
History of the 

Pitzen Brass Ensemble 

January 2024 



Cover Photos 
Top Photo: Pitzen Brass Ensemble, 1985 
Upper Row Left to Right: Paul Bauer, bass trombone; Glenn Monson, trombone; 
Neal Berntsen, trumpet 
Middle Row Left to Right: Kevin Hartman, trumpet; Walter Hamberg, trumpet; David 
Ferguson, trombone 
Lower Row Left to Right: Mitchell Arnold, conductor; Tod Bowermaster, horn; Adele 
Trawick, horn; James Smelser, horn; Stephen Proser, horn; Charles Schuchat, tuba 

Bottom Photo: Pitzen Brass Ensemble Resurrection, 2022 
Left to Right: Kevin Hartman, trumpet; Don Schultz, trumpet; Sarah Jessen, trumpet; 
Dean Psarakis, trumpet; Daniel Byer, percussion; James South, trumpet; Kevin Owen, 
horn; Robert Hoyle, horn; Timothy Myers, trombone; David Ferguson; trombone; Patrick 
Smith, trombone; Israel Gutierrez, bass trombone; Michael Roylance, tuba; Robert 
Carpenter, tuba 

Pitzen Brass Ensemble Photo Credits 
Page 13, Pitzen Brass Ensemble Resurrection trumpet section: James South 
All Other Photos: Deborah Campana



Bienen School of Music Pitzen Brass Ensemble January 2024 

1 

History of Pitzen Brass Ensemble 

The Pitzen Brass Ensemble was an independent, self-governing, elite ensemble of young 
professional brass and percussion musicians who performed throughout the Chicago 
area from 1978 through 1989. Born of the tradition of symphonic musicianship established 
by the legendary Chicago Symphony Orchestra brass section, the Pitzen Brass Ensemble 
became known for its brilliant and stylistic performances. All Pitzen Brass musicians 
studied music at Northwestern University with members of the Chicago Symphony 
Orchestra and carried on the tradition of their educators and mentors through their 
performances with the Ensemble. In this regard, the Pitzen Brass Ensemble became the 
vanguard brass ensemble of its generation and the foundation for the next wave of great 
brass players. 

Origins: The Pitzen Brass Quintet 
The Pitzen Brass Ensemble had its roots in the Pitzen Brass Quintet, a group of five 
talented and highly motivated undergraduate brass students at the Northwestern 
University School of Music. The enterprising young musicians of the Pitzen Brass Quintet 
joined forces in 1976, outside any formal institutional or academic programs at the 
University, and soon began performing both on campus and throughout the Chicago area. 
An important coach and mentor in the quintet’s formative years was Grigg Fountain, Choir 
Director at Northwestern University’s Alice Millar Chapel. 
Before long the Pitzen Brass Quintet was appearing in a variety of events, such as 
Chicago’s first Earth Day ceremony at the Adler Planetarium on the shores of Lake 
Michigan, to the esteemed Bach Week Festival at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in 
Evanston. Here the young quintet performed Contrapuncti from J.S. Bach’s Art of the 
Fugue with Northwestern University organ professor and international recording artist 
Wolfgang Rubsam. In spring 1978, the Pitzen Brass Quintet entered the prestigious 
Coleman Chamber Music Competition at Caltech in Pasadena, California. The vast 
majority of entrants in this competition were traditional chamber ensembles consisting of 
piano, strings, and woodwind instruments. To the astonishment of the judges and 
audience, this upstart brass quintet captured the second prize Saunderson Award. 
Exhibiting what would become a Pitzen hallmark, the Pitzen Brass Quintet independently 
funded their entry and travel to the Coleman Competition themselves―and wore their 
financial and artistic autonomy as a badge of honor. 

Birth of the Pitzen Brass Ensemble 
In late 1978, the Ecumenical Council of the Catholic Archdiocese of Chicago engaged the 
Pitzen Brass Quintet to organize a large brass ensemble to perform over three successive 
days at a major interfaith conference in Chicago. The Quintet immediately expanded its 
ranks of musicians and recruited Northwestern University graduate composition student 
Mitchell Arnold to conduct the large group. The multiple performances at the conference 
were so successful and the musicians became so energized by the high level of ensemble 
playing that they decided to continue rehearsing and performing together as a large 
group. The Pitzen Brass Ensemble was born. 
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The Pitzen Brass Ensemble’s first concert program was presented to a full house at Alice 
Millar Chapel on April 21, 1979. That concert laid the foundation for the Ensemble’s 
reputation as an elite large brass ensemble and initiated a full decade of groundbreaking 
and inspiring brass and percussion concerts. 
Innovation was at the heart of the Pitzen Brass Ensemble. The advertising buzz that the 
Ensemble created for its first concert in April 1979 included an impromptu outdoor 
performance at The Rock next to University Hall on the Northwestern campus. One might 
say this foreshadowed today’s flash mob. 

Daily Northwestern, April 20, 1979 
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Pitzen Brass Ensemble Subscription Series Concerts 
At the outset, the Pitzen Brass Quintet and conductor Mitchell Arnold served as the artistic 
and organizational core of the large Ensemble. This small group arranged concert 
logistics, created programs, and soon established an annual series of three concerts per 
year, complete with season brochures, advertising campaigns, and subscriptions. 
The concerts in this series were generally presented at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in 
Evanston, which the Pitzen Brass Ensemble used as its regular rehearsal space, 
administrative home base, and concert hall. Easter sunrise services at St. Luke’s became 
an important annual event in the Pitzen Brass Ensemble calendar, with stirring liturgical 
music for brass, organ, and chorus composed and arranged specifically for those 
services. 

1981 standing room only Pitzen Brass Ensemble subscription series concert, St. Luke’s Episcopal Church. 
Left to Right: Peter Wahrhaftig, tuba; Mitchell Arnold, conductor; Steven Mayer and Timothy Myers, 
trombone; William Essert and Robert Smith, trumpet. 

Full houses and standing room only audiences became regular occurrences at the 
subscription series concerts. Chicago area audiences were captivated by the Pitzen 
Brass Ensemble’s unique programming of music originally composed for large brass 
ensemble, including great classics, rarely heard twentieth century works, and world 
premieres, many by Chicago composers (see Appendix C). Superb performances of this 
challenging literature were guaranteed by the group’s exceptional musicianship and 
uncompromising commitment to highly refined and incisive ensemble playing. 
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By the mid-1980s, the Pitzen Brass Ensemble had become a recognized leader among 
performing ensembles in Chicago, deriving much of its support and energy from the grass 
roots of the local, metropolitan, and regional brass community. The informal structure and 
organization of the original Ensemble rapidly evolved to become more formalized, with 
the establishment of Pitzen, Inc., a non-profit corporation whose board of directors 
included Northwestern School of Music faculty, members of the Chicago Symphony 
Orchestra, and Pitzen alumni who held leadership positions in other symphony 
orchestras.  
Much of the financial support for the Pitzen Brass Ensemble came from funders such as 
the Evanston Arts Council, the Illinois Arts Council, the National Endowment for the Arts, 
and numerous individual and corporate donors. Soon, the Ensemble was advertising for 
local businesses and other performing ensembles in its concert programs. Revenue and 
publicity were also generated through the sale of Pitzen merchandise. 
Each successful concert and subscription season solidified the relationships the 
Ensemble was building in the community, which in turn created greater exposure and 
new performance opportunities beyond the established series. The Ensemble continued 
to forge and strengthen those relationships with educational institutions, cultural 
organizations, and media throughout the metropolitan region.  
A key ally in the local media was music critic Kyle Gann. Celebrated authority on late 
twentieth-century music, composer, author, journalist, and most notably, music critic for 
the Village Voice, Gann publicized and wrote reviews of Pitzen Brass Ensemble concerts 
in the Chicago Reader. Examples of Mr. Gann’s and other Pitzen Brass Ensemble 
reviews are found in Appendix D. 

Upper Row Left to Right: 
Walter Hamberg, trumpet 
Thomas Rolfs, trumpet 
Neal Berntsen, trumpet 
Patrick Jensen, trumpet 

Middle Row Left to Right: 
Kevin Hartman, trumpet 
Glenn Monson, trombone 
David Ferguson, trombone 
Paul Bauer, bass trombone 
Alan Tobias, trombone 

Lower Row Left to Right: 
Mitchell Arnold, conductor 
Stephen Proser, horn 
James Smelser, horn 
Greg Flint, horn 
Tod Bowermaster, horn 
Charles Schuchat, tuba 

See Appendix E for 
larger image. 

Kyle Gann “Critic’s Choice” publicity from April 1985 Chicago Reader 
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Program from Dame Myra Hess Memorial Concert, November 1981 
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In addition to its annual subscription concert series, the Pitzen Brass Ensemble began 
appearing throughout the Chicago metropolitan area very soon after its formation. 
Early performances as guest artists included concerts on series presented by St. Thomas 
the Apostle Catholic Church, First St. Paul’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, and Mundelein 
College. In its second full season in November 1981, the Pitzen Brass Ensemble 
presented an exceptional concert on the Dame Myra Hess Memorial Concert Series, 
which was also broadcast on classical radio station WFMT. 

Pitzen Brass Ensemble trumpets & trombones, 1985 — Left to Right: Kevin Hartman, trumpet; Walter 
Hamberg, trumpet; Glenn Monson, trombone; David Ferguson, trombone; Paul Bauer, bass trombone 

Pitzen Brass Ensemble Musicians 
Initially, the majority of Pitzen Brass Ensemble musicians were Northwestern University 
School of Music undergraduates. As the Pitzen Brass Ensemble matured, a new core of 
brass players began to emerge, made up of mostly graduate music students from 
Northwestern. This new leadership continued to build upon the Ensemble’s early success, 
fueled by the passion, energy, creativity, and commitment to excellence that each 
musician brought to the ensemble. 
The Pitzen Brass Ensemble quickly became sought after, not only by concert promoters 
and audiences, but also by the best young professional brass players, all but one who 
were Northwestern University students and alumni. New musicians joined when older 
Ensemble members were offered coveted positions in professional symphony orchestras, 
wind and brass ensembles, bands, university music schools, and conservatories across 
North America, Europe, Africa, and Asia. 
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Throughout this natural and healthy succession of membership, conductor Mitchell Arnold 
was able to provide the continuity and stability necessary for nurturing the development 
of the Pitzen Brass Ensemble as an artistic force in the community. 
As many Pitzen Brass Ensemble alumni were developing their musical careers and 
establishing themselves in prominent performing and teaching positions on four 
continents, other Pitzen alumni were branching out from the music profession and 
exploring new career opportunities. Those people were finding professional and 
intellectual stimulation in fields such as law, psychotherapy, engineering, urban planning, 
publishing, and high tech. 
Several Pitzen alumni have become successful entrepreneurs, developing such 
innovations as brass instrument design improvements, home devices, and products with 
applications in gerontology. Although careers in such businesses and professions may 
appear to be inconsistent with performing in an elite brass ensemble, most of these Pitzen 
Brass Ensemble alumni found that they learned many transferable skills from their music 
education and performing experience with the Pitzen Brass Ensemble. All these alumni 
give credit to the Ensemble for instilling in them the values of discipline, uncompromising 
pursuit of excellence, teamwork, performing at the highest level, and leadership. 

Finale of the Pitzen Brass Ensemble 
The final subscription series concert of the Pitzen Brass Ensemble was presented at St. 
Luke’s Episcopal Church on June 18, 1989. For this concert, the Ensemble pulled out all 
the stops and invited upwards of 14 additional guest musicians, including Pitzen Brass 
Ensemble alumni, top Chicago freelancers, and Chicago Symphony Orchestra trombonist 
Frank Crisafulli, who had influenced so many Ensemble members as their teacher, coach, 
and mentor through the 1970s and 80s. The full program for this capstone concert is 
included in Appendix C. 

List of musicians performing in final Pitzen Brass Ensemble subscription series concert 
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Although Pitzen, Inc. was winding up its business in late 1989, a significant performing 
opportunity presented itself in October of that year, when the Pitzen Brass Ensemble was 
invited to perform at the dedication ceremony for a new public art installation in Chicago’s 
Jonquil Park: Eagle Columns by sculptor Richard Hunt. For its part, the Ensemble 
performed a new work commissioned for the occasion, the Eagle Columns Fanfare 
composed by Pitzen conductor Mitchell Arnold. 

Extract from Dedication Ceremony Program for Eagle Columns 

Eagle Columns (source http://www.publicartinchicago.com/2010-studio-visit-richard-howard-hunt/) 
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In retrospect, the Eagle Columns Dedication Ceremony, which included presentations by 
Richard Hunt and dignitaries from the Lincoln Park Conservation Association, Chicago 
Park District, and National Endowment for the Arts, was an emblematic finale for this 
prestigious group of musicians who had contributed so much to the public artistic life of 
Chicago, the broader community of Northwestern University, and the next generation of 
symphonic musicians around the world. 

Conclusion 
Membership in the Pitzen Brass Ensemble demanded a common commitment to the 
principle that a self-governing ensemble of excellent musicians can independently attain 
the highest standards in the performance of great brass music, and can continually 
improve upon those standards, season after season. The musicians of the Pitzen Brass 
Ensemble were motivated by more than money, self-promotion, recording contracts, and 
the allure of embarking on concert tours. These immensely talented musicians with their 
sharply honed ensemble skills were inspired by the ideals that brought them together: 
technical mastery of their instruments; highly developed ensemble sensibility; unity of 
sound, intonation, articulation, dynamics, and interpretation; profound understanding and 
expression of musical and stylistic values; and most of all, camaraderie. This 
extraordinary dedication to musical excellence created some of the finest brass ensemble 
concerts ever heard in Chicago―the city that is accustomed to hearing the best 
symphonic brass playing in the world. Beyond those concerts, the Pitzen Brass Ensemble 
nurtured, sustained, and launched many of the finest brass performers, coaches, and 
teachers in the world today. 

Pitzen Brass Ensemble subscription series program cover, 1983 – 1989 
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June 2022 Renewal 

The Pitzen Brass Ensemble had accomplished unparalleled success through the eleven 
years it was active in the 1970s—80s. At that time, those ambitious young musicians 
assumed that this vital part of their artistic development could not continue. After all, they 
were embarking on exciting new careers in music performance, teaching, and other 
professions in Chicago, across North America, and around the world. Rather than staying 
together, they took the inspiration and skills they learned at Northwestern University and 
in the Pitzen Brass Ensemble to their new communities and shared them with new 
colleagues, students, and audiences. Each remembered the values and ideals they had 
developed together, even though the Ensemble was no longer active. 
This inactive status changed, however, at the instigation of Northwestern University 
alumnus Patrick Smith, who earned a MMus degree in trombone performance. Mr. Smith 
had been a classmate of the founding members of the Pitzen Brass Ensemble and 
attended its debut concert more than 40 years ago. Now a senior electrical engineer at 
the MIT Lincoln Laboratory, he also produces brass concerts in the Boston area. 
Because he had been inspired as a student by the Pitzen Brass Ensemble, Patrick Smith 
decided to produce a Pitzen Brass Ensemble Resurrection concert as part of a larger 
brass music festival he was planning for June 2022. He didn’t expect all the musicians in 
the Pitzen Brass Ensemble Resurrection to be Pitzen alumni; rather, Mr. Smith’s aim was 
to present a concert with as many Pitzen alumni as possible, performing some of the 
literature the original Pitzen Brass Ensemble had played more than three decades earlier. 
He contacted several Pitzen alumni in 2021 to begin organizing the 2022 event, including 
founding horn players Kirsten Bendixen and Seth Orgel, Canadian trumpeter in the 
original Pitzen Brass Quintet Don Schultz, and conductor Mitchell Arnold. This key group 
of Pitzen alumni enthusiastically took up the challenge and began recruiting other 
musicians who had been regular members of the Pitzen Brass Ensemble in the 1980s. 

June 2022 rehearsal for the Pitzen Brass Ensemble Resurrection in Worcester, Massachusetts 
Left to Right: Mitchell Arnold, conductor; Sarah Jessen, trumpet; James South, trumpet; Kevin Hartman, 
trumpet; Don Schultz, trumpet; Dean Psarakis, trumpet; Kirsten Bendixen, horn; Seth Orgel; horn; 
Timothy Myers, trombone; David Ferguson, trombone; Michael Roylance, tuba 

January 2024 



Bienen School of Music Pitzen Brass Ensemble 

11 

By June 2022, an ensemble of 18 brass and percussion musicians, half of whom were 
original members of the Pitzen Brass Ensemble, was assembled to perform a full concert 
as part of Patrick Smith’s Afternoon of Brass in Worcester, Massachusetts. Recruiting 
excellent brass players and percussionists to fill out the other half of the Pitzen Brass 
Ensemble Resurrection was easier than most had expected, because many Boston area 
musicians were still familiar with the Pitzen Brass Ensemble’s reputation, and because 
the Pitzen alumni had strong connections with the classical music community in New 
England. Local musicians who joined the Pitzen Brass Ensemble Resurrection included 
members of the Boston Symphony Orchestra and Boston Pops Orchestra, and faculty 
members of the University of Connecticut, Trinity College, and Wesleyan University. 

Trombonist Timothy Myers and 
Conductor Mitchell Arnold on 
rehearsal break 

Pitzen Brass Ensemble Resurrection in concert June 2022 
Left to Right: David Ferguson, trombone; Daniel Byers, timpani; Kirsten 
Bendixen, horn; Timothy Myers, trombone; Kevin Owen, horn; Robert Hoyle, 
horn; Patrick Smith, trombone; Seth Orgel; horn; Israel Gutierrez, bass 
trombone; Michael Roylance, tuba; Mitchell Arnold, conductor 

Pitzen Brass Ensemble Resurrection June 5, 2022, Mechanics Hall, Worcester, Massachusetts 
Left to Right: Sarah Jessen, trumpet; Kevin Hartman, trumpet; Seth Orgel; horn; Dean Psarakis, trumpet; Kevin 
Own, horn; Timothy Myers, trombone; Mitchell Arnold, conductor; Kirsten Bendixen, horn (behind Arnold); David 
Ferguson, trombone; Robert Hoyle, horn; Patrick Smith, trombone; Michael Roylance, tuba
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