guest conducting in central
lowa. It was great to see the choir, which
is primarily non-music majors, rise to the
occasion and represent Ul and the School
of Music as professionally as a music ma-
jor ensemble. They performed well and
showed the high schoolers that choral
singing is a possibility in college.

Infall 2015, Camerata observed the Civ-
il War anniversary by singing three move-
ments of Paul Carey’s Civil War Requiem.
Through Skype, the choir interacted with
the composer; it was a joy to hear the choir
ask the composer probing, insightful ques-
tions about the music and his inspiration in
writing it.

UMS Choral Union We were part of the
William Bolcom Songs of Innocence and of
Experience recording (Naxos) that won four
Grammy awards in 2006. We were also part
of the Milhaud Oresteian Trilogy recording
(Naxos) that was nominated for a Grammy
in the Best Opera Recording category in
2015. We also sang with the New York
Philharmonic Brass during a UM football

halftime show conducted by Alan Gilbert.

Choral Union, Ripon College In 2015,
Choral Union performed a themed con-
cert to mark the 150th anniversary of the
end of the Civil War. The highlight of this
program was Jeffrey Van's A Procession
Winding around Me with the incomparable
Fareed Haque playing guitar. The college’s
Symphonic Wind Ensemble also performed
musicinspired by the Civil War, and a music
class curated an exhibit in the concert hall’s
lobby of local artifacts from the period. Our
collaborative and crosscurricular concert
was well received and truly helped the
singers connect with the music on a deeper
level.

Handel Oratorio Society One particu-
lar accomplishment does not stand out in
my mind. However, | am very proud of the
willingness and positive attitude of the en-
semble to be involved in a wide variety of
pieces, projects, and styles.

Yale Camerata Though | am the conduc-
tor of this chorus, our graduate student
conductors serve as assistant conduc-
tors both in rehearsal and in concert. The
singers (many of whom are professional
singers, teachers, conductors, and instru-
mentalists) are proud of the fact that they
contribute to the education of these future
colleagues.
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Likewise, conductors currently lead-
ing town and gown choirs might feel
that they cannot make changes to
how these ensembles operate. Some
caution is advised when implement-
ing changes; however, organizations
and programs that do not continu-
ally innovate are missing opportuni-
ties to grow and to better serve their
singers.

In some cases, there can also be
opportunities to start fresh either
by restarting a previously existing
ensemble or beginning something
new. Christopher Aspaas, associate
professor of music and director of
choral activities at Texas Christian
University, recently restarted TCU’s
Choral Union. When asked about
his reasons for doing so, he writes:

Restarting the Choral Union
at TCU is about engaging the
lifelong learner and musician.
This ensemble is dedicated to
support members’ continued
growth as vocal musicians in
addition to providing a conduit
to connect them with other
singers. I want their Monday
night experience to support
their singing in church and
other ensembles and impact
our greater singing communi-
ty in the Fort Worth area. We
are going to make great mu-
sic and have a wonderful time
doing it! Also, I want my stu-
dents at TCU to see that sing-
ing is a lifelong endeavor, not
just something that happens
in school. My grandmother
sang in her church choir until
the age of eighty-seven when
macular degeneration stole her

= “Collegiate-Based Town and Gown Choir

ability to read the music. Choir
was an integral part of her
community.

Conductors should not be afraid
to try new things, regardless of
whether they want to establish a new
town and gown choir or are looking
for ways to lead their current organi-
zation more cffectively and efficient-
ly. With prudent leadership, these
choirs can go beyond simply prepar-
ing for performances. Conductors of
these ensembles have an opportunity
to open dialogue between members
of a heterogencous group of indi-
viduals. Finding common ground,
exploring differences, and ultimately
making music together forges under-
standing and inclusivity. Members
are part of something bigger than
themselves regardless of their ages,
occupations, or skill levels. People
need and value the unity and sense
of belonging choirs offer.

Town and gown choirs provide a
unique opportunity for all partici-
pants, regardless of age. Although
every ensemble has its own unique
structure, history, and traditions, the
cultivation of a localized singing cul-
ture, wherein singing is valued and
routine, could be seen as the highest
call of conductors. They can strive
to make high-level, communal sing-
ing available so that everyone can
say, “I have had pleasure. I have had
singing.” @

John C. Hughes is assistant profes-
sor of music and director of choral
activities at Ripon College, Ripon,
Wisconsin. hughesj@ripon.edu

Jon Hurty is Henry Veld Professor
of Music and director of choral ac-
tivities at Augustana College in Rock
Island, Illinois. jonhurty@augustana.
edu
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