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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 

Gwyneth Walker (b. 1947) is one of the most prolific American choral composers 

living and writing today, having composed over 150 works for chorus as well as 

numerous works for solo voice, orchestra, band, chamber ensembles, and other solo 

instruments.  Walkerôs music is truly reflective of the American spirit and has been 

compared to that of Aaron Copland.  Her works are performed frequently by ensembles 

across the country and have become staples of contemporary choral repertoire.  

 This document serves as a practical guide for choral directors interested in 

programming Walkerôs music.  It surveys all of Walkerôs works for mixed chorus that are 

categorized as unaccompanied, with piano, and with organ.  These ninety-five pieces 

represent works that choruses could utilize with readily available forces, as most choruses 

have regular access to an accompanist.  The description of the works is presented in the 

form of an annotated bibliography and includes information pertaining to vocal ranges, 

vocal and technical demands, basic musical elements, and difficulty level.  The document 

also includes general and biographical information about Walker, as well as overall 

musical observations, supplemented by responses gleaned from a conversation between 

the author and the composer.   
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

Gwyneth Walker (b. 1947) is one of the most prolific American composers of 

choral music living today.  In her early sixties, she has well over one hundred 

compositions for mixed chorus in her catalogue.  These compositions range in duration 

from one to thirty minutes, vary in difficulty level (based on the abilities of the group for 

which the work was commissioned), and include a cappella works as well as 

accompanied pieces utilizing piano, organ, solo instruments, instrumental chamber 

ensembles and full orchestra.
1
  

My primary value is equality.  As a Quaker artist, I believe that all musical 

endeavors are of equal (or, potentially equal) worth.  The choir rehearsing on a 

weekday evening, perhaps in the less-than-glamorous basement of the church, 

strives to make music.  As does the symphony orchestra, on Saturday night, on 

the concert stage.  The school ensemble, the community chorus, the amateur 

chamber group and the professional touring artists are all musicians, all living a 

musical experience.
2 

 

 

 As stated above, composer Gwyneth Walker strives for equality (in her work as 

well as in her life), therefore she writes music for many different genres, including not 

only choral music, but also music for solo voice, orchestra, band, instrumental chamber 

ensembles, and solo instruments.  In keeping with this value of equality, she also works 

to create music that is accessible to performers of various abilities including junior high, 
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high school and university students, community and church volunteers, and professional 

musicians.   

Although Walker holds high the value of equality, she maintains somewhat of a 

preference for the choral genre.  In a 1999 interview with Gene Brooks, then Executive 

Director of the American Choral Directors Association, she stated: 

éSome churches have excellent performances, and the people, from all walks of 

life that attend, listen attentively.  I heard many fine choral music performances.  I 

decided at that time if I could only write one kind of music, it would be choral, 

because people have always sung and always will sing.  That is universal.  Itôs not 

like Haydn writing for an instrument that no longer exists.
3
 

 

In an article condensed from a talk given at the ñComposing a Careerò Conference 

sponsored by the Womenôs Philharmonic at The New School, New York, NY, Walker 

gave aspiring composers the following advice: 

éwe might remember that the majority of performing musicians in this country 

are singers.  Church choirs and school/community choruses are always looking 

for new repertoire.  One way to begin working with a local chorus is to attend a 

concert, to meet the conductor and singers afterwardsémention that one is a 

composer.  Say no more, and wait for a response.  In most cases the conductor 

and/or singers will express interest and ask if there is music for them.  By all 

means, go home and write some, if you donôt already have it on hand!  There is 

no reason that if one writes a good choral work for community chorus it could not 

then be presented to a publisher.  Performances by choruses around the country 

might result.
4 

 

Walker is clearly a strong advocate for adding to the repertory of choral music, whether 

for its ability to stand the test of time or for its use by countless ensembles across the 

country.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to provide choral conductors with a practical guide 

for selecting and programming Walkerôs unaccompanied and keyboard-accompanied 

works for mixed chorus.  The largest portion of the document, in the form of an annotated 

bibliography, describes the vocal ranges, vocal and technical demands, basic musical 

elements, and difficulty level of ninety-five of Walkerôs compositions.  This document 

also provides detailed information pertaining to the composerôs life and overall 

compositional styles and traits, and serves as a tool not only for conductors in their search 

for repertoire, but also for others seeking insight into the work and life of this great 

contemporary American composer.  

 

Need for the Study 

Despite the popularity of Walkerôs choral works, there is relatively little scholarly 

research on her music to date.  Only two doctoral documents on Walker and her 

compositions exist.  The first, The Choral Music of Gwyneth Walker: An Overview,
5
 by 

Vicki Lynne Burrichter (D.A. University Northern Colorado 2003), focuses on eight of 

Walkerôs works, four of which are for womenôs voices.  Burrichterôs dissertation also 

contains substantial biographical information, including a transcription of a lengthy 

personal interview with the composer.  The second document, A Performerôs Guide to 

the Songs of Gwyneth Walker,
6
 by Tara Rene Field-Bartholomew (D.M.A. University of 

Cincinnati 2007), focuses on four of Walkerôs song cycles for solo voice.
 
 Field-

Bartholomewôs document also includes biographical information and both documents 

contain general musical observations about the specific works studied. 
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 The Burrichter and Field-Bartholomew documents are available on Gwyneth 

Walkerôs comprehensive website, www.gwynethwalker.com.
7
  In addition to these two 

scholarly documents, this website also contains letters to and from the composer; articles 

and analyses by the composer and others; interviews with the composer; audio and video 

segments; and the composerôs complete catalogue including sample recordings and 

program notes.   

Many of the sources available at the website are reproductions of previously 

published periodical articles.  The only other published source containing information 

about Gwyneth Walker is a book entitled Composers on Composing for Choir,
8
 edited by 

Tom Wine (2007).  Walker is one of ten contemporary composers who give insight into 

their compositional process and procedures.  The book also provides brief biographical 

and background information on each of the composers. 

While the above sources provide insight into specific aspects of Walker and her 

compositions, to date there has been no large-scale study of Walkerôs works for mixed 

chorus.  Burrichter states in her Recommendations for Further Study: ñThere are many 

mixed choral pieces not covered here, and those could be studied in whatever 

manifestation might seem important to the future author.ò
 9
  Additionally, while Walkerôs 

website contains an impressive compilation of informative content, there is no current 

scholarly guide that aids conductors in selecting and programming Walkerôs works for 

mixed chorus.  This document is designed to fill that gap. 

 

 

 

http://www.gwynethwalker.com/
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Scope of the Study 

The works surveyed for this document include three categories of Walkerôs choral 

catalogue: Mixed Chorus Unaccompanied, Mixed Chorus with Piano Accompaniment, 

and Mixed Chorus with Organ.
10

  Encompassing approximately ninety-five titles, these 

three categories make up the majority of Walkerôs output for mixed chorus.  These 

compositions represent works that choruses could utilize with readily available force, as 

most choral ensembles have regular access to an accompanist.  Some of these pieces are 

also voiced for womenôs or menôs choruses, but only the mixed chorus versions will be 

considered in this document.  Likewise, some of the selected keyboard-accompanied 

pieces have optional orchestral or wind accompaniments that will not be considered.  The 

annotations will, however, alert conductors to the availability of these additional voicings 

and optional instrumentations.   

 

Procedures 

The first step in this process was to identify music appropriate to the study by 

searching composerôs online catalogue which is available at www.gwynethwalker.com.
11

   

The second step was to secure copies of the music.  The author obtained the musical 

scores from three sources.  Walkerôs two publishers, E. C. Schirmer
12

 and MMB Music,
13 

provided published works.   The majority of the unpublished works, available in pdf 

format at www.gwynethwalker.com, were downloaded and printed.  The few unpublished 

scores not available on the website were obtained via email correspondence with the 

composerôs assistant, Jonathan Guilford.
14

  Guilford sent the author pdf versions of the 

scores via email for downloading and printing. 

http://www.gwynethwalker.com/
http://www.gwynethwalker.com/
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The third step was to examine each piece individually for musical characteristics, 

vocal ranges, vocal and technical demands, and level of difficulty.  Following that, the 

author developed annotations combining his own findings along with additional 

information from Walkerôs website.  Annotation structure was based on two similar 

previous bibliographic documents: The Foundation of Artistry: An Annotated 

Bibliography of Distinctive Choral Literature for High School Mixed Choirs
15

 by Linda 

Allen Anderson (2002) and Canadian Music for Womenôs Voices
16

 by Hilary Apfelstadt 

(1989).  Chapter Four of this document contains a detailed explanation of the annotation 

procedure and organization of works. 

It is important to note that the author considered using the choral rating system 

detailed in Teaching Music through Performance in Choir: Volume 2,
17

 compiled and 

edited by Heather J. Buchanan and Mathew W. Mehaffey (2007).  As this system was 

created for works by a wide variety of composers spanning several centuries and stylistic 

periods, it was not deemed appropriate for describing numerous works by a single 

composer.  Several descriptive characteristics in the rating scale do not apply Walkerôs 

music, while other characteristics, although relevant to Walkerôs works, are not included 

in the rating system.  Because of that, the author developed an original difficulty rating 

system specifically for this document.  For details describing that system, please see the 

beginning of Chapter Four, page 48.    

While studying and annotating the selected compositions, the author noted many 

of Walkerôs characteristic musical traits and compared these with the observations made 

by Burrichter
18

 and Field-Bartholomew.
19

  At the same time, the author reviewed 

commentary and musical analysis (found on the website), by Walker herself and fellow 
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composer and personal webmaster Carson Cooman.
20

  These findings were supplemented 

by a personal conversation between the author and the composer at the Michigan Choral 

Directors Association Annual Conference on October 31, 2008.
21

 

In light of the lengthy personal interview transcribed in Burrichterôs dissertation, 

it is the most comprehensive source for biographical information.
22

  (Field-

Bartholomew
22 

also cites Burrichter for a portion of the biography.)  Additional 

biographical data was gathered from In Her Own Words, With Views of Her Beloved 

Vermont, a Video Interview (2007-2008),
24

 Walkerôs introduction to her website, as well 

as several other non-scholarly sources found on the website including letters to and from 

the composer, transcriptions of interviews, and newsletter articles.
25

  Two especially 

informative web sources include An Interview With Gwyneth Walker,
26

 by former ACDA 

Executive Director, Gene Brooks (1999) and Walker Celebrates Lifetime of 

Composition
27 

by Chris Costanzo (2007).  Composers on Composing for Choir,
28

 the 

published volume mentioned earlier in this chapter, also provided biographical insight.   

Personal correspondence with Walker,
29

 her assistant, Jonathan Guilford,
30

 and 

her webmaster, Carson Cooman,
31

 was accomplished via email.  These communications 

garnered answers to general questions concerning Walkerôs catalogue, current and future 

projects, and meeting arrangements.   

 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter Two comprises a biography of Gwyneth Walker including information 

about her childhood, family life, musical influences and development, education, 

teaching career, locations of residency, and current life.  Chapter Three describes 
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Walkerôs overall compositional styles, traits, and procedures.   As it is imperative to a 

survey of her choral writing, a discussion of the selection and influence of text in her 

compositional process is also included in Chapter Three.  Chapter Four contains an 

explanation of the annotation procedure and the annotated bibliography of the ninety-five 

unaccompanied and keyboard-accompanied works for mixed chorus.  Finally, Chapter 

Five serves as a summary of the document, points readers toward other resources that 

might be helpful in learning more about Walker and her works, describes the composerôs 

current and future compositional ventures, and gives recommendations for further study. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BIOGRAPHY OF GWYNETH WALKER 

 

 

 

 

In 1947, Gwyneth Walker, the youngest of three daughters, was born in New 

York City to John Walker, Jr., a physicist and inventor, and Adele Van Anden Frank 

Walker, a housewife who loved opera, genealogy, and traveling with her husband.
1
   

Before Gwyneth was a year old, the family relocated to a home in New Canaan, 

Connecticut where she spent the remainder of her childhood.  At the age of two, after 

hearing her older sister practicing the piano, young Gwyneth pulled herself up to the 

piano and not only started to mimic the sounds her sister had played, but also began to 

create musical sounds of her own.  From this point forward, she has never stopped 

composing music.  As a child, Walker received basically no formal musical training.  

After only a few piano lessons, where she was more interested in showing the teacher her 

new ñcompositions,ò rather than practicing the assigned scales and exercises, the piano 

teacher suggested to her parents that she might be best left to explore music on her own 

terms.  By the age of six she had, however, taught herself how to read and notate music, 

and during elementary school, she created her own compositions, wrote them down, and 

recruited her friends to get together for performances on toy instruments.
2
  This continued 
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through junior high school, where she also began arranging rock and folk songs for her 

friends to sing in harmony.
3
   

Having attended public school through junior high, Walker was enrolled in a 

private high school that was known for having strong music and athletic programs that 

were both of interest to the adolescent Gwyneth.  It was in high school that Walker first 

formally studied music theory and where she also arranged music and wrote some 

original compositions for her girlsô singing group.
4
  She was also quite skilled in the 

game of tennis and played on the school tennis team.   

High school was also an important time for Walker as this is when she connected 

with her Quaker faith that plays such a major role in her life and in her music.  While 

attending a tennis camp in high school, Walker stumbled upon a Quaker meeting.  What 

she heard in the meeting affected her immediately and deeply.
5
  Having been raised and 

active in the United Church of Christ, the young Walker was not familiar with the Quaker 

faith, but after telling her mother of her experience, she learned of her motherôs Quaker 

family lineage. 

I told my mother at the end of the summer how much Iôd liked the Quaker 

meeting. She said, ñOh! Thatôs interesting, dear. Did you know you come from 

seven generations of Quakers on Long Island?ò And I said, ñNo.ò Itôs the most 

important thing in my life, and Iôm sure that they just claimed me! My ancestors 

were lying around saying, ñWhom can we get to speak our values out there ï to 

go out into the world and say Quaker things? Oh! This one ï this one here ought 

to do!ò And so they got me.
6 

 

After high school, she attended Brown University and originally studied physics, 

but the musical offerings in the course catalogue immediately caught her interest.  She 

was quickly admitted to the music program and exempted from a majority of 

undergraduate theory and aural training courses.  At Brown, Walker wrote for the Brown 
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Orchestra, sang in the select singing ensemble and wrote all of their arrangements.  Her 

main composition teacher at Brown was Paul Nelson,
7
 and while attending the Aspen 

Music School during a summer, she studied with French composer, Darius Milhaud.
8
  

Walker also spent some time on the Brown tennis team but eventually had to resign from 

the team due to conflicts with musical rehearsals.  Prior to her graduation, Walker was 

privileged to have the Rhode Island Philharmonic give a reading of her first symphony.
9 

As a graduate student at the Hartt School of Music, where she received her 

masters and doctoral degrees in composition, she studied with Arnold Franchetti (a 

student of Richard Strauss and son of the Italian opera composer, Alberto Franchetti) and 

taught classes in ear training, keyboard harmony, and music theory.  Having never taken 

these classes, Walker had to use the course textbooks and teach herself before presenting 

information to her classes.  A doctoral teaching fellow, Walker was also the first doctoral 

student in composition at the Hartt School.  While there, she also continued to write and 

arrange for many different types of groups.
10 

Dr. Walker taught at Oberlin Conservatory of Music from 1977-80, and at the 

Hartford Conservatory for one year (1981-2). She taught mostly advanced 

students, since she was trained in Schenkerian analysis and other more modern 

theoretical foundations and other professors were not. Besides Music Theory and 

Analysis, she taught Ear Training and Composition, the latter most often to 

students who were interested in folk music or other non-traditional forms.
11

 

 

While at Oberlin, Walker also spent some time coaching the tennis team.
12

  

Though she enjoyed her teaching and coaching, she felt an intense calling to compose. 

Walker realized the time consuming demands and responsibilities of her academic faculty 

position were impeding her capability to compose and, in 1982, at the age of 35, Walker 
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decided to give up teaching in order to pursue writing music on a full-time basis and has 

been doing so ever since.
13

   

Since retiring from academic teaching twenty-six years ago, she has resided in a 

home that she rents on a dairy farm in Braintree, Vermont where she has devoted her life 

to composing music and to taking care of the business matters which allow her to earn a 

living doing what she loves most.  Walker considers herself a true ñNew-Englander,ò is a 

proud resident of Vermont, and in the year 2000, was the recipient of the ñLifetime 

Achievement Awardò from the Vermont Arts Council.  She enjoys living in the rural, 

lower middle-class town and takes much of her inspiration from not only the scenic 

country-side in which she lives, but also from the down-to-earth people who live there 

and in the surrounding communities.
14 

Pulling a good deal of inspiration from the texts she sets, Walker favors American 

writers and specifically New England poets including Emily Dickinson and e.e. 

cummings.  She also feels very connected to New England composers of the past like 

William Billings and Charles Ives, considering herself to be linked to these and other 

notable composers who hail from the north east.   

Many of Walkerôs ideals and influences both musically and personally come from 

her Quaker faith which is central in her life.   

"I owe so much to my Quaker faith," she said emphatically. "It helped me realize 

that composing is what God wants me to do." Later she responded to a fan letter, 

"é music is a gift from Godéif one pursues this craft, develops one's skills é 

this is a form of worship."
15 

 

Her egalitarian values also stem from the Quakers and compel Walker to work for 

balance in her catalogue, including works for a great variety of instrumentations and 
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voicings as well as for musicians of varying training and ability.  She additionally 

believes in an honest dayôs work, craftsmanship in her product, learning and working to 

improve her skill set, and integrity in her life and in her compositional process.  It is these 

values that have allowed Walker to build a life where she can follow her true passion and 

calling and have the ability and business sense to earn a living doing so.
16

  

Often compared to Aaron Copland because her music embodies an American 

spirit, Walker does not feel her overall compositional style has been directly influenced 

by any of her predecessors or contemporaries.  Rather, she feels that since she began 

composing at such an early age, with very little constraint or criticism during her 

formative years, she has been able to develop a style that is all her own.  Many of her 

influences came from the folk, rock, and other popular styles that she was exposed to and 

working with during childhood and adolescence and which are truly indicative of the 

American experience.
17

   

Walkerôs current compositional efforts include creating menôs chorus versions of 

many of the existing selections for mixed and womenôs chorus, and adding orchestration 

or brass and percussion parts to existing choral selections.  Walker is also presently 

interested in incorporating dramatic elements into her work and has plans for new 

extended choral, staged and orchestral works that include this concept.  An extended 

work for solo organ is additionally anticipated as Walker has accepted a commission 

from the American Guild of Organists for their 2010 national convention.
18 

Walker attributes much of her musical talent to her mother, who, though not a 

trained musician, always had a love for Italian opera
19

 and, as Walker learned in her 

motherôs later years, had a great musical ear and the ability to easily harmonize melodies 
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while singing with her daughter.
20

  Walker has never been married or had children.  

Instead she has dedicated her life to her compositional career and her Quaker faith.  In a 

response to elementary school children on this topic, she stated:  

I am not married, and I do not have any children. Composing music is a full, 

complete life. And, my musical compositions are my "children." I created them, 

and I love them, just as I would create and love children.
21 

 

Walker currently works seven days a week, composing three to four hours daily and 

spending another five to six hours each day on administrative business relating to her 

compositions.
22

  True to her background as an athlete, Walker continues to believe in the 

importance of an active lifestyle and strives to walk, swim, and play tennis regularly to 

compensate for her sedentary career as a composer.   

"I will never retire," she said flatly. One thing is certain. She is leading exactly the 

sort of life she has always wanted, doing exactly what she has always liked to do, 

and creating much joy for others through her efforts.
23 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

MUSICAL OBSERVATIONS 

 

 

 

 

The harmonic and rhythmic vocabulary of Gwyneth Walker has been described as 

open, sparse and very American.  The formal construction has been observed to 

be tightly-knit.
1 

 

Carson Cooman
2
 and other musicians

3
 have described Walkerôs compositional 

style as American in spirit, comparing her to Aaron Copland.  Her music is accessible yet 

interesting, familiar yet not predictable, and truly enjoyable to both performers and 

audiences alike.  This musical language has resonated with people across the nation, and 

made Walker a favorite composer of American high school, community, university, and 

church choirs and conductors. 

In surveying nearly one hundred of Walkerôs works for mixed chorus, the author 

has discovered numerous musical characteristics that reappear frequently.  As expected, 

not all of these traits are present in every piece.  Comments on these characteristics have 

been organized into the following categories: Harmonic/Melodic, Textural, Rhythmic, 

Structural/Architectural, Accompanimental, Expressive, and General Observations.  

Following the authorôs original survey of the scores, he had the opportunity to meet with 

Walker and discuss his observations.
1
  Her responses, as well as observations by other 
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scholars, aid in explaining some of Walkerôs general style traits and compositional 

processes. 

 

Harmonic/Melodic Characteristics 

ñThe harmonic language is both simple and complex, typical of the composerôs 

style.ò
5
 

 

Walkerôs harmonic language is clearly tonal and while fairly straightforward, it is 

not simplistic.  Depending upon the text and overall inspiration for each piece, Walker 

incorporates techniques such as adding dissonance, altering scale degrees (often times 

giving a modal feel), and writing open harmonies (fourths and fifths) to help her create 

the desired effect.  Throughout Walkerôs work, many sonorities reappear.  Walker favors 

major chords with added major seconds and/or sharp fourths.  She also frequently uses 

major seventh chords and open chords (no third present) with added flat two and/or sharp 

four chord tones.  Many of her more dissonant sonorities are built by stacking seconds or 

thirds beyond the range of an octave.  The use of these various dissonant chords leads one 

to infer an influence of jazz and popular music on Walkerôs writing.  She also sometimes 

utilizes stacked fourths, or quartal harmonies.
6
  This ñstackingò of various intervals, as 

well as the addition of traditional non-chord tones, are Walkerôs methods of using 

dissonance to add interest or to create tension in her works.   

Frequent common tone modulations and chromaticism also help create interest by 

incorporating harmonically unexpected moments within Walkerôs fairly traditional style.  

Harmonies in her choral part-writing generally tend to expand and contract rather than 

move in parallel motion, a hallmark of good voice-leading and a characteristic that helps 
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make Walkerôs compositions so singable.  One final notable harmonic characteristic is 

the establishment of chords or patterns in the vocal parts that are then altered by a change 

in the accompaniment.  The following three examples illustrate this technique, each in a 

slightly different manner.   One of the simplest illustrations comes from I Have Called 

You.  Here, in measures 24 through 28, the chorus is singing octave ñFôsò while the 

accompaniment moves through a series of sonority changes. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. 
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In measures 42 through 47 of Tell the Earth to Shake, Walker utilizes an ostinato-like 

pattern on the word ñpacemò in the menôs voice parts while the accompaniment moves in 

a descending step-wise motion with each new measure. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. 


