A Tribute to Grigg Fountain
upon his 90th birthday

Compiled by Marilyn Biery

Gm’gg Fountain was born in October,
1918, in Bishopville, South Caroli-
na. He attended VVage Forest College for
a year and received a B.A. in music from
Furman University (1939). He contin-
ued his training in music, earning both
B.M. and M.M. degrees in church music
and organ from Yale University (1943),
studying with Luther Noss. He also had
private organ studies with Arthur Pois-
ter (1945) and Marcel Dupré (1946). He
studied Baroque organ literature with
Helmut Walcha in Frankfurt-Am-Main,
Germany, on a Fulbright Fellowship in
1953-54. From 1946-1961 he was on
the faculty at Oberlin Conservatory of
Music. In 1961 he was appointed pro-
fessor of organ and chucm music in the
School of Music at Northwestern Uni-
versity, from which he retired as Emeri-
tus in August 1986. During that time he
was also organist and choirmaster at Al-
ice Millar Chapel, on the Northwestern
campus. Grigg and Helen Erday Foun-
tain celebrated their 60th wedding an-
niversary on April 2, 2009, a union that
produced four children—Bruce, John,
Drew, and Suzanne—and eight grand-
children. Helen passed away on Octo-
ber 12, 2009. They maintained homes
in Port Isabel, Texas, and Albuquerque,
New Mexico.

Its difficult to believe that Grigg
Fountain could actually, finally, be 90
years old. He told everyone that he was
115, and had been married for 70 years.
And, of course, those of us who were
tender students, thinking he was terribly
old already, had little trouble (almost)
believing him. But now that he has near-
ly reached the age that he joked about,
t{lose of us who know and 1ove and ad-
mire him have taken a moment to stop
and write about the man who inspired in
us such fierce loyalty, passionate music-
making, dedicated yet E)ving eye-rolling,
and complete admiration—a musician
whose life and career was spent in joy-
ful and hell-bent exploration of all that
makes music vital and compelling,

Grigg was known for unusual tech-
niques both as an organ teacher and a
choral conductor. Some of them were
adapted from skills he learned from
wor}iing with Robert Shaw at the First
Unitarian Church in Shaker Heights,
Ohio. It is not possible to touch upon
more than a few of them, since he was
continually experimenting with tech-
niques and musical ideas, but here are
some that recurred with regularity:

* Rehearsing choirs on syllables (noo,
nah, bum, bim, too, etc.) to acquire even-
ness of tone, precise rhythm, and beauty
of vowels

* Rehearsing choirs on subdivisions ei-
ther by having them count (one-and, two-
and, three-and, four-and) or by using the
above syllables and breaking' down the
rthythm to the smallest division in order to
“get inside” the notes and phrases

e Constantly insisting on musical
phrases that had direction

e Rehearsing choirs totally without

iano assistance all the time, at every re-
Eearsal, with any choir he was conduct-
ing, from the 60-voice Chapel Choir to
the 15-voice Bah4’{ Choir

e Teaching organists to play hymns by
having them play three parts and sing the
fourth, by having them put the melo%y in
the peda{s and bass line in the left hand,
and STILL play the other two Earts (or
perhaps sing the alto and play the tenor
in the right hand), so that you knew what
was going on with every single note of
the hymn

e Teaching organists to play hymns,
and then all literature, by Eading with
the pedals, which creates a powerful
propulsion of the manual technique

* Spending an entire lesson, or some-
times an entire quarter, on the first phrase
of a piece, with the expectation that the
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Grigg Fountain (courtesy Northwestern Uni-
versity Archives)

student or choir would then apply the les-
son learned to the rest of the piece

e Having students practice with the
metronome on the off-beats, which cre-
ates a dance-like step, particularly in
Baroque music, and enables precise and
infectious rhythm (Richard Enright did
this too—I'm not sure who influenced
whom on this one)

e Teaching a student to perfect a diffi-
cult, lyric pedal solo by first having them
play tﬁe pedal solo with the right hand,
then with the pedal (silent) playing with
the right hang, then dropping out the
ri]ght hand and repeating these steps un-
til the student could play the pedal solo
as well with the feet as they could with
the fingers (try this with tge Messiaen
Serene Alleluias).

Grigg also had at least two regular,
non-credit classes: the hymn-playing
class of his studio that met weekly to play
hymns in the ways mentione(}/ above,
p?]us as many ways as Grigg could imag-
ine, and probably with a hymnal on their
heads, and the “Wizards,” comprising
aspiring conductors, who were given in-
struction in conducting hymns as well as
the opportunity to conduct the Chapel
Choir during services.

It’s Grigg’s voice that I heard in my ear
for years after studying with him in the
early 1980s. “Now, now, now Marilyn,
is THAT how you wanted that phrase
to sound?” “Marilyn, is the choir doing
EXACTLY what you want them to do?” I
couldn’t practice the organ without hear-
ing his voice, challenging and encourag-
ing, and I took that voice with me from
Illinois to Connecticut to Minnesota.
From Grigg I learned how to make my
feet play phrases on the pedals to rival
Fhrases I' could sing or play with my
hands, how to play hymns that sang, and
how to pay attention to every single note
I plaly, sing, conduct, or write. He was the
teacher whose presence and style was so
vivid and compelling, most of us who ex-
perienced it have never forgotten it, nor
ceased to be grateful. So, to you, Grigg
Fountain, organist, choir-director, men-
tor, professor, church musician, friend,
here are a few tributes from those who
know you well, and love you anyway:

Dear Grigg,

What better occasion than your 90th
birthday to pay tribute to a professor
who consistently went beyond his duties
to become a true mentor, advisor, and
friend? You are a remarkable man. Oth-
ers may write about the mark you have
made in your field. I write about the one
you have left on my heart.

Church music saljould uplift and edify,
you said. Words to cherish. Your knowl-

Dedication of the Alice Millar Chapel organ, 1964, with Benn Gibson turning
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pages. James Hopkins was conductor (not in picture) (courtesy Northwestern Uni-

versity Archives)

edge of it was unrivalled, your enthusi-
asm contagious. You conveyed your pas-
sion so convincingly that it became mine,
too. It is impossible to sing a hymn in
church today without thinking of you.

Your ‘forgettery” is legendary. It is
striking that you still recall the smallest
details about former choir members,
how you cite sources for the vast, varied
store of information you so readily share.
I love your insatiable curiosity.

In the years since NU, I have been for-
tunate to get to know not only the men-
tor, but the man. The persona of those
days seems only a veneer of the man you
are: the sense of humor, the eccentric-
ity perhaps exaggerated then to give you
room in an environment that otherwise
might have restricted you. The depth of
your generosity, decency, and formidable
intellect were sometimes obscured by ir-
repressible charm, affability, and an in-
exﬁaustible supply of intricately detailed
stories in true southern tradition.

The greatest lesson you taught me
was not musical, but human. When you
learned that I was unable to finance fur-
ther studies, you took me by the hand.
You did not let it go until we arrived at
the dean’s office, where you arranged ev-
erything. You showed me what kindness,
grace, and mercy were about. What bet-
ter example could you wish to live? What
better legacy coul(i] you wish to leave?

With thanks and love,
Alisa

Alisa Kasmir was a student of vocal per-
formance at Northwestern and member of its
Chapel Choir under the direction of Grigg
Fountain from 1978-1984. She now resides in
Holland but maintains frequent phone contact
with Grigg. Last year they Zlanned the music
together fgr the Maundy Thursday service at
St. Mary’s Anglican and Episcopal Church
in Rotterdam, where Alisa still sings an occa-
sional solo and knows where the on/off switch
on the organ is!

Dear Grigg,

Are you sure? How many times have
you stopped unsuspbecting students, fac-
ulty or even passersby to query, “Are you
sure?” My answer is, yes, I am sure; you
are truly part of Alice Millar Chapel and
Northwestern University lore. And now
you head into ?/our 90s, and one wonders
if you are still quite the character we
knew you to be.

You spoke in a word order that led
one to gelieve your native tongue had
been German instead of South Carolin-
ian. And after working with you for some

twenty-three Kears, I heard myself say-
ing one day that “the clouds in the sIZy
look ominious.”

You spoke to your students and some-
times to co-workers in illustrations. To
the organ student, “You have to treat
a memory slip as you would a skiddin
car—go with the skid, bring yourse
back and move on.”

I shall always think of you as an educator
at heart. You so wante(f/ us to understand
why a hymn’s phrasing was important—a
hallmark of your congregational orﬁan
playing. And to this day some hymns shall
always be “right” only when p%/ayed ina
Fountainesque manner.

And, of course, we all remember you
taught playing with a minimum of extra-
neous movement; no dramatic SWOOp-
ing over the keys for you. Your students
learned to play while galancing a hymnal
on the head. (I, in turn, tried typing and
using the Dictaphone Eedal while bal-
ancing a hymnal on my head.)

Ah, the memories and tales are end-
less. Thanks to you, I have a store of
wonderful Fountain memories that will
always make me smile.

Affectionately,
Margaret-at-the-desk

Margie Verhulst began working at Alice
Millar Chapel in 1963, the start of wﬁmt would
be 40 years working in the chapel office. She
met her husband, Walter Bradford, who was
learning the ropes as an organ builder, at the
chapel. Now retired, she can simply enjoy the
continuing fine music at Millar without typ-
ing choir notes or scheduling organ practice.
She also has the luxury of 27007?1'ng back on
those days with great joy and gratitude. This
is a brief glimpse of Marge Verhulst Brad-
ford, a.k.a. Margaret-at-the-desk.
°

Most esteemed and honored Herr Ka-
pellmeister,

As you may remember, we met in the
spring of my junior year at Northwest-
ern, when you played my Carol Suite
with flutist Darﬁene Drew at a Millar
service. You promptly rechristened me
“Evangelical,” and I f?)/und myself in the
Chapel Choir the following fall.

Through you, Northwestern opened
to me in a new way. You suggested that I
use the Chapel Oratory—the “Prophet’s
Chamber,” as you called it—as a compo-
sition studio a few times a week. And you
provided an introduction to Alan Stout,
who became my Kompositionslehrer.
Two years in Chapel Choir transformed
choral singing for me; all subsequent
choral experiences seemed tame and
dull. Music-making at Millar was dy-
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Grigg Fountain, with Christine Kraemer at the organ and the Chapel Choir (courtesy

Northwestern University Archives)
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David Evan Thomas with Grigg at Grigg-
fest (Grigg’s retirement concert and
festivities), June 1986 (from David Evan
Thomas)

namic, as you collaborated with staff,
organists, and singers on a new worship
experience each week. It was a commu-
nity, not just an ensemble. From you I
learned to think about the Wh ofysing—
ing, not just the How, and to think cre-
atively about how music serves a larger

urpose. Your conducting technique was
inimitable—though many of us did our
honest best to imitate you; I even tried
to apply it to Gilbert & Sullivan—but the
music you pulled from us transcended
technique. At its best, it was prayer, pure
laughter, hallelujah.

For all the opportunities you gave me
to sing, conduct, arrange, pfa]ly the trum-
pet or the organ, perhaps your greatest
gift to me, Grigg, was the seriousness
with which you treated me as a compos-
er, young as I was. For one December
Sunday in 1979, you requested brass set-
tings fgr “St. Denio.” On short notice, 1
cranked out a noisy, festive arrangement,
which went off with aplomb. As I walked
around campus later ghat day, I felt new-
ly born as a composer. Later that year, 1
g}zlive iiln urllconv}?ntional senior1 recital in
the chapel, with you gracious ayin
the orgafl)n, and mﬁmb%rs of th>e/ IC)hZi)e%
Choir on loan. You helped set me on a
path I haven't strayed from since.

T've been goin% through old Millar
recordings, and I have memorable dubs
of Brahms’s “Lass dich,” Britten’s Te
Deum, and the Lutkin “Benediction,”
as well as the big pieces from my years:
Rachmaninoff, Schonberg, Bruckner.
Thank you for all those experiences, now
memories that haven't lost any of their
sweetness or power. But there is one
little recording I prize, because it docu-
ments our work together: Krebs’s setting
of “Wachet auf.” I'm playing the tune se-
renely on the trumpet; you're playing a
giggling trio on the Millar organ.

Let Krebs’s ditty be a toast to you in
your 90s: a gently carbonated spiritual
cocktail, a happy mixture of humor and
gravity, shakenqightly.

David Evan Thomas
(ak.a. David Evangelical Thomas)

David Evan Thomas was a member of
the Alice Millar Chapel Choir as an under-
graduate at Northwestern, from 1979-1981.
He studied subsequently at Eastman and the
University of Minnesota. From 2003-2005,
he was composer-in-residence at the Cathe-

JULY, 2010

dral of St. Paul, working with James and
Marilyn Biery. Thomas’s music has been per-
formed by the Minnesota Orchestra and the
Westminster Cathedral Choir, and has been
recognized by the American Academy of Arts
and Letters. Thomas lives in Minneapolis,
where he is still singing.

°

Dear Grigg,

In your ninetieth year, although I am
sure you will insist that you are at least
115, itis a ﬁood and proper exercise to
reflect on all that you have given me—
given all of us, who have had the good
ortune to work with you. You shared
your knowledge, also your craft, and
most of all your passion for making mu-
sic not just notes. You are teacher, col-
league, and friend all at the same time,
because I am still learning and sharing,
while always enjoying your company.

There are three hallmarks of your
teaching that constantly inspire me. You
have a keen sense of hearing and listen-
ing. This seems so basic, but you heard
both where the “sound” was, whether in
choir or on the organ, and you knew how
to get it to where it would transcend the
bounds of the page. I will never forget
you saying about one of your graduate
students after a performance he did,
“Well, that is not the way I would have
done it, BUT it had complete validity.”
You wanted us to become our own artists
and not just clones. And I watched you
agonize from week to week about seat-
ing plans for the choir and how to make
small ensembles that utilized everyone,
not just the strongest voices or musicians.
“Maybe if I put her next to him, her mu-
sicianship will rub off on his voice, and
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Grigg conducting in the Alice Millar basement (courtesy Northwestern University
Archives)

his tone will improve her singing.” You
made each of us feel that we were im-
portant as individuals and to the entire
ensemble. Finally, I wish I had a nickel
for every time I heard you say, “Now la-
dies an(? gentlemen, that is in tune and in
time, BUT IT DOESN'T MAKE THE
HAIR ON THE BACK OF MY NECK
STAND UP!” You refused to let us get
away with cold music-making and phras-
ing—ever.
Thanks for all the inspiration and joy
you have given and still give to all of us.
Kooort (Kurt R. Hansen)

Kurt Hansen first met Grigg in the fall of his
Sfreshman year, 1964, at his Chapel Choir audi-
tion. Kurt was in the Chapel C;wir from 1964
to 1968, and after a four-year “vacation” in the
Air Force band program, rejoined the Chapel

Choir in the fall of 1972 when he returned to
grad school; he stayed until Grigg’s retirement
in 1986. Kurt started as choir librarian, turned
pages for Grigg’s preludes and postludes, be-
came a conducting student, participated in
“Wizards,” was a grad assistant, assistant con-
ductor, and vocal/language coach. Kurt is de-
lighted to call Grigg his mentor and friend.
°

Dear Grigg,

When I was appointed as a full-time
faculty member of the Northwestern
Universit?/ School of Music in 1962, I
was absolutely elated. This was my first
teaching position, and of course North-
western was the “plum” of the appoint-
ments that year. I was already well aware
of the exceﬁent reputation of the school
in general, and was particularly happy to
be working in a university with such a

_Custom 'I;u'i/c%fzr 0][ pipe, combination
s - s and all-digital organs
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Kurt Hansen (left) and Grigg, June 1986 Griggfést, with Helen Fountain (facing

Grigg) and Drew Fountain (right) (From David Evan Thomas)

strong organ and church music program.
Shortly before my move to Evanston, a
friend talked about the remarkable tal-
ents and virtues of another recent ap-
pointment, Gri%g Fountain. I was en-
couraged to seek you out, as you were “a
truly unique” individual.

Soon after my arrival, I investigated
the various church programs in the vi-
cinity of the university. I decided that
the most interesting was in fact the
university church service, led by the
university chaplain, with choral and or-
gan music under your direction. At that
time, the services were held in Lutkin
Hall, a music auditorium named after
famed musician Peter Christian Lutkin
of ‘benediction’ fame. At my first visit to
these services, my reaction was mixed:
the organ music was very good in spite
of the old, very ordinary Casavant organ,
an instrument whose only claim to fame
was that, at some earlier time, André
Marchal had given a recital on it. The
choir and the sermon were also good,
but the surroundings—theater seating, a
sta%e, very little Christian art or decor—
made the experience less than totally sat-
isfactory. In talking with you afterward,
ﬁou expressed your great frustration with

aving to produce music on such an in-
adequate, poorly maintained organ.

I continued attending churcl% in Lut-
kin, feeling more at home each time and
more in tune with the ethos as I got to
know more students, faculty, and you
My attendance was soon rewarde(i] by
what I can only describe as “the most ex-
traordinary virtuoso performance” I have
ever witnessed.

For most people, a “virtuoso” musical
performance is one in which a very dif-

ficult work is performed. Usually, such a
work involves an incredible number of
notes (usually very fast notes), advanced
techniques, a dazzling display of physical
or musical prowess or en(Furance, etc. At
the service in question, you did indeed
give a dazzlin% qerformance at the organ.
You had carefully investigated each and
every problem, defect or weakness of the
instrument. You knew which keys stuck,
which pipes spoke slowly, which valves
shut slowly, which specific notes were
painfully out of tune, which pistons were
unreliable, and so forth.

At the organ offertory, you played a
Fiece during which you were able to
eature each and every one of these
Eroblems! You had worked out special
ngering so that getting to each sticky
key, out-of-tune note or other unfortu-
nate musical situation was treated in a
rather flamboyant way. “Let the wor-
shi}aper see just what I have to endure
with this terrible instrument” must have
been your guiding incentive. Even the
non-musicians had to have realized that
what they were hearing was just plain
awful. Immediately afterward, ~you
stepped to the podium to ask for for-
iveness, explaining rather sheepishly
that you had done the best you could
under such trying circumstances. You
then expressed your profound desire
that the university get a new, adequate
instrument for your good, and the good
of all humanity.

One was hard-pressed to know
whether to cry or laugh, whether to ap-
plaud or boo. Whatever one’s reaction,
the ﬁ)erformance was memorable—and
totally VIRTUOSO.

James Hopkins

The new pipe-digital combination organ

at Masland Methodist Church in Sibu,
Malaysia draws all eyes to the central cross,
where the surrounding pipes are arranged
like uplifted hands. Rodgers Instruments
Corporation was honored to partner with
Modern Pipe Organ Solutions of the U.K. on

the installation.

See more pictures at www.rodgersinstru-

ments.com. For more information about
Rodgers pipe-digital combination organs,
contact Sales Manager Rick Anderson at

503-681-0483.
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Richard Enright, Wolfgang Riibsam and
Grigg Fountain (counterclockwise), Al-
ice Millar (Uidis Saule, ION Photographics)
(courtesy Northwestern University Archives)

James Hopkins, AAGO, taught music
composition at Northwestern 1962-66, a[ﬁ‘er
receiving his M.M. degree from Yale, and re-
turned in 196871 after completing the PhD
at Princeton. He composed and arranged mu-
sic for various instrumental and chom?ensem—
bles for use in services at Alice Millar Chapel
while the organ was being installed. He is now
Professor Emeritus of Music at the University
of Southern California, where he taught from
1971-2005. His catalog includes many works
for choral ensembles, organ solo, organ duet,
and many other combinations. His Concierto
de los Angeles was the first organ work to be
heard in a public concert at the Walt Disney
Concert Hall in Los Angeles.

Dear Grigg,

I have so many vivid memories of my
four years with you at Northwestern, but
I can’t help but focus on those first few
weeks as a timid and frightened freshman.
I knew that studying organ with you was
going to be an unusual experience when,
in the course of determining bench height
and position at the console, you asked me
“What kind of underwear do you wear,
boxers or briefs?” I don't think many or-
gan professors ask that question of new
students. (Apparently boxer shorts offer
a convenient way to gauge one’s front-to-
back position on the %ench.)

You may not remember, but my fresh-
man year was the year that you doggedly
attempted to teach us that all music—
and particularly Baroque music—relates
to dance. (This was part of your peda-
gogical genius: there was always some
sort of overarching concept or theme
that held together a lesson, rehearsal, or
often, as in this case, an entire year.) I

i -

James Biery, Alice Millar Chapel, 1974

(Uldis Saule, ION Photographics)
Northwestern University Archives)

(courtesy

still chuckle when I recall our organ class
one day, singly and in groups, in the Mil-
lar Chapel ga{lery, gamely attempting to
dance “Der Tag, der ist so freudenreich”
from the Orgelbiichlein.

As I look back upon my career as a
church musician, I am particularly grate-
ful for the complete musical education
I received from you at Northwestern.
For centuries, the art of the organist,
and the church musician, was set apart
from other musical disciplines by the
expectation that the organist would mas-
ter all the facets of music-making: per-
formance, improvisation, score-reading,
transposition, composition, conducting,
voice training, diplomacy, and so on. You
provided a remarkable environment at
Millar Chapel that offered constant op-
portunities to learn and practice all these
skills. And we were allowed, yes encour-
aged, to experiment in so many different
ways. Those vocal improvisations, with
flute-celeste clusters sustained by pen-
cils in the keys, are not something I Eave
ever found a practical use for, but they
planted the seeds for me to develop or-
gan improvisational skills on my own af-
ter leaving Northwestern. Thank you for
encouragin%aﬂ of us to sing, to conduct,
to prepare hymn settings, and above all
to value the skills and talents of others.

Iam also grateful for your unique abil-
ity to teach students to teach themselves.
Yes, we would spend an entire hour at
the organ picking apart the first measure
of a Bach toccata. But the real learning
occurred in the seven days following,
when we were expected to apply that
knowledge, in the practice room, to the
rest of the piece—and then, in subse-

uent years, to apply it to other works in
the same genre. In a very real sense, you
continue to teach me to play the organ
every day.

Best wishes, and thanks for everything,
as you sail into your tenth decade.

James Russell Lowell Biery

James Biery received a B.Mus. in organ
from Northwestern in 1978, successfully
managing to play enough complete pieces
to finish a senior recital under Grigg’s tute-
lage. He ate donuts with the Millar Chapel
Choir every Sunday morning of his four
undergraduate years, and did some singing,
conducting, and organ playing, too. After re-
ceiving another Northwestern organ degree,
he went on to play the organ and teach choirs
to “bum” and “nah” at a parish church and
two cathedrals. He and Marilyn Biery now
ply their trade at the Cathedral of Saint Paul
in St. Paul, Minnesota.

Marilyn Perkins Biery received B.M. and
M.M. degrees in or%:m performance from
Northwestern, where her graduate study was
with Grigg, for whom sf;ge was also gradu-
ate assistant at the Alice Millar Chapel in
1981-82. Marilyn spent four undergraduate
years in the well-behaved Richard Enright
studio, watching the Grigg students have jun
running out for ice cream during studio class,
sit askew in the chapel pews, and behave like
the fun-loving, eccentric organ students the
were, so she decided to become one hersle
(and marry one). Marilyn is now at the Ca-
thedral of Saint Paul, in St. Paul, MN, where
she and James Biery carry on as many Grigg
traditions as possil?l/e.
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