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Alexandra Bourque Interview  

 

1. You wear and have worn, many hats, as a conductor, a violinist and a music educator. These 

perspectives give you a unique musical vantage point. Thinking about your conducting career, could 

you please recall and share one memorable experience? What made this experience important for 

you?  

 

One memorable experience I have would be when I directed and conducted the concert: ñDancing under 

the Starsò with the Toronto Community Orchestra. This concert was very special for different reasons. 

The first is that we programmed two works featuring soloists: Davidôs Trombone Concertino and 

Dvorakôs Romance for Violin and Orchestra. Both soloists were dear friends, and I canôt express enough 

how marvelous it is to perform music with friends. It just brings the connection between the conductor 

and the soloist to such a new level. The second would be because of the repertoire that was chosen. At 

that concert, we also did ñJupiterò from The Planets. Working on a movement from The Planets is always 

so rewarding I feel. The third reason was the special connection I felt performing with the musicians of 

the orchestra after having worked with them for 2 years. We built a dynamic together as a unit and that is 

certainly one of the things I like the most as a conductor. It is like having a conversation with them where 

you express emotions to one another and create beauty together. 

 

2. You are known in the musical world for your versatility. A violinist as well as a trombone player, 

you have conducted wind bands and ensembles, as well as symphonic orchestras and choirs. Could 

you please describe how a particular conductor, or a particular conducting experience has been 

formative in your thinking about conducting? Why?  

 

I have an eclectic background when it comes to my music training and experience. I am a trained violinist 

and a performer; I have a degree in music education and did my master's degree in Band Conducting (with 

many classes in Orchestra Conducting). I also learned music in the French-Canadian System until the age 

of 20 when I went to McGill and continued my training in English. This brought some challenges but also 

gave me a unique perspective on the orchestra world and the band world. A conductorôs relationship and 

visual connection with an orchestra are different than with a band. I think realizing that early on has shaped 

my approach to conducting. 

 

With bands, I usually find the connection between the musicians and the conductor is much stronger and 

I believe there are a couple of reasons why. Wind instruments can be played without having to look at the 

instrument and fingers all the time. So, wind players may tend to look more closely at the conductor 

compared to players in an orchestra, especially an amateur orchestra, where string players can get caught 

up focusing visually on their fingerings, finger placement and bow technique. If you have seasoned 

musicians this shouldnôt be an issue. The second reason why I think band instrumentalists are more 

connected to the conductor is because of their use of air. The conductor not only conducts the music but 

gives a lot of important cues and information regarding the air used by the musicians. The concept of 

breathing together is also sometimes taught to string players but it comes from the technique of wind 

instruments. I find the wind players are also more connected to each other while playing for the same 

reason.  

 

Additionally, earlier in my training, I found the reaction of wind players to my conducting to be much 

quicker than string players, and sense that wind players can follow even slight details I show them. String 
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playersô reactions to my movements and conducting have always seemed a little slower and I sometimes 

would have to intensify or exaggerate my gestures to get the response I was looking for. I think this is the 

case across the board, but I can feel that even more with less experienced players.  

 

 

 

 
 

Alexandra Bourque Conducting 

 

 

3. Both the instruments you have chosen, are particularly difficult. I am curious to learn the 

trajectory that led to the choices of violin and trombone, both so different from each other. What 

were some reasons for your selection of these instruments? Was the choice fortuitous, was there a 

pragmatic decision whose purpose was to give your present versatility, or was it some combination?  

 

I had the chance to attend a public elementary school with a very special music program. All students at 

that school were doing 2 hours or so of music every day. In grade 3, we had two choices of instruments - 

violin and piano. I chose the violin. I continued my training on the violin to the end of my degree at 

McGill. However, at McGill, I also had to choose a wind instrument for the band lab rehearsals. I chose 

the trombone because it is a pitched instrument with positions which made a lot of sense for me as a 

violinist with perfect pitch. To date, I have a lot of opportunities to play in bands, however, I honestly 

wouldnôt call myself a very good trombone player 
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4. Turning now to music education, you have had a lot of experience teaching. You have taught 

either violin, orchestra or band at the Collège Régina Assumpta, Holy Trinity School, Branksome 

Hall, Forsyth Country Day School and in your private studio, and worked for French and English 

school boards, and private schools in Canada and the United States. What makes a person a good 

music teacher? 

 

I think you need to love it - to love music and love passing along your passion. I find enjoyment and fun 

to be the absolute best motivator. I so enjoyed studying music as a student and I want other people to 

experience that too. Another thing that makes a big difference is to be supported and respected by your 

administration. A teacher and a good music program need that to succeed. You can be a great teacher, but 

not achieve the best results if thatôs not in place, so teachers should keep that in mind. 

 

 

5. Would you please share with our readers what you think are the most effective way(s) of sharing 

musical knowledge and experience with students, in other words, what are one or two of your key 

strategies for successful teaching? You may want to focus on the element you described in the 

previous question or speak more broadly.  

 

First, you need to be organized. Organized information is much easier to understand. Then comes strategy. 

You can teach one concept in music in multiple ways. Rhythms for example. I present the same rhythms 

to students in several ways: write it on paper, explain the math behind it, clap the rhythm on the beat, do 

listening exercises, come up with phonetics (my favourite) etc. One or more of those methods is going to 

stick with each student.  

 

 

6. As a Francophone Canadian, you have the advantage of living and working in a bilingual culture 

in Canada which you have expanded to the United States. Could you please describe some of your 

more recent projects, commenting on essential or minor differences which stand out for you as you 

cross these cultural boundaries? Or would it be truer to say that there are no boundaries to cross 

since you are always working in music?  

 

There were many boundaries to cross. I often feel there are more boundaries between the French and 

English Canadian systems than the English Canadian and American systems. 

 

In French, the name of the rhythm can be sung. In English, If you see 2 quarters, and 2 eighths followed 

by a quarter, you cannot say them and sing the rhythm at the same time as the word quarter is 2 syllables 

but only 1 beat. In French, Noire, Noire, Deux Croches,  Noire fits the rhythm perfectly. Rhythm always 

made more sense to me in French.  

 

I also learned music with the Do, Ré, Mi, Fa, Sol, La, Si, Do and always by using fixed Do. I started ear 

training in Grade 2 and developed perfect pitch and synesthesia. Having to switch to letters and movable 

Do was a struggle for me. It just made no sense to my brain. Fun fact: I also see colors for letters and the 

colors of the letters were not matching the colors of the notes which was very confusing to me (e.g., Letter 

E is Green, but Mi is Yellowé).  
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Another big difference is that in Quebec, students graduate in Grade 11 and move to CEGEP, not 

university. In the English system both in Canada and the USA, students graduate from high school and 

move to university which creates a lot of pressure for the type of classes they take in Grade 11 and Grade 

12. This often makes it difficult for students to pick music as a class in High School or makes music an 

ñeasy electiveò or ñeasy Aò. I did not grow up with this mentality. I always had to work extremely hard 

in music class and an A didnôt come easily. Itôs frustrating for me and the students when they assume they 

will get an A out of music class or orchestra. I have run into that more in the U.S. 

 

 

7. You received the prestigious Womenôs Musical Club of Toronto Foundation Graduate Fellowship 

for the 2016-2017 academic year. Could you please share your thoughts on being a woman in the 

world of conductors and musicians, referring to what you see as a womanôs disadvantages and 

advantages? 

 

I wrote an article a few years ago on this topic for Smopera magazine which can be found on my website 

called: ñThe Struggle of Women Conductorsò. It has not always been easy for me to be a woman 

conductor. I have gotten threats and countless nasty emails from men. However, I have also received a 

tremendous amount of support from both men and women. I try not to let the prejudice get to me anymore, 

but itôs there. 

 

But if anyone wants to read my article, they can find it at www.alexandrabourque.com. 

 

9. Please add any other thoughts you would like to share with our readers.  

 

This journey has been challenging but also incredible and I feel very fortunate for the experiences I have 

had. I will continue to promote the arts and music education in North America, and I hope my students 

will do the same one day.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.alexandrabourque.com/
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OF NOTE: 

THE SOUNDS OF RESOUND 
Submitted by Kim Alexander, President of RESOUND 

Sweet harmonies echo through the empty halls of Trent University every Sunday night. They are the 

sounds of RESOUND, Durham Regionôs newest choir.  Artistic Director, Thomas Burton, stops the 

singing to encourage a better blend, ñShape your lips into an óoooô shape. Now try againò. They do. 

ñAh!  Soooo much betterò, he smiles. The choir continues rehearsing, and the hall rings with beautiful 

sound. 

 

 

JOY Concert - March 2022 (Photo March 20, 2022, by Tanya Bishop). 

Northminster United Church, Oshawa 



7 

 

 

Since its inception in 2019, the choir is becoming known across Canada and in this community.  While 

providing choral excellence, it also strives to support community outreach by partnering with a variety of 

partners. In three short years, it has commissioned seven works, performed four live concerts, five virtual 

concerts, held fifteen workshops by esteemed choral clinicians, hosted a Canada-wide poetry contest for 

Indigenous and Inuit writers, and has hired over 50 musicians. RESOUND owes its success to its board 

members, musical director, and its choristers. 

 

 

 

Fall Retreat - October 2022 (Photo October 1, 2022 by Joanne Lavoie, VP Marketing 

at Heber Downs Conservation Area, Ajax). 

 

Kim Alexander, President of RESOUND, is a founding member of the choir. She recalls shaping the 

choirôs vision with then artistic director Michael Morgan. ñMichael and I got into a discussion one evening 
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about what would be our dream choir. Our ideas eventually honed down to two main ones: a choir that 

was visionary and excelled in musical nuance and finesse, and one that focused on community outreachò. 

It was this vision and the eagerness of the choir that drew Thomas Burtonôs attention. ñWhen I heard about 

their vision and met the choir in person, I felt like it was a really wonderful organization and I wanted to 

be part of itò. Burton feels the choir is filling a niche in this community. ñPeople say they are looking for 

a higher-level choral experience and audience members are appreciative that we are bringing larger 

orchestral experiences to the Durham Region. They would normally have to travel to Toronto to hear this 

kind of musicò.  

To achieve this standard of singing, the choir relies on its strong organization. Alexander notes, ñWe have 

a great, active team that includes thirteen board members. We have strong communication between the 

artistic team and choir administration. Every single person in the choir takes on a task or two to help the 

whole group. This group is amazingò. 

 

 

Holiday Concert - November 2021 (Photo November 28, 2021, by Ian MacCready). 

Northminster United Church, Oshawa 

 



9 

 

Rounding out this successful equation are the choristers, who are comprised of a variety of age groups 

and cultural backgrounds. One of the original members and Vice-president of the choir, Kim Miller-Sands, 

commented, ñWhat I really love about singing with RESOUND is the calibre of music. I find myself 

uplifted after spending time with such a wonderfully diverse community of singersò.  Terri Anderson, 

another original member, concurs, ñI love the people and the challenge of the diverse repertoire that our 

artistic director has presented to our choir. Hopefully I will be able to keep up with this talented choir and 

continue for as long as I have a voiceò. 

Regarding the next few seasons, Burton beams when he discusses the choirôs upcoming goals: ñWe hope 

to expand to two choirs. A long-term goal would be to sing with the Toronto Symphony and the Ontario 

Philharmonic. Meanwhile, we want to let everyone know who we are in Durham and to connect with the 

community moreò.  

The concert on November 12th gave the choir an opportunity to connect with the community, as they 

honoured Remembrance Day. Burton explains, ñAll these pieces really evoke that feeling of peace and 

justice. I love how the songs all have these juicy harmonies and inspiring texts. And Iôve always wanted 

to conduct Durufl®ôs Requiemò. 

Based on the audienceôs response, the choirôs two performances demonstrated their finely honed choral 

singing and their connection to the community.  RESOUND looks forward to recording four 

commissioned works at the Glenn Gould studio in December.  The choir is well-positioned to continue 

this momentum to meet their long-term goals.  Keep your ears open for whatôs next. 

Next concert: ñSongs My Mother Taught Meò, March 25, 2023, featuring 3 commissioned pieces ï 

Stephanie Martin, Beverley McKiver, Katharine Petkovski.   

www.RESOUNDChoir 

FEATURE 

On Carl Orff and his Carmina Burana 

Submitted by Peter H. Solomon, Jr. 

 

 In 1936 the German composer Carl Orff wrote Carmina Burana, an original setting for singers 

and orchestra of a selection of medieval secular songs, whose texts were preserved in a 13th century 

parchment manuscript that was discovered and then republished in the 19th century. This tuneful and 

rhythmically vital piece would attain immense popularity in the late 20th century and beyond.  

Who was Carl Orff and what is it about the music of Carmina Burana that appeals today? Here, I 

review Orffôs career and the place of Carmina Burana in it and then examine the music itself. 

 After returning from WWI with an injury, Orff followed multiple career paths that included 

cofounding and teaching at a music and dance school for children, where he developed the ñOrff methodò 

that remains popular to this day. He also pursued personal interests in both early and contemporary music. 

Not only did he study and perform early music, but he also produced his own versions of it, including a 

neo-romantic reworking of Monteverdiôs Orfeo (1925). He was also part of Munichôs League for 

http://www.resoundchoir/
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Contemporary Music, which in the late 1920s presented works by composers like Bartok, Hindemith, 

Schoenberg, and Stravinsky. Moreover, he was an associate of Kurt Weill, Bertolt Brecht, and other leftists 

and seen by one German cultural organization as a ñcultural Bolshevistò. When the Nazis came to power, 

he retreated from most of modernism, claiming to dislike jazz and twelve-tone music, but he was fortunate 

in the way Carmina Burana was ultimately received. 

In 1935 he happened upon a second-hand copy of the compilation of secular songs (in Latin and 

medieval German and old French) of the Goliards, wandering clerics and scholars of the 13th century, that 

had been discovered and published in 1847 as ñcarmina buranaò. He then used a selection of these texts, 

starting with ñO Fortunaò and featuring ones that were erotic or linked to drinking or gambling, as the 

basis for his secular cantata of the same name, which he completed the next year. Both the subject matter 

and the musical primitivism made Orffôs work open to criticism in Nazi times. 

In fact, reviews of the 1937 premiere were highly critical. One called the work ñBavarian Negro 

musicò; and another opined that it displayed ña mistaken return to primitive elements of instrumentalism 

and a foreign emphasis on rhythmic formulaeò. The piece was almost banned. But reviews of later 

performances in 1938 were better, and after some politicking, key Nazis seem to have accepted the work, 

which had regular performances throughout WW II. To be sure, the head of the music section to the 

Propaganda Ministry still disliked Orff and, while not censuring him, kept him intimidated. This, along 

with money problems, may have prompted the composer to accept a commission to write new incidental 

music for Shakespeareôs Midsummer Nightôs Dream (1939), to provide an alternative to that of 

Mendelssohn, who as a Jew was out of favor. (The resulting music is boring to my ears, even in its later 

revisions). Orff would also bask in the success of Carmina Burana by writing more music in its vein, most 

notably Catullii Carmina (1943), which sets the words of the Roman poet Catullus to music in ways not 

dissimilar to that of Carmina Burana.  

When the War ended, like many prominent Germans, Orff faced the denazification process and as 

an ostensible beneficiary of the Nazi regime, had to make the case that he did not collaborate. He 

succeeded in getting certified as ñGrey C Acceptableò, later explained by his evaluator as ñcompromised 

by his actions during the Nazi period but not a subscriber to Nazi doctrineò. This rating was considered 

acceptable (later controversy notwithstanding), and it meant that Orff faced no restrictions on his future 

activities. He would continue his compositional career with more works of a theatrical vein, many based 

on Greek literature (Sophocles) and maintaining a streak of primitivism. While none of these works gained 

popularity outside Germany, in contrast, Carmina Burana had a career of its own, especially after Orffôs 

death in 1982, with performances around the world and the borrowing of parts in both film and advertising, 

especially the song ñO Fortunaò. 

Now to the music. To begin, Orffôs music bears no connection to any of the music composed for 

parts of the collection in medieval times, what has been called ñthe original sound of the Carmina Buranaò. 

It was only in the 1950s and 1960s that parallel sources of some 45 of the surviving 254 Carmina Burana 

poems containing music notation were discovered. By now these have been transcribed and multiple 

recordings made, but none of this was available to Carl Orff in the 1930s. Nor is the music similar. While 

Orff chose for his work the erotic, gambling and drinking songs in the collection, the original set included 

works relating of classical tales and political scandals of the medieval church, and some of the settings are 

subtly crafted and musically virtuosic. 

Orffôs own setting is marked by rhythmic vitality and tunefulness, and each of these features can 

be traced to the composerôs earlier experiences. The rhythms in Carmina Burana are not for the most part 
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irregular or complex (the dance No.6 is an exception) but involve regular and sometimes syncopated 

accents and above all repetition, sometimes in the form of ostinato. Orff was known to admire Stravinsky 

and especially his great work Les Noces (1923), which has a lot of ostinato passages, and there are 

resemblances (according to one musicologist, even plagiarism). The instrumentation of Carmina Burana 

also reflects the Stravinsky of Les Noces, with its many percussion instruments and use of two pianos in 

the orchestra. Of course, Les Noces has four pianos as the core of its orchestra, and this is precisely what 

Orff employed in his next major work for singers and orchestra, Catulli Carmina, a work that features 

ostinato passages that last so long as to be wearing. 

Good tunes also characterize Carmina Burana, but what is striking is how often these melodies 

take the form of chant, occasionally melismatic but more often with one note for each syllable. This seems 

to reflect Orffôs earlier preoccupation with Monteverdi and Schutz, not to speak of his intimate knowledge 

of Bachôs work. There are also passages, in the baritone solos, that resemble Verdi. What is missing 

entirely is polyphony, as singers of various parts always sing together. No doubt this was a conscious 

choice by the composer and meant to contribute to the direct and primitive quality of the articulations. 

Musicologists have not always been kind to the piece. Thus, Nicolas Slonimskyôs blatant though 

accurate description from 1971, as ñan amalgam of heterogenous neo-medieval, ecclesiastical, ethnic and 

popular melodic and rhythmic elements, accoutred in bland modalities and marked by a hypnotically 

repetitive asymmetrical cantillation alternating with monometrical ululation and syncopated hocketsò. 

Analysis and criticism aside, in the 21st century Carmina Burana has become a classic, beloved of 

both listeners and performers. In 2009, it topped a BBC list of most widely heard classical tracks (followed 

by Vaughn Williams, Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis and Rimsky Korsakoffôs Scheherazade), 

with BBC Radio 2ôs head of programming calling it "a timeless piece of music that continues to be played, 

performed and loved over 70 years after its composition.ò  Would Orff, his supporters or his critics, ever 

have imagined this? 

Sources: 

Benjamin Bagley, ñThe Original Sound of the Carmina Burana (ca.1230),ò Sequentia (2008), 

https://www.sequentia.org/programs/program03.html  

Carol Brennan, ñCarl Orff: Biographyò, Musician Guide    

https://musicianguide.com/biographies/1608000265/Carl-Orff.html  

ñCarl Orff,ò Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_Orff+ 

ñCarmina Buranaò, Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carmina_Burana  

Michael H. Kater, Composers of the Nazi Era: Eight Portraits (N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 2000), 

chapter 5. 

Carl Rosman, ñOrff: Carmina Burana,ò https://www.abc.net.au/classic/read-and-watch/listening-

guide/orff-carmina-burana/11797724  

Nicolas Slonimsky, Music since 1900, 4th edition, (N.Y.: Schirmer books, 1971), entry for June 8, 1937. 

https://www.sequentia.org/programs/program03.html
https://musicianguide.com/biographies/1608000265/Carl-Orff.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_Orff
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carmina_Burana
https://www.abc.net.au/classic/read-and-watch/listening-guide/orff-carmina-burana/11797724
https://www.abc.net.au/classic/read-and-watch/listening-guide/orff-carmina-burana/11797724
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FEATURE 

THE HOME MUSIC CLUB OF TORONTO  

Submitted by Lynda Moon 

 
 

 

Home Music Club Anniversary Cover 

 

On Sunday, October 23, 2022, a special celebration concert was held at the Heliconian Hall in Toronto to 

commemorate the 125th anniversary of the Home Music Club, one of the oldest continuously operating 

musical organizations in the city.  

 

The HMC was founded in 1897 by a small group of women musical friends who wished to meet regularly 

to perform classical music.  Typical programs included a mixture of songs, piano, and chamber music.  

By 1900 men were allowed to join.  Meetings were held in the intimate setting of membersô homes with 

the occasional gatherings in larger venues such as the Heliconian Hall.  Over the years membership grew 

and concerts included well known professional artists such as Lois Marshall, Weldon Kilburn and George 

Brough (and even a teenage Glenn Gould), as well as amateur singers and instrumentalists.  Today there 

are about 75 members in the Home Music Club, including performers and associates.  Eleven of these 

members have been awarded life membership in recognition of their long service to the Club. 

 

In addition to the monthly meetings held on Sunday afternoons from October to May, the HMC hosts an 

annual master class for chamber groups.  Recent coaches have included James Parker, pianist, and 

Principal TSO musicians Sarah Jeffrey, oboe; Joseph Johnson, cello; and Kelly Zimba Lukic, flute. 
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Home Music Club 

HMC performers and committee for the 125th anniversary (on the stage of the Heliconian Hall) 

(www.hmctoronto.com) 

 

CAMMAC members have also been active in the HMC.  Barbara Cooper, mezzo soprano, performed as 

a singer and in the capacity as President of the Club from 1972.  Her husband Geoffrey, trumpet, took 

over as President in 1976 and also acted as an arranger and program organizer for many years.  In 1986 

he wrote an article on the Home Music Club which appeared in the CAMMAC Journal.   Current President 

Roland Wilk and Treasurer Marion Wilk are also regular performers for both organizations.  As the 

concert venue coordinator for the HMC for many years, I have had the privilege of working with lovely 

host members as well as arranging outreach concerts at Northern District Library and in seniorsô 

residences such as Christie Gardens and The Briton House.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://hmctoronto.com/

