What’s in a name? We all have
them. Maybe you wear comfortably
the name you were given at birth,
or maybe you have adopted a child-
hood nickname or other chosen
handle. Perhaps you know the story
of the beloved family member or lit-
erary character who is your name-
sake, or how your name’s etymology
reveals something your name-givers
wished to carve into your identity.
My name, Stuart, is related to the
word “steward,” or servant. I never
had any say in the matter, but I al-
ways have felt some small sense of
responsibility to that label—like an
assignment [ was given, a task desig-
nated for me.

Our experiences with our own
names vary widely, of course, but
names inevitably convey meanings
and connotations. The names of
our choirs are no exception. Every
domain of choral music seems to
have its go-to names: a Christian
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What’s in a Name?

by Stuart Chapman Hill

church may have a Chancel Choir
or Sanctuary Choir, along with a
Cherub Choir or Junior Choir for
the younger set. High school and
collegiate programs may have differ-
ent ensembles whose names repre-
sent distinct functions or tiers. The
word “chamber” often denotes the
most selective group, though the en-
semble’s membership may be much
larger than is traditionally associated
with chamber music. Some school
choirs, following their athletic coun-
terparts, use “varsity” and “JV” to
represent different levels of experi-
ence or achievement.

In part, a name reflects a brand—
something professional performers
know well. As an article on the Strings
magazine website noted, a name
“can shape an audience’s perception
of your group before a single note
is played,” and may even communi-
cate “as much about you as your rep-
ertoire and reviews.”' For genre- and

style-bending groups like Roomful
of Teeth, a quirky, distinctive name
seems to help communicate the en-
semble’s innovative musical goals.
In an interview with Cleveland Clas-
sical, the ensemble’s founder, Brad
Wells, described wanting to “come
up with a more rock and roll-sound-
ing name for a classical ensemble...
something in English that sounded
casual and vivid.”?

Not all of us are Roomful of
Teeth, however, and naming our
school, college, church, and com-
munity choirs may seem less about
evoking enticing brands and more
like taking care of perfunctory busi-
ness or following tradition. Still,
I would like to suggest that these
names are important forms of dis-
course, or “language use as social
practice.”

As music educator and choral
conductor Brent C. Talbot has ex-
plained,
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discourse entails fully pow-
er-laden modes of commu-
nication that move back and
forth between reflecting and
constructing the social world.
Language, from this view, is
never neutral. It mediates and
constructs our understanding
of reality, reflects and shapes
who we are, and is always
caught up in social, political,
economic, racial, sexual, gen-
dered, religious, and cultural
formations. Thus, when we
speak and communicate we
draw upon language to enact
specific social activities and
social identities within a spe-
cific time, circumstance, and
place, making (sub)conscious
decisions about what to in-
clude and not include based
on complex relationships of
power.*

An ensemble’s name, as dis-
course, can communicate much
about that ensemble’s function, val-
ues, repertoire, membership, lead-
ership and so forth. For example,
a Varsity Choir may be part of a
high school program in which each
ensemble is indexed to a particular
skill or experience level. Perhaps the
use of “varsity” is meant to imply
parity between music and athletics
in terms of the support they should
enjoy, or to draw students who are
enthusiastic about school sports, but
skeptical of school music, by hint-
ing at the prestige and camaraderie
of a varsity team. Alternately, some
students might be deterred by the
athletic connotation or the associ-
ation with competition and rival-
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ry. Whatever the creator’s intent,
Varsity Choir is, to borrow from
Talbot, a means of “reflecting and
constructing the social world™ of
the ensemble it represents.

How, then, do ensemble names
help or hurt our efforts to estab-
lish strong musical identities or to
foster connections with prospective
singers and audience members?
To put this question in context, let
us consider some other important
pieces of discourse: these purpose
statements excerpted from ACDA’s
mission (emphases added):

* “To foster and promote choral
singing, which will provide artis-
ti, cultural, and spiritual experiences
for the participants.”

* “To foster and promote the or-
ganization and development
of choral groups of all types in
schools and colleges.”

* “To foster and promote under-
standing of choral music as an
important medium of contempo-

rary artistic expression.”®

Consider also some of the aims
espoused by an important sibling
organization, the National Associ-
ation for Music Education (again,
emphases added):

* “to conduct programs and activi-
ties to build a vital musical cul-
ture and an enlightened musi-
cal public for the benefit and the

general welfare of all persons;”

* “to promote the involvement of
persons of all ages in learning

music.”’

A couple important threads bind
these collected aims. First is the no-
tion that musical activity and learn-
ing—broadly construed, including
diverse forms of choral music-mak-
ing—belong to all persons, and all
should benefit. Following from that
thread is a desire (or obligation) to
share the wealth of these musical
activities as extensively as possible
and in diverse forms that reach,
nurture, and sustain all persons.
This seems to commit ensemble
leaders to a wide sense of welcome,
of which ensemble names may be
a part.

Let me illustrate with the story of
a recent experience with the choir
I conduct, told both in my voice
and in the voices of a few students
I interviewed.? Along the way, you
will hear from Lexie and Miriam,
both upper-level music majors, and
Kelly, an education major who had
been singing in the ensemble since
her first semester in university.

A Name Change Story
In the fall of 2018, I began toy-

ing with (and my department chair
encouraged) the idea of changing
the name of the ensemble I con-
duct, which was then called Wom-
en’s Chorus. Why change? First, 1
was keenly aware that our depart-
ment served many students whose
gender identities did not align with
the male-female binary, and I wor-
ried about excluding some sopranos
and altos from a treble choir with
an explicitly gendered name. As
Joshua Palkki has explained, en-
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semble names can affect access and

inclusion:

If conductor-teachers choose
to stay with the “gendered
choir” paradigm, however,
they must find ways to be in-
clusive of trans singers. En-
semble name changes may be
necessary. Ior example, sever-
al states have renamed their
All-State women’s choirs as

“treble choirs.”

Additionally, the Women’s Cho-
rus, as it was, had begun to grow in
both membership and stature. The

singers’ sense of camaraderie and
mission was livening. The choir was
excelling musically and had been
accepted for its first state confer-
ence performance. The time for a
thoughtful rebranding seemed ripe.

I felt strongly, though, that this
was not a decision my colleagues
and I should make without student
input. It was important that stu-
dents help select a name that ade-
quately reflected what the ensemble
was becoming, so I called an open
meeting for interested students to
share their views about a possible
new name for the choir. At that
meeting, I laid my cards on the ta-

ble: foremost, I felt it was important
to eliminate the explicit gender de-
lineation in the name, which could
be a barrier for some, and I wanted
to seize the rebranding opportunity
for an ensemble that was growing
and thriving, I also tried to convey
honestly that, while student input
was an important part of the pro-
cess, faculty would ultimately need
to vet, approve, and own this cur-
ricular change.

As a male faculty member lead-
ing a group of mostly women, I
held substantial privilege and pow-
er in this process, and I did step in
occasionally to the guide the con-
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versation and offer opinions along
the way. Lexie, one of the students
I interviewed, said I was “more of
a mediator than a leader,” but also
that I was “keeping [the students]
on track with it.”"?

Individual students had a vari-
ety of ideas and concerns, includ-
ing different opinions on whether
the world “treble” was an adequate
substitute for “women’s,” thoughts
about maintaining some sort of
femininity and/or feminism in the
ensemble’s identity, and some firm-
ly-held convictions about certain
non-negotiable points: one student,
for example, who was opposed to
perpetuating traditional norms of
feminine beauty, insisted we not
use the word “bella” in the name.
As Kelly recalled, “We [had] to just
take the word ‘women’ out of it but
still respect the fact that it is a very
feminine identity...like, ‘girl but
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not,” you know, or, like, ‘girl but not
necessarily.””

The conversation became a di-
alogue about the nature of gender.
Some students were more comfort-
able with expansive notions of gen-
der than others, and much of the
meeting was spent clarifying termi-
nology, concepts, and assumptions.
We were pressed for time, and Mir-
iam remembered the challenge of
attempting this conversation at such

a brisk pace:

It did feel rushed...Also, peo-
ple were at different levels of
vocabulary with what was go-
ing on? ...It seemed like there
were a group of people who
were really passionate and ex-
cited and this meant a lot to,
and people that were interest-
ed, but didn’t know to have
the tools necessarily to be, to

have [a] stake. And perhaps,
had we had the time or the
resources or whatever, at some
point to give them those tools
would’ve been an important
[part] of the process.

We agreed to hold a second
meeting, which began with a review
of some of the principles and initial
name ideas from the first meeting
New ideas began to emerge, with
one member offering “vermillion
carth” as a possibility. The idea was
intriguing—poetic and euphonic
and distinct—but its connection to
our identity was tenuous. I observed
that vermillion is red, whereas our
school colors are blue and gold, and
there did not seem to be a specific
reason to embrace red as a signa-
ture color for the ensemble. Stll,
this suggestion had opened the pos-
sibility of considering colors, specif-
ically our school colors, as a way to
go.

It was not long before someone
discovered the adjective “aurous,”
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The “aurous” conversation even-
tually led to Aurelia, a first name
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traditionally given to women whose

meaning is, roughly, “golden one.”

Although there were some efforts
to pair Aurelia with another word, I
advocated for keeping it simple and
using merely Aurelia, because (a)
it had a distinct, signature quality;
(b) as a name traditionally given to
women, it bore a kind of feminin-
ity, but did not necessarily denote
an exclusively female choir; and
(c) “golden one” had a subtle but
identifiable tie to our official school
colors, giving it some staying power.

I recall an excitement percolat-
ing in the room and felt fairly sure
we had stumbled upon our new
name. Kelly remembered: “The
look on your face was like, “That’s
it,” and we were all just like, Yeah,
that’s the one. Like, we never really
decided; it was just like, Yeah, that
one. Like, okay, we’re done.”

In the meantime, I decided to
investigate historical figures named
Aurelia—including Saint Aurelia
of Regensburg, who in the elev-
enth century disguised herself as
a pilgrim and fled a marriage ar-
ranged against her will, and Aure-
lia Browder, a civil rights activist
who was an important figure in the
Montgomery bus boycotts. Discov-
ering these brave ancestors felt too
good to be true. I shared the name
with my departmental colleagues,
who officially approved, and though
“Women’s Chorus” would remain
in the catalog for the remainder of
that academic year, we began using
‘Aurelia” in concert programs, in-
cluding the special, glossy program
we developed for our state confer-
ence performance—a document
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that, for me, felt like an important
part of our reinvention.
Miriam commented,

I don’t know if the feeling
that we’ve sort of transitioned
to “professionalism” is. . . on
account of the name sole-
ly. But it’s interesting how, I
think, when that all happened
together, it felt like it gelled
well, right? Like, we had this
opportunity to showcase pro-
fessionally [at our state confer-
ence| what we accomplished,
and we had this new name
that sort of felt our own.

I explained the chosen name in
an email to ensemble members. Al-
most immediately, whenever I wrote
mass messages to the choir, I used
the greeting line “Golden ones,”
which I hoped would help cement
our adoption of, and even affection
for, the new name. Lexie said, “I
remember the first time you sent
us an email and it was titled, like,
‘Golden ones,” and I was like, Oh,
it’s happening 'T'his 1s a thing now.”

What’s in a Name?

This is just one ensemble’s story,
but it provides examples of how dis-
course about choral ensembles—in-
cluding their names—can make a
difference. In analyzing the reflec-
tions of the students I interviewed,
I am struck by their insights about
how the change from Women’s
Chorus to Aurelia influenced them,
especially as regards the name’s as-
sociation with pride, prestige, and

purpose, as well as its gender impli-
cations.

Pride, Prestige, Purpose
For Miriam, the new name
“gelled well” because there was
alignment between the ensemble’s
musical achievements and the de-
velopment of a new name and
identity. Kelly, who had been in the
ensemble for eight semesters, re-

flected,

I think it allows the choir to
have more sophistication asso-
ciated with it. You hear of a
Women’s Chorus, and you’re
like, Okay, they’re gonna sing
about flowers. But if you hear
the name Aurelia, you don’t
have expectations...nobody

else has that name.

Kelly’s comments about wom-
en’s choruses and flowers hint at
notions of gender, which I discuss
more specifically below, but also
evoke entrenched thinking about
treble choirs. Echoing Kelly’s aside,
Lindsay Pope has written of be-
ing “disturbed to find that much
of [treble] repertoire contained
texts centered on unrequited love
or picking/giving flowers”; further,
Pope has observed

how often, in a co-ed insti-
tution, the women’s choir is
regarded as a second-class
citizen in a choral program.
While I understand that this
secondary status is not neces-
sarily intentional, it is a seri-
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ous and ongoing problem....
Are we empowering [stu-
dents] through language, pro-
gramming, and healthy vocal
development, for example,
or are we furthering gender
stereotypes that would make
women believe they are in-
deed less capable, less produc-
tive, and less worthy of being
recognized for quality work
and outstanding effort?!!

For the students I interviewed,
having a specific, purpose-driven
name seemed to short-circuit this
second-class-citizen dynamic. Kel-
ly suggested that, “with a different
name, it gives more personality and
more identity for the people in it...
[whereas] if youre in something
that’s the beginner group, people
don’t care.”

Miriam, too, seemed drawn to
the name’s specificity of meaning:

It’s a word with a definition,
right?... There

words that we threw around

were  other
and we decided, actually, that
definition doesn’t really match
what we want to be...This is
what [Aurelia] means, and
these are the ways it’s been
used culturally, and we want
this word for that purpose ver-
sus a descriptor or a different
word.

Part of the pride and prestige
that students associated with Aure-
lia seemed to come from its “gold-
en” meaning, which went beyond
the convenience of connecting
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with a school color. Lexie pointed
to the royal aspect of gold, saying,
“I would like this group to be asso-
ciated with the color gold, because
it has value and because it’s worth
a lot. And I think that this group
deserves value and worth.” Miriam
noted gold’s “shininess” and took
a broad view of what that could

mean:

Well, it’s resilient, I think, in a
way that a lot of comfortable,
queer, feminist spaces feel.
Right? The concept of resil-
ience and of wvisibility when
it’s safe and those sort of core
components are really, I think,
at the core of alot of feminist,
queer spaces.

These senses of royalty, value,
worth, resiliency, and visibility all
depart from the dynamic of tre-
ble choirs as second class citizens,
though the notions of gender inter-
woven with these themes must be
explored as well.

Gender

Pope wrote not only about the
status of treble choruses, but also
specifically about the status of
women’s choruses and the “messag-
es we are sending women”'? with
the status quo. At the same time,
Pope acknowledged that not all tre-
ble singers identify as women, and
it is important to be welcoming by
using “language that is even more
inclusive.”!® Remember that Palkki,
too, suggested that “ensemble name

»14 ¢

changes may be necessary”'* in or-

der to be fully inclusive.

These matters of gender and in-
clusion were among the initial mo-
tivators for changing the name of
the former Women’s Chorus. Mir-
lam, who was able to “empathize
and understand where discomfort
would lie” with a name like Wom-
en’s Chorus, explained the need to
reconcile the ensemble’s name with
contemporary understandings of
gender:

I think a name, on a pretty ba-
sic level—that’s your market-
ing, right? That’s how you’re
being viewed as you’re putting
your sort of content into the
world. And so you have to
consider how the world views
that vocabulary now, how it
might view that vocabulary in
the future.

Lexie agreed, noting that the new
name had “more of an open feel to
when it comes to who is accepted
into the group,” whereas “Women’s
Chorus is pretty limiting.”

This was not an easy decision,
however. As Palkki has acknowl-
edged, single-gender choirs “have
proven vital to identity develop-
ment...for many singers,” and
there are “many women who feel
empowered through membership
in a women’s ensemble with femi-
nist roots.” "

As we considered our name
change, it was clear that letting go
of the female, the feminine, and/
or the feminist was worrisome for
some singers. One student wrote

to me not to advocate against the
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name change per se, but to make
clear her sense of attachment to
Women’s Chorus as an identity—
and her sense of pride at the ac-
complishments of the women in the
ensemble.

For Lexie, there seemed to be
some comfort in knowing that the
name Aurelia retained a certain
femininity. She said, “I remem-
ber that the draw was that Aurelia
had a feminine ending, which kind
of stuck with our feminist point of
view of the ensemble.” This point
of view was crucial; Miriam high-
lighted the importance of not only
the name itself, but also the dis-
course about the name:

There’s no immediately gen-
dered association with the
word Aurelia, and yet we’ve
found ways to imbue that with
meaning...we found a way to
make it purposely fit within a
feminist-plus lens, but that’s
because we’ve done the work
to talk about that.

Tor all the name accomplishes on
its own, the ways people speak about
the name and the ensemble also are
powerful components of discourse.
Still, the new name opened up new
ways of conceiving of and talking
about that ensemble’s identity. The
new name “mediates and con-
structs our understanding of reality,
reflects and shapes who we are”'® in

ways the previous name did not.
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Considerations for

Conductors
The name of the ensemble you
conduct may be fairly low on the
list of
sume your mind. After all, there

choral matters that con-

are concerts to program, scores to
study, voice placements to make,
conducting gestures to refine. Still,
I return to the sense of welcome I
read in ACDAs and NAfME’s mis-
sion statements. Incidentally, as I
write it 1s audition season, and I am
mindful of what students tell me in
audition-day interviews about what
their choral experiences have meant
to them: for all the aesthetic joys of
choral singing, they almost always
pinpoint community and a sense of
caring and belonging as central to
their love of the art form.

Names may have more to do with
belonging than we realize. In select-
ing group names, we “draw upon
language to enact specific social ac-
tivities and social identities within
a specific time, circumstance, and
place, making (sub)conscious decisions
about what to include and not include
based on complex relationships of pow-
er”!7 For the students I interviewed,
changing our choir’s name—and
having the opportunity to help
shape the process of doing so—was
about more than mere language; it
helped reconfigure ensemble identi-
ty, renew a sense of pride and pur-
pose, and cement our commitment
to inclusivity.'"® Such is the potential
power of language in practice.

Perhaps some reflection about
the role of ensemble names is in
order. I would never prescribe rules
for what makes a good ensemble

name: ensembles that vary wide-
ly in values and approach cannot
subscribe to a single set of rules.
In the ACDA and NAfME mission

statements, though, choral music
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is prized as an “important medi-
um of contemporary artistic expres-

»19 and a commitment is made

sion,
to “build a vital musical culture...
for the benefit and the general wel-
fare of all persons.”* How do names
contribute to maintaining choral
music’s contemporary relevance,
and how do names help ensure that
choral music reaches and enriches
the lives of all persons?

In closing, here are some ques-
tions conductors might consider as
they reflect on the names of ensem-
bles they lead:

e Who are we? Who are the current

Rehearsal Break

and prospective members of this
ensemble, and does our name sig-
nal to them that they belong? Who
i1s our intended audience, and do
they sense from our name that we
have something to offer them? De-
spite all good intentions, is there
anything about our name that fails
to welcome singers, prospective
singers, or audience members ful-
ly? For example, is this a gendered
chorus or a voice-type chorus? Is an
erudite Latin phrase a sleek nod to
sophistication and quality, or might
something more “casual and vivid,”
as Brad Wells intended for Room-
ful of Teeth,?! cast a broader, more

welcoming net?*

» What are we about? Even if you have
never discussed them explicitly,
your ensemble almost certainly has
a definable set of values. Does the
choir’s name reflect what it does es-
pecially well, what its function is in
the broader choral ecosystem? For
example, does “madrigals” accu-
rately describe your musical prow-
ess? Does “chamber” reflect the na-
ture of your musical activity?

* Where are we going? I mean this both
locally and universally: where 1is
your ensemble going, and where is
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choral music going? Choral music
rests on rich tradition, but ACDA’s
mission explicitly embraces contem-
porary practice. How do ensembles
balance tradition and evolution?
How does your name signal your
contemporary place? For example,
how does a new “choral collective,”
like the Young Professionals Choral
Collective of Cincinnati,?® differ
from a long-established “choral so-
ciety”?

In other words, what’s in a
name? For you and your ensemble,
I cannot say for sure—but I do sug-
gest that the question is worth ask-
ing. Our ensembles are more than
their monikers, of course—but the
names we bear are the doors into all
the other things we are.

Stuart Chapman Hill, Ph.D.; is
an assistant professor of music at
Webster University.
stuchapmanhill@gmail.com
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