Princeton Girlchoir’s Cantores
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has a new conductor

By Michael Redmond
Special Writer

There’s a lot more to the Prince-
ton Girlchoir than meets the ear.

Some girls, singing, right? Look
again. The organization, which was
founded by artistic director emeritus
Jan Westrick in 1989 as an after-
school activity for a small group,
has grown into “a family of six
choirs,” involving more than 200
girls, ages 8 to 18, from throughout
Central Jersey and eastern Pennsyl-
vania.

Under the artistic direction of
Lynnel Joy Jenkins, the PGC is wel-
coming & new associate director,
Tom T. Shelton, who will conduct
PGC’s Cantores (Latin for “sing-
ers”), the choir for older girls, 10th
through 12th graders. Mr. Shelton
— a specialist in youth choirs and a
composer — is coming to the
Princeton area from his home town
of Greensboro, N.C., to join the fac-
ulty of Rider University’s Westmin-
ster Choir College as assistant pro-
fessor of sacred music, with a focus
on children’s and youth music.

Active in the American Choral
Directors Association, the winner of
numerous awards and honors, he has
conducted youth choirs in 14 states
and abroad, including the New Jer-
sey All-State Middle School Mixed
Choir, in 2008.

According to Robert L. Annis,
Westminster’s dean and director,
“We expect Tom Shelton’s exten-

sive experience working with youth
choirs in church, school and com-
munity settings to enhance our sa-
cred music program and to expand
our collaborations with the area’s
youth choirs in the coming years.”
Children’s music is indeed a
specialty, in a number of senses. It
must be written or arranged to suit
voices that are not fully developed,
in much the same way that
activities must conform to the level
of a youngster’s physical d ',"
ment to avoid injury. With singing,
in particular, boys present a unique
challenge, as the day inevitably
comes when a boy’s voice drops into a man’s vo-
cal range. But you have to take care with girls,
too. In the opera world, Mr. Shelton notes, as a
rule of thumb, a woman’s voice is not considered
fully mature until she’s 30, a man’s voice, 35.

“[ taught middle school for 18 years,” Mr.
~Sh says. “With high-school age females,
you're dealing with the development of breath
support istening skills, with the achievement
a good blend in the group’s sound, and also
control of vibrato” (pitch variation with-
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Associate director Tom T. Shelton rehearses with
the Princeton Girlchoir’s Cantores.
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alive to the fullest only when they feel whatever
it is the text is communicating.”

Mr. Shelton constantly is on the lookout for
good pieces, and he also writes his own. His com-
positions have been published by Colla Voce Mu-
sic, Heritage Music Press, Hinshaw Music Com-
pany, and Santa Barbara Music Press. He reads a
lot of poetry: He has set Byron, Dickinson and
Christina Rosetti, and a major work of his, a song
cycle for soprano and keyboard titled “Remember
Me as 1 Was Then,” uses poems by American
poet Sara Teasdale (1884-1933), a little-remem-
bered but important figure in her time.

“I just hear things,” Mr. Shelton says. “All
my life I've played by ear; as a kid, I'd hear
something on the radio and I'd try to play it. I al-
ways made up things. My favorite thing with
youth choirs is to have a poetry contest and
choose one or two of the kids' texts with the right
feeling. It's very exciting to hear out loud what
you hear in your head.” ’
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Princeton Girlchoir Artistic Director Lynnel Joy Jenkins with the choir's new associate director, Tom T. ‘
Shelton, who will conduct PGC’s Cantores.

his mother made a home for five children. “We
all sang. Wg all had piano lessons. We had a very
strong music program at my church, with a huge
youth choir.” In high school, Mr. Shelton sang
baritone, played trumpet in the band and piano in
the jazz band. “Even s0,” he says,” it took me two
years of college before I settled on a music ma-
jor.”

He is a graduate of the University of North
Carolina at Greensboro with both a Bachelor of
Music Education degree and Master of Music in
Choral Conducting. AP
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