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ABSTRACT 

Making Music Matter: Social Relevance and Community Engagement as a Catalyst for 

Transformation through the Choral Arts 

By 

Janine Dexter 

 Transformative experiences through the choral arts will reach a broader, diverse 

audience—through outreach, participatory-focused programming and multifaceted-

collaborative presentation—with a commitment to social relevance and community 

engagement.  According to the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) 2012 survey, the 

audiences of the creative arts in general—and the choral arts in particular—are 

decreasing and the median audience and donor age are increasing.  These converging 

trends in public participation have the potential to jeopardize the existence of choral arts 

organizations.  Hence, choral artists are presented with either a threat or a significant 

opportunity to self-reinvent.  This paper examines the factors contributing to audience 

decline and proposes strategies for reengaging patrons, including socially relevant 

presentation and participatory-focused programming, collaboration with other art forms 

and the creation of opportunities for community engagement and dialogue.   

 This research will examine the statistics and current trajectories found in several 

studies including the NEA arts participation surveys, the MacArthur Foundation research 

on participatory culture, and the James Irvine studies on the broader arts realm in 

California.  It will explore and synthesize current alternative methods and trends in 

outreach, programming and presentation in the world of the creative arts at large, with the 

goal of implementing these ideas into the choral arena while still maintaining authentic 
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performance practices.   Research on the results of similar non-traditional outreach, 

programming and presentation styles in the field of choral music is lacking and 

documentation of the results of these non-traditional methods as a transformative force 

through choral music has not been established. 

 The outcome of this inquiry will call attention to and encourage the purposeful 

exploration of alternative paths in these areas and will begin to lay the groundwork for 

imaginative, culturally relevant and transformative styles of engagement through the 

choral arts.  The intent is to provide the impetus, motivation and strategy for change in 

choral arts entities as they move beyond being primarily performance based organizations 

to becoming relevant, transformational forces in the arts.  The result will be choral groups 

that thrive rather than just survive, and an arts field that—once again—is a viable force in 

communities.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Gesture:  Literal and Figurative 

 “To evoke in oneself a feeling one has once experienced, and having evoked it in 

oneself, then, by means of movements, lines, colors, sounds, or forms expressed in 

words, so to transmit that feeling that others may experience the same feeling—this is the 

activity of art.  Art is a human activity consisting in this, that one man consciously, by 

means of certain external sign, hands on to the others feelings he has lived through, and 

that other people are infected by these feelings and also experience them” (Tolstoy, 51).  

Leo Tolstoy, unknowingly, provided an unparalleled description of the choral gesture. 

 Gesture is the philosophical center in the rendering of the choral arts, both 

literally and figuratively.  Copious amounts of time and treasure are spent studying the 

literal effects of the conductor’s gesture and the resulting sound that emanates from the 

choral ensemble.  Many choral conductors ascribe to the "What They See Is What You 

Get,” (Eichenberger) philosophy of choral masters Rod Eichenberger, Don Brinegar, 

William Belan and others.  The premise of this belief is that every movement of the 

conductor translates into sound from the singer—whether or not the movement is 

intended.  If the conductor were to have extraneous movement, the resulting sound might 

be unfocused or out of tune.  Perchance the conductor’s gesture was harsh and punched, 

consequently the resulting sound would also be harsh and punched or if the gesture were 

long and legato, the sound would be warm and connected.  If the gesture were centered 

on the diaphragm with lots of space, the singer would breathe deeply, or if the gesture 

lacked space or preparation, the singer may instinctively not take sufficient breath in 

reaction.  Perhaps the conductor was tense and pointed for a high soprano entrance; 
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subsequently it would not be surprising that a thin, tense sound or a choked entrance 

would result from the sopranos rather than a free, warm, rich blend that another gesture 

would provide.  In other words, there will be a response to every movement, whether or 

not the movement was intended. The objective, therefore, is to be intentional with every 

gesture, choosing those, which would most closely deliver the desired outcome 

(Brinegar).  The presupposition of this philosophy has been explored, studied and 

analyzed extensively, to the point that it is accepted doctrine for innumerable choral 

conductors. 

 On the other hand, the figurative effects of gesture in the larger picture of the 

choral experience have received minimal attention.  Gesture, in a wider-reaching sense, 

includes the entirety of what one is exposed to from a choral organization—from 

outreach to education to the concert experience. If the presupposition of the literal 

philosophy of gesture is accurate—what the singer sees from the conductor will translate 

into the sound that is produced—it follows that this may be also true on a broader scale in 

the concert setting.  For example, an expanded view of the concept of gesture would 

extend to all of the senses—not merely sight—and would include all of the participants; 

the singers, the conductor and the listener.  In other words, the entirety of the choral 

event—the auditory experience, the visuals, the venue, the aroma, the ambience, the 

movement, and even the atmosphere of the foyer—affects the experience of the choral art 

for every person involved, particularly that of the audience member.  

 The musicians—singer, conductor, and instrumentalist—are invested at a 

different degree than the listener.  For the musician, the choral concert is the culminating 

component of an extended process that involves numerous experiences from score study, 
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to rehearsal, to social engagement.  The musician approaches the entire process with a 

predisposed understanding and desire for the experiences contained within that activity.  

 For the audience member, the entire process is distinctly different.  They may or 

may not have an understanding of the music, and their investment in that particular 

program is, most often, solely at the performance.  For that listener—not unlike a singer 

responding to a conductor in an ensemble—everything that transpires at the concert 

affects the experience of the music and their total experience—past and present—has a 

corollary effect on their future participation in that art form.  Oftentimes, the extraneous 

conditions in a concert setting—from presentation style to the comfort of the seats—will 

affect an individual’s feeling toward and comprehension of the music that they 

experienced.  Moreover, the lifetime exposure of that same person has a significant effect 

on their future support.  Some of these circumstances are not easily altered.  However, 

many of them are, and, if they are addressed with intention and awareness, the overall 

effect unquestionably could revolutionize the experience and understanding of any given 

concert for an audience member as well as the transformational possibilities for that 

person. 

 Another figurative interpretation of gesture within the choral realm includes 

formalized and strategic outreach—individual, professional and educational—within 

choral communities and extending outwardly to the community at large.  Again, if the 

presupposition of the literal philosophy of gesture—what the singer sees from the 

conductor will translate into the sound that is produced—is accurate, it is also true that 

the larger, figurative interpretation is correct:  what the greater community sees from the 

choral arts community will translate into a wider acceptance of experiences from the art 
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form.  If the organization is intentional and strategic about their broader gesture, the 

resulting response could be a profound commitment to the art form, and more 

importantly, could include possibilities for transformative growth for the individuals of 

that community through the choral arts. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Transformation 

 Transformation is "frame-breaking, large scale, major, and revolutionary—the type 

of change that challenges strategy, culture, assumptions, values, and current operating 

premises…[T]he process starts on a personal level by examining and perhaps altering 

fundamental assumptions, values, and knowledge, and then developing new theories 

about ourselves, our relationships, and our organizations" (Matelic, 8). 

Organizational Transformation 

 The focus on transformation from the viewpoint of the organization ranges from 

economic survival to a foundational shift in raison d’être and vision in response to the 

dramatic and significant changes in the culture.  The culture has evolved from the search 

for fulfillment through consumerism and technology to the pursuit of deeper meaning and 

purpose via relationship, artistic beauty, and experiences.  In her article “Understanding 

Change and Transformation in History Organizations” Candace Tangorra Matelic 

addresses conference attendees regarding her research on the subject of transformation: 

“….[O]rganizations world wide have been challenged to justify their existence by 

the public value, and positive contribution that they make to their communities.  

[They] are engaging their communities to discover what they care about, 

redefining their missions and visions, and evolving into [organizations] that 

facilitate important civic conversations.  They are utilizing interpretation as a 

transformative process to establish deep and personal connections with new 

audiences, neighbors, and stakeholders, and embracing innovative public 

programming as an organizational priority....  Partnering with diverse community 
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organizations, they are discovering shared goals, visions, plans, and outcome, and 

pursuing more activist agendas to improve their communities” [Italics this author] 

(Matelic, 7). 

 Although Matelic was addressing the American Association for State and Local 

History (AASLH) Annual Meeting in 2008, it would be prudent of the choral arts world 

to heed her words and notice what these successful museum leaders have already put into 

place.  Altering the word interpretation to programming, or outreach, or concert design, 

the choral arts organization leader could adopt this philosophy as a wise guideline for 

progress as they move into the 21st century.  Kent Whitworth, program chair of this 

museum conference summarized the conference thus: 

“In order to harness this transformative power, many of us and the institutions we 

serve need to revisit our approach to what we do.  We must transform the nature 

of our profession to ensure that we are sustainable and relevant. We must 

transform our function to embrace new tools, delivery systems, and audiences. 

We must transform our condition…” (Matelic, 7). 

Reading as a choral professional and translating the message “we must transform our 

condition” into the choral arena is concurrently enlightening and sobering. Indeed, the 

choral professional must also transform his or her condition.  

Individual Transformation 

 The focus on individual transformation has continued to increase since the 

economic downturn of 2008.  Unlike the previous generation who sought meaning 

through consumerism, individuals are now seeking deeper meaning in life and looking 

for it through transformative experiences.  It is not uncommon for newlyweds in their 
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20’s to request gifts of experiences for their first year of marriage—a rafting trip, tickets 

to an event, a retreat or travel opportunities for example—rather than the traditional 

consumer items for the home. Daniel Pink, author of bestseller A Whole New Mind: Why 

Right -Brainers Will Rule the Future, describes this change in culture as a shift from the 

Information Age to the Conceptual Age (Pink, 49): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Affluence, Technology, Globalization, (Pink, Daniel, “From The Agriculture 
Age To The Conceptual Age, Whole New Mind, p. 49) 
 

 “[T]he future belongs to a very different kind of person with a very different kind 

of mind—creators and empathizers, pattern recognizers, and meaning makers” (Pink, 1).   

Pink emphasizes the movement of the culture toward the transformative experience with 

the use of a simple example:  “In the United States, candles are a $2.4-billion-a-year-

business—for reasons that stretch beyond the logical need for luminosity to a prosperous 

country’s more inchoate desire for beauty and transcendence” (Pink, 36).  The terms 
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language particularly among those individuals under the age of 40.  Hence, it is not 

surprising to read that engagement in the participatory arts—photography, poetry, self-

published books and films for example—has grown significantly (Iyengar, 47).  Matelic 

summarizes thus: “The qualities that we associate with soul—meaning, memory, beauty, 

divinity, and union—are fundamental aids for navigating the future and understanding the 

underlying patterns of human behavior” (10).  The priorities of the upcoming generation 

have diverged from that of the previous generation, aiding in the arrival of American 

culture to a crossroad of several historical revolutions.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Cultural Revolutions 

 For several hundred years, the choral music world has existed in a relatively 

unchanged state.  Although different musical styles developed over time, what became 

the traditional style of performance sourced from the church. This presentation model 

moved to the secular stage sometime in the Medieval period, yet the design of 

performance remained essentially the same:  the choir in front—often robed in black— 

singing out and down to a passive audience.  

 Through the late twentieth century, this framework of presenting choral music 

remained unchanged and unequivocal.  Schools, from elementary through the university 

level, maintained strong choral programs with audience numbers supporting their 

existence.  They delivered musically authentic programs of the choral canon and the 

public passively consumed and applauded.  No one—not educators, musicians nor 

audience members—realized that the seeds of multiple cultural revolutions were silently 

germinating; revolutions that would reduce the choral music world in its traditional form, 

to a remnant of its golden age.  By 2008, the change became visible and documented, and 

by 2013, the symptoms of these revolutions were in full bloom.  As late as the American 

Choral Director’s Association (ACDA) 2014 Western Division Conference, it seems that 

the choral world has taken little notice, as choral groups continue to function 

predominantly within the same format, seemingly oblivious to the changes occurring in 

the culture around them. 

 In 1982, the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) commenced a survey of arts 

participation among adults in the United States.  A second study was conducted in 2002, 
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a third in 2008 and again most recently in 2012. When compared to the 1982 results, 

participation is down in every spectator arts event category—music, theatre, ballet, and 

the like—and across all age ranges.   

Table 1 
 
Percent of U.S. Adults Who Attended at Least One of Various Types of Arts 
Performance, Art Museums or Galleries:  1982–2012 

 
 (United States of America National Endowment for the Arts, Office of Research & 
Analysis, How A Nation Engages With Art: Highlights from the 2012 Survey of Public 
Participation in the Arts, p. 12) 
 
 In the forty-five to fifty-four age group and among college-educated adults, 

participation is down sharply.   

39.0%	   41.0%	   39.4%	  
34.6%	   33.3%	  

0.0%	  

10.0%	  

20.0%	  

30.0%	  

40.0%	  

50.0%	  

1982	   1992	   2002	   2008	   2012	  
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Table 2 
 
Percentage of Adults Ages 45–54 Attending Arts Events: 2002 and 2008 

 2002 2008 Change Rate of Change 

Jazz 13.9% 9.8% -4.1 pp -30% 

Classical music 15.2% 10.2% -5.0 pp -33% 

Opera 4.0% 2.4% -1.6 pp -40% 

Musicals 19.3% 17.4% -1.9* pp -10*% 

Non-musical plays 15.2% 8.7% -6.5 pp -43% 

Ballet 5.1% 3.2% -1.9 pp -37% 

Art museums 32.9% 23.3% -9.6 pp -29% 

pp=percentage points        *statistically insignificant 

 (Iyengar, Sunil, National Endowment for the Arts: 2008 Survey of Public Participation 
in the Arts, p. 22) 
 
 In every category of event, from 1982 to 2012, participation was down by double-

digit percentage points ranging from minus 10 percent to minus forty-five percent 

(Iyengar 3–4).   

 These statistics are problematic, as from these two demographics come the 

primary patrons of the arts.  However, even more troubling was the lack of participation 

among eighteen to twenty-four year olds as the same steep decline in involvement is seen 

(Iyengar 5). 
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Table 3 

Percent of U.S. Adults Who Attended a Classical Music Performance, by Age 
 2008 2012 

All Adults 9.3% 8.8% 

Age 

18-24 6.9% 6.6% 

25-34 7.0% 7.3% 

35-44 8.9% 6.4% 

45-54 10.2% 8.2% 

55-64 11.6% 11.0% 

65-74 12.2% 14.0% 

75 and over 9.7% 11.0% 

(United States of America National Endowment for the Arts, Office of Research & 
Analysis, How A Nation Engages With Art: Highlights from the 2012 Survey of Public 
Participation in the Arts, p. 13) 
 
 This demographic is the future audience as well as the future patrons of the arts. 

Major foundations, such as the James Irvine Foundation and the Wallace Foundation, are 

pouring plenteous resources into understanding this phenomenon with the intention of 

reversing the decline.  

 According to the NEA studies, the one spectator arts area where there is 

increased participation is in the online space:  "Of all adults who downloaded, watched, 

or listened to music, theater, or dance performances online (30.1 percent), most did those 

activities at least once a week" (Iyengar 7). 
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Figure 2.  Percentage of U.S. Adults Who Participated in the Arts at Least Once During a 
12–Month Period (2012), (United States of America National Endowment for the Arts, 
Office of Research & Analysis, How A Nation Engages With Art: Highlights from the 
2012 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, p. 8) 
 

Again, this is the future audience of the arts and, therefore, also the future audience of the 

choral art.  Within less than two decades, art forms that have several centuries of 

celebrated histories have been adversely affected by revolutionary changes in the culture.   

 What follows is a description of each of these revolutions:  sudden, radical and 

complete changes in the culture at large.  Each has its own set of cause and effects.  The 

choral music world finds itself in the confluence of these revolutions as they combine to 

create an existential threat to choral music as a transformative force in American culture.  

Outward Focus 

 The first revolution in the culture is the demand on cultural and arts institutions to 

shift in focus from inward to outward and is most easily seen in the museum world.  In 

1917, John Cotton Dana, the Vermont born librarian and museum designer/critic, found 

himself in a similar time when the entire world was shifting (Haeuser).  The "war to end 
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all wars" was in its third year and raging.  Emerging from its isolationism, the United 

States was starting to send men to the European war fronts.  Uncertainty was everywhere.  

The long held belief that Progress was the undeniable fate of humanity was coming apart 

(Leppard, 21).  The old orders were breaking down.  Old forms of authority, religion, and 

art were all melting away.   It was in this context that Mr. Dana wrote a series of books 

entitled The New Museum Series, in which he presented a case for a radical departure 

from business as usual.  He referred to the current state of museums at that time as 

"gloomily beautiful," "temples and palaces," places of "religious gloom," and replicas of 

"Old Europe" (Dana, 10-13).  Museums had no purpose beyond presenting collections of 

the rare and the old without any reference to the life of the current community.  Dana 

wryly comments: 

 Surely a function of a public art museum is the making of life more 

interesting, joyful and wholesome; and surely a museum can not very well 

exercise that function unless it relates itself quite closely to the life it should be 

influencing, and surely it can not thus relate itself unless it comes in close contact 

with the material adornment of that life—its applied arts (22). 

 He too realized that the old order of things could not continue to deliver, even in 

the venerable museums of those times.  He comprehended that, for the museum to be 

viable, it must reach out to the community within which it exists.  Referring to the 

"curators, experts, directors, and trustees" of museums of that time, Dana writes: 

 They become enamoured of rarity, of history . . . They become lost in their 

specialties and forget their museums.  They become lost in the idea of a museum 

and forget its purpose.  They become lost in working out their idea of a museum 
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and forget their public.  And soon, not being brought constantly in touch with the 

life of their community . . . they become entirely separated from it and go on 

making beautifully complete and expensive collections, but never construct a 

living, active and effective institution (23). 

 In essence, he is arguing a negative variation on the thesis of this paper:  the 

commitment to the presentation of objects—without a relevant connection to the life of 

the community within which the display takes place—leaves the institution irrelevant and 

impotent as an agent of transformation. Where does Dana find inspiration for an 

institution that has made itself relevant to the life of the community within which it 

exists? He turns to what a modern- day individual would call “the shopping mall”: 

A great city department store of the first class is perhaps more like a good 

museum of art than are any of the museums we have yet established. It is centrally 

located; it is easily reached; it is open to all at all hours when patrons wish to visit 

it; it receives all courteously and gives information freely; it displays its most 

attractive and interesting objects and shows countless others on request; its 

collections are classified according to the knowledge and needs of its patrons; it is 

well lighted; it has convenient and inexpensive restrooms; it supplies guides free 

of charge; it advertises itself widely and continuously; and it changes its exhibits 

to meet daily changes in subjects of interest, changes in taste in art, and the 

progress of invention and discovery (23–24). 

Although John Cotton Dana was speaking to the museum community in the early 

twentieth century, he might well have been speaking to the choral arts community in the 

early twenty-first century. The choral art form—both its educational institutions and 
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community organizations—exists in world where the post-modern equivalent of the 

department store is iTunes.  

 For most of museum history, the most powerful position was the Curator.  Donors 

were content to blindly fund these institutions with little thought to why they existed. 

Instead, it was presumed that the value of a museum in any given community was its 

mere existence.  In the 21st century, this modus operandi has collapsed.  Donors and 

communities now demand that museums turn their attention and resources outward, 

always considering how an institution supports the community surrounding it and giving 

accordingly.  The focus of museums is currently on education with the most powerful 

position in a museum being the marketing and education departments, as opposed to the 

curator.  This revolution—turning outward—is having impact on all arts based 

institutions and organizations. In the opinion of this writer, those organizations that 

continue to focus inward will not survive.  

 An illustration of an effectual, outward focused arts organization is the Los 

Angeles Philharmonic under the leadership of Gustavo Dudamel.  Music critics have 

pronounced the LA Phil as the most "contemporary minded” (Ross, 60), "forward 

thinking" (Ross),  "talked about and innovative" (Patner), and “venturesome and 

admired" (Page) orchestras in the world.  A quick search on youtube reveals that videos 

of this philharmonic under this exciting, young conductor are among the most viewed 

compared to other symphonies in the country.  It is not difficult to find videos of 

Dudamel and the LA Philharmonic with 700,000 hits and more while other symphony 

videos are in the 20,000 hits range—except the video of the San Francisco Symphony 

performing with the heavy metal band Metalica.  Dudamel is not a superior or more 
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brilliant conductor on the podium than any other conductor of the top symphonies in the 

country.  However, he seems to have an understanding of 21st century American culture 

that other conductors do not.  Dudamel is a champion of new works, a master of 

engagement, and is outward focused in the community. It is not uncommon to see the 

musicians of the LA Phil breaking the unspoken, traditional, classical presentation style 

of serious, focused orchestral musicians.  Some concert goers have witnessed the entire 

violin section spinning around while playing, or the different brass sections jumping up to 

play their parts.  LA Philharmonic concerts at the Hollywood Bowl may feature 

fireworks, or video, or some other visual medium to accompany and illuminate the music.  

The LA Phil website describes upcoming concerts as “conceived for engaging new 

audiences” where the orchestra will “lead the spectrum of multimedia productions by 

presenting a vibrant mixture of disciplines and additional artistic elements, such as 

staging, dance, pre- and post-concert discussions, online forums and video” (Los Angeles 

Philharmonic Series). 

 In the autumn of 2010, Dudamel launched Youth Orchestra LA (YOLA), a music 

education program echoing Venezuela’s El Sistema where the vibrant, revolutionary 

conductor was influenced dramatically as an impoverished youth.  He refers to the 

esteemed El Sistema as ‘music as social saviour’ (Vullimay).  Jose Antonio Abreu, the 

social crusader who inspired the program, coined the slogan for the music program ‘Play 

and fight.’ Reporting on Dudamel for The Guardian, British writer Ed Vullimay, tells the 

El Sistema story: 

[Dudamel] and his orchestra are but the apex of a unique enterprise; the zenith of 

something deeply rooted in Venezuela, formally entitled the National System of 
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Youth and Children's Orchestras of Venezuela, but known simply as El Sistema… 

[It] flourished with a simple dictum: that in the poorest slums of the world, where 

the pitfalls of drug addiction, crime and despair are many, life can be changed and 

fulfilled if children can be brought into an orchestra to play the overwhelmingly 

European classical repertoire. 

And that is what happened. The road taken by Dudamel and his orchestra is one 

along which some 270,000 young Venezuelans are now registered to aspire, 

playing music across a land seeded with 220 youth orchestras from the Andes to 

the Caribbean. Rattle, music director of the mighty Berlin Philharmonic, describes 

El Sistema as 'nothing less than a miracle... From here, I see the future of music 

for the whole world.' But, adds Sir Simon, 'I see this programme not only as a 

question of art, but deep down as a social initiative. It has saved many lives, and 

will continue to save them' (Vulliamy). 

 With a similar vision through YOLA, the LA Phil “and its community partners 

provide free instruments, intensive music training, and academic support to over 600 

students from underserved neighborhoods, empowering them to become vital citizens, 

leaders, and agents of change” (Youth Orchestra LA).  In the 2014 season, “the students 

of YOLA will have the unique opportunity of playing alongside the musicians of the Los 

Angeles Philharmonic in its first ever public ‘side by side’ concert” (Newbanks).  

Outreach at this level brings the arts into the core of lives, providing meaningful, 

transformative experiences to the students and the community.  As a result, the LA Phil is 

flourishing with full audiences of every generation and a plethora of major grantors 

providing the financial backing.  This level of gesture toward the community is embraced 
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as an investment in that geographical area and has translated into, among other things, 

increased interest in classical orchestral music. 

Measurable Impact 

 The second revolution in the culture is a shift in donor priority from program to 

measurable impact.  The previous generation of donors was content to fund whatever 

program an institution might suggest.  In the 21st century, this is no longer true, 

particularly with younger potential donors.  Donors and grant-makers now insist that the 

design of any program demonstrate qualitative and quantitative measurable impact—not 

merely impact—and is sometimes referred to as outcomes based design.  In the event that 

the program falls short, the likelihood of continued funding is minimal.  These value 

changes present a difficult challenge to the choral arts world.  How does one design 

programming in a way that the impact can be measured?  Are choral arts organizations 

even considering this question?   

 Stephen Weil, in his book Making Museums Matter, mercilessly challenges curators 

et al. about relevancy, attitudes and vision.  In the forward, Marc Pachter, Director of the 

National Portrait Gallery at the Smithsonian, summarizes the words of the infuriated 

author, and if just a few nouns are replaced (as marked by brackets) the message would 

be equally warranted for the choral world:  

The notion that the [classical choral music] world … is a sacred, special place that 

is ipso facto wonderful and deserving of the world’s support and adoration is not 

only outdated but pernicious.  What people who work within it need to do, those 

who are still stuck in the exhausted paradigm, is to realize that the modern world 

is asking tough questions of [creative arts organizations] and of their 
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management, and that they are appropriate questions.  To greet those questions 

with outrage or lamentation, as an assault on the temple, or at least as 

presumptuous ignorance, is not to threaten the survival of [the choral arts] but, 

worse, to miss an opportunity to … fulfill a responsibility to society too long 

deferred (Weil, x). 

Current and potential donors to the choral arts will be asking these questions and will 

expect articulate answers and verification that is evidence of well-thought out, strategic 

planning. 

 A choral music pioneer and example, albeit rare, of both outward-focused 

programming and qualitative, quantitative, measurable impact is the Minnesota Chorale. 

The Chorale’s “ultimate mission is to celebrate the human voice and its power to educate, 

enrich, unite, and inspire.” Under the artistic direction of Kathy Saltzman Romey, 

connection with the community “through unique artistic partnerships” has been held as a 

high value in the outward and inner functions of the organization (Saltzman Romey, 77).  

She explains, in her contributory chapter in “Wit, Wisdom, and Will,” part of her 

philosophy: 

If choral music is to reclaim a position of artistic relevance and significance 

within our communities, both the work of art (the thing, the object, the noun) and 

the artists’ work (the craft, the process, the verb) need to play a deep and 

meaningful role in the lives of the performers, the audience, and the greater 

community. Have we responded creatively to the evolving conditions in which we 

live, adapting our traditions to embrace the traditions of others?   . . . [W]e must 

embrace an active relationship with our concert programming following a 
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dynamic, responsive model that does not promote a hierarchical valuation of one 

music over another, but rather explores and integrates the musicking [sic] of all 

humanity. (76) 

 Consequently the group has established several educational programs that are 

addressing various issues. One of these programs, “Bridges,” uses choral music from 

around the world to build and maintain relationships and to build respect and lateral 

education opportunities with the various ethnic populations of the community. The 

concert presentations are most often the culmination of a longer-term process, sometimes 

six to eighteen months, and are usually “interactive and non-traditional in nature” 

(Romey, 78). The sing-a-long concert “Lift Every Voice” for example, was the result of 

an eighteen-month community outreach and “choral inreach,” a collaboration with the 

community’s African-American church choirs that included weekly workshops focused 

on the study and teaching of African-American sacred songs (Romey, 78).  Romey 

acknowledges that cultural differences can be challenging, but “the creation of a level 

playing field between members offers the potential for more constructive dialogue and 

creative exchange” as well as the potential for meaningful and lasting change in the 

dynamic of community for the future (79). Romey teaches the members of the chorale the 

value of the lateral learning position, of putting oneself in a place of discourse with 

members of the community, one learning from another in a circular pattern rather than in 

a “hierarchical relationship” (76). 

 In 2004, the Bridges program culminated with a concert entitled “Musical Chi: 

East-West Convergences” focusing on the “connection between music, body, and spirit” 

(Romey, 79). The theme of that year included an educational series in the schools sharing 
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traditional Chinese practices particularly surrounding movement (Romey 79). 

“Sing Me a Home” was the 2007 Bridges collaborative, which focused on affordable 

housing for immigrants in the Twin Cities area. The program, partnering with Habitat for 

Humanity to meet the housing needs of six families, included a number of inner-city high 

school choirs and featured student poetry and new commissions by local composers using 

the texts from the student work (Romey 80). Romey explains that the singers from the 

Minnesota Chorale are invited “to serve as advocates for [these] project[s]; carrying 

songs back to their respective communities; sharing them with friends, students, and 

colleagues; and performing them at similar events. The ripple effect produced by these 

many acts of ‘singer advocacy’ can be powerful and sustained, touching many more 

people than any single chorus could otherwise reach” (81). 

 Romey makes a strong declaration on the state of affairs in the traditional choral 

world with the following statement:  “[W]e must take care when conceiving concert 

programs—just as we care for the people and relationships in our lives—not to 

inadvertently serve the enduring hegemony of a singular music heritage and thereby 

unintentionally marginalize the music or members of any given community” (75–76). 

The vision of this outward-focused group, producing that level of measurable impact, in 

this writer’s opinion, should be the standard in the choral arts world, rather than the 

exception. 

The Side Effects of Testing-Focused Curriculum 

 “In America, we do not reserve arts education for privileged students or the 

elite. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds, students who are English 

language learners, and students with disabilities often do not get the enrichment 
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experiences of affluent students anywhere except at school. President Obama 

recalls that when he was a child ‘you always had an art teacher and a music 

teacher. Even in the poorest school districts everyone had access to music and 

other arts.’ Today, sadly, that is no longer the case” (Duncan).    

 Arne Duncan, the U.S. Department of Education Secretary, delivered these remarks 

at the Arts Education Partnership National Forum in 2010, in reference to the declining 

availability of the arts in schools.  

 The third revolution in the changing culture at large and of California in particular 

is a shift in the overall education system from a broad liberal arts based curriculum to an 

outcome based, testing-focused curriculum.  Beginning in the 1980’s and escalating with 

the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, school funding became dependent upon testing 

results.  There has been controversy in the past thirty years over this shift in philosophy 

and the change has produced numerous side effects.  In order to secure funding, schools 

have focused on subjects that can be more objectively measured and consequently, 

funding is directed toward these subjects.  Although it is difficult to prove a direct cause 

and effect link to this change, arts programs are being defunded at an alarming rate.  

 Research repeatedly shows that arts education and experiences yield many 

positive results.  One outcome is a direct connection between arts education as child and 

arts participation as an adult: 

 In their analysis, NORC researchers Nick Rabkin and Eric 

Hedberg test and ultimately confirm the validity of an assumption 

made with prior SPPA data, that participation in arts lessons and 

classes is the most significant predictor of arts participation later in 
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life, even after controlling for other variables. They also show that 

long-term declines in Americans’ reported rates of arts learning align 

with a period in which arts education has been widely acknowledged 

as devalued in the public school system (Rabkin, 9).  

A second positive result is highlighted in a RAND Corporation/Wallace 

foundation study, showing that “demand for arts” experiences are directly related 

to investment in arts education.  This research demonstrates that arts education is 

based on four types of learning: 

 1.  the capacity for aesthetic perception, or the ability to see, hear, and feel what 

works of art have to offer  

 2.  the ability to create artistically in an art form  

 3.  historical and cultural knowledge that enriches the understanding of works of 

art  

 4.  the ability to interpret works of art, discern what is valuable in them, and 

draw meaning from them through reflection and discussion with others 

(Zakaras, xvi).  

  Dramatic advances in brain imaging technology over the past decade have 

allowed researchers to understand the connections between art making and arts 

education with a wide array of brain development.  Susan Hallam, Dean of the Faculty 

of Policy and Society, Institute of Education, University of London provides the 

following review of additional advantages of arts education, specifically music: 
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In early childhood there seem to be benefits for the development of 

perceptual skills which effect learning language subsequently impacting 

on literacy which is also enhanced by opportunities to develop rhythmic 

co-ordination. Fine motor co-ordination is improved through learning to 

play an instrument. Music also seems to improve spatial reasoning, one 

aspect of general intelligence which is related to some of the skills 

required in mathematics. While general attainment is clearly affected by 

literacy and numeracy skills, motivation which depends on self-esteem, 

self-efficacy and aspirations is also important in the amount of effort given 

to studying. Engagement with music can enhance self-perceptions but only 

if it provides positive learning experiences which are rewarding (22). 

Research also demonstrates the impact of music participation on adults.  Again Hallam 

summarizes the findings: 

Studies of adults have shown other physical benefits of engaging with music. 

Playing the piano exercises the heart as much as a brisk walk and there are lower 

mortality rates in those who attend cultural events, read books or periodicals, 

make music, or sing in a choir. Music making has also been shown to contribute 

to perceived good health, quality of life, and mental well-being (21).   

In addition, there is evidence that sustained participation in music at an early age has a 

positive effect on cognitive processing later in life (Holly, 12). 

 Another tangible outcome of the arts is a positive impact on the economy. 

The American for the Arts 2010 study entitled The Arts and Economic Prosperity IV 

states the following: 
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 Nationally, the nonprofit arts and culture industry generates $135.2 billion 

in economic activity every year $61.1 billion in spending by organizations and an 

additional $74.1 billion in event-related spending by their audiences. The impact 

of this activity is significant; these dollars support 4.1 million U.S. jobs and 

generate $22.3 billion in government revenue (Lynch, 4). 

Evidently, arts organizations and their audiences are good for the economic well being of 

communities.  

 
Figure 3.  Average Per Person Audience Expenditures:  $24.60, (Lynch, Robert L., Arts 
& Economic Prosperity IV: The Economic Impact of Nonprofit Arts and Culture 
Organizations and Their Audiences, Americans for the Arts National Statistical Report, 
p. 3) 
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The percentage of the U.S Workforce in the arts is second only to elementary school 

teachers: 

 
Figure 4.  Percentage of U.S. Workforce (2010), (Lynch, Robert L., Arts & Economic 
Prosperity IV: The Economic Impact of Nonprofit Arts and Culture Organizations and 
Their Audiences. Americans for the Arts National Statistical Report, p. 8) 
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If standards are demanding and tests accurately measure achievement of 

those standards, then curriculum and instruction will become richer and 

more rigorous. By attaching serious consequences to schools that fail to 

increase test scores, U.S. policymakers believe that educators will be 

motivated to pay attention to what is on the tests (David, 78). 

Unfortunately, this has produced some extremely negative and unintended consequences 

that are impacting an entire generation of children.  In 2008, the Center for Education 

Policy reported: 

(S)ince school year 2001-02, when NCLB was enacted, 62% of all school 

districts had increased the amount of time spent in elementary schools on 

English language arts (ELA)1 and/or math, while 44% of all districts had 

increased time for ELA and/or math while also cutting time for elementary 

school science, social studies, art and music, physical education, lunch, or 

recess (McMurrer, 2). 

The pressure to meet the standards has shifted the curriculum focus dramatically toward 

preparing students for testing.  A 2011 article in Educational Leadership reports: 

Other studies from the NCLB era conclude that the higher the stakes are 

for educators, the more curriculum and instruction reflect what's on the 

test—particularly in low-performing schools where the threat of sanctions 

is strongest. A study of a large urban district from 2001 to 2005 found that 

as worries about adequate yearly progress increased, teachers matched the 

content and format of what they taught to the state test. These researchers 
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concluded that the content of the tests had effectively become the learning 

goals for students (David, 78). 

The drive to test what can be “objectively” measured, essentially, “narrows the 

curriculum” (David, 78).  “Across all schools, 68% of principals cite the focus on 

improving test scores as a barrier to arts education” (Smith, 15).   

 
Figure 5.  Schools Reporting Barriers to the Delivery of Arts Instruction, (Smith, 
Marshall, An Unfinished Canvas-Arts Education in  California: Taking Stock of Policies 
and Practices-Summary Report, The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, p. 13) 
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20). 

The Impact of the Economic Downturn 

 In 2004, the Music for All Foundation released a report showing that in the state of 

California between years 2000 to 2004, there was an 85.8% decline in student access to 

general music education and a severe decrease in music education course participation: 

   “During the period when the total California public school student population 

increased by 5.8%, the percentage of all California public school students 

involved in music education courses declined by 50%.  This decline is the largest 

of any academic subject area” (The Sound of Silence, 4).  

 According to the California Department of Education, the drop in enrollment went 

from 935,720 in the 1997-98 academic year (Statewide Course Enrollments 1997–98) to 

515,816 in the 2012-13 academic year (Course Listing 2012–13). There are implications 

in these statistics that predict future audience numbers and future university-level music 

department enrollment.  This data represents a decline in real numbers of 419,904 or 

49%, but when the data is viewed as a percentage of total enrollments, the numbers are 

even more dramatic.  In the school year 2000–01, 820,000 students were enrolled in 

music classes.  By 2005–06, that number had dropped to 520,000 (Smith, 12). Four out of 

five principals—79%—report that funding is a barrier to delivering arts education (Smith, 

14).  Countless school districts first discontinued elementary aged music programs—

general music, band and choir—followed by the discontinuation of the middle school 

music classes.  Many high school music programs are either being canceled, are being 

starved by lack of feeder programs from lower grades or are being self-funded by parent 

booster programs (Smith, 14).  Music educators are all too familiar with the on-going 
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battle of maintaining their programs and classes. Even in Southern California’s wealthiest 

areas containing the strongest music programs in the state, music teachers speak of the 

fight for music to remain in the schools.  Richard Messenger, retired Irvine High School 

music educator and recipient of the Howard Swan Award—the highest honor available 

from the American Choral Director’s Association (ACDA)—speaks of this in an 

interview in 2008: 

“In Irvine we’ve been very fortunate, in all the years that I’ve been there, that we 

still have a very strong music program. There is no question that we have had to 

struggle.  Every school district in California has had to struggle about music 

financing.  Unfortunately, the first of the things that are considered inessential, 

frequently, is music” (Americans All, :36). 

Irvine is one of the wealthiest areas of California and that community has had to struggle 

to keep music programs in the schools.  The majority of California public and private 

schools have not been the beneficiary of wealthy, private funding aid and the music 

programs no longer exist. 

 The impacts of the economic collapse that began in 2008 are far reaching and 

beyond the scope of this paper.  The clearest effects are further reductions in state and 

federal funding for arts education, reductions in donor funding for non-profits in general 

and reductions in both state support and donor funding for arts related non-profit 

organizations in particular.  Robert Lynch, CEO of Americans for the Arts, estimated in 

2009 that 10,000 arts organizations would shut down due to the downturn (Stone).  His 

estimate was low.  By 2011, almost 18,000 arts organizations had ceased to exist. 
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Table 4 

Registered 501(c)3 Arts and Culture Organizations 

 
 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Registered 
501(c)(3) 
organizations 

79636 83521 91107 94450 94450 98377 102638 106845 111526 113188 95339 

(Kushner, Roland J., and Randy Cohen. "National Arts Index 2013: An Annual 
Measurement of the Vitality of Arts and Culture in the United States: 2000–2011." 
American for the Arts, p. 43) 
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the future audience and donor base for the arts— choral arts in particular—not being 

developed, an entire generation—the future leaders of America—is going to enter society 

without the skills and neurological growth that are only developed through the arts. The 

Carnegie Commission tells us: "Now, more than ever, all people need to see clearly, hear 

acutely, and feel sensitively through the arts." Such practices "are no longer just 

desirable. They are essential if we are to survive together with civility and joy" (Beyer, 

100). 

The Impact of Technology on the Arts 

 The fourth revolution in the culture—technology—has affected life 

internationally in every area, from business and education to how and what people do 

with their free time.  The arts are certainly not exempt from the development and impact 

of technology in the last twenty years.  Ben Cameron, Director of Arts at the Doris Duke 

Charitable Foundation, spoke on Ted Talks in 2010 about the impact of technology on 

the culture and specifically the performing arts, and expressed concern about the appeal 

of live performing arts with the advent of the “always-on internet.”  

All of us are engaged in a seismic, fundamental realignment of culture and 

communications, a realignment that is shaking and decimating the newspaper 

industry, the magazine industry, the book and publishing industry and more. 

Saddled in the performing arts as we are, by antiquated union agreements that 

inhibit and often prohibit mechanical reproduction and streaming, locked into 

large facilities that were designed to ossify the ideal relationship between artist 

and audience most appropriate to the 19th century and locked into a business 

model dependent on high ticket revenues, where we charge exorbitant prices. 
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Many of us shudder in the wake of the collapse of Tower Records and ask 

ourselves, "Are we next?" (Cameron, 3:26) 

Cameron points out the resemblance of the changes in culture regarding the technology 

of the past two decades to the Reformation of the 16th century: 

Now, rather than saying that we're on the brink of our own annihilation, I prefer to 

believe that we are engaged in a fundamental reformation, a reformation like the 

religious Reformation of the 16th century. The arts reformation, like the religious 

Reformation, is spurred in part by technology, with indeed, the printing press 

really leading the charge on the religious Reformation. Both reformations were 

predicated on fractious discussion, internal self-doubt and massive realignment of 

antiquated business models. And at heart, both reformations, I think were asking 

the questions: who's entitled to practice? How are they entitled to practice? And 

indeed, do we need anyone to intermediate for us in order to have an experience 

with a spiritual divine? (4:40) 

 Cameron reminds the viewer of two points.  First, he attributes some of the 

declining attendance in the performing arts to the continued development of the Internet 

and associated technology.  And second, he points out that the arts have become more 

accessible to the public through technology and “the means of artistic production have 

been democratized for the first time in all of human history… [W]ho in this room doesn't 

know a 14 year-old hard at work on her second, third, or fourth movie?”  
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Table 5 

Independent Artists, Writers, and Performers 

  

 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Artists, 
writers, 
and 
performers 

508608 525921 553776 570577 595845 639149 646865 679247 676182 687699 710327 730022 

(Kushner, Roland J., and Randy Cohen. "National Arts Index 2013: An Annual 
Measurement of the Vitality of Arts and Culture in the United States: 2000–2011." 
American for the Arts, p. 39) 
 
He also recognized that where the arts were participatory, there was an increase in 
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choirs, is exploding beyond our wildest imaginations. This group, others have 

called the "pro ams," amateur artists doing work at a professional level…. [t]hey 

are radically expanding our notions of the potential of an aesthetic vocabulary, 

while they are challenging and undermining the cultural autonomy of our 

traditional institutions. Ultimately, we now live in a world defined not by 

consumption, but by participation (6:23).  

Participatory Culture 

 “One day perhaps we shall find an ideal music which will be neither popular nor 

classical, highbrow or lowbrow, but an art in which all can take part” (Vaughn Williams, 

Natl. Music 39). Perhaps this lamentation from the lips Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–

1958) will finally come to fruition in the 21st century. 

 The final revolution, and the one that provides choral artists with an exciting 

opportunity to be creative, is the dramatic transformation of the American culture at large 

into a participatory culture.  The term participatory culture—yet to enter mainstream 

language—refers to a culture in which members of the public do not function as 

consumers only, but also as contributors and creators.  In 2006, the MacArthur 

Foundation sponsored a study by researcher and American media scholar, Henry Jenkins. 

Jenkins was, at that time, the Director of the Comparative Media Studies Program at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and now serves at the University of 

Southern California (USC) as Provost Professor of Communication, Journalism, and 

Cinematic Arts.  Jenkins’ research focused on the emergence of participatory cultures as 

a corollary to the absorption of the media technology development in the past twenty 

years. In “Confronting the Challenges of Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 
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21st Century,” Dr. Jenkins defines participatory culture as one:  

With relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, with 

strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations with others, with some 

type of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most experienced is 

passing along to no vices, and where members believe that their contributions 

matter where members feel some degree of social connection with one another (at 

the least they care what other people think about what they have created). Not 

every member must contribute, but all must believe they are free to contribute 

when ready and that what they contribute will be appropriately valued. 

Participatory culture shifts the focus of literacy from one of individual expression 

to community involvement (7). 

 The study defines the methods of participatory culture to include affiliations, 

expressions, collaborative problem solving and circulations.  Affiliations are composed of 

formal and informal online memberships and communities centered on assorted media.  

Expressions include the production of original and contemporary creative forms such as 

mashups—the integration of complementary elements from multiple sources—digital 

sampling, fan video making and zines—small independent publications motivated by a 

desire for self-expression.  Collaborative Problem-solving refers to working in teams on 

a specific mission or developing new knowledge. Circulations refer to shaping the flow 

of media through blogging or podcasting, for example (Jenkins, 8).  There is a stated 

concern in the study that participatory culture is becoming a new form of veiled 

curriculum, and lack of access to it will determine who will succeed in the future and 

who will be left behind.  The study also expresses the need to “develop the cultural 
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competencies and social skills needed for full involvement” (Jenkins, 12).  It is 

interesting to note that, in the NEA studies, the engagement in the participatory arts have 

increased significantly (Iyengar, 47) and echo the research of Dr. Jenkins.  The Jenkins 

study also notes that traditional schools are not adjusting to, embracing or integrating the 

dramatic changes in the culture into teaching styles and information delivery (12). 

 On the other hand, learning centers that have embraced these changes in culture 

and have entirely restructured the dissemination of information and the learning process 

are flourishing.  The Khan Academy, for example—via video tutorials stored on 

YouTube—provides “a free world-class education for anyone anywhere,” with its 

relevant and interactive online tutorials and personalized learning dashboard, and reaches 

about ten million students per month (Khan Academy).  Bill Gates, now funding the non-

profit project along with Google and other supporters, noted that the high-success in the 

conversational tutorial is an “educational transformation that de-emphasizes lecture-based 

classroom interactions” (Kaplan) and is revolutionizing the learning process.   

 What does this have to do with the choral arts?  With the changes in society to a 

participatory culture, research showing the trend and effectiveness of participatory 

education—formal and informal—and changing societal values—“moving away from a 

world in which some produce and many consume media, toward one in which everyone 

has a more active stake in the culture that is produced,” (Jenkins, 10)—it stands to reason 

that the present-day standard by which choral music is presented will not remain intact 

and effective in the next generation. 

 “Getting in On The Act:  How Arts Groups are Creating Opportunities for Active 

Participation” is a study commissioned in 2011 by the James Irvine Foundation.  It 
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addresses 21st century questions concerning the post-modern audience:   

“How can arts institutions adapt to this new environment?”  “Is participatory 

practice contradictory to, or complementary to, a business model that relies on 

professional production and consumption?”  “How can arts organizations enter 

this new territory without compromising their values or artistic ideals?” (Brown, 

3). 

Included in this article is an enlightening graphic: “The Audience Involvement 

Spectrum,” a diagram on the “receptive arts” vs. the “participatory arts” and commentary 

on the vast difference in effectiveness between the two in today’s changing culture.  

Figure 6. The Audience Involvement Spectrum, (Brown, Alan S., Jennifer L. Novak-
Leonard, and Shelly Gilbride Ph.D., Adapted from Getting In On the Act: How Arts 
Groups Are Creating Opportunities for Active Participation, The James Irvine 
Foundation, p. 4) 
 
 How can this apply to the performance of choral music while maintaining authentic 

performance practices of the rich choral canon?  The step from “spectating” to “enhanced 
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engagement” is fairly common in choral circles: choirs often change position, add 

instruments for color and use “choralography” in the concert design. These additions help 

convey the story of the text and music, but remain on the “receptive” side of the 

spectrum. 

 The next step—“crowd sourcing”—crosses over the line from “receptive” into the 

“participatory” arts. The examples listed are “an opera libretto comprised of Tweets” and 

“virtual choruses” (4).  Another idea easily implemented would be a publicly 

programmed concert with life stories from those contributors—live and on video—

explaining their choice of each piece. The participant’s level of creative control is moved 

from mere spectator to curatorial. 

 One step further into the “participatory” arts is “co-creation” (4).  Collaborative 

concerts centered on choral music—where other artists and art forms illuminate the text 

and the music—create visual interest, and builds audience. Other art forms often draw an 

audience that would not normally attend a choral concert. Another form of collaborative 

concert is the integration of active concert-participation from the audience. Collaboration 

produces a total experience for the audience member that is above and beyond the 

traditional receptive concert event. In the co-creation experience, the participant’s level 

of creative control becomes interpretive. 

 Last on the spectrum is “Audience-As-Artist,” shifting from “the product to the 

process of creation” (4).  In the choral world, this could be a reconfigured sing-a-long 

Messiah concert in a venue where seating could be mixed—rather than the traditional 

divide between the listeners and the musicians—which included carefully chosen 

audience members in the orchestra.  Alternatively, this could be a BIG SING, similar 
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Craig Hella Johnson’s event with Conspirare, where the public chooses the music ahead 

of time, choral singers and audience members are physically integrated, and all are 

singing together.  Perhaps the audience could be invited to come in period costume 

representing a piece.  The addition of participatory and co-creative elements to a large 

work is also possible.  Choral conductors could choose a chorus from the work, put the 

melody online for advanced preparation and have a short pre-concert rehearsal with the 

audience. The public would then be invited to stand and sing that one chorus—in the 

style of a sing-a-long Messiah.  Perhaps the concert is a collection of pieces with specific 

choruses chosen for audience participation.  It is not difficult to imagine, for example, an 

audience joining a choir in concert for the "Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves” from Verdi’s 

opera, Nabucco.  If thousands of people can sing it in the street at Verdi’s funeral, why 

couldn’t the public be included in a concert setting?  

 In 2011, the San Francisco Girls Chorus was part of a study on audience 

development conducted by the Wallace Foundation.  The study involved market research 

on public assumptions and focused group findings on public perception.  The findings of 

the study included low awareness and expectations of girl’s choruses and assumptions 

that performances would lack “the quality, variety, and dynamic presentation that they 

typically sought in classical music concerts.”  Inadvertent media by the chorus reinforced 

the assumptions (Harlow, 53).  The Audience Growth Initiative included in the study 

“suggests that multiple elements of the experience beyond artistic quality—from 

repertoire to parking to conductor comments—play a role in determining whether first-

time visitors return for additional performances” (Harlow, 50).  After the study, the 

changes in the organization ranged from relevant artistic choices, to updated branding to 
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a total shift in presentation style for the chorus.  The pre-study performance sample on 

the Wallace Foundation website shows the chorus performing in the traditional style at 

the World Symposium in 2005: a chorus standing on risers with some choralography 

(Fascinatin’ Rhythm, Wallace Foundation).  The post-study video shows the chorus 

collaborating with dancers and musicians, utilizing color and movement to reveal the 

deeper meaning in the music, resulting in an arresting and engaging performance 

(Excerpts from Life Is a House, Wallace Foundation). 

 As choral conductors, if the intent is to pass on the extraordinary legacy of the 

choral canon, additional and relevant modus operandi need to prevail. The outcome of 

collaborative ventures in the choral arts—infused, inspired and infected with other art 

forms and artists—in this Conceptual Age produces intense, transformative art, and “with 

the dismantling of musical hierarchy and a blurring of borders between . . . brings a 

fusion of musical outpourings that is rich and boundless. There exists an overall essence 

of hope for humanity within the cultural interweaving of the arts, musical and beyond” 

(Dean, 53). 
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CHAPTER 4 

Relevance 

 If choral artists are to build a sustainable audience, the tension between two 

dynamics—authenticity and social relevance—must be addressed in a strategic and 

ongoing process. Among performers and in academia, there is great concern and attention 

given to the “authentic” performance of music. The following are the comments of two 

writers who have struggled with these questions in the context of music performance. 

First, Raymond Leppard defines authenticity in his book Authenticity in Music: 

It can only mean one thing: the clearest possible revelation of that music so that 

its intrinsic qualities, vitality and value are presented again as vividly as they may 

conceivably ever have been. So will the evidence of its power to transcend the 

years be strengthened, and the delight and elation that communication with things 

of the spirit brings be confirmed. (73) 

This concept, with the study of the period and performance practice of the composer, 

seems clear and attainable, but Leppard continues, revealing the complexity the issue: 

In dispute, or at least confusion, are how and in what ways the revelation may 

best be achieved. There are those who believe that only as we come closer to the 

exact conditions, the precisely duplicated ways and means of the music's first 

appearance, can its authentic message and content be revealed.  Then there are 

those who believe that the closer one comes to knowing how and why it was 

written and performed, the closer one shall come to the inner vitality of the 

composer's mind, the revelation of which, to present-day audiences, is more 

important than any other aspect of performance (73). 
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Juxtaposed to this dilemma is an indirect definition of social relevance by Landon E. 

Beyer in the introduction to his book the arts, popular culture, and social change [lower 

case intentional]: 

[I]n order to understand the meaning and value of the arts, we must situate them 

within the cultural, social, political, economic, and ideological contexts out of 

which they emerge and from which a significant part of their meaning is derived 

(x).  Art objects are created at particular moments in history, within specific social 

contexts, and in light of extant traditions within and outside the domain of art.  It 

is clear that the plays of Aeschylus and the writings of Homer were written within 

Greek traditions and frames of reference, just as it is clear the Dylan's "Hurricane" 

was composed within rather different traditions and social realities (37). 

The tension found between authenticity and social relevance is layered with 

complexity—tension regarding the proper conditions for authenticity juxtaposed against 

the questions of relevance. 

Social Relevance in History 

 Historically, the different forms of choral music stemmed from the functions of 

daily life. It was, in its various styles and formats, an essential and palpable mirror of 

human existence: art as an outgrowth and function of living, rather than art for the sake of 

art. The following are historical examples of meaningful and relevant choral singing from 

the areas of religious and social life. 

 From the beginning of the Christian era and for fifteen hundred years following, 

music as an art form was dominated by the church (Mees, 20).  As a result, the choral 

canon contains an enormous amount of sacred music—music that had a particular 
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function in the routine and daily experiences of the people.  Beginning in the sixteenth 

century, attention began to shift toward the composition of secular art music; however, 

most major composers continued to spend the majority of their time and energy creating 

works for various uses in the liturgy (Mees, 25).  Performed within the context of these 

cultures, the sacred choral works were deeply meaningful and effective as well as 

aesthetically beautiful.  They serve now as an accurate representation of the fundamental 

principles of the period in which they were written. The influences for the music came 

directly out of the church and with the church playing a central part of daily life, the 

people had a personal connection with that music in their lives. 

 Gregorian chant is a good example of this. It was central and meaningful, both as 

invocation and as music. In his essay “Whither Gregorian Chant?” Robert Fowells points 

out: 

Because the chant is inextricably both prayer and music, it has been subjected 

over the centuries to all of the problems of the church, both liturgical and 

political, as well as the changes of musical style and purpose. The human urge to 

create gave it constant competition in such forms as tropes, sequences, motets, 

and polyphonic masses. The general renaissance dislike for art forms that were 

out of style plus pressures from the new Lutheran chorales and Huguenot psalm 

tunes caused the chant to be trimmed of all its melismas—barbaric excess. The 

French revolution threw out the church completely and of course the chant went 

with it (51). 

In other words, the chant was no longer relevant to a meaningful area of life, therefore it 

ceased to be appreciated and performed.  In the 21st century of American culture, with an 
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audience that is often musically uneducated and school systems that are discontinuing 

music programs, how is a conductor to present an authentic representation of Gregorian 

chant that will be meaningful and relevant to this post-modern public? 

 Music, in its many forms, is representative of a culture, a people group within that 

culture and their particular value system, whether the culture is religiously centered or 

secular in nature. Within a secular context, music is a vehicle for the personal expression 

of the people rather than of the church, an expression that is current, accessible and 

relevant to the singer, participant or connoisseur present. 

 Examples of this dynamic are found in the catch clubs, glee clubs and madrigal 

groups of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English society. These organizations were 

founded with a style and flavor that was immediately available and relevant to the 

participant. The uniting social adhesive was the music. In his article “The Oldest 

Surviving English Musical Club: Some Historical Notes on the Madrigal Society of 

London,” Reginald Nettel writes, 

 “[One] finds sympathy in an alehouse, and in consequence the seekers after good 

company found great pleasure in amateur music clubs, where they made their own 

music, exercised their lungs, and expressed their opinion on current affairs” (97). 

These men’s groups occurred throughout all social classes from the wealthy and 

titled Englishman to the common laborer, and they served to unite the members 

with their neighbors and peers in their stratum of society in a relational 

atmosphere. Disagreements or business conflicts were often settled in these good-

natured environments (Nettel, 97). Although the “glee” was the name of the 

Anglo-Saxon “gligge” music, the word took on a double entendre due to those 
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tavern and coffee house environments where these types of groups often met 

(Trame, 22). 

 In his essay, “The Male Chorus, Medium of Art and Entertainment: Its History and 

Literature,” Richard Trame writes that the beginnings of male choral groups came out of 

the Masonic organizations of the eighteenth century. These choral groups varied, some 

advancing serious choral art and others providing entertainment (Trame, 20). It is also 

noted that the trauma of war aided the formation of the male chorus: “The adverse 

emotional impact of the Napoleonic Wars on Germany led to the establishment of male-

chorus singing societies. Their meetings fostered rambunctious conviviality, drinking, 

and greater national identity through patriotic and nationalistic songs” (Trame, 21).  The 

singing groups provided therapeutic value to the singers beyond the joy of singing and 

the clubs served as a social outlet and lighthearted entertainment for the participants. The 

songs, taken out of their cultural context, are interesting and amusing but insignificant 

compared to the power they carried in their original social setting. Perhaps there is value 

for modern conductors to note that the function of these organizations was relational and 

the songs were unreservedly related and relevant to the lives of the participants. 

 The American glee club, patterned after these English singing clubs, serves as 

another example of choral singing that was relevant within the context of the social 

environment. Glee clubs were primarily, but not exclusively, connected to collegiate and 

secondary schools and were modeled after fraternities. These clubs were dedicated to 

their own personal entertainment, the performance of light concerts and the promotion of 

school spirit with the singing of college songs at sporting events. The repertoire covered 

popular songs, spirituals, sailor songs and work songs and, as did their English 
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predecessors, served to unite the members in relationship as well as in euphony (Trame, 

23).  The membership coalesced, again, around performance activities that were 

meaningful and relevant within the context of their personal lives. Community glee clubs 

suffered a decline after 1950. Trame cites two reasons, the first being the establishment of 

music programs at the university level, which tended to drain the community groups of 

the best singers. Second, after WWII, the development of the feminist movement created 

a climate where exclusively male activities were scrutinized and considered chauvinistic 

(Trame, 26–27).  This writer would add the possibility that the decline in popularity of 

these types of singing groups after 1950 were a direct result of the changes in the 

perceptions and lifestyle of individuals within a rapidly shifting culture. The existing 

structure of choral activities no longer matched the culture of the members, therefore, the 

structure of organizations changed.  For example, in the past twenty years there have 

been an increasing number of gay men’s choruses in the larger cities of the United States 

(Trame, 27).  These men’s choruses are relevant in a new way and meet the needs of a 

specific group of people and, therefore, they flourish—regardless of other establishments, 

university music programs, or the feminist movement. 

Social Relevance in the 21st Century 

 The aforementioned Minnesota Chorale, with the philosophy of its visionary leader 

Kathy Salzberg Romey, does not only set a precedent of measureable impact, as 

previously mentioned, but is, also, an illustration of relevance in the choral arts:  

If choral music is to reclaim a position of artistic relevance and significance 

within our communities, both the work of art and the artists’ work need to play a 

deep and meaningful role in the lives of the performers, the audience, and the 
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greater community.  

 Chorus America’s publication, The Voice, featured an article in its Spring 2009 

issue entitled “A Different Kind of Chorus.” In this article, writer Kelsey Menehan 

introduces the professional chamber group Conspirare, based in Austin, Texas, directed 

by Craig Hella Johnson, and brings to the reader’s attention that perhaps it is time to 

consider a different presentation model for choral music: 

Say the word chorus, and what images come to mind? A group of singers dressed 

in black? Holding black folders? Standing in sections in rows on risers? Singing 

all the standards with another piece thrown in for variety? “Tradition is a good 

thing,” says Ann Meier Baker, president and CEO of Chorus America. “But in 

today’s changing environment, with varying appetites for music and 

entertainment, from different generations of people who have new expectations, 

we have to step back periodically and ask, ‘What else could we do, what could be 

different, what new idea could we try to stay fresh and relevant?’” (15). 

 Johnson chose the name Conspirare, meaning to breathe with or breathe together, 

to represent the singers, the ensemble and their mission. There is concern that the world 

of choral music speaks only to a very select audience and that there is often disconnection 

between the music and the listeners. Pam Elrod, an alto in Conspirare, muses, 

“[W]ouldn’t it be great if choral music could become something that was able to speak to 

more than just a select audience? We have to realize that in order to do that, we have to 

be inclusive and creative, but not pander” (Menehen, 16).  

 In his programming, Johnson carefully and “seamlessly interweaves popular songs, 

classical repertoire, and new commissions in a thought-provoking and moving musical 
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journey” to try to bring meaning, connection and relevance to the music for the listener 

(Menehan, 15).  Johnson began this process over a decade ago with a concert of The 

Tears of St. Peter, by Renaissance composer Orlando de Lassus, which is “an intimate 

dialogue in twenty-one movements, in which Jesus and Peter explore the impact of 

betrayal on their friendship” (Menehan, 15).  In order to create connection from the work 

to an audience that may not have the musical foundation to understand the deeper 

meaning, Johnson wove strains of a Beatles’ melody between the movements: 

“Renaissance music can be like choral wallpaper,” says Johnson, “like what you 

might hear walking in a cathedral in Europe.  It’s nice atmosphere but we have no 

real connection to the music itself.” So he decided to try an experiment. He asked 

. . . a frequent collaborator with Conspirare to sing interpolations between 

movements. “So, just before we start, [she] stands up and sings, ‘He’s a real 

nowhere man, sitting in his nowhere land,’ and we bolted right into the first 

madrigal,” Johnson recalls. “Something behind me suddenly felt different—that 

the audience got it” (Menehan, 15). 

 The blending together of styles has been referred to as the “collage” concerts and is 

especially present during the Christmas at the Carillon performances each year. The 

merge of sacred and secular, “art music with popular song, is intended to bring audiences 

together in a spirit of unity, peace and hope” (Sterick).  In a radio interview Johnson 

explained his thoughts behind the collage Christmas concerts: 

I believe, so much, in choral music as an art form. It’s this incredible, beautiful 

symbol of how it is that people of diverse backgrounds can live together and can 

be a human community. I think that, in a musical way, we paint that picture every 
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time we get up to sing. Any choir does that. I was interested in something that 

could feel inspiring and stimulating and new for the season . . . creating concerts 

that somehow could really speak to the heart of the season. We all talk about it, 

this season of love and of joy and of compassion for one another and I thought, 

how could we play with this music in a way that could really create a vehicle for 

communicating that love and that respect and compassion for one another . . . It 

gives Conspirare an opportunity to explore the deeper meanings of the season, in 

a way that is welcoming to all people, no matter their musical tastes, or religious 

or spiritual orientation (Sterick). 

 In addition to the innovative programming, Johnson adds movement, full wall 

screen images and creative instrumentation to bring a multidimensional effect to the 

presentations. The programs look somewhat like a collage also, with smatterings of 

poetry, quotes and ideas that singers or audience members have shared during the year.  

These artistic details are an effort to bring understanding and meaning to the music and to 

share the creating experience with the group and the audience (Menehan, 21).  As 

Director of Choral Activities at the University of Texas in Austin from 1990–2001, 

Johnson challenged his conducting students to “explore musical relationships laterally as 

opposed to hierarchically.”  He implements this in his group, clearly communicating to 

the singers that their “voice and point of view” are a valuable part of the process (Romey, 

83).  He believes and teaches, “the collaborative nature of the music-making experience 

must be cultivated in every relationship and with every musical selection” (Romey, 83). 

The desire behind these concerts is, ultimately, an increased understanding of the rich 

music in the choral canon for the seasoned music enthusiasts and a connecting point to 
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the literature that would initiate an openness to experience some of the other classical 

music for someone who was completely unacquainted with classical literature (Menehan, 

21).  The variety of music, particularly in the Christmas at the Carillon concerts, not only 

provides an opportunity for musical education, but also for a broader understanding of the 

season. Johnson says: 

“What are the true, simple core messages . . . that this music is meant to 

communicate? Certainly the gift of love and care for one another, that connection 

with our human community. I asked, are we really transmitting that . . . is it 

indeed an open door? We can say, until we are blue in the face, that this music 

speaks of love and inclusiveness, but if I am doing everything that is Palestrina, 

Schutz, Schein and Scheidt, then it’s coming from a very specific Christian 

tradition, a very strong liturgical tradition, which is not an open door to a large 

part of the world” (Menehan, 20). 

 A simple example of the blending of these styles is Craig Hella Johnson’s 

arrangement of Lo, How a Rose/The Rose. Here Johnson opens the arrangement giving 

the familiar Praetorius chorale melody to the sopranos in unison, and at the end of the 

first phrase conflates the first line of the timeless melody of Amanda McBroom in a solo 

voice over the top of the chorale.  Immediately the words of the text from “The Rose” 

bring new meaning to the ancient text of Praetorius.  As the conflation proceeds, each 

text brings meaning to the other, the old speaking wisdom to the new, and the new 

shedding understanding on the ancient.  Johnson wrote a piano accompaniment that 

highlights recognizable motives from both pieces.  The piano begins with repeating fifths, 

the opening motif from the original accompaniment of “The Rose,” but then writes in 
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harmonies and melodic changes that hint of another melody to come. 

 

Figure 7.  Lo, How A Rose/The Rose, (Amanda McBroom, “The Rose” mm. 76–84, 
Michael Praetorius, “Lo, How a Rose” mm. 78–87, arranged by Craig Hella Johnson, © 
Schirmer Publishing) 
 
  “The chorus sings the Praetorius melody in unison throughout the piece, beginning with 

the sopranos, and then layered in turn by the other voices—the altos, and later the tenors 

and basses—adding the texture and color of each vocal range. The soloist remains on the 
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McBroom melody throughout.  At the end of the piece, the interwoven texts become one 

idea and the listener has access to a moment of revelation: 

“And you think that love is only for the lucky and the strong;  

True Man, yet very God,  

Just remember in the winter far beneath the bitter snow; 

From sin and death He saves us 

Lies the seed that with the sun’s love, in the spring becomes the rose.  

And lightens ev’ry load” (Praetorius). 

The experience of these texts aurally, rather than visually, provides the potential for 

additional meaning.  For example, in this combined context, “sun’s love” could be heard 

as “son’s love,” therefore bringing a changed message to the popular song “The Rose.” 

These types of programming have brought Craig Hella Johnson national and international 

attention, sold-out concerts in Austin, and a connection with the general public in his 

community that most often does not exist for choral organizations. Rather than a small 

acknowledgment in the arts section for the usual select few, The Austin Chronicle 

embraces Conspirare and encourages general public attendance by clearly speaking their 

language: 

Now don’t let the word “choir” throw you. If you’re imagining a horde of black-

robed figures belting out endless runs of 16th notes and unintelligible German text 

that was dusty and tired when Bach was in knee pants, think again. The songs are 

arranged in such a way that you seem to be listening to . . . a river of voices that 

run through one another like currents—so fluid, so smooth, and so blended, that 

they seem to be one thing . . . The music is eminently accessible . . . “Choir.” This 
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is a performance that should forever change what you think of that word (Faires). 

 After reading this newspaper article on the upcoming concert, the average reader 

might have the misperception that Johnson is not programming classical music. The 

artistic combination of styles and multidimensional presentation is evidently so effective 

that a newspaper reviewer feels confident in promoting a primarily classically based 

choral group to the general public with the assurance that they will not be hearing 

anything “dusty and tired.” 

 Through this brief survey of the role of music, using representative examples across 

various eras and settings—the church, secular life, the beginnings of formal community-

based choral groups, and a few current highly organized choral organizations—one finds 

that music has been relevant within its specific cultural and temporal setting while 

remaining authentic to the composer’s original intent. Although they are not norm, there 

are now successful, innovative choirs that are performing classical choral music in an 

authentic manner and are building relationships within and transforming their 

communities simultaneously. They are redefining the meaning for the word “choir.” In 

the words of Reginald Nettel, as he wrote in 1948, about the resilience of “The Oldest 

Surviving English Musical Club”: 

[L]et us not forget those living traditions which may change their appearance 

under the influence of new demands, and never in consequence become old-

fashioned, curious, or quaint (97). 

 The choral arts world is not above criticism or evaluation from the world at large 

regarding the legitimacy of the art form. Rather than reject unfavorable commentary, 

organizations could embrace it as legitimate inquiry, then set about formulating genuine 



 

 56 

and comprehensible delivery of both the art and the ‘why’ in a language that the 

‘musically-uneducated’ could understand.  In the dedication for Choral Essays: A Tribute 

to Roger Wagner, Paul Salamunovich refers to the “Golden Age of Choral Music in the 

40’s, 50’s, and the 60’s” (Belan, viii).  Does this statement infer that the “Golden Age” 

began in the 40’s and ended in the 60’s, and, therefore, is over?  With a change of choral 

presentation style in the direction of relevance with participatory, multidimensional, and 

collaborative performances, would it be possible to induce a new “Golden Age of Choral 

Music”?   

 The National Arts index showed that nearly 18,000 traditional, non-profit arts 

organizations closed by 2011.  Many traditionally run arts organizations are struggling to 

survive and are watching their audiences fall away. The LA Phil, Conspariare, Minnesota 

Chorale, and San Francisco Girls Chorus are examples of arts groups that are strategically 

implementing outreach, multifaceted performances, and participatory elements with 

measureable results.  The outcome is engaged audiences and community support, but 

more importantly they are presenting their art form in a language that this 21st century- 

post modern-culture understands. The arts for these communities is no longer at the rim 

of education and community life, but at the core, centered in society as an art form that 

matters. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Implementation Within the Choral Arts 

 In A Whole New Mind, Daniel Pink argues for the equal use and value of both 

hemispheres of the brain in a world that has, historically, more highly rewarded left-brain 

strengths—“logical, sequential, computer-like reasoning” i.e. lawyers, accountants, and 

engineers. He summarizes the left-brain attributes as “sequential, literal, functional, 

textual, and analytic” and the right-brain features as “simultaneous, metaphorical, 

aesthetic, contextual, and synthetic” (26).  He believes that these right-brain “aptitudes so 

often disdained and dismissed—artistry, empathy, taking the long view, pursuing the 

transcendent—will increasingly determine who soars and who stumbles” in a changing 

cultural climate (27).  He comments that left-brain thinking in the Information Age has 

made us a wealthy, consumer-driven nation but that abundance has “lessened its 

significance” (Pink, 33).  He writes: 

The prosperity it has unleashed has placed a premium on less rational, more R-

Directed [right brain] sensibilities—beauty, spirituality, emotion.  For businesses, 

it’s no longer enough to create a product that’s reasonably priced and adequately 

functional.  It must also be beautiful, unique, and meaningful... (33).  [W]e’ve 

progressed from a society of farmers to a society of factory workers to a society 

of knowledge workers.  And now we’re progressing yet again—to a society of 

creators and empathizers, of pattern recognizers and meaning makers (50). 

If America is transitioning as a culture from the Information Age—knowledge 

workers—to the Conceptual Age—creators and empathizers—and it is no longer enough 

to create a product that is merely functional, it follows that this is also true in the creative 
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arts.  The “product” that is produced in the choral arts may also need to shift with the 

culture toward “beautiful, unique, and meaningful.” 

 Consider the typical choral concert.  The primary essence of a right-brain attribute 

is the actual music or “product.”  The surrounding aesthetics—the entrance method, the 

stage, the risers, the hall, the program, and the attire—tend to be “sequential, literal, 

functional, textual, and analytic,” all left-brain descriptors in a culture increasingly 

valuing right-brain characteristics.   

Design 

 Pink gives choral artists the perfect blueprint to begin creating engaging and 

beautiful concert experiences for the 21st century.  He introduces the “six senses” 

necessary in this new era of the Conceptual Age, beginning with design.  Pink argues that 

mere function is no longer adequate, but rather “it’s economically crucial and personally 

rewarding to create something that is also beautiful, whimsical, or emotionally engaging” 

(65).  Norio Ohga, the former chairman of Sony says, “Design is the only thing that 

differentiates one product from another in the marketplace” (Pink, 78), and Don Norman, 

author and engineering professor, reminds the reader: “Aesthetics matter. Attractive 

things work better” (Pink, 76).  These ideas should be central to the choral artist just as 

they are to any other creator. 

 In the choral world, when designing a concert, every detail is important, as well.  

What can be placed in the lobby to illuminate the music to come?  Is it possible to 

collaborate with a museum or visual artists to augment the concert experience?  Is the 

paper program an artistic extension of the music or merely functional?  What is the 

emotional effect of entering the venue? 
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Story 

 The next “sense” that Pink describes is story.  “The essence of persuasion, 

communication, and self-understanding has become the ability also to fashion a 

compelling narrative” (66).  People tend to remember stories long after the facts have 

faded from the mind.  Mark Turner, in The Literary Mind, writes, “Most of our 

experience, our knowledge and our thinking is organized as stories” (Pink, 101).  What is 

the larger story of the choral group?  Is it possible for the concert as a whole to tell a 

story?  Is collaboration with a storyteller viable?  Is there transparency from the 

conductor in rehearsal, telling his or her own story, perhaps being candid about personal 

struggles with understanding the music, for example?  “What begins to matter more is the 

ability to place…facts in context and to deliver them with emotional impact” (Pink, 103).  

Rather than facts and dates in the program, is there a compelling story about the 

composer or the music or the organization that can be shared? 

Symphony 

 “What’s in greatest demand today isn’t analysis but synthesis—seeing the big 

picture, crossing boundaries, and being able to combine disparate pieces into an arresting 

new whole” (Pink, 66).  Is there a central message to the concert? What is the bigger 

picture of the organization?  How does the organization invest and give to the community 

beyond producing concerts?  Are collaborative possibilities being explored to include 

other art forms in the concert experience—poets, writers, visual art, photography, 

dance—that can assist in creating a deeper experience of the music? 

Empathy 

 Pink’s next requirement in this new era is “[n]ot just logic but also EMPATHY.”  
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What will distinguish those who thrive will be their ability to understand what makes 

their fellow woman or man tick, to forge relationships, and to care for others” (Pink, 66).  

Musicians and other creative artists tend to demonstrate an exceptional amount of 

empathy in their lives and their art.  Singers breathe together and move together 

internally in the music-making process, however, with intentional time for relationship 

development between singers and between the conductor and singers, a more powerful 

and engaging experience for all involved will be created.  In the larger picture, how does 

the organization show empathy in the concert setting or within the community?  Does the 

organization give thought to the continued relationship with the audience beyond 

concerts?  

Play 

 “Ample evidence points to the enormous health and professional benefits of 

laughter, lightheartedness…humor” (66).  Pink discusses the necessity of balance in life 

between work and play, and this balance is also necessary in rehearsal and programming.  

If the concert program has flexibility, is it possible to include mirth?  Are there moments 

of lightheartedness in rehearsal?  Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi, author of Flow: The 

Psychology of Optimal Experiences, says, “There is no question that a playfully light 

attitude is characteristic of creative individuals” (Pink, 198). 

Meaning 

 Lastly, Pink reminds the reader of the importance of meaning in this age of 

abundance. In life and art, one must “pursue more significant desires: purpose, 

transcendence, and spiritual fulfillment” (65–66).  This element is also important in 

concert design and the overall gesture from the choral organization to the community. 
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Who was the audience member when they entered the door and who are they as they 

leave?  What did that person take with them?  Was the concert creating a meaningful 

experience or was it just entertainment? 

 Every community has its own personality and its own set of needs.  These questions 

will be answered differently, and successful and relevant concert experiences designed 

differently depending on the population and needs of each specific community.    

Programming Inventory 

 This choral professional utilizes a non-comprehensive, continually expanding 

checklist for most concerts that begins with an age-old adage and includes the following:   

• Something Old—include compositions from the rich, choral canon representing 

the early composers 

• Something New—program music composed within the last decade, include 

commissioned works 

• Something Borrowed—include and encourage design and musical input from 

singers, audience and the greater community 

• Something Blue—incorporate meaningful, moving and emotional moments 

• Visual Movement—incorporate chorus placement and singer arrangement 

changes, choralography, and utilize the entire venue 

• Collaborate—include and embrace other art forms, media and the multi-sensory 

experiential elements 

• Participatory Elements—provide for public contribution and participation in the 

concert experience 

• Instruments—add color and variety with varied instrumentation 
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• Concert Theme—consider a central message 

• Challenge—ensure that, within the process, there are challenges for every 

musician, including the conductor 

• Concert shape—consider carefully, the design, shape and order of presentation i.e. 

contemplative to celebratory 

• Flow—consider design as an engaging experience with limited applause 

moments, avoiding announcements and introductions, creatively bridging one 

work to the next, or infusing one work with another  

• Languages—utilize different languages in the text and the presentation style.   

 The intention is to present choral music with integrity and musical authenticity for 

21st century post-modern singers and audiences within this ever-changing culture.  

Speaking a multidimensional, multisensory, experiential and collaborative language of 

the 21st century while presenting 11th–20th century music is challenging but compelling. 

Designing transformational concert experiences, above and beyond "performance" is a 

contribution to individual growth, the community and an investment in the choral arts.  

Moreover, the inclusion of participatory elements—the greater community taking part in 

the creation of the experience, the collaboration with the creative arts, one form infusing, 

inspiring, and infecting another beyond mere existence in the same space—creates 

community, individual relationship and a limitless, rich cascade of art centered on choral 

music.  Extending the gesture beyond students, family and friends of the choral 

organization to people with no prior exposure to choral music will transform them into 

participants who will return to choral experiences for years to come. Choral music has an 

important mission in this post-modern world that includes both creating art for art’s sake, 
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and investing in the local community. Through strategic outreach, choral organizations 

and university choral programs have the power to provide music education and music 

experiences for all ages, but particularly the children of a given community, so that a 

difference is made in those lives, and the music will ultimately matter. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Recital Overview 

 An Olde English Christmas was presented by Colla Voce Chamber Singers as an 

illustration of some of the concepts discussed in this project report.  The three concerts 

took place on December 10 and 11, 2011 in Grass Valley, CA at Grace Lutheran Church, 

and in Auburn, CA at Pioneer Methodist Church.   

 As discussed in this report, the concert was designed with the standards of a new 

generation—memorable experiences and sensations, as opposed to goods and services— 

and was crafted with these values in mind: design, story, empathy, meaning, 

collaboration and multisensory experience. Five local creative artists of various mediums 

(landscape photography, watercolor, art photography, story telling and ceramic art) were 

invited to partner with Colla Voce to create something experiential, memorable, 

participatory and sensory—a vehicle for transformative experiences. The artists were 

given recordings of the music that the singers were preparing as well as the adjectives of 

the triad of images that were used when selecting the music. The first set was Mystery-

Dark-Cathedral-Christ, the second was Wonder-Light-Nature-Mary, and the third, 

Celebration-Color-Great Hall-Social.  The artists were asked to create original work 

inspired by the music.  The artwork and stories created by these artists became art as a 

“medium of exchange,” art as a gift, as opposed to a collectible, and as Tolstoy says, “a 

means of communion among people...the capacity of people to be infected by the feelings 

of other people” (Lapham, 13). 

 The concert began in complete darkness, with the sound of a slowly repeated 

tonic on the concert chimes, and the entrance of one singer—candle in hand—singing the 
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15th century Plainsong Veni, veni Emmanuel in chant form.  He walked amongst the 

audience and down the isles, followed by the rest of the ensemble, all widely spaced and 

holding candles. The men joined the soloist for part of the chant and then alternated with 

the women.  All of the singers continued with Corde natus ex parentis from Divinum 

Mysterium Sanctus trope, 11th Century, and Adeste Fideles, also in chant form.  At the 

close of the chants, the singers were arranged in the back of the venue by candlelight, 

surrounding the art that was inspired by the music in the opening section.  From this 

position they sang the remainder of the first third of the concert:  O nata lux de lumine, 

Thomas Tallis, and There is a flower, John Rutter.  One singer slowly lit candles around 

the first set of art during the music.   

 Instrumental musicians underscored a change of position, as singers moved front 

for three movements from Rutter’s Magnificat with winds and organ, and were arranged 

around the art that was inspired by that section of music.  Another singer slowly lit 

candles around this second set of art.  The first applause of the concert came eight pieces 

into the concert (25 minutes) and was allowed after the soprano solo in the Et 

misericordia. 

 Singers moved in and out of different positions in the pieces that followed, 

underscored by the wind trio during the movement.  The end of one piece and the 

beginning of another was often seamless to maintain the mood and momentum of the 

experience.  A storyteller told the folk story The Tinker’s Child during the second set of 

music, and The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, a 16th century English tale, 

representing “celebration” during the last set of music. 
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 The third set of music was sung from another part of the room, candles again were 

lit around the final set of art, the lights came up and the Christmas tree lights were lit 

during this “celebration” section. Some pieces had wind parts for color, and a local 

composer wrote the setting of Deck the Hall.  The audience was included for the 

participatory elements, singing their parts (as directed in the program notes) in I saw 

three ships and Peace Peace. After bows, all sang Auld Lang Syne as singers and 

conductor greeted the listeners as a gesture toward creating a lateral, mutual experience, 

avoiding the traditional hierarchical relationship of performer vs. audience.  

 This concert experience successfully explored the design elements of this project 

report and created an experiential, memorable, participatory and sensory evening as a 

vehicle for transformative experiences.  Audience and reviewer’s comments include:  “It 

was very moving. I cried in the beginning and I’m not one to cry very often” (Frantzreb, 

Kelley).  “Auld Lang Syne … led to an overflowing sense of fellowship as the audience 

dispersed – though no one seemed in a hurry to do so, still savoring what they had 

experienced,” and “This remarkable offering…was more of an experience than a 

traditional concert. It felt like a tightly constructed quilt of diverse elements that made a 

supremely artistic whole” (Frantzreb). 

 The vision of Colla Voce of the Sierra is community and individual 

transformation using the creative arts as a catalyst:  “Creating Opportunities for 

Engagement in the Arts for All Ages.” Colla Voce of the Sierra began in 2005 with an 

adult, auditioned, SATB chamber choir because the community was void of a 

professional-quality, community choral group.  The organization now (2014) sponsors a 

five level children’s chorus program, 70 young singers ages 5–14, a non-auditioned 
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Family Choir, ages 6–96, Crescendo—a chorus and music therapy group for adults with 

neurological issues, and a volunteer music docent program that is currently in eight 

schools, serving 1000 children.  Many schools in this community are still currently 

without choral and/or instrumental music education, therefore, there is still much 

outreach to be done. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Conclusion 

 In summary, the culture of America has changed so significantly that the 

magnitude of this cultural shift—particularly in technology and participatory culture— 

has been compared by analysts to be tantamount to the cultural shift that brought about 

the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century.  Concurrent with this social 

transformation are several other factors—outward focused values, testing-focused 

curriculum, the demand for measurable impact, and the search for relevant and 

meaningful experiences within the economic downturn—that have crucially impacted the 

creative arts as a whole in this country, and more specifically, California.  There are the 

exceptional few educational institutions and creative arts organizations that have 

recognized this change, have self-reinvented, and have creatively altered the delivery of 

their specific medium in the arts—including museums, dramatic theatre, dance and 

music.  They are thriving and successfully bringing their art form from the rim of society 

back to the center of their communities.   

 The choral arts world has been slow to change the focus and delivery of that 

specific medium, and choral arts organizations, as well as educational programs focused 

on choral music, are finding themselves in a position of struggling to survive. As choral 

artists and organizations focus on reaching outward—keeping abreast of societal 

relevance and change—the choral arts will, again, become understood as a useful, 

worthwhile benefit to society. The art form will move out of a mode of survival—and the 

drive to exist simply to insure that it continues to exist—to that of an art form that thrives.  

If the focus of the choral art is a contribution to society in tandem with “art for the sake 
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of art,” and it is delivered in a presentational language that the culture currently speaks 

organizations will begin to, once again, positively impact their communities and the 

music will be of consequence. 
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APPENDIX A 

Recital Program 
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·M

Veni, veni Emmanuel
15th century Plainsong

Corde natus ex parentis
“Divinum Mysterium” Sanctus trope 11th century

Adeste Fideles
John Francis Wade

O nata lux de lumine
!omas Tallis

!ere is a "ower
John Ru"er
Text: John Audelay
Soprano: Michelle Elizabeth

Magni#cat
John Ru"er
 Of a Rose, a lovely Rose
  Text !om 15th century English origin
 Esurientes
  Text !om Luke 1:46–55
  Soprano: Emily Smith
 Et misericordia
  Text !om Luke 1:46–55
  Soprano: Michelle Elizabeth

In Dolci Jubio
Robert Lucas Pearsall
Soloists: Michelle Elizabeth, Leah Cole, Ron Polena,  
Jim McGregor, Jennifer Wood, Dawn Malicoat,  
Ken Pense, Stan Shook

Shepherd’s Pipe Carol
John Ru"er

Ave Maria
Robert Parsons

!is day Christ was born
William Byrd
Michelle Elizabeth, Emily Smith, Rachel Radell,  
Dawn Malicoat, Don "omas, Jim McGregor

!e Tinker’s Child
Storyteller, Joan Stockbridge
Folk story of Irish origin

Tomorrow shall be my dancing day
Traditional English Carol
Arranged by David Willcocks
Sopranos: Jennifer Wood, Kelly Neuer, Emily Smith

English
Christmas

An Olde
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!e Silent Word
“Greensleeves” 16th century carol of English origin
Arranged by Jackson Berkey
Mezzo: Dawn Malicoat

Sans Day Carol
John Ru!er
19th century carol of Cornish origin

Wassail Song
19th century carol of English origin
Arranged by Ralph Vaughan Williams

!e Wedding of Sir Gawain  
and Dame Ragnelle
16th century tale of English origin 
Storyteller, Joan Stockbridge

We Wish You a Merry Christmas
16th century carol of English origin
Arranged by Linda Dawson
Featuring pianist: Angela Roland

Deck the Hall
16th century carol of Welsh origin
Arranged by Linda Dawson

I saw three ships
17th century carol of English origin
Arranged by John Ru!er
(with Colla Voce Children’s Choir,  
 Giocoso: December 11, 7 p.m.)

Peace, Peace
Rick and Sylvia Powell
Arranged by Fred Bock

Auld Lang Syne
Folk melody of Sco!ish origin
Text adapted by Robert Burns



 

 79 

 

 
 
  
 

~ 16 ~

T
·H

·E
  

V
·I

·S
·U

·A
·L

  
A

·R
·T

“Sounds of the chant and the texts of the opening music in 
the concert were the inspiration behind painting the Seville 
Cathedral image.  !e viewpoint of the arches reminded me of 

the polyphonic entrances in the music.

!e second image came to me in Yosemite.  I wasn’t looking for 
it, but I just saw it: the image of Mary was in the rock face of the 
mountain.  I returned to that spot when the light was the same 

and saw her again.

!e third piece is layered with color and texture like the layers 
of sound at a celebration.  I rely on the magic of water color to 
conceptualize an interplay between the music and the images.” 

~Barbara Ho"mann

Barbara’s paintings are available at Auburn Old Town Gallery.

Barbara Hoffmann
W AT E R C O L O R  A R T I S T

“I do not plan ahead when shooting to a theme. !is project piece 
was inspired by the physical feeling and light spaces represented 
in the three sections of this concert.  Le#ing each “space” se#le into 

me, I then start watching for the images to come my way.

As a viewer, approach each image with the feelings you would 
expect with in each of the three spaces.  What does the image say 

to you now?

cathedral/mystery/darkened........ 
open $elds/wonder/light.......

great hall/celebration/color......” ~ Ken Pense

Ken works as business coach and therapist. His photography has 
been shown at Viewpoint gallery in Sacramento. For information 

email kpense@gmail.com.

Ken Pense
A R T  P H O T O G R A P H E R

“Le#ing the concert music play while I worked on the pieces, I 
caught li#le interludes and harmonies I didn’t hear the $rst few 
times through. !e cathedral sounds captured me the most. 
Candlelights, arches, icons, heights, timelessness: these things 

speak to me, and I tried to bring them out in my work.

!e cup and chalice is very literal with Jesus feeding the hungry 
depicted on it. !e hurricane candle, conversely, is an abstract 
depiction of Mary as the cathedral, the bearer of light herself. !e 
music %om the third stanza brought me into Christmas caroling , 
going to see my sister dance in the Nutcracker Ballet, and baking 

cookies with Grandma.

I also work as a massage therapist which has many parallels 
to working with clay. In both vocations, I try to get beneath the 
surface and move towards the center, centering myself, centering 
the pot or helping people center themselves. I’ve noticed that 
people, like clay, have di"erent endurance levels. Some are like 
porcelain; others are like a gri#ier, more stable sculpture clay. 
And people, like clay, are full of mystery.” ~Rhiannon Brentson

Rhiannon works at the Placer Arts building teaching all ages to 
enjoy their innate creativity through clay.

Rhiannon Brentson
C E R A M I C  A R T I S T

“!e $rst image was taken at the end of the $rst storm of October 
of this year at Alabama Hills near Lone Pine. Ave Maria inspired 
me to choose this because it is so heavenly a place. !e music 

reminds me of high places and this is at the top of California.

!e second image was taken in Ireland. It is the Hore Abbey 
and the selection of this image was inspired by the whole group 
of songs. I can just imagine this Abbey $lled with activity and 

spiritual energy in times past.

!is third image was taken immediately a&er a thunderstorm 
passed through this area of Iowa several summers ago. 
Se#ing sun, cloud formations, rainbow, windmills churning , 
lightening'I was so drawn to all that was before me I didn’t 
know where to point my camera. Sometimes the seasons can do 
this to our psyche, and art and music give us pause and grounds 

us to that which is important in our life.

!e creative processes have given me the balance I desire in my 
life between my scienti$c work and the artistic side that struggles 

to present itself to the world.” ~ Jerry Berry

Jerry is a pharmacist at Su#er Auburn Faith and his photography 
is available at Auburn Old Town Gallery.

Jerry Berry
A R T  P H O T O G R A P H E R


