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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this study was to examine and compare the historical traditions, 

and sound concepts of two pioneering a cappella collegiate choirs, and explore the 

influence of the a cappella movement on the emeriti and current choral directors from the 

two different programs. 

A historical review of pioneering directors, F. Melius Christiansen from St. Olaf 

College and John Finley Williamson from Westminster Choir College, gave insight into 

the significant developments of the a cappella movement through the study of their 

unique traditions and choral leadership. The methodology of this study examined the 

professional background and beginnings, selection of ensemble members, and concepts 

of choral sound for the following conductors: Kenneth Jennings, emeriti director from St. 

Olaf College, Anton Armstrong, current director from St. Olaf College, Joseph 

Flummerfelt, emeriti director from Westminster Choir College, and Joe Miller, current 

director from Westminster Choir College.  

The St. Olaf Choir directors transitioned the sound from the straight-tone of the 

Christiansen era into a lyrical art-song approach, as well as expanded the traditional type 

of repertoire. Jennings‟ choral sound produced a bright and vibrant tone, but maintained 

flexibility of style depending on the type of repertoire. Armstrong had a similar artistic 

approach, specifically when interpreting the text of the song. He preferred a rich and full 

tone where the singer had the opportunity for personal influence in the sound produced. 
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Both directors insisted on sharp musicality from ensemble members, but focused their 

selection of singers on the character of the individuals. 

The Westminster Choir directors continued the musical heritage of excellence in 

their ensembles, but expanded from the full-bodied style of John Finley Williamson, to a 

more contemporary approach in their choral techniques and individual interpretations of 

style. Flummerfelt‟s choral style took on a more natural approach, which allowed the 

individuality of his singers‟ sound to be heard. His focus on specific methods to achieve a 

blended sound translated in his selection of individuals for the Westminster Choir. The 

singer‟s maturity of style and skill was the motivation of Flummerfelt‟s selection. 

Miller‟s techniques of focusing on the core of the tone and the kinesthetic nature of 

singing produced a brighter and less soloistic sound than his predecessors. Like 

Flummerfelt, he focused on the singer‟s individual musicality, but placed emphasis on 

their ensemble skills as well. The information presented in this study allows current and 

future music educators an opportunity to look into significant traditions and styles of the 

past while exploring the possibilities and perspectives of conductors today. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Justification of the study 

Examining the a cappella movement in collegiate music education is beneficial 

for current and potential music educators. The majority of premier collegiate choral 

ensembles in the United States was frequently church-related, and formed at small liberal 

arts colleges, as well as independent universities (White, 1982). Modeled from the sounds 

of the Berlin (Domchor) and the Leipzig (Thomanchor) church choirs, the 

unaccompanied singing of these ensembles had a remarkable impact on American choral 

singing (Kegerreis, 1970; Phillips, 2004). Richard I. Kegerreis likened the effect of the a 

cappella movement on education, as presented at the 1928 Music Supervisors National 

Conference, to how the flight of Sputnik I affected science programs, or the impact of the 

book Why Johnny Can’t Read—And What You Can Do About It, by Rudolf Flesch in 

1955, on school reading programs (Kegerreis, 1970). Preceding this event, however, was 

the birth of the name a cappella choir, which was formed accidentally during a 

Renaissance music lecture (Kegerreis, 1970). Dean Peter D. Lutkin of Northwestern 

University organized a small ensemble of singers for a demonstration of the music of 

Palestrina in 1906, and after being pleased with the outcome the Northwestern A 

Cappella Choir was born, providing one of the inspirations for the growth of this 

movement (Kegerreis, 1970).  
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 The most influential college choir of this period was the St. Olaf Choir, which 

became an artistic example to hundreds of high school and college choir directors 

(Keene, 1982). The director of the St. Olaf Choir, F. Melius Christiansen had detailed 

teaching methods that influenced many generations of American choral directors, 

specifically John Finley Williamson, a young director at Westminster Choir College 

(Keene, 1982). St. Olaf College and Westminster Choir College were “largely 

responsible for the rapid development and expansion of the a cappella tradition” (White, 

1982, p. 124). An important part of this project was examining the leadership styles of the 

St. Olaf and Westminster directors to determine if a transfer of similar concepts of sound 

and practices reflect in the current generation of conductors. This project also explores 

the historical traditions and viewpoints of these two notable ensembles. An examination 

of St. Olaf and Westminster‟s contemporary choral programs displays the impact of the a 

cappella movement on both ensembles following the time of the two pioneering directors. 

 

Purpose of the study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine and compare the historical traditions, 

and sound concepts of two pioneering a cappella collegiate choirs, and explore the 

influence of the a cappella movement on the emeriti and current choral directors from the 

two different programs. 
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For the objectives in this project, the two ensembles from the respected 

institutions of St. Olaf College and Westminster Choir College of Rider University will 

be referred to as St. Olaf Choir and Westminster Choir. Adapted for the study as well, 

Westminster Choir College of Rider University will be called Westminster Choir 

College, and St. Olaf College will remain the same. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH 

 There are varieties of resources regarding the two institutions that will be the 

topic of discussion in this report. I will begin by discussing the historical background of 

the formation of the choirs at St. Olaf College, and Westminster Choir College of Rider 

University. Next, I will summarize the sources written about F. Melius Christiansen, and 

John Finley Williamson, the founding choral directors of these institutions. This portion 

of the review will explore their stylistic approaches and contributions to their various 

programs, as well as music education.  

The Development of the A Cappella Choir 

 Leonard Van Camp, in his article, The Formation of the A Cappella Choirs at 

Northwestern University, St. Olaf College, and Westminster Choir College, discussed the 

flourishing presence of choral music in the United States, which is an extensive resource 

for this project (1965). He states that the current success of choral music was achieved 

through a series of developments through the collegiate a cappella choir (Van Camp, 

1965). With respect to the formation of the a cappella choir, Van Camp (1965) wrote: 

  This type of collegiate choir was responsible for a great  

improvement in the techniques of choral singing, and it created 

 a need for more and better literature, as well as raising the  

standards of music in churches and high schools (p. 227).  

Van Camp goes on to discuss that the repertoire was all unaccompanied, as well 

as limited to enough music for one hour and a half concert, which the ensemble rehearsed 

for the entire school year (Van Camp, 1965). He reported that almost all of their music 
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was sacred, and sung from memory (Van Camp, 1965). The colleges often took spring 

tours that were extended in miles, days traveled, and concluded the choirs‟ activities for 

the semester (Van Camp, 1965). Van Camp acknowledged that the location of these 

institutions were typically from the Midwest and the North Central part of the United 

States, and primarily small denominational colleges, with the exception of Westminster 

Choir College (Van Camp, 1965). The surge of interest in the traditional a cappella choir 

came primarily from the three institutions stated in Van Camp‟s study, however, none of 

them began with a cappella singing as the primary goal (Van Camp, 1980.) Despite that, 

these influential choirs set the standard for a cappella singing that was widely emulated 

by churches, other colleges and high schools (Van Camp, 1980). 

The St. Olaf Choir: F. Melius Christiansen 

The choir that became the most well known for a cappella singing was the St. 

Olaf College Choir from Northfield, Minnesota (Phillips, 2004). F. Melius Christiansen, 

the band  

director at St. Olaf College, formed the choir in 1911, while combining the local 

Norwegian-Lutheran Church choir with various ensembles from the school (Kegerreis, 

1970). The infusion of the students with the Church choir allowed them to participate in a 

more challenging and complex ensemble (Armstrong, 1996). The mission of the choir 

stemmed from a religious nature, which was a strong factor in motivating the students to 

devote much of their time to Christiansen‟s meticulous goals (Kegerreis, 1970). To 

further the quest for achieving his goals, Christiansen believed that the director should be 
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slightly remote from his singers, and avoid a personal connection with them (Kegerreis, 

1970). He organized these ideas for other directors in the following list: 

  1.) Don‟t serve refreshments during rehearsals. 

2.) Don‟t allow visiting during rehearsals. 

3.) Don‟t sing cheap music. 

4.) Don‟t be a slave to patrons. 

5.) Don‟t believe that the choir‟s taste cannot be improved. 

6.) Don‟t waste time making speeches. 

7.) Don‟t recognize jealousies. 

8.) Don‟t admit detrimental voices because of social status. 

9.) Don‟t cater to soloists. 

10.) Don‟t use accompaniment with the singing. 

11.) Don‟t be too serious (Christiansen, n. d., p. 14).  

A former choir member reflected upon a rehearsal where Christiansen spent two hours, 

with every combination of voices, balancing one chord (Kegerreis, 1970). As 

Christiansen finally had the entire choir sing the chord, he stated, “There, that‟s how you 

sing in balance,” and then turned and left the rehearsal (Kegerreis, 1970, p. 17). 

The effect of their rigorous preparation resulted in what many referred to as the 

“St. Olaf sound” and became the representation for fine choral singing (Phillips, 2004, 

p.13). The St. Olaf Choir had a reputation for the following characteristics: 

  1.) A spiritual emphasis found in church-related schools 

2.) The wearing of robes  

3.) Long, tedious try-out procedures 

4.) Flawless memorization of repertoire 

5.) Hidden starting pitch 

6.) Limited repertoire of about twenty selections 

7.) Repertoire taken generally from nineteenth-century German and 

Russian        schools and Christiansen‟s own arrangement 

8.) Cultivation of the “straight tone” 

(Phillips, 2004, p.13 and Kegerreis, 1965, p. 322-323). 
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Continuing with the choir‟s sense of religious duty, Christiansen felt that the students 

would sing well only if they believed in a dignified Christian life (Keene, 1982). Their 

main purpose, stated in the choir‟s constitution, was to serve God and the church (Keene, 

1982). A part of this mission was to tour throughout the Midwest, highlighting the 

students in a creative artistic medium (Aune, 1996). Later, the choir began to tour the 

Eastern U.S., specifically the 1920 tour, which brought swift recognition to the choir as a 

prominent leader in choral music (Armstrong, 1996). Programming of a concert of sacred 

a cappella music, rare for its day, made the St. Olaf Choir and Christiansen models for 

choral directors throughout the United States (Armstrong, 1996). Christiansen‟s unique 

style reflected critical success at their 1920 Carnegie Hall performance in New York City 

(Keene, 1982). One critic of Musical America had this to say about the St. Olaf Choir: 

  There were moments, indeed, when it equaled in point of sheer  

virtuosity the best that either of the older organizations has ever 

done here and seemed virtually to establish a new local record for 

flawless finish and beauty of unaccompanied song (Keene, 1982, p. 311). 

He went on to note the choirs‟ “practically flawless intonation,” and “freshness of voices” 

all of which were typical of the reviews from the choir‟s endeavors (Keene, 1982, p. 

311). The touring of the St. Olaf Choir allowed many conductors to hear this type of 

singing (Armstrong, 1996). This unique repertoire and style of choral singing became the 

model by which hundreds of vocal programs in schools, colleges and churches developed 

(Armstrong, 1996). 
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 Christiansen produced a choral sound that was recognized and commended for its 

excellence (Armstrong, 1996). Explored in Howard Swan‟s Choral Conducting: A 

Symposium, are following characteristics of Christiansen‟s approach to choral singing:  

1.) Purity and beauty of tone. 

2.) An emphasis on choral blend and balance with attention to  

the selection and placement of singers in each vocal section. 

Singers with excessive and wide vibratos were not desirable 

ensemble members. 

3.) An emphasis on uniformity of vocal timbre, with a preference  

for the selection of lyric voices. Also, there is a great importance 

placed upon the uniformity of vowels throughout the range. 

4.) Excellent intonation and accuracy of pitch, with an emphasis  

on good unisons. Great importance is placed on the musical ear 

of each singer. The tuning of chords occurs throughout the  

composition, not just simply at cadences. Block formation is preferred 

with basses seated behind sopranos and tenors behind altos. 

5.) Disciplined singing which leads to the precision of the ensemble 

attack and release. Clear textual enunciation achieved by unification 

of vowels and precise execution of consonants. 

6.) Attention to textual nuance and text painting. 

7.) Flexibility and nuance of phrasing as well as expressive use 

of rubato. 

8.) Emphasis on legato singing. 

9.) Impressive use of softer singing which permitted a wide range 

of dynamics by the ensemble (1973, p. 22-23). 

Christiansen had many opponents to the ostensible straight tone sound (Keene, 1982). 

One group in particular, the Chicago Singing Teachers Guild, went on record, stating that 

the execution of this style might cause permanent harm to the voice (Kegerreis, 1964). 

However, Jacob A. Evanson, the well-known director of the Flint, Michigan A Cappella 

Choir who credited Christiansen as an exceptional influence, suggested to the straight 

tone critics that they simply did not understand it (Keene, 1982). A quote from Neil A. 

Kjos stated the following: 
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Christiansen was a violinist and naturally accepted an ordinary 

  tremolo. He has a very good ear, almost absolute pitch. His 

  idea had been misinterpreted—every tone has a vibrato and  

  Christiansen knew that. The straight tone was not void of  

  vibrato (Kegerreis, 1964, p. 105). 

Christiansen believed the choir rehearsal was a place where he was constantly seeking 

out the truth in things (Armstrong, 1996). One of the greatest challenges he strove for 

was uniting the individual choir member into a cohesive group, focusing on a common 

goal, and establishing a bond between the singer and the conductor (Armstrong, 1996). 

The acceptance of the rigorous rehearsals and methods from Christiansen allowed the 

students the feeling of achieving a higher purpose for the creation of art (Aune, 1996). 

These traditions and ideas spread throughout the Lutheran colleges, instilling the 

common bond of their unique choral heritage (Aune, 1996). Considered an essential 

element in St. Olaf and the Lutheran colleges, many viewed these ideas as an important 

strength of their tradition (Aune, 1996). 

F. Melius Christiansen and the St. Olaf Choir have served as musical examples 

for choral ensembles across the country, which extend from the high schools to the 

church colleges of the Lutheran tradition (Armstrong, 1996). “An aesthetic, artistic, 

spiritual mission underlies the purpose of these choirs” and continues to be perhaps the 

most significant legacy of Christiansen‟s work (Aune, 1996, p. 17). The Christiansen 

tradition continues to inspire many young singers and conductors today because many of 

their mentors found inspiration in his legacy (Armstrong, 1996). A young John Finley 

Williamson acknowledged that Christiansen gave him the encouragement and motivation 
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to begin the Westminster Choir (Robinson, 1987). The St. Olaf style and methodology 

continues to serve as a standard for excellence in the art of choral music, continuing the 

legacy of this pioneering conductor (Armstrong, 1996). 

The Westminster Choir: John Finley Williamson 

 After graduating from Otterbein College in 1912, John Finley Williamson was 

very inspired by the Christiansen sound and St. Olaf Choir (Keene, 1982). As the young 

director worked with the Westminster Presbyterian Church in Dayton, Ohio, he had 

primed this volunteer choir into a well-known ensemble throughout Ohio (Van Camp, 

1965). As the St. Olaf Choir was on its 1920 tour in nearby Springfield, Williamson 

asked Christiansen if he would listen to his choir and offer any suggestions (Van Camp, 

1965). Though Christiansen‟s reaction was untold, he did feel that the choir was ready to 

tour beyond Ohio, and assisted in securing them a professional booking agent (Van 

Camp, 1965; Kegerreis, 1970).  

In the churches where the Westminster Choir had previously performed, a call to 

music directors to produce similar results was in high demand (Van Camp, 1965). As the 

choir‟s popularity grew, Williamson became a big proponent for the Christiansen way to 

sing a cappella music and gave this following address at the Music Teachers National 

Association convention in 1925: 

  The best way to secure trueness of intonation is through a cappella 

  singing. Let a choir once experience the sheer joy that comes from 

  being part of a chord in tune with just or natural intervals and the  

  battle is over. They will resent singing out of tune. It is a matter 

  more of feeling than of hearing (Williamson, 1925, p.229). 
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With the help of Charles R. Erdman, a prominent Presbyterian clergyman, Williamson 

founded the Westminster Choir School at the Westminster Church in 1926 (Kegerreis, 

1970). Williamson‟s conviction that proficiently trained music directors could extremely 

enhance the quality of the Protestant worship experience led to the development of the 

school (Van Camp, 1965). The choir school offered a variety of courses in a three-year 

program including organ, voice, conducting, music theory, and religion (Kegerreis, 

1970).  

After a few years in Dayton, Williamson moved the choir school to Ithaca, New 

York, then finally settling in Princeton, New Jersey in 1932 (Phillips, 2004). The 

benefactor for the last move to Princeton was Mrs. J. Livingstone Taylor, whom after 

being so impressed by the choir‟s sound provided the land and the funds (Keene, 1982). 

This move not only changed the location of the school, but it changed Williamson‟s 

approach to choral sound (Phillips, 2004). Being so close to New York City, Williamson 

had to account for the singers in his choir who were preparing for operatic careers 

(Phillips, 2004). The “straight” tone sound that he had produced for many years, 

transformed into a style that focused on the mature voice, particularly the rich and deep-

throated tone of a soloistic singer (Phillips, 2004, p. 14). Williamson‟s “deep-throated” 

tone became almost as controversial in choral circles as Christiansen‟s straight tone, and 

criticized for excessive tremolo, which made some pitches undistinguishable (Keene, 

1982, p. 315).  



Texas Tech University, Windy F. Babcock, May 2011 
 

12 
 

Williamson‟s methods of vocal training were considered quite unique, specifically 

his refusal to mention the placement of the voice (Keene, 1982). Keene (1982) quoted the 

following reference to Williamson as he stressed the importance of phonetics and 

understanding the mood of the piece: 

 Correct pronunciation was his solution to all rhythmic, phrasing, 

 pitch, and tonal problems, but the final solution to pronunciation 

 was an emotional relationship to the words (p. 315).  

Howard Swan discussed School A, which evolved from Williamson‟s principles for the 

Westminster Choir and taught at his summer classes (Swan, 1973). Swan detailed that the 

techniques taught by School A focused on the physical, musical, and emotional maturity 

of the singer (Swan, 1973). Known for using body images, stories and immulating the 

piece of music until his choir understood the meaning of its mood became a signature 

technique of Williamson (Keene, 1982). An important element in his try-out system was 

his insistence of daily exercise and strength, resulting in the intensity of sound produced 

from his ensembles (Keene, 1982). Swan discusses that if the singer happened to be 

overweight, he vocalized with his hands behind his head while walking or standing on his 

toes (Swan, 1973). Despite those who felt his methods were controversial, Williamson 

claimed that the primary focus was for the improvement of each individual member of 

the chorus, focusing on special exercises for their particular needs (Swan, 1973).  

Williamson‟s quest for teaching the joy of vocal and physical vitality of singing 

was a key element in his methodology (Kegerreis, 1970). However, Williamson stressed 
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above all the importance of the religious experience in singing (Kegerreis, 1970). Richard 

I. Kegerreis reported the following quote from Williamson: 

  The religious essence of man is the thing to be expressed. This essence, 

this spirit, may be illuminated and projected by music as by no other 

medium. The purpose of the singer must be abnegation of self and the 

communication of beauty and exalted emotion (1970, p. 14). 
 

 Together with all the vocal, physical, spiritual and interpretive methodology, 

Williamson‟s ideas of sound became his signature attribution to music education (Swan, 

1973). However, the cost of his interpretive process reflected what some considered an 

unimpressive blend, as well as an unbalanced sound (Swan, 1973). The attack and 

release, and clarity of articulation is found to be quite superior, but is accomplished at the 

expense of the legato flow of the music (Swan, 1973). Williamson‟s approach made a 

major impact on the university choir directors with graduate singers and more mature 

singing voices (Phillips, 2004). Even today, the Westminster Choir College choirs create 

an energetic, full-throated, and soloistic style, which continues to influence a variety of 

choral directors (Phillips, 2004). 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study is to compare and examine the historical traditions, and 

sound concepts of two pioneering a cappella collegiate choirs, and explore the influence 

of the a cappella movement on the emeriti and current choral directors from the two 

programs. For this study, the majority of reference material comes from written and aural 

sources. Written sources include a variety of music education journals that include 

Journal of Research in Music Education, and Choral Journal. An article from Journal of 

Research in Music Education entitled “The Formation of A Cappella Choirs” written by 

Leonard Van Camp in 1970, and  the 1965 article “History of the High School A 

Cappella Choir” written by Richard I. Kegerreis serve as catalysts for this project. F. 

Melius Christiansen and John Finley Williamson, as well as their former students and 

colleagues‟ perspectives, as referenced in the review of literature, help me examine the 

history, practices and various traditions and styles of the ensembles. These articles might 

also provide additional historical references to support the impact of the St. Olaf Choir 

and Westminster Choir and their directors. The examination of historical music 

education, choral history and methodology textbooks such as A History of Music 

Education by James A. Keene (1982) and Directing the Choral Music Program by 

Kenneth H. Phillips (2004) provides new details and cross-referencing with previous 

information, as well as verification of various dates and timelines involved in this study. 
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A key component of research in this project are the existing interviews obtained 

from educators who are currently serving as choral directors at St. Olaf and Westminster, 

as well as directors who serve in an emeriti status. The primary source of this information 

is from Alan Zabriskie‟s March 2010 dissertation entitled “Evolution of Choral Sound of 

the St. Olaf Choir and Westminster Choir.” Zabriskie interviewed emeriti director 

Kenneth Jennings, and, current director, Anton Armstrong from St. Olaf College. At 

Westminster Choir College, he interviewed current director Joe Miller, and the emeriti 

director, Joseph Flummerfelt. While reviewing Zabriskie‟s dissertation of the current and 

emeriti director‟s history and techniques, I plan to compare the following: 

* Professional Backgrounds/Beginnings: How and where the contemporary 

directors experienced education, focusing specifically on their path that led them 

to St. Olaf College and Westminster Choir College. 

 

*Selection of Ensemble Members: What do they focus on for choosing the singers 

interested in being a part of their ensemble? What specific traits do these directors 

look for? 

 

*Concepts of Choral Sound: Where does their choir fit in the “straight tone”  

versus the “full-bodied” idea of sound? What techniques do they use to teach their  

students? Do they work for one uniting sound, or focus on the individual singer? 

 

Specifically, I focused on a comparison of information between the St. Olaf Choir 

directors and a comparison of the information between the Westminster Choir directors. 

In this section of the project, I used Zabriskie‟s information to make a detailed 

comparison of their current perspectives, which later, in the results section, were 

developed into a comparative timeline analysis with the historical findings from the 

pioneering directors. 
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 An additional component of this type of research was the review of an audio 

conversation between Anton Armstrong and Joseph Flummerfelt, recorded from the 

Eastern Division Conference of the American Choral Director‟s Association in February 

of 2002, entitled “Conversation with the Conductors: Anton Armstrong/Joseph 

Flummerfelt; Perspectives for the New Millennium.” With this information, I reviewed 

the director's perspectives from two different schools of thought, as well as their outlook 

for the future of choral music education. Presented in the results is this primary source, 

along with the comparative timeline of the St. Olaf Choir and Westminster Choir 

directors‟ concepts of choral sound. The timeline, with the pioneering director‟s ideals, 

and the information presented in the interviews, may give current and future music 

educators a chance to see the progression of techniques and perspectives from this part of 

our choral music history through today. Presenting this information in a timeline allows 

for observation of the particular decade or amount of time in which these directors served 

or are serving at the two institutions, and will allow an opportunity to observe the 

transitions in concepts from director to director. 

While examining the emeriti and current director‟s ideals and concepts of sound, I 

also examined and compared audio recordings of the two collegiate ensembles. 

“Beautiful Savior” is a signature piece for the St. Olaf Choir. I listened to emeriti director 

Kenneth Jennings‟ 1991 version from the cd Beautiful Savior and compared it to current 

director Anton Armstrong‟s 1999 version from the cd Great Hymns of Faith-vol. 1. For 

the Westminster Choir, I listened to a signature piece, “Danny Boy,” conducted by 
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emeriti director Joseph Flummerfelt in the 1981 cd Westminster Choir Sings Folk Songs 

and compared it to current director Joe Miller‟s conducting of “Shenandoah” from the cd 

Flower of Beauty released in 2009. While listening to the recordings, I explored the 

following: 

*When the recording took place and who was the conductor. 

*The similarities and differences between the various pieces, specifically focusing 

on the dynamic structure, tone quality, and overall production of sound. 

* The mood or emotion reflected in the recordings. 

Evaluating the various pieces allowed further exploration of the similarities and 

differences between the St. Olaf Choir directors and Westminster Choir directors. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

 The results of this project focus on the examination and comparison of interviews, 

audio recordings, and additional sources. Presented in two sections, the results focus first 

on the examination and comparison of the St. Olaf Choir directors Kenneth Jennings and 

Anton Armstrong, followed by the Westminster Choir directors, Joseph Flummerfelt and 

Joe Miller. Results from the examination and comparison of the emeriti and current 

directors involve the following topics: Their background and beginnings, student 

selection for their ensemble, and concepts of choral sound.  

 For the purposes of this study, the results and discussion will be presented in the 

past tense. Anton Armstrong from St. Olaf College and Joe Miller from Westminster 

Choir College are actively teaching during the time of writing this thesis. 

The St. Olaf Choir: Kenneth Jennings and Anton Armstrong 

Professional Backgrounds and Beginnings 

 This portion of the results not only highlights the backgrounds and beginnings of 

Kenneth Jennings and Anton Armstrong, but also provides a parallel look into the path 

that brought them to St. Olaf College. The musical heritage of these conductors began at 

a young age and was a part of the church. Kenneth Jennings‟ studies focused primarily on 

the piano and organ. At the age of 10 through high school, he accompanied Sunday 

school, all the school assemblies and began professional accompaniment jobs for various 

soloists (Ellingboe & Shrock, 1990). Growing up in the Lutheran Church, Anton 
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Armstrong found his musical beginning as a soloist in kindergarten, and began studying 

the piano (Zabriskie, 2010).  Growing up, his musical inspirations began with the 

American Boychoir during a summer camp at Westminster Choir College, and his years 

at St. Paul Cathedral School, where he served as an organist and a student choral director 

of various ensembles (Zabriskie, 2010). After an extensive search of music colleges, St. 

Olaf College was his first choice for his undergraduate studies (Zabriskie, 2010). He 

graduated in 1978 with a degree in Vocal Performance (Zabriskie, 2010). Jennings also 

received his undergraduate schooling at St. Olaf in 1946, after his service in the army 

(Ellingboe & Shrock, 1990). Taking advantage of the G.I. Bill, Jennings applied to St. 

Olaf, but unfortunately was denied acceptance and told they were full (Ellingboe & 

Shrock, 1990). Determined to attend, Jennings bought a train ticket to Northfield, 

Minnesota (Ellingboe & Shrock, 1990). His acceptance into St. Olaf occurred after the 

admissions found his records mistakenly placed under the “Dead of Men,” file and thus 

realizing their mistake, said he was a “good enough risk” and invited him to stay 

(Ellingboe & Shrock, 1990, p. 6). 

 Both men found themselves connected to Olaf Christiansen, son of founding 

director F. Melius Christiansen, and second choral director at St. Olaf. In 1950, after a 

successful undergraduate experience at St. Olaf College, Jennings went on to Oberlin to 

work on his masters and teach at Mitchell College in Statesville, North Carolina 

(Ellingboe & Shrock, 1990). In 1953, he received a letter from Olaf Christiansen offering 

him a position as his assistant at St. Olaf (Ellingboe & Shrock, 1990).  Realizing he could 
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not turn down this professional opportunity, he accepted the position (Ellingboe & 

Shrock, 1990). After five years, Jennings took a leave from St. Olaf to pursue his DMA at 

the University of Illinois (Ellingboe & Shrock, 1990). In 1978, Armstrong, following his 

time as an undergraduate at St. Olaf, also attended the University of Illinois for his 

masters work (Zabriskie, 2010). He studied with Harold Decker, a former student of Olaf 

Christiansen and prior teacher to Jennings, while graduating in 1980 with his masters in 

conducting (Zabriskie, 2010). During the years prior to and after his doctoral studies at 

Michigan State University, Armstrong taught at Calvin College, in Grand Rapids, 

Michigan, where Olaf Christiansen had also been on faculty (Zabriskie, 2010).  

 At the time of Olaf Christiansen‟s retirement in 1968, St. Olaf‟s president Sydney 

Rand liked Jennings‟ choral techniques that focused on a more free approach to choral 

sound (Shaw, 1997; Cleveland Classical, 2010). Jennings‟ taking the helm from the 

Christiansen tradition, “instituted a more historically informed performance style” 

(Cleveland Plain Dealer, January 2005). This new direction found focus specifically on 

his selection of repertoire (Zabriskie, 2010). Jennings infused an artistic expression to the 

previous repertoire that heavily focused attention to the religious context (Zabriskie, 

2010). Along with new American secular and sacred works, Jennings expanded cultural 

boundaries by adding music from Eastern Europe and the Orient (Armstrong, 1986). This 

expansion of repertoire and ideas continued through Jennings‟ tenure to the international 

search for St. Olaf‟s fourth director (Zabriskie, 2010). In 1990, at 34 years old, 

Armstrong became that fourth director and continued St Olaf‟s mission of a global 
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perspective with its foundation in the gospel (Zabriskie, 2010). Armstrong was not only 

the youngest conductor for the choir, but the first black leader (Cleveland Plain Dealer, 

January 2005). He went on to expand their repertoire to include multi-cultural folk music, 

contemporary works, and the classical, as well as Norwegian standards from the previous 

directors (Zabriskie, 2010). Continuing the new music introduced from Jennings, 

Armstrong also introduced styles from African American, South America, Caribbean, 

African, and other Asian influences (Zabriskie, 2010). Figures 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3 exhibit 

album covers and literature performed by the St. Olaf choir under different directors.  

 

Figure 4.1:  

From a 1941 radio recording, this two-CD set of digitally remastered recordings, features the St. 

Olaf Choir under the direction of F. Melius Christansen (1998) 

  

Disc One      Disc Two 

1. O Savior Throw the Heavens Wide, Johannes Brahms  1. Der Herr ist mein Hirte (Psalm 23), Gustav Schreck  

2. O Sacred Head, arr. F. Melius Christiansen   2. The Three Kings, arr. L. Romeau  
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3. Come, Guest Divine, Georg Schumann    3. Beauty in Humility, F. Melius Christiansen  

4. When Curtained Darkness Falls, F. Melius Christiansen  4. Restoration, Benjamin Edwards  

5. The Spires, F. Melius Christiansen    5. Tenebrae Factae Sunt, Marc Antonio Ingegneri  

6. O Sing Unto Him, Morton J. Luvaas !   6. Motet for Advent-O How Shall I Receive Thee, Gustav Schreck 

7. Lullaby on Christmas Eve, F. Melius Christiansen   7. Motet for Advent-Lord, Hosanna, Gustav Schreck  

8. Doxology (Psalm 50, 3rd movement), F. Melius Christiansen  8. Benedictus, Emile Paladihle  

9. Beautiful Savior, arr. F. Melius Christiansen   9. As a Flower of the Field, Paul Christiansen  

10. Sing Ye to the Lord (1st movement), J.S. Bach   10. Sing to God, Paul Christiansen   

11. Hvad Est Du Dog Skjøn, Edvard Grieg    11. Lost in the Night, arr. F. Melius Christiansen  

12. Cherubim Song, Mikhail Glinka    12. Wake, Awake, arr. F. Melius Christiansen 

13. Praise to the Lord, arr. F. Melius Christiansen 
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Figure 4.2: Current St. Olaf Choir concert program (2010) 

 

Figure 4.3: Anton Armstrong conducting the St. Olaf Choir 
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Selection of Ensemble Members 

 The selection of ensemble members for both directors consisted of two parts 

(Zabriskie, 2010). Jennings began his with individual interviews, followed by a callback 

to hear their voices (Zabriskie, 2010). Jennings characterized his ideal ensemble members 

as singers who possess “a healthy voice, a good ear, musical training and experience, a 

love of music and singing, a lyric and positive personality, and an enjoyment of the give 

and take of a cooperative adventure” (Glenn, 1975, p. 19). He recognized that it was rare 

to find all of these characteristics in a singer, but a superior ensemble should have a good 

combination of these attributes (Glenn, 1975). If the student had been studying voice, he 

would ask them to sing a song they had prepared (Glenn, 1975; Zabriskie 2010). This 

tested what students were able to achieve under a teacher‟s supervision, as well as 

showing their size, color, control and vocal phrasing (Glenn, 1975). The repetition of 

tonal patterns played by Jennings on the piano tested their quickness, pitch response and 

intonation (Zabriskie, 2010). He tested on a small portion of sight-reading, but it was not 

the focus of the interview (Zabriskie, 2010).  

During Armstrong‟s initial interview, he too desired to talk with singers to 

determine their character and personality (Zabriskie, 2010). He sought out singers that 

possessed a “spirit and spark for singing” as well as the desire to “work to the height of 

their gift” (ACDA, February 2002). During the personal interview, he also tested them 

individually on their ability to sing various exercises showing their range, flexibility of 

singing, elasticity and vocal release (Zabriskie, 2010). Another section of the vocal 
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testing focused on the singer‟s musical memory (Zabriskie, 2010).  Armstrong gradually 

increased the complexity of various melodic phrases in order to hear intonation, overall 

musicality and the quality of the singer‟s ear (Zabriskie, 2010). Using an unfamiliar Bach 

chorale, he would also test their sight-reading abilities (Zabriskie, 2010). Armstrong 

placed more of an importance on this portion of the test than the previous directors 

(Zabriskie, 2010). He only chose singers that had voices fitting the lyric mode of singing 

(Zabriskie, 2010). Singing with a light mechanism throughout the range was a main 

factor in Armstrong‟s selection of his singers (Zabriskie, 2010). This particular style of 

voicing enabled the choir to achieve a blend that did not force the singers to modify their 

individual tone (Zabriskie, 2010). The combination of these qualities was a main priority 

for the St. Olaf Choir under Armstrong, because it gave the audience a clear 

understanding of text in this style of choral singing (Zabriskie, 2010).  

For both directors, the second portion of the audition involved a callback of the 

particular voices from the individual auditions (Zabriskie, 2010). Armstrong put these 

voices in sections to see if they could be a part of the desired ensemble sound (Zabriskie, 

2010). Within the ensemble testing, however, both directors placed a heavy emphasis on 

the character and personality of the individual. Jennings specifically stated in a Choral 

Journal interview with Carol Glenn in February 1975: 

Sometimes the most valuable singers are not those who score the highest 

on some of these tests. They may have a willingness to work hard and to  

do some of the necessary legwork (p. 17).  
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Jennings was more interested in the over-all musicality and personality of his singers 

(Zabriskie, 2010). He hoped to grow his singers into a stronger musical maturity, and 

broaden their spiritual growth (Glenn, 1975). His stated the following in a Choral 

Journal interview with Carol Glenn in January 1975 when questioned about the choral 

experience he would give to his St. Olaf singers: 

 The sharing, the cooperative venture in a great choral art helps, I think, to  

 make the singers more alive, sensitive, and perceptive human beings with a 

 an awareness of something beyond themselves (p. 7). 

 

 Armstrong spent a great deal of time with the personality and character of his 

potential singers, specifically seeking individuals that invested more in the St. Olaf Choir 

than in themselves (Zabriskie, 2010). He also sought out “people who were willing to 

give their gift as a singer to others” (Haberman, 2008, p. 60). Before a singer could join 

the ensemble, Armstrong would investigate their scholastic records, rapport with 

professors, and asked other students about their character (Zabriskie, 2010). This became 

the determining factor on whether or not the singer fit into the community of the St. Olaf 

Choir (Zabriskie, 2010). Once accepted, the singer would be required to sign a 

commitment to participate until graduation (Zabriskie, 2010). Armstrong discussed this 

commitment and spirit that he desired from his singers, in a recorded interview at the 

American Choral Director‟s Association Eastern Division Convention in 2002, with a 

quote from his mentor Helen Camp: “Body, mind, spirit and voice; it takes the whole 

body to sing and rejoice!” 
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Concepts of Choral Sound 

 Jennings believed that the sound his choir produced allowed for the freedom and 

flexibility to perform with an expansive repertoire (Zabriskie, 2010). He also stated that 

the age of his singers, which ranged from 18-22, limited the potential for a variety of 

tonal color in the sound (Zabriskie, 2010). Jennings strove for a fresh choral tone where 

the individual singers could maintain their natural timbre (Glenn, 1975). His focus relied 

on the singer‟s ability rather than an outside concept of tonal sound, thus producing lyric, 

smooth, and artistic singing (Shaw, 1997). Jennings worked to the various musical 

aspects of the piece, rather than just changing the choral sound (Shaw, 1997). In a 1983 

interview with Evans Mirageas, Jennings discussed his first year as the conductor at St. 

Olaf and stated the following, “I uncorked the vibrato bottle, and I‟ve been trying to put it 

back on ever since (E. Mirageas, December,1983; Hathaway, 2010)!” His approach 

produced a lyric style rather than operatic, although vibrato was present in his sound 

(Armstrong, 1986).  

In a recording of “Beautiful Savior” from the 1991 cd Beautiful Savior, 

considered a standard for the St. Olaf Choir, Jennings‟ soprano soloist on verse one was a 

coloratura soprano with a bright and quick vibrato (Christiansen, 1991, track 12). This 

style set the stage for the choir‟s entrance on the following verse. They all entered with 

full voice, and a very bright and focused sound. While listening to this recording, one 

gets the sense of a warm and worshipful experience. Jennings believed that blend in the 

voice occurred in the front of the choir, rather than between two individuals standing 
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beside each other (Armstrong, 1986; Glenn, 1975). He goes on to state that blend should 

occur naturally within rhythmic accuracy, uniformity of vowel, phrasing, diction and 

proper balance (Armstrong, 1983).  

 Although Armstrong prefers a “rich sound,” as he stated in the ACDA interview 

in 2002, he sought to create a beautiful musical line rather than volume (Zabriskie, 2010). 

Focusing the aesthetic treatment of the text, similar to an art-song soloist, Armstrong felt 

that this played an important role in the development of the choral sound (Zabriskie, 

2010). He did not choose to emphasize the blend in the rehearsal process, but chose to 

concentrate “on the overall sound as a mosaic of intelligent soloists that merged to create 

the overall picture” (ACDA, February 2002; Zabriskie, 2010, p. 77). To accomplish a 

blended sound, Armstrong rehearsed uniform vowels, pitch, rhythm, articulation, 

phrasing and dynamics, while allowing the singers to add their own color and style 

(Zabriskie, 2010).  

Using the same F. Melius Christiansen arrangement as Jennings, Armstrong‟s 

1999 version of “Beautiful Savior” from the cd Great Hymns of Faith-vol.1, began with a 

softer approach (Christiansen, 1999, track 11). His soprano, or perhaps mezzo-soprano, 

entered with a soft and very connected tone. Less vibrato was present in her voice, but the 

darker tone quality and pure sound set the presentation for the choir‟s entrance, as did 

Jennings‟ soloist. The choir entered with a softer sound, but made a dramatic crescendo 

to full voice before the end of the verse. Within the tapestry of Armstrong‟s sound, you 

could hear all of the harmonic moving parts and lyrical melodies very clearly. As with 
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Jennings‟ version, both possessed an artistic quality that enveloped you in the moment, 

but the result produced a different focus in the sound.  

Armstrong cultivated a sound for each of his singers through the artistry of the 

music (Zabriskie, 2010). Armstrong likened the changes in the palette of tonal color he 

had contributed to the way he cooks food (Hathaway, 2010). He stated the following in 

an interview with David Hathaway: 

The years of the Christiansens were seasoned with salt and pepper, 

Jennings added a little bit more spice, and I kicked the door open with  

a lot of hot sauce at times (January 25, 2010). 

 Full expression and interpretation of the sound would bring about the highest standard of 

singing in the voice according to Armstrong (Zabriskie, 2010). By allowing this in his 

singers, the music was able to take prominence over the vocal technique of the individual 

(Zabriskie, 2010). Armstrong discussed his basic concept of sound in the following 

statement: 

 My basic sound, depending on the age and ability of the singers, is a 

 free released sound, that‟s the best way I can put it. I am looking for 

voices that have a flexibility of sound and are willing to try and explore 

colors within a realm of vocal health. I don‟t want one sound, especially 

with voices that are more developed. I want all the various sounds I can 

get out of the singers (Haberman, 2008, p. 60).  

 

Although he sought free release and vibrancy of sound, the flutter, which he described as 

the overly fast vibrato, often off pitch, was a sound he did not allow (Zabriskie, 2010). To 

eliminate this sound, singers were encouraged to sing with a light mechanism and free 

flow of the breath (Zabriskie, 2010). Armstrong also encouraged his singers to “sing with 

more spirit than with flesh” (p. 78). 
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The Westminster Choir: Joseph Flummerfelt and Joe Miller 

Professional Backgrounds and Beginnings 

 Joseph Flummerfelt began his musical discovery in the home while being taught 

piano by his mother, who not only was his first teacher, but his greatest influence 

(Shangkuan, 2004; Everett, 2007). At a very young age, Flummerfelt‟s musical talents 

included writing improvised piano pieces, transcribed by his mother, as well as playing 

the piano by ear and singing (Shangkuan, 2004). His first job, as a sophomore in high 

school, included playing the organ at church and choral conducting, and helping people 

produce beautiful singing (Shangkuan, 2004; Everett, 2007). This led to Flummerfelt‟s 

decision to attend DePauw University in Greencastle, Indiana, and study church organ 

music (Shangkuan, 2004). During his undergraduate years, he had many opportunities to 

conduct operas, musicals, and lead a choral group called the Collegians (Shangkuan, 

2004; Everett, 2007). After graduating from DePauw in 1958, Purdue University hired 

him as the university organist and gave him the opportunity to form glee clubs on the 

satellite campuses (Shangkuan, 2004; Everett, 2007). After Flummerfelt completed his 

master‟s degree at the Philadelphia Conservatory of Music in 1962, he went on to study 

with Harold Decker at the University of Illinois and finish a DMA in choral conducting 

(Everett, 2007). In 1964, his post-doctoral work resulted in a job as Director of Choral 

Activities at DePauw University for four years, followed by the same position at Florida 

State From 1968-1971 (Zabriskie, 2010).  
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During his time at Florida State, Flummerfelt became closely acquainted with 

Robert Shaw and collaborated with him and the Atlanta Symphony Chorus on multiple 

occasions (Shangkuan, 2004; Zabriskie, 2010). While Flummerfelt was at Florida State, 

the administration at Westminster Choir College was on a quest to find a choral director 

that could bring notoriety back to the institution as John Finley Williamson had (Everett, 

2007). In 1969, Ray Robinson, appointed president of Westminster Choir College, led the 

charge in this search process (Everett, 2007). Robinson wanted to hire a conductor that 

did not have ties to Westminster and could convey a more contemporary approach to 

choral singing to the program (ACDA, 2002; Everett, 2007). Robinson‟s unofficial search 

committee included Robert Shaw, who extended Flummerfelt this opportunity in 1970 

(Shangkuan, 2004; Everett, 2007). In 1971, Flummerfelt, challenged and excited by this 

opportunity, accepted the position and taught at Westminster Choir College for the next 

33 years (Shangkuan, 2004; Everett, 2007). 

Joe Miller began his undergraduate study at the University of Tennessee-

Knoxville, and received a bachelor‟s degree in music education with a vocal emphasis 

(Zabriskie, 2010). After Miller received his degree, he taught high school choir in 

Knoxville (Zabriskie, 2010). Miller continued his studies at the University of Cincinnati 

at the College-Conservatory of Music and earned both his master‟s and doctorate degree 

in conducting with an emphasis in voice (Zabriskie, 2010). During his time at the 

Cincinnati Conservatory Miller gained a specialized understanding of the voice, which 

has played an important role in his choral teaching (Zabriskie, 2010). After Miller 
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completed his doctoral core requirements, he accepted his first professional job at 

Whitman College in Walla Walla, Washington as a replacement for a faculty member on 

sabbatical (Zabriskie, 2010). In 1994, during the completion of his doctoral degree, 

Miller accepted the position as Director of Choral Activities at California State 

University-Stanislaus, which he held for a five-year tenure (Miller, 2006; Zabriskie, 

2010). Western Michigan University hired Miller in 1999 as Director of Choral Activities 

(Miller, 2006; Zabriskie, 2010). While at Western Michigan, Miller maintained a 

successful program, competed in European competitions, and won prestigious honors, 

such as the Grand Prize at the Robert Schumann International Choral Competition in 

2002 and in 2005, a silver medal at the International May Choir Competition (Miller, 

2006; Zabriskie, 2010).  

After a two-year international search, in 2006 Miller became the Director of 

Choral Activities and conductor of the Westminster Choir (Miller, 2006; Zabriskie, 

2010). Miller had aspired to expose his Westminster Choir to a new vision and variety of 

musical repertoire, as well as continue Westminster‟s rich tradition (Miller, 2006; 

Zabriskie, 2010). However, the majority of his programming came from Renaissance and 

20
th

 Century repertoire, requiring a choral sound that was consistently bright (Zabriskie, 

2010). Figure 4.4 presents Joe Miller‟s album cover and repertoire selections. 
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Figure 4.4: Joe Miller‟s first CD 2009 

1. Lucis creator optime (Vytautas Miškinis)   8. Fatiše kolo (arr. Ivan Markoviç)   

2. Haec Dies (William Byrd)      9. “Sanctus et Benedictus” from Messe (Frank Martin) 

3. Flower of Beauty (John Clements)     10. Shenanadoah (arr. James Erb) 

4. Great Day (arr. Moses Hogan)      11. Umrel Dzherman (Georgi Petrov Dimitrov) 

5. Laevas lauldakse (arr. Veljo Tormis)    12. In Bright Mansions Above (arr. K. Lee Scott) 

6. Miserere (Rudi Tas)      13. Ave maria, virgo serena (Josquin des Prez)   

7. I Would Live in Your Love (Nathan Jones)    14. When David Heard (Thomas Weelkes) 

Selection of Ensemble Members 

 While Joseph Flummerfelt directed the Westminster Choir, auditions were in the 

spring semester and consisted of two parts (Zabriskie, 2010). The first section involved a 

five-minute audition that focused on rhythmic testing, vocal exercises, and sight-reading 

which identified the top musicians for the following year (Zabriskie, 2010). In order to 

determine the singer‟s musicality, Flummerfelt wrote his own sight-reading exercises 

containing difficult modulations and vocal exercises for the audition (Zabriskie, 2010). 

From this initial interview/audition, Flummerfelt determined the type of personality the 

singer possessed (ACDA, 2002; Zabriskie, 2010). He studied their face to see “the light 
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in their eyes” and if they had a “passion for singing” (ACDA, 2002; Zabriskie, 2010, p. 

65). Despite the singer‟s musical ability, Flummerfelt would not recall anyone who 

appeared detached or arrogant (Zabriskie, 2010). His focus was to examine their initial 

excitement for the audition and depth of personality to determine if their musicality 

complemented the preferred behavioral traits for his ensemble (Zabriskie, 2010).  

 The second portion of the audition would be a recall of the initial singers he 

auditioned (Zabriskie, 2010). Prior to the recall, those students received four excerpts to 

prepare which included the following: “a coloratura piece from the Bach B Minor Mass, 

a chromatic section from Brahms part-song, a 20
th

 Century composition, and a folk song” 

(Zabriskie, 2010, p. 65). 

Even though this repertoire was for an ensemble, the singers sang as individuals for 

Flummerfelt and his selection committee (Zabriskie, 2010). The selection committee 

consisted of the staff accompanist, Frauke Haasemann, who was the voice-building 

specialist in the early years, and Andrew Megill in the later part of Flummerfelt‟s time at 

Westminster (Zabriskie, 2010). The committee‟s job was to listen for the adaptation of 

the singers to the various music styles, in addition to his/her overall musicality and style 

(Zabriskie, 2010). Flummerfelt found greater importance in the musical maturity of his 

singers rather than just their voice quality (Zabriskie, 2010). He would select singers that 

could sight-read perfectly and had good intonation skills for the Westminster Choir 

(Zabriskie, 2010).  
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 Under the direction of Joe Miller, the audition process consisted of two sections, 

with the first audition comprised of a song prepared by the singer, sight singing, and pitch 

memory (Zabriskie, 2010). The prepared song allowed Miller to see the singer in not only 

a performance setting, but also how well they prepared for his audition (Zabriskie, 2010). 

The singer‟s adaptation to other languages and musicality of their phrasing became an 

important component of this part of the audition (Zabriskie, 2010). Miller gave the 

singers one-minute to prepare the sight-singing portion, while using this time to observe 

their internal listening skills and abilities (Zabriskie, 2010). The third portion tested the 

singers on the quick recall of musical phrases and the accuracy of their ear (Zabriskie, 

2010).  

 The callback audition was only for the singers who sang best between the three 

components of section one (Zabriskie, 2010). A piece of music would be given to the 

singers to sight-read, followed by sectional singing of each voice part (Zabriskie, 2010). 

As each group performed, Miller listened for their quick adaptation to the piece and 

musical performance, as well as the color of the voice and quality it possessed throughout 

the range (Zabriskie, 2010). Miller would then assign each singer to participate in a 

quartet (Zabriskie, 2010). Giving them a new piece to learn, the quartet would rehearse 

and perform for the entire group (Zabriskie, 2010). This portion of the audition tested the 

singers on their ability to adapt to the other voice parts, leadership within the quartet, and 

the skills necessary to participate in a small ensemble (Zabriskie, 2010). With the large 

number auditioning for the Westminster Choir, Miller only had verbal contact with the 
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singers through audition instructions, and the observation of their participation in the 

quartets (Zabriskie, 2010). The large number of participants included new singers and 

members from the previous year (Herman, 2010). Miller required all Westminster Choir 

members to re-audition every year, which accounted for the ensemble‟s high turnover 

rate of 60-70% (Herman, 2010). In an online webcast interview with Marjorie Herman 

from WWFM the Classical Network in Trenton, NJ, Miller described his large turnover 

as an opportunity for a fresh sound every year (Herman, 2010). 

Concept of Choral Sound 

 When describing Joseph Flummerfelt‟s ideal choral sound for the Westminster 

Choir, he presented three influences that affected his teaching (Zabriskie, 2010). Based 

on the concept that singing is an organic process and human emotion is born within the 

music, Flummerfelt created this musical emotion by encouraging his singers to 

emphasize the harmonic tension and relaxation of the music (Glenn, 1991). He goes on to 

state that too much control might take away from the natural artistic nature of the choral 

music process (Glenn, 1991). Flummerfelt stated: 

 Whatever the technical approach we choose to introduce a work, I always 

 try to make music because this is what ultimately engages the singers and  

 brings a deeper concentration that inevitably facilitates the learning process. 

 For me, there is an organic inevitability to great music, which can easily be  

 lost unless the learning process itself is organic (Paulk, 2005, p. 33). 

This organic process did not produce a specific choral sound, but one that changed from 

year to year, depending on the singers in the ensemble and the stylistic requirements of 

the various repertoires (Glenn, 1991).  
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 A major player in the type of sound produced by Flummerfelt‟s Westminster 

Choir was from his second influence, German voice teacher, Frauke Haasemann 

(Zabriskie, 2010). Because Flummerfelt did not consider himself a vocalist, the voice 

building techniques that Haasemann shared with the choir in  1977 made a great 

impression on him and Ray Robinson, the president of Westminster Choir College 

(Zabriskie, 2010). Seeking an expert in vocal pedagogy, Robinson hired Haasemann to 

stay for the 1978-1979 school year, and remained at Westminster till her death in 1991 

(Zabriskie, 2010). Flummerfelt believed that Haasemann affected the overall sound of the 

choir, specifically in the focused and brighter color of sound (Zabriskie, 2010). Her 

techniques made a great impact on the women‟s voices on the ensemble (Zabriskie, 

2010).  

 The third influence of Flummerfelt‟s production of sound is the caliber of singers 

he had in the Westminster Choir (Zabriskie, 2010). Comprised of graduate and 

undergraduate choral and vocal majors who were all involved with private vocal 

instruction, Flummerfelt described the maturity in their voices as an “orchestral sound” 

(ACDA, 2002; Zabriskie, 2010). This mature, resonant choral tone quality presented 

itself in the overall sound produced by the choir (Zabriskie, 2010). In a 1981 recording of 

“Danny Boy” from the cd Westminster Choir Sings Folk Songs, the particular tone 

quality previously described, presents itself throughout the entire piece (Weatherly, 1981, 

track 1). Flummerfelt engaged these mature voices to produce a choral sound that 

reflected a darker and somber mood, with a sense of longing. His belief of the importance 
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of the human emotion in the sound resonated through the different dynamic structures of 

the verses, appropriately serving the meaning of the text.  

Even in the characterization of the mature, darker sound, Flummerfelt encouraged 

his singers to sing freely, utilizing the breath and resonance in their sound (Zabriskie, 

2010). From the individuality of the singer‟s voices, Flummerfelt worked to create an 

appropriate ensemble sound (Zabriskie, 2010). Flummerfelt required his Westminster 

Choir members to warm up their own voices before coming to rehearsals and 

performances “in order for each singer to be able to produce their own unique tone 

quality” (Zabriskie, 2010, p. 72). At the beginning of rehearsals, he would do a few vocal 

warm-ups to encourage the singers to fill the space and unify the dynamic level of the 

sound (Zabriskie, 2010). In the production of a healthy and vibrant sound, Flummerfelt 

believed the conductor was the initiator of the breath and frequently demonstrated his 

perceptions of correct breathing for the different songs (Ehmann, W. & Haasemann, F., 

1981). To produce a desired sound and technique, Flummerfelt taught his choir that the 

conductor and singers should breathe in unison the same way and at the same time in the 

music (Ehmann, W. & Haasemann, F., 1981). He felt the achievement of head and chest 

resonance would produce a warm, full-bodied overall sound (Ehmann, W. & Haasemann, 

F., 1981). Furthermore, individual vibrato was encouraged in most of his repertoire, as 

long as it was in tune (Zabriskie, 2010). Emphasizing correct breathing, Flummerfelt was 

able to produce a more natural and free vibrato in his singers, continuing his desire for an 

organic style and production of choral sound (Zabriskie, 2010).  
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 During a webcast interview from WWFM the Classical Network in Trenton, NJ, 

Marjorie Herman asked Miller specifically how he could evoke so many different styles 

with the Westminster Choir and what his concept of choral sound was (Herman, 2010). 

Miller stated that he does not believe in a specific choral sound, and gave the following 

response: “Music has sound and demands. Your job as the conductor and singer is to 

meet the demands of the composer” (Herman, 2010). Miller has described his quest to 

meet the musical demand of the repertoire as singing to the core in the sound (Zabriskie, 

2010). His approach sought to surround the sound of the singers, bringing it to a forward 

placement, and thus creating the core (Zabriskie, 2010). Miller began by using a 

technique to balance what he referred to as the chiaro and oscuro (bright/dark) which 

produced an overall energetic sound (Zabriskie, 2010). First used in Italian origin in 

1686, Merriam-Webster defined chiaro and oscuro: 

Chiaroscuro: 1. pictorial representation in terms of light and shade  

without regard to color; 2a : the arrangement or treatment of light and  

dark parts in a pictorial work of art; 2b : the interplay or contrast of  

dissimilar qualities (as of mood or character) (2011). 

Miller‟s sound tended to produce a forward, bright sound that tended to favor the chiaro 

(Zabriskie, 2010). However, he also produced flexibility in his sound through vowel 

production, allowing bright or dark colors to come through the music (Zabriskie, 2010).  

 Miller‟s conducting of “Shenandoah” from the cd Flower of Beauty released in 

2009 represented the core, bright sound that he sought to produce (Erb, 2009, track 10). 

The women begin medium soft in verse one, singing with a straight and ethereal unison 

sound. The men respond in verse two with the same dynamic and tone quality as the 
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women. The chorus presents that same type of entrance between all voices, with a great 

emphasis on the layering of the phrases. Miller produced a chorus that is canonic in 

nature, still maintaining the bright and focused tone. The last note lingered with on an 

“ooh” that drew the sound into a complete pure and straight tone. This last impression 

from Miller‟s interpretation of this folk classic is quite different from his predecessor. 

Both sought to produce a specific sound within the artistic nature of the piece, but the 

idea of a longing and emotional connection to the piece presented two very distinctive 

interpretations. 

Miller believed in the physicality of singing, and placed great importance on 

freedom within the singer‟s body (Zabriskie, 2010). He implemented many physical 

warm-ups that started each rehearsal, while gradually adding singing in order to engage 

the whole body (Zabriskie, 2010). This simultaneous approach encouraged his singers to 

feel free to move physically throughout the entire rehearsal (Zabriskie, 2010). Another 

physical aspect of Miller‟s sound production was his use of imagery (Zabriskie, 2010). 

He had the singers place an imaginary megaphone to their mouth and talk into the small 

and large openings (Zabriskie, 2010). The singers wrapped their face into the bell of the 

megaphone, and drew the sound forward to the smallest part (Zabriskie, 2010). When 

they did not produce the core sound Miller sought to achieve, he used apple imagery, and 

had them speak and sing into the apple while taking a bite (Zabriskie, 2010).  

Miller‟s emphasis of physicality and imagery developed a freedom of movement 

and posture during his rehearsal process (Zabriskie, 2010). Another key to achieving the 
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core sound involved the placement of singers in positions that allowed the singers‟ 

utilization of the natural acoustic resonance in their voices (Zabriskie, 2010). To allow 

for the purest form of the sound possible, Miller used a tuning fork rather than a piano 

during his rehearsals (Herman, 2010). Using tuning formants aided the homogenous 

sound production, and altered “the overall choral tone quality by coloring the vowels 

bright or dark in order to meet the stylistic requirements of singing various styles of 

music” (Zabriskie, 2010, p. 96). Miller‟s mission was to “serve the music” within the 

achievement of a specific choral sound (Herman, 2010). In a 2011 interview with Elaine 

Strauss of Princeton‟s U.S.1 newspaper, Miller stated the following: 

Pure intonation is most possible with a cappella singing. A choir can tune 

notes to suit the piece and produce expressive intonation. [Keyboard 

instruments, with their fixed pitches, are unable to enhance a piece by  

shading pitch.] The piano is always out of tune. The expression „that struck 

a chord with me‟ refers to vocal music. When a chord is struck in the  

purest way, it has the power to evoke feeling (Strauss, 2011). 

 

Figure 4.5 presents a timeline which allows an historical comparison of the St. Olaf and  

 

Westminster choirs. 
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Figure 4.5: Traditions of Sound Timeline 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2000 2010 20201950 1960 1970 19801910 1920 1930 1940 1990

John FinleyWilliamson:
*1920 Westminster Choir  was formed: Traditional 
,straight-tone sound
*1932 Moved to Princeton, NJ: Deep, full-bodied sound

Anton Armstrong:
*1990
*Rich tone, with 
v ariety of color in 
sound; "mosaic of 
intellegent singers"

Olaf C. Christiansen:
*1943 (Son of F. Melius) 

Becomes Director

Kenneth Jennings:
*1971 
*Lyrical, art-song
approach to 
sound; flexibility 
with v arious 
repertoire

F. Melius Christiansen: 
*1911 St. Olaf Choir was 
formed
*Uniform, straight-tone
a cappella sound

St. Olaf and Westminster: Traditions of Sound 

Joseph Flummerfelt:
*1971 
*Orchestral sound;
"organic" process of sound 

Joe Miller:
*2006
*"Core" in the controlled 
focus of sound; changes 
with styles; freedom of 
mov ement and imagery to 
produce sound
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

The discussion section of this thesis will explore the results of this project in three 

sections: St. Olaf Choir directors, Westminster Choir directors, and a comparative 

examination of the directors‟ perspectives from both institutions.  

The St. Olaf Choir: Kenneth Jennings and Anton Armstrong 

Professional Backgrounds and Beginnings 

The musical heritage and journey of Kenneth Jennings, emeriti director, and 

Anton Armstrong, current director, appeared to follow a similar path. Both of these 

conductors began at a young age, and with roots in the church. Armstrong‟s musical gift 

as a soloist began as a young boy in kindergarten in the Lutheran Church. Similar to 

Jennings‟ start as a 10-year-old accompanist on the piano and organist in the church, 

Armstrong also began studying the piano in his elementary years. As accompanists and 

choral directors, both Jennings and Armstrong spent their school years in musical service.  

Results indicated that despite being three decades apart, Jennings and Armstrong 

chose St. Olaf College for their undergraduate education. Interestingly enough, both men 

entered St. Olaf with certainty in uncertain situations. After fulfilling his service to the 

army, and wanting to attend St. Olaf, Jennings was not accepted because his name was on 

a list of men killed in the line of duty. After St. Olaf uncovered their mistake, Jennings 

became a part of St. Olaf with an open invitation. Armstrong‟s situation, despite being 

quite different, presented a challenging experience. After touring many Lutheran colleges 
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in search for a strong undergraduate choral music program, Armstrong knew St. Olaf 

College was to be his first choice. However, his culture shock from being a black teen in 

New York, and now a part of the icy tundra of Minnesota was something to experience. 

In a blog article from A Cappella News entitled “St. Olaf Conductor‟s Cold Start Led to 

Warm Ties,” by Cleveland Plain Dealer in January of 2005, an example of Armstrong‟s 

first impression of St. Olaf College was given: “Everything was white: the snow, the 

buildings, the people, the food in the cafeteria. But the people were so kind, so warm” 

(Introductory section, para. 1).  

 Jennings‟ and Armstrong‟s graduate studies presented a similar path in their 

musical journey as well. The University of Illinois was an integral part of their education. 

Jennings pursued his Doctorate of Musical Arts at the University of Illinois, after 

completing his masters at Oberlin and an assistantship with Olaf Christiansen at St. Olaf. 

Armstrong also went to the University of Illinois, but for his masters. This not only tied 

in their university history, but also connections with teachers. Harold Decker, professor at 

the University of Illinois, was a former student of Olaf Christiansen, teacher to Jennings, 

and teacher to Armstrong. Despite the differences in time, both conductors had 

opportunities for exposure to the same teaching methodologies and professors. It is also 

important to note that Jennings was Armstrong‟s professor and director through his 

undergraduate time at St. Olaf, as was Olaf Christiansen to Jennings. Armstrong‟s 

connection to St. Olaf continued through his DMA at Michigan State University where 

his doctoral dissertation was “Celebrating 75 Years of Musical Excellence: The 
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Evolution of the St. Olaf Choir.” He then went on to teach at Calvin College where Olaf 

Christiansen had taught as well. It is interesting to note how even three decades apart, 

Jennings and Armstrong had such similar ties to each other and to St. Olaf College. 

 Results of this study indicated that Jennings‟ infusion of a new style and sound 

into the St. Olaf Choir opened the door for a variety of perspectives. This led to changes 

in their choral sound, and opened doors to the exploration of other music cultures from 

around the world. After Jennings‟ 22 years of service with the St. Olaf Choir, he passed 

on his legacy of change to Armstrong. The changes that Jennings began must have served 

as preparation for Armstrong. His age of 34 and African American heritage was an 

obvious change from the previous conductors, but his passion for what Jennings had 

implemented made the transition a success. Armstrong sought to maintain the traditions 

and repertoire set from the Christiansen‟s and Jennings era, but continued the infusion of 

new styles from around the world.  

Selection of Ensemble Members 

 Jennings and Armstrong had a two-part audition process that examined the 

musical talents of the singer, and more importantly their personality and passion for 

singing. In part one of the audition, as previously examined in the results, Jennings 

focused heavily on the singers‟ interpretation of a prepared solo, along with tonal patterns 

and a small sight-reading test. Armstrong tested them individually on various vocal 

exercises, musical memory and sight-reading from an unfamiliar Bach chorale. Sight-

reading was an important element, which he focused more attention on than his 
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predecessors. With sharp sight-reading skills and an ability to produce a sound that had 

flexibility throughout the range, Armstrong had specific requirements for the singers in 

his ensemble. Perhaps his specific training with an undergraduate degree in vocal 

performance enhanced his perception of the voice in this way.  

 The second portion of the audition dealt with the called back individual‟s ability 

to blend and participate in an ensemble setting. This however, was not the focus of the 

audition process. As stated in the results, both conductors relied extensively on the initial 

feelings and character of the individual singer, and specifically from Jennings‟ view, a 

desire to broaden and strengthen their musical and spiritual maturity. Armstrong felt it 

was very important to talk to every person auditioning, which allowed him to find singers 

who were selfless in nature and could attribute more than musical gifts to the choir. One 

might find Armstrong‟s pursuit of the background information of his potential singers 

unnecessary. However, this allowed him to build a community, not just an ensemble. 

Armstrong felt that fitting in the St. Olaf Choir community was a determining factor for 

the prospects. As previously discussed, the new choir members were asked to commit to 

participate until graduation. Perhaps, Armstrong felt he too could strengthen the musical 

and spiritual maturity with this assured commitment from the singers. 

Concept of Choral Sound 

 Jennings‟ mission to take the St. Olaf Choir to a more contemporary and updated 

status was reflected through his selection of repertoire and the sound he encouraged his 

singers to produce. The results previously stated that Jennings said he felt limited by the 
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young age of his singers, but focused on the natural timbre and ability of their sound. 

Both Jennings and Armstrong used a variety of repertoire, which changed the style and 

tone quality of their choirs, especially when compared to the traditional straight-tone 

sound of the Christiansen era. The artistry of the various styles of repertoire gave a new 

sense of musicality to both conductors‟ sound. Armstrong looked specifically into the 

treatment of the text in the development of his choral style. The art-song quality of sound 

that Armstrong referred to allowed his singers to be a part of an ensemble as an 

“intelligent soloist” and gave them the tools to help paint a portrait of sound. One might 

speculate that Armstrong‟s desire for passionate and expressive singing gave his choir the 

chance to participate in the creation of a tapestry of a free released and natural sound.   

Both conductors believed that blend should occur naturally within the singing 

process. As stated in the results, blend was not the focus of the rehearsal process, 

specifically in Armstrong‟s choir. The technical aspects of both conductors‟ vocal 

production techniques aided the overall blend and balance in the ensemble. The focus of 

vowels, pitch and rhythmic accuracy, diction, phrasing and articulation accomplished the 

task of unifying the sound during Jennings and Armstrong‟s time as conductors at St. 

Olaf. By allowing the focus to be on the natural production of the voice, the choral sound 

produced by both conductors gave prominence to the music as opposed to a conformed 

production of sound that one might speculate they would hear from the St. Olaf Choir. 

 Comparing the F. Melius Christiansen arrangement of “Beautiful Savior,” a St. 

Olaf concert standard, both Jennings and Armstrong have taken different musical 
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perspectives for their interpretation. The female soloist for both versions in verse one set 

the tone for the choir‟s entrance. Jennings‟ soloist had a lyrical and bright tone with a fast 

vibrato, which reflects the choir‟s full, bright and focused sound in verse two. On the 

other hand, Armstrong‟s soloist entered with a soft, legato tone and clearly less vibrato in 

her voice. The choir responded, beginning verse two with a soft sound and a dramatic 

crescendo to the end of the phrase. Armstrong‟s choir continues weaving a sound that has 

clear harmonics and melodic phrasing. It possessed a musical quality that gave a unique 

interpretation to the classic piece. Jennings‟ choir maintained a sustained full and bright 

sound throughout the piece. The consistency of his sound also made a distinctive 

impression. Both finished this St. Olaf signature piece with a strong and passionate 

ending. Jennings and Armstrong convey an artistic and moving presentation of sound. 

The Westminster Choir: Joseph Flummerfelt and Joe Miller 

Professional Backgrounds and Beginnings 

 In results previously examined, Flummerfelt‟s musical journey was homegrown 

and began at a young age. His mother was his first piano teacher and greatest influence. 

Flummerfelt‟s natural transcription and improvisational skills propelled him to an early 

career in high school as an accompanist and conductor. For Miller, there is a limitation in 

this portion of the study because of the absence of information about his early history. 

His biographical information began with his undergraduate studies in music education 

and voice. Miller was, however, the only conductor in this project who taught in high 

school after his undergraduate education. Perhaps this led to a different philosophy and 
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focus in his teaching. Both Flummerfelt and Miller went on to pursue their masters in 

conducting. Despite Flummerfelt‟s background in piano and church organ music, one 

might speculate that his experience with choral conducting and forming various glee 

clubs during his undergraduate time at DePauw University and graduate studies at the 

Philadelphia Conservatory of Music led to his graduate degrees in conducting. Perhaps 

Miller‟s masters and doctoral work at the University of Cincinnati‟s College-

Conservatory of Music, in which his training was specifically conducting with a vocal 

emphasis, allowed him to gain a specialized understanding of the voice and played an 

important role in his choral conducting.  

After Flummerfelt and Miller completed their DMA work, both gained experience 

and recognition as Director of Choral Activities. As previously seen in the results, in 

1964, Flummerfelt worked at his alma mater, DePauw University, for four years after 

completing his DMA in choral conducting at the University of Illinois. Florida State 

University then hired him for their Director of Choral Activities in 1968. While at Florida 

State, Flummerfelt made an important colleague and friend in Robert Shaw. It seemed 

that this connection proved a powerful ally for Flummerfelt‟s future. The two 

collaborated musically on multiple occasions with Flummerfelt‟s Florida State University 

choir, and Shaw, with the Atlanta Symphony Chorus where he was the director. On a 

professional level, Shaw was a part of the committee for Westminster Choir College‟s 

search for a new choral director. In a 2004 interview, Flummerfelt shared with Pearl 

Shangkaun that he was actually in Robert Shaw‟s living room in Atlanta when Shaw told 
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him about Westminster‟s interest in him (Shangkaun, 2004). For Flummerfelt, this 

friendship opened the door to a 33-year successful career at Westminster Choir College. 

Miller, like Flummerfelt held various Director of Choral Activities appointments 

before his time at Westminster. As referred to in the results, in 1994 after his DMA 

completion, Miller held a 5-year tenure position at California State-Stanislaus. His next 

professional opportunity came from Western Michigan University in 1999. For the next 

seven years, Miller maintained a successful program, and gained recognition for success 

in European choir competitions. Perhaps those opportunities allowed for national and 

international exposure for Miller that enhanced his career opportunity at Westminster 

Choir College. In 2006, Miller became the Director of Choral Activities and conductor of 

the Westminster Choir. His desire to continue Westminster Choir‟s rich tradition would 

encompass opportunities like the ones he provided for his choir at Western Michigan, as 

well as open new doors for the vision he had for the program at Westminster. 

Selection of Ensemble Members 

 Both Flummerfelt and Miller held auditions that were in two sections, but very 

different in structure. The first part of Flummerfelt‟s audition gave his potential singers 5-

minutes to prove their musicality and personality. From this initial meeting, one could 

conclude that the first impression of the singer from Flummerfelt became crucial in his 

identification of their passion for singing. Flummerfelt clearly had a particular musician, 

voice and character that he was looking for. As previously discussed, the second portion 

of his audition process involved the singing of ensemble pieces, but as individuals. The 
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singers had to learn four different types of music and sing it for Flummerfelt‟s selection 

committee. His reliance on the committee‟s opinion, specifically Frauke Haasemann, 

who headed the voice department, was characteristic of his collaborative teaching style 

over the years. Flummerfelt found musical maturity the most important quality for his 

ensemble, specifically the singers that sight-read perfectly and had good intonation skills. 

 Miller had his auditions in two sections as well, but with very different categories. 

During the first part, he observed the singer in a solo performance with a song of their 

choice. Perhaps his strong vocal background made this a more soloistic experience in 

which he observed specific preparation, performance skills, and adaptation to other 

languages. As previously discussed, Miller felt this was a crucial part of the audition. 

Miller would then give the singer one-minute to sight-read while observing his/her 

internal listening. Lastly, he would test their retention of melodic phrases. Again, the 

specific concentration on quick vocal skills and adaptations lead one to believe his vocal 

background shaped the structure of this part of the audition. This concluded the first part 

of the audition, as well as the only one on one contact he had with the singers.  

The examination of previous results, state that Miller only invited those who sang 

the best in the three prior categories to continue to the next part of the audition. He would 

give them a new piece of music to sight-read, which would then be performed in an 

ensemble setting. Miller listened for the singer‟s adaptation to the piece, color and range. 

From there, the singers sang in a quartet while Miller continued to observe their 

musicality and interactions as a group. Again, Miller made no other verbal contact with 
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the singers in this process. Unlike Flummerfelt, Miller chose members based on their 

individual musicality and ensemble techniques. There was not a major criteria of 

importance placed on the singers personality and how that effected the choir. However, 

Flummerfelt did not have any ensemble activities in his audition. Interestingly, his 

committee judged the singers with ensemble pieces, but not in an ensemble setting. It 

would seem that Flummerfelt‟s specific musical ideas and initial feelings about the 

singer‟s personality became the focus of his selection. Miller, on the other hand, seemed 

confident in judging strictly on his perceptions of the singer‟s vocal music skills on 

various levels, ensemble techniques, and his observations of their interaction with other 

singers. 

Concept of Choral Sound 

 For this particular section, it was interesting to see how Flummerfelt and Miller 

defined their ideas about what the concept of a choral sound meant to them as a 

conductor. As shown in the results, both continuously described their sound or approach 

to sound with one particular word unique to them. Flummerfelt discussed three specific 

influences that shaped his choral sound. The word he referred to within his style concept 

was organic. Flummerfelt based this concept on what he described to be the organic 

process of human emotion found within the music. One could presume that as a 

conductor, he did not want a sound that strayed from the natural artistic conception. 

Interestingly, for his organic concept to remain in the learning process of his choir, 



Texas Tech University, Windy F. Babcock, May 2011 
 

53 
 

Flummerfelt allowed the sound to change from year to year depending on the ensemble 

members he had, as well as the stylistic demands of the repertoire he worked with.  

The second influence came from Frauke Haasemann, the voice-building expert. 

As previously stated, Haasemann made quite the impression on Flummerfelt and 

Westminster Choir College president Ray Robinson as the sound changed under her 

guidance. Since Flummerfelt did not consider himself a vocalist, Haasemann‟s opinion 

shaped not only the current sound of the choir, but almost two decades of choral style for 

the Westminster Choir. The characteristically dark sound developed to a brighter, more 

focused sound with Haasemann‟s guidance, specifically with the women‟s voices. One 

could speculate that not only did Flummerfelt trust her vocal pedagogical skills, but her 

opinion of future singers, since she was on his choir selection committee.  

The third influence stemmed from the particular level of singers he was able to 

work with. The mature singer, as Flummerfelt referred to previously, was available to 

him at an undergraduate and graduate level. This quality of singer has shaped the 

foundation of the Westminster Choir since its move to Princeton and change from the 

Christiansen straight-tone sound of the early years. As examined in the results, 

Flummerfelt required the singers to warm up on their own prior to rehearsal, which he 

felt encouraged a free tone quality in his singers. Perhaps Flummerfelt‟s additional warm-

ups for sound unification enhanced the focus, and led to his training of the free-released 

breath, which he demonstrated to his choir. The unity of breath between the conductor 

and choir left the perception of a fourth influence; however, Flummerfelt‟s expectations 
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for his singers kept them in the third category.  Flummerfelt took these three influences 

and shaped them into his idea of an artistic and organic production of choral sound. 

 Previously stated in results, Miller said specifically that he did not believe in one 

choral sound. His understanding of what a choral sound represented came from the joint 

responsibility of the singer and conductor meeting the musical demands of the composer. 

Miller did have a description of his approach to achieving various sounds, and that was 

singing to the core. This was defined as the forward placement and focus on the bright 

and dark nature of the desired tone quality, which Miller tailored to the nature of the 

particular repertoire. One might consider another component of the Miller‟s technique is 

his kinesthetic approach to teaching. The central focus on the physical nature of the body 

and having freedom in their physical instrument characterized Miller‟s entire rehearsal 

process. As previously discussed, Miller‟s physical warm ups were eventually infused 

with singing, which he felt encouraged engagement of the whole body. Referring back to 

the review of literature, John Finley Williamson also utilized a very physical warm up 

regiment, as well as storytelling and visualization to instruct his ensemble. Perhaps the 

physical warm ups and imagery Miller utilized in his rehearsal, required his singers to 

access their musical maturity in a different way, but still shaping the caliber of musician 

that Westminster Choir College was known for.  

 Continuing the emphasis of Miller‟s idea of core focus, he relied on natural 

harmonic resonance to shape the placement of the singers for achievement of his choral 

sound. Miller desired for the purest tone quality, which reinforced his usage of the tuning 
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fork over the piano. Perhaps Miller‟s desire to seek the absolute purity in the tone and not 

rely on fixed pitches stemmed from a part of his ear-training or previous vocal studies. 

Miller stated previously that his desire was to honor and serve the music he chose for the 

Westminster Choir. This idea captured the central focus of the type of pure choral sound 

he wanted to produce. 

 For Flummerfelt and Miller, the comparison of their classic folk songs embraced 

two very distinctive sounds committed to excellence. With respect to the text and 

meaning of the music, Flummerfelt‟s version of “Danny Boy” represented a mature, 

darker choral sound. The interpretation allowed the listener to feel a full, surrounding of 

sound, even with just a slight change in dynamic contrast. The simple and slight dynamic 

leveling from Flummerfelt is similar to Miller‟s dynamic structure in “Shenandoah.” 

Both men served the text and meaning of these classic songs, specifically in the way their 

sound told a story. The listener experiences a sense of longing from both distinctive 

pieces. However, Miller takes his sound in a completely different direction. 

“Shenandoah” has a straight and ethereal unison tone with a chorus that seems canonic as 

opposed to the verse-by-verse structure of “Danny Boy.” Observing the brighter tones 

and almost angelic presentation, the listener gains a sense of a new type of Westminster 

Choir sound intertwined with something from the past. The closing note lingers 

hauntingly with a straight-tone. Between the two conductor‟s unique styles and concepts 

of sound, it is evident that impressions from the past continue to be a part of the 

Westminster Choir. 
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Comparative Elements between the St. Olaf Choir and the Westminster  

Choir Directors 

 The focus of this portion of the discussion will be to examine three elements of 

comparison among the four conductors in this study. The emphasis will be on the 

individuals rather than the specific institutions. Categories will include the following: The 

instrument/focus of the conductor‟s study and how it affects his sound, their ensemble 

selection process, and a discussion of the “straight-tone” vs. “full-bodied” definition of 

sound.  

Instrument/Focus of Study 

 In the American Choral Director‟s Association Eastern Division Convention 

interview between Joseph Flummerfelt and Anton Armstrong in 2002, both discussed 

how they believe a conductor hears the sound that the choir produces. Flummerfelt 

discussed how the particular voice part that the conductor sings or what instrument he/she 

grew up playing defines their idea of sound. Armstrong added that F. Melius 

Christansen‟s sound idea, considered controversial in his day, stemmed from being a 

string player. Quoted earlier in this project, Neil A. Kjos stated that Christiansen‟s violin 

background contributed heavily to his concept of sound.  

With this idea in mind, Anton Armstrong, Joseph Flummerfelt, and Joe Miller 

apparently never specifically discussed their individual voice parts in interviews and 

biographical studies. Jennings discussed in a previous interview that he considered 

himself a baritone until Olaf Christiansen assigned him to the tenor section (Ellingboe & 
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Shrock, 1990). His primary instruments, however, were the piano and organ. When 

listening to the “Beautiful Savior” he recorded with the St. Olaf Choir, strong chord 

structures and full voices ring throughout the piece. One could say this is reminiscent of 

the sounds of an organ or full voicing on the piano.  

Armstrong began as a singer and studied the piano at a young age. His focus was 

voice, specifically with his undergraduate degree in vocal performance. Armstrong does 

describe his love of a rich and full choral sound. In Armstrong‟s version of “Beautiful 

Savior,” this particular sound starts from the beginning with his female soloist. Her vocal 

quality has a pure and darker texture, with less vibrato than Jennings‟ soloist. 

Armstrong‟s interpretation seemed to have more detail, specifically in the way his 

singer‟s voices moved through the melodic phrases. Perhaps this detailed weaving of 

sound was from Armstrong‟s study of the voice, and his specific ideas of color and 

texture. 

Flummerfelt had early training on the piano as well. However, his natural talent 

for improvisation and part writing alludes to his passion for advanced musicianship from 

his singers. Flummerfelt did say specifically that he enjoyed the orchestral sound 

produced by the Westminster Choir. It is interesting to note how Flummerfelt conducted 

“Danny Boy” and the dynamic structure that he chose to relay the message of the song. 

The rich tones and full sound produced by his ensemble take the melody beyond the pure 

a cappella voice and give it a symphonic quality. Flummerfelt‟s vision of sound translates 

a unique and mature perspective of this simple folk classic.   
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Miller began his studies not only in music education, but also specifically with the 

voice. His graduate studies focused on conducting, and had an emphasis on the voice as 

well. No reference suggested he had an additional instrument of study. Miller did say that 

he preferred the tuning fork, as opposed to the unreliable fixed pitches of the piano. 

When listening to his ensembles recording of “Shenandoah,” the purity and simple 

quality of sound is different from any of the other conductors in this study. Miller‟s 

passion for singing to the center of the sound and the kinesthetic perspective in his 

teaching is evident in the tones produced in this particular piece. Perhaps Miller‟s style is 

the most vocal in its interpretation. The listener transports musically and physically into 

the movement of the melodic phrasing in the piece, as if Miller is accessing a different 

level of a cappella vocals for sound production.  

Selection of Ensemble Members 

 Previous sections in this study have explored the audition process and techniques 

used by the St. Olaf and Westminster Choir directors for their ensembles. For the 

comparative purposes of this portion of the discussion, it is important to examine what 

made their situations unique. This will compare not only the audition methods of the 

directors, but the ages of the singers they worked with. Another aspect will compare the 

director‟s interactions with their singers, and what role this played in the selection 

process. 

 All four conductors implemented a two-part audition procedure. The first section 

generally consisted of individual testing, specifically with solos, melodic and intonation 
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testing, and various forms of sight-reading. The St. Olaf directors, Jennings and 

Armstrong, used this section as an interview to assess the personality and character of the 

individual. The Westminster directors, however, had a different focus for this particular 

section. Flummerfelt did not have a specific verbal interview, but he would judge the 

singers personality on their non-verbal cues. This would include their passion and focus 

while singing, as well as Flummerfelt‟s first impression of the individual. Miller did not 

have any verbal connection to the singer other than to instruct them on their next section 

of the audition. 

  The second portion of the audition process was also distinctive between all four 

directors. The St. Olaf directors proved to have similar call back methods, utilizing the 

time to look at the singers on another level. Armstrong specifically put the voices in an 

ensemble setting to see if the singers could project the desired ensemble sound. Jennings 

did not elude to specific details on his call back procedure other than he would listen to 

their voices again. For the Westminster directors, the second portion of their auditions 

was quite subjective. Flummerfelt had a unique recall process, distinctive from the other 

conductors. He would recall all the students he auditioned and give them four various 

pieces of music to prepare. The singers did not participate in an ensemble setting with 

their prepared repertoire, but sang individually for Flummerfelt and his selection 

committee. Miller, on the other hand, had the most detailed recall process. Only recalling 

the singers who sang the best from his previous audition components, Miller would give 
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them music to sight-read, and have them sing in a sectional setting. He would then put the 

singers in quartets and give them a new piece to sight-read and perform.  

 Looking into the specific ages of the singers who auditioned for these two 

ensembles might define the interaction of the directors more clearly. Jennings and 

Armstrong dealt mainly with the undergraduate singer. They both discussed working with 

singers with ages ranging from 18-22 and how that posed some limitations on the variety 

of tonal colorization. Perhaps with the younger aged singer, Jennings and Armstrong felt 

it necessary to make a personal connection with them to help during the audition. Both 

conductors stated specifically that the character of the individual was the most important 

quality they looked for in the audition process. Jennings desired the hardest worker, as 

opposed to those who might have scored the highest. Armstrong went a step further, to 

check scholastic records and questioned other students and professors on the character of 

his potential members. This was the determining factor for Armstrong in deciding 

whether the singer should be a part of the St. Olaf Choir, in not only the ensemble itself 

but also the community and experience they would share.  

 Flummerfelt stated previously, in his 2002 ACDA interview, that he was fortunate 

to have access to a mature sound, particularly the voices of junior, senior and graduate 

students. Both Westminster conductors had an opportunity to utilize singers with mature 

vocal abilities, many that were seeking graduate studies, as well as careers as professional 

singers. Flummerfelt looked for the excitement and passion the singer possessed, but 

never discussed a one-on-one conversation with the individual. Miller also stated 
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specifically that with the large number of students he had auditioning, he did not 

converse with them other than to give them cues for the next portion of the audition. It is 

interesting to note that of all four conductors, Miller had the policy that everyone in the 

Westminster Choir re-auditioned every year. Perhaps the Westminster directors felt that 

their singers could stand on their vocal skills alone, and presentation of what they could 

offer musically to the ensemble. Flummerfelt and Miller did however observe the singers 

on non-verbal communication and interaction with others. The differing nature of this 

process between the St. Olaf Choir and Westminster Choir seems very subjective to the 

conductors, as well as the auditioning singers that they taught. They both offer such 

unique and valuable opportunities to grow as musicians and leaders within the different 

settings.  

Straight-tone vs. Full-bodied 

From the pioneering directors, to the current directors, the question of what type 

of sound they employ presented itself on a frequent basis. As referred to in the review of 

literature, F. Melius Christiansen, the pioneering director of the St. Olaf Choir, was often 

admired and questioned for the straight-tone a cappella sound that he produced. On the 

other hand, the pioneering director from the Westminster Choir, John Finley Williamson, 

also began with this Christiansen style, and changed to a full-bodied sound when 

Westminster Choir College moved to Princeton, NJ and took on a more professional type 

of singer. Williamson too was subject of many critiques and admiration for the vibrato 

and immense sound. When Armstrong from St. Olaf and Flummerfelt from Westminster 



Texas Tech University, Windy F. Babcock, May 2011 
 

62 
 

came together in their joint ACDA interview at the 2002 Eastern Division Convention, 

the controversial tradition of sound became subject of discussion. 

When questioned about the “straight-tone” of the Christiansen Era, Armstrong 

simply stated that F. Melius Christiansen never made that particular reference when 

describing his sound; instead, he described his sound as “straight as an Indian woman‟s 

hair” (ACDA, February 2002). Armstrong went on to discuss Christiansen‟s Norwegian 

heritage and the tight vowel production that was present in their culture. Armstrong also 

stated that after four years at St. Olaf College, he never heard the term “straight-tone” 

used in any reference to the choral sound production. Armstrong was, however, a part of 

Jennings‟ directorship. When referring to the choral sound Armstrong experienced, he 

said that Jennings‟ was instrumental in bringing the choir out of the straight-tone and 

evolving it to a lyrical, art-song style (ACDA, 2002).  

In the Ellingboe and Shrock interview with Jennings during his retirement in 

1990, they inquired about the “legendary straight-tone” and whether the Christiansen‟s 

insisted on this style (p. 7). Jennings responded with this statement: 

 Not really. F. Melius talked about straightening the tone; he didn‟t  

 like “curly voices” as he called them, particularly in the sopranos. 

 F. Melius never warmed up the choir. He did not train the voices in  

 that respect. Usually he would come in to a rehearsal, play a pitch on  

 the piano, and simply announce the piece. Often it was “Wake, Awake” 

 (with his Norwegian it came out “Vake, Avake”) (p. 7). 

As referenced earlier in the project, Jennings did release the vibrato in the sound. He does 

however refer to wanting to put it back at times. Jennings‟ attempt to move the sound and 

style of the St. Olaf Choir in a new direction reflected in the accolades in his tenure at the 
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school, and in praise and admiration by Armstrong. Both Jennings and Armstrong 

continued to respect their heritage, but continued the ensemble uniformity of sound as 

opposed to conformity of sound. 

 The Westminster Choir directors have a very different legacy of sound from John 

Finley Williamson. As discussed in the review of literature, John Finley Williamson grew 

as a conductor in the a cappella Christiansen era of sound. This identity held true until 

Westminster Choir College moved to Princeton, NJ. Armstrong and Flummerfelt 

discussed, in their joint American Choral Directors Association interview, how 

Christiansen encouraged Williamson in 1925, after the move, to try new directions, 

specifically in touring and in instrumental inclusion (ACDA, 2002). The bond between 

these two pioneering giants at their respected schools, and in the choral world, acted as a 

stimulus for the future sound of their institutions. Williamson produced a “full-bodied” 

choral sound, heavy with vibrato. Flummerfelt too had the challenge of evolving the tonal 

history of Westminster to a more orchestral and mainstream sound. He strove to use the 

heritage of this particular choral sound and type of singer that came to Westminster, and 

search beyond the tone. Flummerfelt discussed his passion for looking into the truth and 

meaning behind the music, creating more than just a choral sound.  

 Miller continued this seeking of the artistic element in music, but chose to draw a 

sound concept very different from his predecessors. As examined previously, his focus on 

the center of the pitch in the term core sound has infused a new, individual choral sound 

in the Westminster Choir. Miller was hired in 2006, the latest of all the conductors in this 
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study. Having an idea of the timeline of traditions and sound concepts it would seem that 

Miller has potentially created his own identity. He has not referred in the limited 

information that is available to either of these particular styles. However, the important 

role he places on the centered and unified tonal quality is reminiscent of the Christiansen 

era. Miller, like Flummerfelt, also places great importance on the artistic form of music 

and getting to the heart of what the composer is trying to convey. With these two 

concepts in mind, and despite his disdain for labeling a specific choral sound, Miller 

uniquely represented a new era in his choral style. 

Implications for Further Research 

 During the a cappella movement, choral music education began a process of 

growth and change through various traditions and styles. Research could be conducted in 

order to see what affected those changes, specifically looking into what was happening 

historically in the United States, and how the a cappella influence transferred from 

decade to decade. This research could move beyond the collegiate focus in this study to 

include high school choral music education. An extension from Kegerreis‟ 1970 study of 

“History of the High School A Cappella Choir” might be an interesting project to 

replicate today. 

 The methodology of this study examined the background, selection of ensemble 

members and the conductor‟s concept of choral sound. Further research might include 

using these three elements to examine the St. Olaf Choir directors from a different, more 

critical perspective. For example, looking into the passing of the helm, so to speak, this 
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includes Olaf C. Christiansen, F. Melius Chritiansen‟s son, and his part in the 

Christiansen era. Was he the most qualified to continue this legacy of sound or does the 

tradition of passing down the family business come into play? Perhaps the investigation 

of this particular part of St. Olaf College‟s past might give more understanding and 

perspective to the change that occurred when Kenneth Jennings took over directorship. 

Implications for Music Educators and Conclusions 

 It is important to recognize and respect the traditions of the past, as discussed in 

this study, in addition to continue on the journey of establishing new ideas and traditions 

for our students and future music educators. Just as our repertoire and ability to access a 

world of information is ever evolving, so is the important role that music teachers play in 

education. This particular quote from Anton Armstrong, conductor of the St. Olaf Choir, 

summarizes this idea: 

  Few of us can work one job and earn our life income. Most  

  conductors that I know are usually involved in the educational  

  world, church world, a community chorus and /or private instruction. 

  It‟s foolish to think you are going to have only one job. Acknowledging 

  this fact and recognizing that time management is a skill that needs to  

  be taught (Haberman, 2008, p. 60).  

 Throughout the process of this study, there have been valuable quotes and 

perspectives that have inspired me as a singer, student, and music educator. To conclude 

this study in a way that is beneficial for current and future music educators, I would like 

to share the words that have inspired me personally and professionally. 
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Figure 5.1: Kenneth Jennings demonstrating conducting in a performance 

From his Choral Journal interview with Carol Glenn (1975) 

“The sharing, the cooperative venture in a great choral art helps, I think, 

to make the singers more alive, sensitive, and perceptive human beings 

with an awareness of something beyond themselves.” 

 

Giving our students as well as ourselves the charge to look beyond what music 

has to offer at face value is an important task that should be a part of who we are as music 

educators. Allowing the singer to explore and create musically, even from the elementary 

years, will influence them throughout their entire life. Jennings made this quote a part of 

the foundation of who he was as a conductor and music educator. Personally, these words 

speak to not only what he desired to achieve as a teacher, but also who he is as an 

individual. 
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Figure 5.2: Joseph Flummerfelt conducting in a performance 

From his Choral Journal interview with Pearl Shangkaun (2004) 

“I tell my own students, „you can generate flow, but you cannot generate 

ebb.‟ One has to sense the organic nature of the line and know when it 

needs a spark of energy from the conductor and when it needs to be 

free to proceed according to its own organic inevitability. Life springs 

from the inside out. If music doesn‟t emerge from the inside out, 

then it‟s not alive.” 

 This inspirational statement from Flummerfelt alone gave me the desire to sing in 

his choir. Knowing the importance of breathing and his communication as a conductor, as 

previously discussed, one can see Flummerfelt‟s passion for music. Allowing for the 

natural creation of the music to come to life from the page, through the singers, and into 

the audience is something that we must strive to achieve as musicians and music 

educators. 
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Figure 5.3: Anton Armstrong conducting in a rehearsal 

 

From The ClevelandClassical.com Blog interview with Daniel Hathaway (2010) 

 

“What I keep saying to my students is — part of the mission of St. Olaf 

College is not just giving students a rigorous academic education and 

everything else that comes with that, but it‟s developing and nurturing 

young people for lives of worth and service. And I‟m trying to live the 

mission of the college out in this program. It‟s not just about doing the 

great works of the western canon and new works, and works that will 

entertain, but works that will touch the hearts and souls of the people 

who come. Olaf Christiansen, the second conductor, said when he was 

asked, “why do you work for excellence, is it to convert people?” 

He said, “No. I wouldn‟t ever be so bold as to say that we had that power. 

But people who come and hear this concert, if we work hard so that all 

the distractions of the human mind and ear can be eliminated, then I 

think something more powerful does work through us”. For him it was 

a creator God. It could be other things — I‟m not trying to say what it is. 

But something more powerful works, and people leave different. And 

if they go home and they‟re kinder in their families, they approach their 

work with greater joy and focus, and their lives have greater meaning 

and purpose, then what we‟ve done is worthy and noble.” 

 

 This statement from Armstrong was perhaps the most meaningful to me 

throughout this entire study. Specifically the words “developing and nurturing young 

people for lives of worth and service” inspired me as a music educator. I believe that 

teaching is something we feel called to do, especially in our field of music. By tying in 
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the development of the student, no matter their age, with the focus of your music program 

I believe you can make an impact on many different levels. As Armstrong and Olaf 

Christiansen stated, it is not about a conversion, but the experience of your concert and 

letting the music speak to your choir and to the audience. It is easy to become frustrated 

with programming, deadlines, competitions and trying to make that “superior” rating. 

However, if we can take advice from these choral giants and let the experience and power 

of music serve as an inspiration, I believe as music educators we can be nurtured too.  

 

 

Figure 5.4: Joe Miller conducting in a rehearsal 

 

 From his Faculty Directory page on the Westminster College of the Arts website (2011) 

 

Reflecting on the role that choral music plays in the nation‟s cultural life,  

he said at his Chorus America conference, “Choral music in the United 

  States has seen unprecedented growth in the past several decades. The  

influence of our past leaders is a part of our fabric, but we must seize  

this time to create a new vision based on the foundation that has been  

laid before us. We must keep the traditions, but be willing to change in  

order to build a vision for the future.”  

The power of these words affected me personally and professionally. I love the 

idea of drawing wisdom from the past choral leaders as a part of the “fabric” of who I am 

as a music educator. The importance of tradition and the “foundation that has been laid 
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before us” is what inspired me to write this paper. As a conclusion for the scope of this 

project, my hope for current and future music educators is just as Miller stated in this last 

sentence, “We must keep the traditions, but be willing to change in order to build a vision 

for the future.” 
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