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CELEBRATING 20 YEARS OF 
FINE CHORAL MUSIC

THE BEGINNING
It all began in 1993-94, when a new member of 
UWEC’s music department, invited to create 
a high-caliber community chamber choral en-
semble, said “yes!”  Yes to “offering continuing 
education in the community, giving community 
members an opportunity to be part of a choral or-
ganization,” said Dr. Gary R. Schwartzhoff, artis-
tic director and founding conductor of The Master 
Singers.  “Our membership spans throughout the 
Chippewa Valley and most of our members come 
from collegiate choirs.  They have a thirst to keep 
choral singing alive in their lives, and [this] offers 
a way for adults to continue performing choral 
music at a high artistic level.  These are people 
from their twenties to their seventies, coming 
together to perform in a choral organization and 
to bring the art of choral singing to the broader 
community.”

This busy ensemble rehearses Mondays and 
Thursdays from August through April or May 
each year, offering a three-concert subscription 
series and many ancillary concerts.  Rehearsal at 
home and memorization are vital.

THE GREATER STAGE
Substantial growth in ensemble size, budget, con-
certs, and performance opportunities have been 
seen in the fi rst 20 years. For the future, Schwart-
zhoff sees more expansion ahead: “In the next 
20 years, the quality of the individual singer will 
drive future opportunities,” he offered.  “I would 
also hope the ensemble would be perceived on 

a state and national level.  We’re reaching out to 
partners now, to be part of their Artists’ Series, 
but I hope that state and regional venues will soon 
recognize The Master Singers and make the invi-
tation. … And it’s just in the performer’s nature to 
desire to perform on the greater stage.”

What is ‘the greater stage?’  This 20th An-
niversary Season afforded the opportunity to 
perform in the National Presidents Day Choral 
Festival honoring President John F. Kennedy 
at the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts 
in Washington D.C., a true career highlight for 
musicians and conductor.  Over recent years, the 
ensemble has enjoyed broader exposure.  Interna-
tionally, The Master Singers toured Italy in 2006 
(Naples, Rome), and London and Paris in 2010 
/ 2011.  State-wide appearances have included 
Madison, Richland Center, and Prairie du Sac 
(Wisconsin), and St. Paul and Minneapolis (Min-
nesota).

THE MUSIC
Concert preparation begins with music selection 
by Schwartzhoff.  Well before August, the full 
season’s repertoire has been chosen, purchased 
and distributed.  At fi rst, the musicians rehearse in 
sections.  Soon “mixed formation” is called, and 
sections intermingle, creating a blend and balance 
of sound reliant on performers’ musical indepen-
dence.

Wishing to expand the choral music library, 
The Master Singers has commissioned new works 
by prominent composers.  Collaborations with 
Eric Barnum, Dale Grotenhuis, James Mulhol-
land, and Z. Randall Stroope have resulted in 
new choral works for publication, now avail-
able to choirs around the world.  In 2012-13, the 
ensemble was privileged to work with its fi rst 
composer-in-residence, Andrew Steffen.  One 
commissioned piece by Steffen premiered at each 
home concert.

THE FUTURE
Plans for the 2013-14 concert season are well 
underway, said Schwartzhoff.  “And with each 
passing season, we want to strive for more in the 
next year:  in 2013-2014, the ensemble will be in 
New York City to perform Dan Forrest’s Requiem 
for the Living.”

Funding for the nonprofi t organization con-

tinues to be a concern.  The budget includes 
commissioned pieces, purchased music and 
licensing, marketing, supplies, travel expenses, 
and wages.  A commissioned piece ranges from 
$2,000-$5,000.  Ensemble members pay annual 
dues of $50, rent or buy their formalwear, and pay 
their own way for cross-country and international 
tours.  Many members also donate to the 501(c)3 
nonprofi t organization.  Businesses and individu-
als offer substantial donations, and grants, such 
as that from the Wisconsin Arts Board, help pay 
some bills.  In-kind gifts from businesses and 
organizations assist with travel and recording 
expenses.

“I appreciate the high level of support The 
Master Singers has received from the Wisconsin 
Arts Board and from Wisconsin Public Radio,” 
said Schwartzhoff.  “Their support has really 
done a lot for achieving recognition of the en-
semble.”

THE MASTER SINGERS AND 
THE CHIPPEWA VALLEY SYMPHONY
ORCHESTRA
By coincidence, Schwartzhoff and CVSO music 
director and conductor, Nobuyoshi Yasuda, ar-
rived on campus about the same time.  In the past 
20 years, opportunities to collaborate have cre-
ated memorable concerts.  “Most recently, there 
have been two instances:  spring of 2012 (Gustav 
Mahler’s Symphony No. 2) and this spring (Lud-
wig von Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9),” notes 
Schwartzhoff.  “But years ago,” he recalls, “the 
Master Singers were invited to join the Chippewa 
Valley Symphony Orchestra as guest artist on 
their holiday concert during two previous sea-
sons.”

Members of both groups anticipate the 
Beethoven on May 11 with excitement, recalling 
the power and audience response in 2012.  In fact, 
working together toward the concert may offer 
the musicians more of that excitement – through 
preparation.  As Schwartzhoff maintains, “…
many of the most memorable moments happen 
within the rehearsal.”

“The ensemble has seen many fi ne singers 
pass through its ranks in these 20 years, and these 
relationships, for myself and for other members 
of the ensemble, have also created some of the 
lasting memories of these 20 years.”
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