Dana Graybeal from a Personal Perspective
Composer, Arranger, Pianist, Vocalist, Actor, Producer, Teacher, Musical Director,
Conductor, Accompanist, Friend, and he plays the Cello.
by Lynda Geames

“I've always told my students,” Dana Graybeal states, “that Music is like a gigantic tree
having enormous roots and having branches that reach up and out infinitely. No matter
what you do in life, you can always explore those branches--the endless beauty and
discovery of music.” Dana Graybeal lives his own words. From childhood, Dana has
immersed himself in music and continues that exploration. We get to share the beauty

of his discoveries.

I first met Dana Graybeal about 40 years ago when he became the accompanist at our
church, and he has been an intermittent part of our family’s life since. He has also been
an incredibly involved musician in the Valley. When prodded, Dana sent me his
“informal list.” He has been in scores of community and school musicals as singer,
actor, accompanist, music director. (He won a Zoni as music director for Theater Works
1940’s Radio Hour.) He has played in and conducted numerous orchestras; sung in
and directed numerous choirs; produced at least two albums of original compositions
and arrangements; taught 26 years of choir, orchestra and piano at Thunderbird High
School where he was a colleague of my husband John. I cannot list all! It’s like the

infinite branches of music exploration!

Originally from North Carolina, Dana’s parents transplanted their young family of two
sons and a daughter to Phoenix, where he grew up active in music from early grades on
through graduating from Cortez High School. He earned undergraduate Music degrees
from then Grand Canyon College before pursuing a Master's Degree in Music Theory
and Composition at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Ft. Worth, TX. My
favorite story of Dana’s time in Ft Worth is, that when motivated by his love of gospel

music, he joined a choir at a nearby Black church. He showed up early for choir practice



one night and sat right in the very center of the choir loft. He wasn’t sure if he took
someone’s spot, but everyone was welcoming--so he just stayed. The directing method
was unique, for the director dictated lyrics and choir members jotted them down. Then
they all sang with no written music. (Try that with us, Ken Goodenberger!) “Everyone
sang out fully,” Dana commented, “and it was an extraordinary experience, like having
on a set of expensive, surround-sound headphones.” I picture Dana just singing away, a
light face floating right in the middle of a sea of dark. For his Master’s thesis at SW,
Dana went above and beyond the required 5-minute composition to compose and
conduct a 50-minute 7 movement piece for choir and orchestra. I call that typical Dana

style.

When I asked Dana Graybeal about his musical influences, his reply was, well. . .
eclectic. He began by mentioning Bach and Chopin, moved to gospel and Mahalia
Jackson and on to popular bands he found classically laced like Queen, Kansas, even
Abba. “Just listen to one of my playlists. It may go from 1920’s era music to a Mozart
mass to pop music eras of the 50’s, 60’s, 70’s to Manhattan Transfer...many styles.”
That’s what Dana loves! And when arranging or composing or planning a concert, he
likes variety and the unexpected. “I actually like to mix genres, like a gospel choir
singing classical, or a barber shop quartet singing jazz or a string quartet playing rock.”

Exploring the branches. . .

The period from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990’s is what I call my “Hey Dana!“ era. He
was freelancing, and I was a high school English and Theater teacher. “Hey Dana, how
would you like to. . . play in the pit for our spring musical, accompany me and some
students at a church festival, play the pit again, guest teach my Honors Junior English
class regarding the characteristics of Romanticism in classical music with the hopes
students can “hear” those qualities in Romantic literature verses Realism. My students
were enthralled and even more delighted when Dana also illustrated how three basic
chords drove most of rock and pop music! My clincher request was probably, “Hey
Dana, do you think you could transcribe I Sing the Body Electric for SATB choir and
orchestra? I want to create a musical from a straight play this year to fit the school’s

talent. It could be our grand finale. ... and you know we don’t have much money,



right?” Ireally did not understand the magnitude of this request. However, I was
delivered an amazing hand-written orchestral score of the song with all the vocal and
instrumental parts comprising an entire page. Wow! Dana chuckled, “I just listened to

the recording over and over and over again and wrote down all the parts.” Dana style.

During the early 1990’s, Dana spent a bit of time at our house graciously rehearsing with
my Thunderbird high school daughter Jolyn, her friends, and some of my musical
theater students from Apollo. Rehearsals could easily turn into jam sessions with us
throwing out song titles, Dana pounding away at the piano, and all of us trying to sing
something like “Bohemian Rhapsody”! Caroling brought its own challenges when our
boozy neighbor INSISTED the singers come in for a drink. “These kids are underage,
and,” as Dana improvised fiction, “I'm a recovering alcoholic!” Imagine the slow-
motion, slack-jawed head turns of four teenagers who thought they knew Dana Graybeal

very well!

Dana has a joie de vivre that can be contagious. He's crazy about Disneyland, trekking
there annually with his high school classes, and probably jockeying them for line
position. He loves Halloween! He’s the scary guy that leaps out of the haunted house to
give you a heart attack. I've seen photos of Dana’s Victorian-styled home whose large,
iron-and-brick fenced lawn is decorated with spooky shapes and then completely
blanketed in fog for trick-or-treaters. A recording of his whimsical, somewhat creepy
“Witch Hunt” probably plays in the background. (YouTube. Dana Graybeal. “Witch
Hunt”)

One of Dana’s many admirable qualities is his teaching ability. “The essentials of music
are rhythm and notes,” he states, “and you’ve got to get those right. I never tell my
students how hard it really is. Ijust tell them the skills will take a while to learn and
they can do it.” During Jolyn’s four years of piano lessons with Dana, I observed that
skill- building process in action: learning simple to complex rhythms, repeating scales in
all the keys, and then recognizing chords in almost any piece of music. I thought that

was rare. Jolyn often became a de facto accompanist, sometimes to her chagrin.



In 1995, Thunderbird High School reaped all the Dana Graybeal benefits when he signed
on as Choir, Orchestra and Piano instructor. He was Music Director for almost 26
musicals and at least as many concerts. He wrote and arranged, incorporating fusion

and variety of styles, and into his students he built skills and fostered love of music Dana

style.

The years of 2020 and 2021 proved challenging in Dana Graybeal’s world. A two-week
medical leave from his teaching job morphed into months of a precarious health
situation, leaving Dana to wonder if he would ever get to write all the musical creations
swirling around in his mind. Then, when his return to school required teaching classes
that were half in-person and half on-line, Dana decided it was time to retire from high
school teaching. He also retired from over a decade directing the Phoenix College
Community Orchestra. He immediately dove into writing and arranging many of those
musical ideas swirling in his mind, the first of which is especially significant to Dana, “I
Just Hafta Sing.” (YouTube) If you look on YouTube for Dana Graybeal, you will enjoy a
number of his works, including his arrangement of “O Holy Night” that West Valley
Chorale is singing. Dana’s on-line recording includes full orchestra and Amy Wyatt as
soloist. Two of my favorites are “Sandstorm” and “Father’s Day,” dedicated to his father

Jim.

Presently, Dana enjoys working in recording studios as orchestrator/conductor and
various other freelance gigs. Since retirement he has made his compositions and
arrangements available on J.W. Pepper and other online sites. He has been a long-
standing member of the Phoenix Symphony Chorus. He also plays cello in ProMusica
Orchestra and Scottsdale Philharmonic. He has performed with Musica Nova and
Arizona Music Fest. He has conducted or accompanied district, regional and state
orchestra or choir festivals. He also continues to play piano/keyboard in pit orchestras
for local musicals and regularly participates in Arizona Musical Theatre Orchestra. He is

still exploring those infinite musical branches with joie de vivre . . Dana style.



